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Prologue










12 years ago

Her childhood always felt idyllic. Even from up close, she had parents who loved each other—truly loved each other.

She lived in a place that felt magical, a district of Savannah, Georgia, called Moon River.

She wasn't naive; they kept up with current events and had honest discussions with her father about the world beyond their sheltered life.

It's not that nothing bad ever happened.

Bad things happen everywhere.

Even at 15, Kelly had truly understood that her life was good.

She remembered a very distinct thought: She could never imagine ever wanting to leave this place, that she would finish high school, go to university to become a lawyer and work as a prosecutor, or work for one of the foundations her mom was a part of.

Her parents felt like they were part of their community, woven into the fabric that created her beloved city.

But that bubble had popped when the first girl went missing, Hannah.

Kelly remembered the picture of Hannah in the daily news, the press conferences Hannah's parents spoke at, and the questions being asked.

Maybe she just ran away?

Did she get into trouble?

Did she have a boyfriend?

She was the same age as Kelly.

Then tension built with the second girl gone missing, Joyce. She was from a different district than Hannah and a year older.

And then Diane, a year younger than Kelly and again from a different district.

With three girls missing over three weeks, everyone was on high alert, no one was asking if they ran away anymore and there was discussion about enforcing curfews.

On the news, they discussed bringing in profilers and allowing an FBI task force to come and help with the investigation. There were no witnesses and no leads. Kelly had heard her dad tell her mom that the police were grasping at straws. They talked about a pattern emerging: a girl going missing every week. The news was calling him The Collector, collecting girls from different districts across Savannah.

By the fourth week and the fourth girl, Emily, the Savannah PD had officially publicly asked for the help of the FBI and the profilers who promised to solve the case and bring the girls home.

But Kelly knew those girls would not go home, not in the way their parents wanted them to anyway.

Because she was now one of them.

She had been walking home with her best friend, Amanda. They were supposed to stay together, but Amanda wanted to sneak off to spend time with her boyfriend. Kelly didn't want her to be mad, so she told her to go... that she would be okay walking home alone.

But that man had come, she was only five minutes from home, and he still took her.

She remembered kicking and trying to scream while he smothered her with a cloth that smelt weird. She blacked out before she truly understood what was happening.

She woke up as she was being thrown into a shallow crawl space. She darted for the door but not fast enough, her head was swirling and her senses were overwhelmed by a smell that was gagging her. It was dark and the space was tight, she couldn't control her breathing.


Before this moment, she had never really experienced fear and had never known this sort of panic. She felt the walls closing in and her chest constricting. What is that smell?


She moved around, trying to get a sense of her surroundings, and that was when she felt it.

For a moment, Kelly's breathing slowed, and her panic lessened.

Maybe I'm not alone

But then her eyes adjusted, and that moment passed.

The picture of Emily from the news flashed through her mind as she lay face to face with the girl who had only been taken two days ago. Kelly tried to scream, but she choked on the smell, and then her sobs came.

She was hyperventilating and didn't have any idea how to calm herself down.

The world went black, and she succumbed to the panic.

But that was before she lost track of time.

Before he hurt her for the first time.

That was before he told her she was stained and dirty and bad.

Before he told her, she needed to be purified.

That was two girls ago.


Chapter 1







The familiar stench of blood and decay hung heavy in the air, mixing with the acrid taste of fear that seemed to seep from the very walls themselves. A chill ran down her spine as she entered the crime scene, carefully stepping over the threshold. It was as if every detail had been deliberately arranged to create a twisted tableau of death, each element pointing towards a ritualistic sacrifice.

But the eerie silence that enveloped the room unnerved Detective Kelly Munroe the most. It felt unnatural, as if the apartment itself was holding its breath.

Despite her training and her past, she couldn't shake off the creeping dread that had been building since the first murder.

This case felt different, darker, and more personal.

Eleanor White, a highly esteemed professor of folklore at a local university, was the third victim in as many weeks.

Walking over to the victim and kneeling to get closer and take in the lifeless body sprawled in the centre of her living room, surrounded by shattered furniture and scattered papers. Her once vibrant eyes were now wide open, locked in an expression of terror that spoke of a death far from peaceful. The symbols etched into her skin with precise, almost reverent care, their twisted shapes and intricate patterns revealing a sinister purpose.

A surge of thoughts raced through Kelly's mind as she took in the scene.

The same unusual symbols had been found etched onto the first victim, Sarah Blackwood, a well-known herbalist and skilled tarot reader.

The second body that of Thomas Green lay cold and lifeless amidst a circle of occult books and mysterious objects used for rituals.

The killer had left behind a trail of cryptic messages written in a mix of ancient languages and modern threats. The words dripped with hatred and an undeniable belief in purging those who dabbled in the supernatural. Despite the gruesome scenes, there was a strange sense of order and preciseness to the murders. Each crime scene was unexplainably clean, devoid of any physical evidence linking to the killer, leaving behind only an unnerving aura of calculated destruction.

Kelly closed her eyes and made a familiar promise.

I promise I’ll find the one who did this, who took you away so violently. I’ll make them pay for what they've done. Your voice will not be lost in the darkness.

“Looks like our guy’s getting bolder,” a voice interrupted her thoughts. Kelly glanced up to see Detective Alexander Whitfield standing in the doorway. His usual warmth was concealed by grim resolve. Taking him in a striking figure, standing at 6’2" with an air of quiet strength. With his neatly styled dirty blonde hair and piercing blue eyes, Alexander had an effect on her that she tried to bury.

Kelly stood, brushing a stray lock of her hair behind her ear. “Or more desperate. He’s escalating, but why? What’s driving him?”

Alexander stepped closer, his eyes scanning the room with the practiced eye of a seasoned detective. “We’re missing something, Munroe. Something big. These symbols... they’re not just for show. They mean something.”

Before Kelly could respond, another figure entered the room—Andrea Wilkins, Kelly's best friend and one of the Crime Scene Unit techs assigned to their case. Andrea’s face was a mask of professional detachment, but Kelly knew her well enough to see the tension in her eyes. Something about this case was getting to her, too.

“Found anything we can use?” Kelly asked, trying to keep the frustration from her voice. She’d always respected Andrea’s sharp mind and attention to detail, but even the best techs couldn’t conjure evidence out of thin air.

Andrea shook her head, her hands deftly packing away tools into her kit. “Not much, I’m afraid—no prints, no obvious signs of DNA—just like the others. But there is something… odd. The symbols carved into the victim’s skin are a mix of runes and letters, some of which I’ve never seen before. It’s like the killer is creating a new language, or... combining several.”

Kelly frowned. “What are we missing?”

Alexander exchanged a glance with Kelly, his jaw tightening. “There's a few obvious connections... but we need to dig deeper into their backgrounds. If there’s a connection beyond the surface, we’ll find it.”

Kelly nodded, her mind already racing ahead. The killer was out there, somewhere, and she had no doubt he would strike again. But the why... why these victims and why these symbols? And that uncertainty, that nagging feeling of being on the edge of something vast and dangerous, scared her the most.

"Who called it in?" Kelly's gaze worked over the body before her. "Does she have family, someone we should be notifying?"

Alexander moved beside her, pulling out his notes. "The school called when she missed her usual classes. The superintendent let our officers in. We are looking into next of kin."

Kelly nodded. "Ok... we should look into any threats or known conflict... any students in her classes that had a connection with the first two victims."

Alexander looked to Kelly. "We haven't figured out how the killer got in. The front door was locked from the inside when our officers ,arrived, and there's no other obvious way in or out."

Kelly scanned the space around her. The apartment was small and cozy, on the 6th floor of a small apartment complex. "Could he have gone up?"

Alexander looked at her, questioning.

She gestured to the balcony while moving towards it, opening the sliding door and stepping outside. Kelly put her back to the railing and looked up. Alexander moved towards her.

"We are on the top floor." she continued. "So instead of going down six stories... maybe he went up. What's on the roof?"

Alexander joined her on the balcony, with Andrea trailing behind. "I don't know. We can look. What are you... " Before he could finish, Kelly moved quickly.

She perched herself on the balcony railing, muscles tensed. Her movements were instinctual and precise, a result of years spent honing her body.

Standing up, Kelly asked, "Gloves?" holding her hand out to no one in particular.

Alexander moved closer to her, handing her a pair. She reached for them, her footing slipping slightly, and he grabbed her behind her legs.

Their eyes locked briefly, their history swirling between them in that exchange.

"I am okay. You can let me go, " she said, her voice low enough for just him to hear.

He looked at her, his intentions clear in his eyes. "Never."

Andrea cleared her throat, pulling them out of the moment, and Kelly realized she was holding her breath. She inhaled sharply and turned to the brick wall, Alexander's steady presence grounding her. She grabbed the edge of the flat roof and lifted herself slightly so she could see over the lip with a clear view of the roof. Her dark brown hair, tied back in a practical ponytail, brushed against her neck as she shifted. Despite the scars etched into her past, she felt strong and ready. At 5'11", Kelly was all lean muscle and subtle, sensual curves and agility that had saved her life more times than she cared to count. For the first time in this case Kelly felt hope, she scanned the area one more time before letting herself back down to the balcony's edge.

Alexander helped her down, and she turned to Andrea. "I need a tech on the roof and out here. There are drag marks originating from this spot, a few smudges, and an access point on the top of the roof."

"We will get someone up there right away," Andrea answered. She turned to go back into the apartment, adding over her shoulder. "I think you just got a physical profile on our perp too."

Kelly tilted her head in question, and Andrea motioned between them, indicating their physical differences. "I couldn't do that."

Andrea's auburn hair caught the light, framing a face too pretty for the harsh reality of their work. Kelly caught a familiar hint of a smirk on her lips. Andrea was all feminine softness, her petite frame often making people underestimate her, something Kelly knew the woman leveraged to her advantage. With those perspective blue eyes, Andrea saw more than she let on.

Kelly considered her comment as she watched Andrea move back through the apartment.

As she made her way forward, she realized just how close she had been standing to Alexander. His warmth contrasted with the cool September breeze.

She inhaled softly, his familiar scent toying with her emotions.

Feeling his eyes on her, she lifted her gaze to meet his. A familiar cheeky grin made its way across his face. "Alex...? " she breathed.


They stared at each other for moments,, but it felt so much longer. Complicated would be the best way to describe them. Kelly knew Alexander was one of the good ones. She often told people it didn’t work out because she felt he wanted to coddle her, to fix all her problems because of her past. But deep down, she felt he was too good for her. Alexander had a quality about him, like a shining light, radiating an aura of protection around those closest to him. A part of her was always waiting for him to realize how broken she was deep down. Her walls kept the damage hidden, but she was terrified he would discover the darkness that lived deep within her. The last time they were together, Alex made it clear that he wanted more. He wanted a life with Kelly. “I don’t want some of you, Kelly. I want it all..” His voice echoed through her mind, the look on his face when she told him she couldn’t give him more, and walked away.


His voice broke her daze, "Are you ok?"

She forced a smile and replied, "Of course I am... why wouldn't I be?"

He gave her a knowing look. Ignoring it, she moved past him and back into the oppressive energy of the crime scene. The officers were going door to door looking for potential witnesses and the CSU team were busy marking and collecting evidence.

Walking towards the entrance, she said over her shoulder, "I am going to head back to the precinct to see if I can't build a profile... start looking for connections."

"I will follow you out," Alexander replied.

Moving through the hallway to the elevator, "I don't know, Alex... something feels wrong. I need to get into his mind."

"You will," he responded with confidence.

Kelly murmured, her voice low. “Before it’s too late.”

As she spoke the words, a cold sense of knowing settled deep within her. Something told her this case would change everything—and not just for the victims.


Chapter 2







Sitting at her desk for what felt like an eternity, Kelly poured over her notes, searching for anything that could lead her to find the killer. Her desk was at the epicentre of the dimly lit North Manhattan Homicide Squad, an unremarkable, drab-grey bastion that housed her team and the 24th precinct of the NYPD. The atmosphere was heavy yet almost electric, tainted by the details of her case, everyone on edge.

She never had a hard time putting herself in the mind of a killer. It was one of her many strengths. But this killer was the perfect mix of chaos and pristine order. Contradictions didn't sit well when trying to narrow down a profile for a killer, leaving her with more questions than answers.

The hum of computers and the faint chatter of detectives in hushed tones filled the air, creating a constant undercurrent of activity in the otherwise sombre atmosphere. As Kelly pored over the files before her, the subtle scent of old coffee wafted through the air. The precinct's ancient coffee machine had seen better days, but it faithfully brewed a dark, bitter blend that seemed to linger indefinitely, becoming a permanent fixture in the office's landscape.

The responsibility of the case wore on her. She felt exhausted.

Kelly had been experiencing unsettling flashbacks and vivid dreams of her past, something that hadn't haunted her in years. The memories of her abduction and near-death experience resurfaced with alarming clarity. She couldn't pinpoint what had caused them to stir back up from the deep recess of her memories. There was no recent trigger or link in any case. These vivid dreams felt like she was back in that time, in those last moments, and she was desperate to lock them in the dark where they belonged.

Kelly took a rare moment to stretch as the office emptied, with only a handful of night-shift detectives settling in. Unlocking her eyes from her case notes and allowing herself to take in her surroundings, the familiarity of it offered a consistent comfort in her life. Detective Munroe opted for the North Manhattan Squad instead of any other NYPD Homicide squad. It likely had something to do with the cases in this bureau of New York. While many people thought that Manhattan wouldn't bring in as many violent crimes and murders, this bureau consistently ranked among the top for these crimes.

From Kelly's past, she developed an attachment to such cases, intending to save as many victims as possible and learn everything she could from the predators who hunted them.

Just as Kelly was wrapping up her overdue stretch, a detective across the room attempted to flag her over.

"I'll be heading out soon, Ramirez. Can this wait?" she challenged with a hint of exasperation. She could already feel the weight of a confrontation with him hanging in the air and was in no mood for it today.

Detective Ramirez, who stood around 5'8", had rich, warm brown skin, close-cropped black hair, and a neatly trimmed goatee that complemented his sharp, observant dark brown eyes. At one point, Kelly had considered him an attractive man, but that was before.

Their contentious relationship ignited from the very beginning when they were both assigned to a case years ago. They had butted heads relentlessly, with Ramirez choosing a more reckless approach while Kelly leaned towards a thorough investigation. The conflict reached its climax when Ramirez, acting on impulse, shot an innocent suspect. His connections within the NYPD and his influential family allowed him to escape any consequences, a fact that continued to infuriate Detective Munroe.

"Come on, Munroe, I just want the details on your case... Is it true someone is killing off Wiccan? You better be careful... don't want to get caught in a curse...or some voodoo shit." Ramirez taunted as he scanned the room for an audience.

Exhausted, Kelly decided she'd had enough. Her home, a soothing bath, and a generous glass of wine beckoned. Before Ramirez could continue his inquiry, she locked her computer, shouldered her bag, and waved him off. "I'm out... you can mock me some other day about some other shit. I don't have the energy for you right now!"

As Kelly turned to leave, Ramirez couldn't resist one last jab. "You wouldn't have the energy for me any day!"

Kelly halted in her tracks, her breath quickening and her patience finding its end. The entire office fell into a sudden hush as if everyone was holding their breath, awaiting her reaction. It was well-known that Munroe had no patience for Ramirez's relentless taunting. The entire room braced for an eruption. In moments like these, you could detect the obvious lines of differences in who they were at their core. Maybe her self-assigned debt for being saved or her drive from being turned away from the FBI BAU had something to do with it. Wanting to prove that her past did not define her and that she could use it as a strength, not a weakness. Detective Munroe dedicated her life to helping those who could not help themselves, and she couldn't help but feel that for someone like Ramirez, the job was a status, a power to wield, no matter the cost.

Remaining frozen in her tracks, Kelly considered her options. She envisioned what she could say to cut him deep, take him down a notch or two, and rip him apart with just her words. While some part of her willed her to make that choice and say those things, she knew it wouldn't make her feel any better and couldn't fix her feelings about this case.

Breathe, Kelly. He's not worth the paperwork.

Summoning a deep breath and fixing her gaze on the path home, Kelly resisted the urge to respond. She conveyed her feelings about Ramirez to her colleagues with a dismissive flick of her middle finger. The silence shattered into laughter and teasing aimed at Ramirez for his failed attempt to unnerve her. She used this as her cue to exit before changing her mind and leaving the precinct with her head held high.


Chapter 3







Kelly had woken up early with a feeling of anxiousness. She knew she could shake it off with a good sweat and instead of going into the precinct to workout or spar, she decided to clear her mind with a run.

Arriving at the closest entry to Central Park from her home, the crisp September air aided Kelly's quest to clear her mind. As she jogged through the now-awakening park, the still-cool breeze brushed against her skin, a refreshing contrast to the intruding rays of the morning sun. The rhythm of her breath fell in sync with the steady beat of her heart. September in New York brought about a transformation that Kelly always appreciated. The park's lush greenery gradually transformed into warm red, orange, and yellow hues. Leaves rustled beneath her feet, a pleasant reminder of the changing seasons. The city's pace seemed to shift as well, a bit more leisurely as the hot summer days made way for the cooler embrace of autumn.

She had hoped this run would provide her with some relief, but an overwhelming sense of discomfort was settling in. Kelly couldn't help but feel a wave of panic crashing into her. It was as if invisible eyes were watching her every move, and she couldn't shake the feeling.

Stopping in her tracks, Kelly tried to regain her composure. She inhaled deeply, recalling the techniques she had learned to calm her racing thoughts. It was a familiar sensation she hadn't experienced in years, not since her years in therapy after her survival of a serial killer when she was only 15.

As she closed her eyes and focused on her breathing, flashes of her past came rushing back—a dark basement, suffocating shadows, and a sense of helplessness. Her chest tightened, and she was there.

Kelly held one of the girls in her arms. He didn't complete the ritual. She was marked, the telltale signs that death would soon come. Crosses and religious symbols had been carved into Samantha. Usually, Kelly only saw these markings once her abductor was done with his cleansing. She could hear the screams and the girls begging for mercy, begging for him to stop. And then a soft choking sound would be covered by prayer. Once he was done, he would toss the lifeless, broken body back into the crawl space and tell the girls they needed to pray for their sins.

Samantha shivered in Kelly's arms, whispering, "Maybe he will spare me, do… do you think that is why he didn't finish… do you think I have a chance at living?"

Kelly didn't have it in her to tell Sam she didn't think that was the case. She had heard a car door and could only assume the ritual was stopped to avoid being discovered.

They lay together, Samantha's sticky, warm blood clinging to Kelly at every point of contact their skin made.

After a while, it felt like maybe Sam would be spared, maybe her perceived sins were absolved, and he wouldn't end her like the others.

But then she heard footsteps coming down the stairs, and a whimper escaped Sam's lips. Samantha grabbed onto Kelly tighter and started to pray; she was trembling. She could hear him just outside the locked door to the crawl space. It sounded like he was pacing in the ritual room, talking to himself.

And then the pacing stopped.

The door to the crawl space jiggled and then popped open.

Samantha shrieked and tried to tuck up her legs out of his reach, but not fast enough.

He grabbed her ankles as she dug her nails into Kelly's arms.

"Help… don't let him take me……. HELP ME." The last words came out as a curdling shriek as he yanked harder on Samantha, and her body started to pull away from Kelly's arms.

At that moment, something snapped in Kelly, and she held on to Sam with everything she could. Kelly was exhausted and couldn't remember the last thing she ate.

She didn't think she could make a difference but decided to try.

Kelly wrapped herself around Samantha, but that didn't slow him down one bit. He reefed them out with a few rough tugs.

Samantha fell onto the hard basement floor, and Kelly fell on top of her.

He fumed, "Let go of her, you dirty bitch. You're not ready yet."

He tried to pull Kelly off of Sam, but she wouldn't let go.

She was covering her with her own body.

It was as if strength she never knew she had was holding her over the frail girl's body as he pulled at her.

"Fucking bitch, this is why you are here. You will pay. You will burn for your sins."

He stopped pulling, and Kelly lifted her head slightly to look at Sam to make sure she wasn't hurting her. Samantha looked scared, but there was something in her eye… something close to hope. She let Sam see the light and offered a slight lift of the corners of her mouth.

"I've got you, Sam. It's….." Kelly screeched as a searing pain like she had never known before radiated within her.

Richard had stabbed a red-hot fire poker into her ribs. Kelly instinctively released Sam and rolled. He didn't stop his assault. He continued to stab and smash and punish Kelly until she couldn't even hold her hands up in defence any longer.

He didn't bother with bringing Samantha to his worktable like he did with the other girls.

He straddled Sam on the ground beside Kelly and wrapped his hands around her fragile neck.

Kelly willed her body to move... willed her voice to work. They didn't listen.

Sam didn't even try to fight.

She locked eyes with Kelly as the sound of her assailant's prayers filled the room, and Kelly could only watch as the life left Samantha's eyes.

She snapped back to the park with a gasp. Kelly was holding herself, her fingers instinctively clinging to the scars on her ribs. A single tear fell on her cheek as she struggled for air.

Breathe Kelly…. Breathe.

She looked around for the source of her triggered memories. Kelly couldn't understand why they were resurfacing now in the middle of Central Park. She shook her head as if physically pushing the memories away. Wanting to escape this feeling, she wiped her face with a shaky hand and resumed her run, pushing herself harder as if trying to outrun the shadows of her past and the worry that clung to her like a second skin.


Chapter 4







Kelly forced a smile on her face as she entered the precinct and was greeted by CSU Wilkins. The unsettling flashback was fresh in her mind. Her best friend stood waiting for her with a tray of coffees and a stack of files.

"You are here early... how do you manage on so little sleep?"

Andrea smirked, holding the tray of coffee out to Kelly, "I surprisingly function on very little."

Kelly grabbed a cup and started to move towards her desk. "What else do you have for me? Please tell me you have something."

Before Andrea could answer, a shout came from behind them. Kelly spun around to see two officers escorting a man in cuffs to the interrogation room.

"Who is he here to see?" Kelly asked.

The man in cuffs stopped in his tracks, lurching the officer's back.

"Keep walking, Hale; you'll get the pleasure of dealing with Detective Munroe soon enough." One of the officers jabbed.

"You... no, no, no, no... It's you!" Hale was staring frantically in Kelly's direction, bucking against the officers.

"Calm down, Hale, before you get yourself hurt."

Hale dropped his weight, forcing the officers to drag him down the hall. The last thing she heard from him was a screeching sound, followed by, "It's not safe... she's the one."

Kelly started toward them when Alexander entered the precinct. Nodding in his direction, she asked, "What is going on?"

Alexander smiled, "Good morning, Munroe... I got a few leads last night, and one led us to Gregory Hale."

Now standing beside him, Kelly frowned, "Leads? When did that happen? Why wasn't I informed?"

Andrea cleared her throat from beside Kelly, "That could be my fault... I returned from the scene and came looking for you, but Alexander was still here, and we started discussing the case." Kelly looked at her, and Andrea smiled shyly.

Kelly shook her head and looked back at Alexander. "I am the lead on this case. Why wasn't I notified?"

He moved closer to Kelly, touching her elbow, "Sorry... I ran with a few leads and didn't know if anything would come of it. Andrea said you were exhausted yesterday, so we figured why bother you until necessary."

Kelly stepped back, clenching her jaw. This whole situation set her off. Why would they think they could work on her case without her?

"I am so glad you two decided what information was important enough for me to know about my case." Frustration bubbled to the surface, and Kelly struggled to control it.

Andrea stepped in closer to Alexander, "Nothing happened, Kelly... I swear."

What? Does she think I am jealous?

Ignoring the comment, she moved past them, calling behind her to Alex, "Who do we have, and why did we bring him in?"

Alexander followed her into the viewing room attached to the interrogation room.

"Gregory Hale was a student of our most recent victim, and we tracked him from a few online occult groups. He has a history of staying in various mental facilities since he was thirteen. We went to question him early this morning, and he bolted."

Kelly nodded, taking in the information. "Do we have any evidence on him? Has he said anything?"

Alexander shook his head, "We are waiting on a warrant." He flagged one of the officers in the hallway, "Hey! Did Hale have anything interesting to say on the ride here?"

The officer shook his head and smirked, "He was completely silent until we got here, and then he flipped out when he saw Detective Munroe."

Alexander looked to Kelly, a questioning look on his face. "You ok?"

Kelly sighed deeply and responded, "I am going in."

He reached for her, "Are you sure? I can question him."

Before entering the room, Kelly shot him a disapproving look. Warning him not to push it.

With her hand on the handle to the interrogation room, Kelly took a deep breath and pushed her way in.

Hale's eyes shot up when he heard the door open, and when he saw Kelly enter, he immediately dropped them.

"Mr Hale, my name is Detective Munroe. Do you know why you are here?" Staying on the edge of the room, she watched for any reactions.

Avoiding the question, he started whispering to himself. She took a step towards him, and he flinched. "Gregory, I have a few questions I need to ask you about a case I am working on."

He didn't react, continuing to whisper to himself.

Kelly studied him for a moment, trying to determine whether this was his usual state or a show. She moved closer, only a few feet from the table. His hands were handcuffed to the table in front of him.

"Do you know Eleanor White?"

His whispering stopped, and his whole body froze in place. She waited to see what he would do next, but he remained frozen. Kelly continued across the room and sat at the table across from the suspect.

She studied him for a few more minutes before leaning forward and softening her voice, "The charges you have been brought in on are very serious, Mr Hale. I want to help you."

The energy in the room shifted like power crackling; the once-silent suspect started to laugh while he slowly dragged his eyes up to Kelly, causing a shiver to rack its way through her body. In a movement that was too quick for her to predict Gregory slammed his head into the table between them drawing blood, shooting to his feet he shoved the table hard into Kelly knocking her back off her chair. Before she could get to her feet, Alexander burst into the room, shouting at the officers in the hall to follow.

She stumbled to her feet, feeling a sharp pain in the back of her head. Reaching to feel for a bump, her hand was met with a wet patch. Alexander stood between her and the table, "Are you ok?"

Wincing, she pulled her hand away, seeing it covered in blood.

Hale continued to laugh, drawing her eye back to him. "She bleeds... she bleeds... bleeds." Kelly sucked in a sharp breath as Alexander turned to Hale, both watching him drawing on the table in his blood.

"Get him out of here." He yelled to the officers behind him.

She could feel Alexander studying her, "I am ok, Alex."

"You should get your head looked at."

She looked up at him and tried to force a smile: "I don't need it. I am ok."

Still studying her, he asked, "Can I at least look at it? You may need stitches."

She could see the fear and anger in his eyes, a look she had become acutely familiar with whenever she came in harm's way. She nodded and let out a hiss. Alexander gave her a concerned look, so she responded. "Ok, we can get it looked at."

Alexander sighed, relieved, before grabbing Kelly's arm and leading her out of the interrogation room.


Chapter 5







Kelly emerged from the steam of her shower, mindlessly clearing the fog from her mirror while her focus was pulled to her phone on the countertop. Notifications from Alexander checking in on her and Andrea, suggesting they blow off some steam tonight.

After an examination, Kelly required stitches and was told to go home and rest. The Chief assigned Alexander to take over the case and close it out. The case wrapped up neatly with Hale's arrest. The evidence against him was overwhelming, and he was quickly deemed mentally unfit, thus being sent to a psychiatric facility.

However, Kelly couldn't shake the feeling that there was more to the story. The precision and knowledge required for the murders suggest a deeper understanding of the occult than Hale seemed capable of. With his history of mental illness, evidence found at his residence and his connection to the third victim, the case had everything it needed to close. But instead of feeling relieved, a nagging sense that something was missed or overlooked loomed over Detective Munroe. 

Releasing a heavy sigh, Kelly put her phone back down and brought her gaze back up to the fogged-up mirror. Something moved in the top corner of the mirror. Kelly was startled, spinning around to see what had made a wave of black move behind her. There was nothing there. She had a clear view of the bathroom and her bedroom from where she stood. She could see where her department-issued gun was sitting at her bedside table, and it provided her with some reassurance. She turned back around and swiped at the mirror once more, trying to identify what in the background could have spooked her. As she stared, trying to reconcile the fear that still welled up within her, the hairs on her arms stood up on alert, the feeling of being watched washing over her once more. She had the same feeling from the park while she ran.

Breathe, Kelly, just breathe; it is probably nothing. Fuck what is going on with me?

She knew she had to clear her home for the fear to settle.

She had to know that she was alone and that the stain of the last few cases was wearing heavily on her. Again, she turned her gaze towards the gun resting on her bedside table. It was broad daylight. She couldn't figure out why she was suddenly feeling this way during the day at home, in her safe place.

Taking deep, even breaths, Kelly slowly walked to the bathroom door, pulling her robe from the back hook and wrapping it around herself, securing her body within.

Just breathe.

She continued her way into her bedroom, taking in the wide-open, bright space that was her sanctuary.

There are no monsters in here, Kelly. Relax.

She continued into her room, still trying to calm her racing heart, her hair still on edge, almost hovering over the goosebumps that were now travelling down her spine. She grabbed her gun and took another deep breath.

You are safe, you are home, and no one is going to hurt you. You will be ok. Just breathe.

She couldn't remember the last time she had to recite her mantras, her therapist's sayings, to feel grounded in any unnerving situation.

She loved her tiny home because it was bright, light and open. No dark basements, no basement at all… one of the few stipulations she gave her realtor when shopping for a home a few years ago. Basements were still a thing she struggled with, even after all these years. She moved from her bedroom into the open living space, taking in her kitchen and living room. The only closet in this space was near the front door, the only area where someone could hide in the dark. She quickly moved across her home, one hand on her gun and the other reaching out to the enormous walk-in closet that served as her storage space. With a hand hovering over the door, that feeling sticking with her, like eyes were burning into her, searing into each of her movements. Just as her fingers touched the cool metal of the doorknob.


KNOCK KNOCK… Kelly jumped, her fingers drilling into the grip of her gun. Heart racing, she stopped for a moment, trying to steady herself.


"Hey Kelly, it's Alex."

She recognized the voice and tried to push the panic from her voice. "Alex, what are you doing here?"

"I was in the area and thought I'd check on you. I also thought we could have lunch together."

Kelly stood silently, willing her body to calm down.

"Are you going to let me in? Are you ok?"

Without answering, Kelly turned to face her front door, unlocking the bolts and locks that kept her feeling safe, well, usually safe. She walked away without answering or opening the door.

Alexander opened the door and peeked in after realizing she wasn't opening the door for him, hearing the locks being released. Kelly kept the gun hidden in front of her as she walked towards her bedroom, not wanting to see that look on his face if he thought she was distraught. She didn't want him to see her weak like this. She waved with her free hand to the kitchen and supplied, "I just got out of the shower. Let me get dressed quick, and I will be right out."

Alexander accepted the invitation and stepped into the entryway, closing the door behind him. "Are you ok?" he asked as he moved towards the island in the centre of her kitchen.

Kelly closed her bedroom door behind her and moved to her bed. Sitting down, she placed her gun on her bedside table and tried to steady her hands.

It is just Alex. You are safe. Just breathe.

She let out a deep sigh and replied. "I am fine. I thought I heard someone and must have just heard you pull up. I will be out in a second."

He replied quickly from her kitchen, "Ok, I got Thai… you want me to make you a plate?"

Kelly took one last deep breath, willing the fear to leave her body. "Sure, that sounds good. I'm just getting dressed." She stood up, moved towards her walk-in closet, the door already open, and grabbed a pair of jeans and one of her favourite worn-in T-shirts.

She walked into her kitchen, the smell of the food making her mouth water. The feeling of being watched, the fear, had finally subsided as she approached Alexander. She couldn't help but let her eyes wander over him, landing on his beautiful face, with a grin forming. The comfort of him being here washed over her. Feeling thirsty, she made her way to get a drink for them from the fridge, her back to him. She could feel the smirk radiating from him, and she couldn't help but ask, "What's that grin for?"

She grabbed two bottles of soda water and turned to him—a questioning look on his face.

"You don't remember? I wondered where that shirt ended up," he answered, moving his eyes from her to the plates he was making.

Kelly froze momentarily, realizing why it had become one of her favourites. He had left it here a while ago when they were still exploring the possibilities of what they were and before she pushed it all away. "I…I am sorry. Do you want it back?" Was all she could think to say.

Alexander laughed and looked up at her. A smile tinged with a lick of sadness washed over his face. "No… I don't. It looks better on you, anyway."

A memory flickered through her mind of Alexander standing in her room, wearing the shirt, asking her if she was sure. She remembered exactly how he looked in it and shook her head to bring her back to now. She couldn't let herself think about him like that, not when she worked so hard to be friends, not to cross those lines that she knew she had to keep. Her throat was suddenly parched, and she stepped towards the island, passing a bottle towards Alexander and opening hers quickly to wet her throat. She took a hard gulp and then moved around the island to the stool beside Alex and the plate of food he had just carefully made her.

They sat in awkward silence for a moment. Kelly was unsure of what to say to steer the conversation away from what they used to be, what they could have been. "The food smells amazing, thank you," was all she could come up with.
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He could feel the awkward tension between them as Kelly sat down beside him, thanking him for the food he brought. He wanted to answer with I knew you would want comfort food after our last case or I know it is one of your favourites,… a number of other things that would let her know how he still felt about her. But he saw how she reacted when she realized it was his shirt she was wearing and would rather have her as a friend than just a colleague or as a passerby in the office or gym. So he smiled and said, "It's getting cold. Dig in." Delivering her a playful elbow to the ribs.


They sat in silence for what felt like forever but was more like a few minutes. He sensed the tension radiating from her but knew better than to push her by asking if she was ok again. So, instead, he said, "Hey, are we ok? With everything with the case?"

She let out a sigh, "Of course, Alex. I know you didn't do anything intentionally to hurt me or undermine me. You know how I get on a case; I like to be in control." Letting out another sigh, she continued, "I was just surprised you worked with Andrea on something without running it by me."

"Fair enough," he said. "How's your head feeling?"

Still focused on her plate of food, she said, "I had a bit of a headache this morning, but I am ok."

He knew something was off with her, but everything with their relationship and friendship felt like a fine line. He had to walk in fear of losing the little access he had to her. He wanted to hug her, offer to take time off with her and take a long overdue vacation together. There were so many things he wanted and pushed down after she told him she didn't want a relationship.

Even though she reassured him it wasn't him, it was her, and she didn't want a relationship with anyone, Alex couldn't help but wonder what he had done wrong to scare her off.


"Do you have any plans for your day off? Are you cashing in any of your banked days?" That feels like a safe enough question.


Kelly shrugged, "I have a few things to get caught up on. Andrea wants to go out tonight to blow off some steam." Making a face, she continued, "I think I would rather just stay home, though."

Alexander smiled. For someone with such a formidable presence, Kelly was a homebody, and he loved it. "Maybe you should go out with Andrea and have some fun."

Looking up at him, she asked, "Oh ya, are you going to join us?"

While tempted, Alexander didn't want to suffer through being Kelly's friend and watch men throw themselves at her all night. "I have plans, but thanks for asking."

The look on her face shifted, "Plans?"


Is she jealous? He considered telling her the truth that his plans were beer and his couch, but he decided jealousy was a good look on her and hoped that maybe it would help her realize how she felt for him. "Yep, plans."


Alex got up from the stool beside Kelly and moved to clear the remnants of his lunch from his plate. He placed his cleared plate on the counter beside her sink and turned to see Kelly lost in thought. "Do you want the leftovers in the fridge?" he asked.

It seemed to snap her out of whatever memory she was lost in. "What? No… Alex, you take this with you."

He smiled. "I am headed back to the precinct and it won't keep in the car. Just keep it."

"Thank you!" She shared a big smile in his direction. "Saves me from doing groceries. Don't worry about putting it away, though, if you have to go back. I can clean up after I am done."

"Ok. Talk to you later?" He didn't know what to expect from this visit, from her…them. He just knew he should leave now before he said too much.

She replied, "Talk to you later."

Alex started to walk towards the door. "And, hey." She added. He stopped, holding his breath, waiting for what she might say next. "If your plans fall through, let me know. "

Alexander let out a quiet sigh. "Ok, Kelly." And with that, he left.


Chapter 6







Kelly returned home after an afternoon of errands. Walking through the entryway into her open-concept living space, Kelly felt the day's tension melt away.

Here she was, safe. Her deadbolts and security system did their job, allowing her some well-deserved respite from the grim world she delved into daily. She tossed her jacket on a stool and dropped her phone on the island countertop before heading to her pantry, which doubled as a wine rack.

Amidst the bottles, her fingers danced, seeking the perfect choice. She closed her eyes and playfully waved her finger, a grown-up version of eeny meeny miny moe, landing on one of her favourite red blends from Italy. She grabbed the bottle and then headed back into her open kitchen with the sound of her phone buzzing, signalling new texts had been received.

Placing the wine on the counter, she glanced down at her phone and saw the notifications from Andrea. She was still pushing for a night out and would be arriving shortly.

Kelly went back to the cupboard and selected her preferred wine glass, a long-stemmed bowl-shaped one usually used for burgundy. After grabbing two, she headed back to the island.

Her phone started vibrating on the island countertop. She casually picked it up without bothering to glance at the caller ID.

"Hello."

"Kelly, oh, you're home... You picked up! Thank God!" Kelly's mom, Gina, sounded anxious and almost winded.

"Mom, you don't have to thank anyone but me for being home..."

Kelly and her mom had clashed over religion ever since Kelly's abduction.

It infuriated her that her mom credited God for her rescue instead of acknowledging the hard-working police department and FBI. Kelly knew that God was nowhere near her in that crawl space and that he had nothing to do with why she was still alive. After what had been done to her and the other girls in the name of soul purification, in the name of a religion that now her  mom had credited for her saving... It created a rift between them that grew as Kelly got older and took control of her life.

Her mom had always been religious but never imposed it on Kelly or her father. But that changed after Kelly became the only one to escape The Collector alive.

"Always so humorous, Kelly... So, do you want to know what I saw on the news this morning?" Her tone changed to a twinge of snark.

"Mom, I appreciate you calling. But I am about to head out... Can this wait?" Kelly switched the call to speakerphone and started pouring herself her glass of wine, setting the phone down in the island's centre.

"The morning news, I saw a story about a certain Homicide Detective who had been injured while working another case I knew nothing about and working when she said she'd take some personal time." Kelly's mom exuded a thick air of dramatic exasperation as if she were a stage star delivering her final monologue.


I should have known this was going to be an ambush. "Mom..."


"You wouldn't know of whom I speak, would you?" Her tone was so heavy that it seemed to ooze out of the phone's speaker. Kelly imagined her pacing in their family home, gesturing wildly as if putting on a show for an unseen audience.

"Mom, don't be so dramatic. I do not have time to brief you on all my cases, and for the most part, I can't. And I never said I was taking time off... you asked me to take time off. I promise I am fine, and it was barely an injury." Kelly struggled to steady her breathing and fought against the instinct to ball up her fingers in stress, a common reaction she had when in the presence of her mom.

"Right, because Lord knows that would involve taking holidays, Kelly, caring that you haven't seen your parents in over a year! A YEAR!"


I can't deal with this today. The stress was bubbling up, causing Kelly's chest to tighten.


"Gina, leave the girl alone!" Kelly's face lit up when she heard her dad's voice, unaware that her mom had put her on speakerphone. She smiled even wider when her dad joined the conversation.

Understanding that this conversation was inevitable and it likely wasn't worth the fight, she grabbed her wine and glass and moved them to the island, settling on one of her stools.

"Harold, she has vacation and personal time banked and took another case instead of coming home."

"Hi, Dad. I miss you." Kelly nearly resorted to acting like a teenager when talking to her mom. As her mom grumbled in the background, she visualized her dad by the landline speakerphone in the family kitchen. Her visceral physical reaction to her parents was evident. Her relationship with her mom created tension and barriers, but with her dad, they came down. Despite the deepening rift with Kelly's mom, her dad naturally tried to bridge the gap and kept her close.

"Sweetie, catch another bad guy?"

"Of course, Dad."

"Alright then, Gina, leave her alone. I am sure she is busy! Bye, sweetie."

"Bye, Dad!"

The sound of Gina switching back to the phone was clear as if she were trying to say something by blocking Harold's access to Kelly.

"You are so nice to your father. Do you love him more than me?"

She didn't fault her mom for their rift. Her mom hadn't really changed. If anything, she just became more of the person she was when Kelly was growing up.

But Kelly didn't come back the same.

Kelly was sweet and didn't fight with her parents before.

When she came back, it seemed like all she could do was fight. Like the fight or flight mechanism never turned off in her brain, the soul-level break that had occurred to her in the time she was taken... it never healed.

Her parents didn't get their girl back; they got a version of her, but she had endured too much to return to who she was before.

Her dad had adjusted to Kelly's changes, and her mom just wanted her daughter back, something Kelly could never give her.

"Mom... I love you both... you know that. I was working on a case. Which you already know. I have been busy. You know I cannot control when someone makes a choice that lands a case on my desk."
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