

Open Your Eyes

A Jovi Hurst Mystery

Natasha Ziegler

Copyright © 2025 Natasha Ziegler

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without prior written permission from the author, except for brief quotations in critical reviews or articles.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or any other means without the permission of the author is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized editions and support the author’s work.

“What happened was not your fault. What happened does not define you. You are worthy of a safe and healthy life. Be kind to yourself as you heal.”

- Jovi Hurst
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Everything was quiet at this time of night. Street lamps illuminated the sidewalk that led down to the old riverbank and over the bridge. Shadows lingered where the light didn’t touch - Eerily creeping along the edges like serpents slithering in the night. The light did not reach below the bridge. This left a deep, dark void.

The issue was that she had to go under the bridge to get home. 

As a rule, she avoided walking at night at all costs. Not only was it dark, but the wrong kind of people tended to hang out there at night. Drug addicts, thieves, and violent kinds of people. She had run into one a few months after she had moved here a couple of years ago. Although she had been unharmed at the time, it had terrified her to walk at night ever since. 

Bad things happen in the dark. She knew from experience. 

She continued down the sidewalk, slowing her steps once nearing the bridge. Glancing around to take in her surroundings, she felt a shiver run down her spine and all the way to her toes. She should have called a cab. Her blonde eyebrows drew together. Unfortunately, when you are a young student living on assistance and minimum wage, you don’t have that kind of luxury. 

She stopped under the last lamp post. Clutching her shoulder bag and purse closer to her chest, she took a deep breath. It really wasn't that far to the other side, she told herself. The heavy feeling in her stomach intensified. There was no way around this. It was her only path home. If she walked quickly, it would only take a few minutes to reach the other side.

Just as she was about to take another step, a deep voice spoke to her from behind her, making her jump. 

“It’s awfully late to be down in this part of town alone, isn’t it?” 

She swung herself around, extending her hand out in front of her as if to ward off any danger. An unsteady breath caught in her throat.

Recognition crossed her face when she saw who had approached her. She took a deep, leveling breath. “Oh, my word, you scared the daylights out of me,” she spoke shakily. Her shoulders slumped back down, easing the pressure in her chest. 

He smiled down at her. “I’m sorry. I didn't mean to frighten you. I just happened to be on the same route and didn’t want to scare you once you got under the bridge. It can be a little daunting at night.” 

His brown eyes roamed over her face and down her body, then came back to look her in the eye - Assessing. “Would you care to walk together? We’ll both be safer walking in pairs.” His face lit up again with a smile.

She’d seen him before. He went to the same campus, but didn’t have any of her classes. She had never spoken to him. But knew his name from the group of people she had studied with in the study hall. Most of them said nice things about him. Not all of them knew him.

Any time she had seen him around campus, he always had a kind smile when they passed each other. She had always smiled or nodded back. It was the polite thing to do after all. 

She relaxed the tight clutch her hand held on her bag and smiled back. She took a second to look him over. His dark hair was slightly askew, like he’d just gotten out of bed, but it suited him. He wore a dark bomber jacket and faded blue jeans. 

A small smile tugged at her lips. “That would be great. I really hate walking this way in the dark, but I ended up working later than expected today.” It was unfortunate that her class ran later than expected today. 

This made her have to work late to cover for the lost time. Her boss at this diner was a stickler for time management and hadn’t been very happy when she showed up late. Because of all this, she missed the last bus to her dorm apartment.

She searched his face and glanced down at the hands he had stuffed in his front jean pockets. Tilting her head, she said, “Thank you for the offer.”

“It’s my pleasure!” He extended his right hand forward, indicating to her to start walking. 

They fell into a calm silence, walking toward the bridge and into the darkness. Her stride was slower than before. It became more difficult to navigate the path while her eyes adjusted. Even during the day, there were cans or bottles that needed to be stepped around. Or rubbish littering the walkway. 

Truly, she has no idea why the city couldn't just put lighting through the tunnel.

“You must be tired after the long days you’ve been putting in.” His voice echoed through the darkness and enveloped her. 

That’s odd, she thought. She pulled her hair back and tucked it behind her ear. The comment threw her off guard. Why would he say that? Remembering back, she also recalled seeing him at the diner here and there. She had never waited on him herself. He had always sat alone. But none of the girls had ever complained about him. This eased her mind.

Of course, it was, in fact, true. She has been putting in some long hours with school and her jobs in the evenings and weekends. She barely had time for anything else. But she knew that the hard work she was putting in now would set her life up for success as a psychologist. It was important to her to help others.

Shrugging it off, thinking maybe she was reading too much into it, she replied, “Yes, it has been an extra-long week with all these late classes. I can’t wait for the semester to change. Then I will only have two classes.” 

Her eyes were now adjusting to the dark. 

She let out a deep sigh and kept the pace he was setting. Almost a saunter. It was kind of nice to slow down and have someone to talk to. It seemed she was always alone these days. 

She glanced sideways at the man beside her. He was shuffling his feet as he walked. He seemed to be deep in thought. 

The silence was starting to make her nervous, so she asked, “What do you do in your spare time?”

He laughed. 

It was a low, throaty laugh that came from deep within his chest. It made her think of honey. “What spare time?” He turned his head to look at her, but continued walking. “Being on campus and working is exhausting.”

He smiled and gestured toward her. “Although I only have one job. I don’t know how you do it with all of your studies and three part-time jobs. You need to slow down. Take the time to enjoy life. One of these days it’s going to catch up to you.”

She stopped and turned her body toward him to look at his face through the darkness. He stopped with her. With minimal light in the tunnel, she could only make out the slight gleam in his eye and the small shadow across the left side of his face where the light didn’t reach. 

“How do you know how many jobs I have?” Her hand clutched the strap of her shoulder bag a little tighter. An uneasiness fell over her. 

“Oh, I’ve seen you around.” His voice had gotten deeper. He took a step closer to her, forcing her to step back and almost lean up against the cold cement wall behind her. “You are always too busy to pay attention to your surroundings, Amber.”

He knew her name? What was happening? 

Suddenly, the thought came to her that she should have refused his invitation to walk with her. She really doesn't know him personally. With a rising panic, she wondered what the hell she had been thinking. She should’ve seen the signs. She knew better.

“Um, I see.” Her voice was but a whisper. “I uh, thank you for walking with me, but I should really be heading home. I need to get up early, and I have a paper due that I need to finish.” 

She turned her body to the left to continue the last half of the walk toward the light at the end of the tunnel. 

His hand reached out and grasped her forearm. His fingers curled around her arm and dug into her muscles. This caused a slight whimper to escape her trembling lips. 

He took another step closer to her, making their bodies almost touch. “I think you should stay and chat a while longer, Amber." He brought his other hand up to rub her cheek with his thumb. “Relax and be in the moment we are sharing. I fear we have several things to discuss.” 

He took yet another step closer to her, effectively trapping her against the wall. He rubbed his chest on her hand that she had clutched in front of her. 

Fear seeped in. What had she done? 

In a shaky, quiet voice, she implored, “Please, just let me go. I can walk fine on my own from here. Really, I won’t say anything. I am sure this is just a misunderstanding.” She shook her head slightly from side to side. Her long, wavy hair fell forward and hung over her right eye. 

He reached forward with his free hand and brushed her hair aside. “Oh, sweetheart, this isn’t a misunderstanding. I have been watching you for some time.” 

She let out a slight whimper. 

He smirked at her and let out a low chuckle. 

A small sound came from her throat when he leaned forward and planted a hard kiss on her lips, causing her lip to split open. He was surrounding her space now. No room for escape. 

He brought his knee forward and used it to separate her legs that she had clenched together. At the same time, he pressed his body against her firmly and groaned. 

“Mm, and there is no one to hear you.” 

The implication in his words made a tear run down her cheek.

Why her?
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The gravel beneath her feet crunched as she walked. It was a sunny day. The temperature was rising quickly. Soon, the heat would be unbearable. Waves of heat radiated off the pavement. Just to think it was only mid-morning. If this continued, there would be no escaping.

Detective Jovi Hurst brushed a dark, stray hair that fell from her messy high knot bun aside and tucked it behind her ear. She wore a light army-style green jacket and her favorite blue jeans. Black and white converse sneakers adorned her feet.

Pushing up the Aviator sunglasses protecting her rare violet eyes, she took the opportunity to take a look around.

This was a quiet neighborhood. Mostly college residences lined the riverbank.

It was a shame that the tunnel leading under the bridge to the east end was an attractive location for those with less than savory exploits. The night, especially, brought out all kinds of people. The crime rate in the area was rising.

When she was a younger detective, she had spoken to the city and her superiors about the necessary addition of light to the tunnel, but she was always told it wasn’t in the budget.

Of course.

Rolling her eyes, she moved forward, keeping an eye on her surroundings for any evidence or materials that drew her attention.

She noted several foot indentations and rubbish littered everywhere.

Noting the Crime Scene Unit midway through the tunnel, she sighed with relief when she saw the young Forensic Analyst, Andrew Tackert, bending over an abandoned garbage can. He was the best CSI in the force. She had the privilege to work with him several times over the last couple of years.

“Hey, Andy, did you note the indentations here?” She softly yelled out to him and gestured toward the tracks.

He stood from his perch and plastered a huge smile on his face. “You got it. We started out there by the lamp post and bench. We’ve got the crew heading toward the body now. You arrived just in time.”

As he reached Jovi, he tucked the blue rubber gloves into his back pocket and held out a notepad to her. “These are the preliminaries of the area thus far, Boss.”

She reached out to take the pad from his extended hand and turned the corner of her mouth up in a slight smile. He was several years her junior, yet technically, they both held the same law enforcement ranking, just in different departments.

She saw him as a younger brother. He was the only one who had the guts to call her by her first name. And yet, he insisted on calling her ‘Boss’ most of the time when they worked together on a case.

He was the smartest man she knew, but like most techs that she dealt with, he had a harder time with the social aspect of his job. A lot of detectives shied away from him when they were on the same case. They didn’t understand him.

She, however, got along great with him.

They both held their positions in high regard, and the victims always came first.

“Thanks, A.” Using the nickname she’d given him, she looked down and browsed through the notepad. Nothing stood out to her. The usual scene items were noted. Rubbish, tracks, scrapings, etc.

“Ok, can you please get me these results ASAP? Come on, let's go meet our victim.” She handed the pad back to the stoic young man beside her.

She brushed her hands on her jeans and took a deep breath. They both moved forward together as a unit.

He was several inches taller than her five-foot-two-inch stature. So, she had to look up to him when she spoke. “Have we gotten any identification on her?”

She took her glasses off when they reached the inner tunnel. Floodlights illuminated the area around the body.

“Her name is Amber Theissen. She was a psychology student at Kennedy Community College. Her purse and identification were still on her. Money is still in the pocket of her shoulder bag.” Andy brushed his forehead with the sleeve of his lab coat to wipe away the sweat-soaked hair.

The heat was intensifying.

They came upon her body, which was slightly leaning against the concrete wall. Her back slouched, causing her midriff to bend forward, and her head fell at an odd angle. Her long blonde hair cascaded over her head, completely engulfing her face. She wore a light denim jacket with worn elbows. Her exposed wrist had evidence of bruising. Her fingernails showed dirt under the edges.

She showed signs that she fought back.

Good for you, Amber, Jovi thought to herself.

From what Andy was telling her, this wasn’t about theft. The unsub would’ve taken the money at the very least had that been the intent.

Why her? What had he been after?

Jovi took a closer look at her appearance.

The grey shirt under her jean jacket had been torn, and there was blood seeping from the fabric. Her jeans had been ripped off her body and were bunched down around her ankles. Either she went commando, or her underwear had been ripped off and discarded somewhere.

She tilted her head to the side and thought, or the unsub took them as a trophy.

Evidence of superficial cuts showed on exposed pale skin. Her legs were slightly turned in and open, forcing her to be in a semi-crossed leg sitting position. Most likely sexual assault, she thought to herself. 

Sadness seeped in on her. Poor girl. Taken too young, in such a violent way. She’d seen situations like this too often.

Jovi turned her head to the side. Something about the way her body was placed was itching at the back of her mind.

Reaching up, she signaled to the tech beside her. Taking the evidence gloves that Andy offered, she put them on and bent down on her haunches to get a closer look. She angled herself slightly to the right to relieve the ache in her left thigh.

She smelled the air around the victim. She didn’t recognize anything unusual. This was almost a ritual of hers. She wanted to rule out drugs when she could.

Reaching forward, she carefully pulled aside the curtain of hair and took a sharp, deep breath.

Damn.

She hung her head down slightly. “Andy, we have a problem.”

Glancing back up, she winced.

Staring back at her was a pale face. A look of pure dread upon the girl’s small, greying lips. What had caused Jovi to react, though, was the fact that the eyes had been removed from their sockets.

The tech knelt down beside her and took a sharp intake of breath. “Shit, Jovi, this is the second body.”

He was frantically reaching for the camera at his side to take scene photos while she had the victim’s hair away from her face.

“We’ll get her all fixed up and send her off to the morgue when we are done with her here. Damn,” he sighed, looking at her, “this isn't good, Boss.”

Silently, she stood back up and removed the rubber gloves. No, this isn’t good, she thought to herself. She let out a heavy sigh and rolled her shoulders back to release tension.

Reaching into her inner coat pocket, she pulled out her phone and reluctantly dialed her Captain. She stood looking down at the body, waiting for him to pick up.

On the third ring, she heard his voice. Cutting him off, she said, “Jake, we have a problem. I’ll be at the office within the hour.” Without waiting for a reply, she hung up and took a look around her.

If this is her guy from the last case, she knew there was something more here to find. Something he’d left behind. Taking a few steps back, she let Andy take over with his photographic duties and took a slow 360• turn.

As she scanned, images of her last victim came to mind.

Same body placement. Only in that case, the body had been staged to look as though there had been a sexual assault present. Maybe this would be the same here. It was very apparent that it was the same MO with the removal of the eyes. Sadly, she had also been abandoned in the same kind of place.

Desolate and dirty.

At the time, Jovi hoped the situation was a one-off. She’d been avoiding her gut instinct telling her she was wrong. Now she knew she should have listened to that nagging inner voice.

Rarely with this kind of violence and body placement was it a one-off.

She continued to scan the area.

Last time, amongst a heap of garbage, was a small purple children’s jewelry box. It was missing the ballerina that turned in circles when you opened the lid, and the music wouldn’t play. The music box had also been taken out. In the bottom under the top tray, they found the unsub’s trophy.

Jovi had a feeling she would find something similar here.

Looking around, she noted there were several discarded items that something like that could hide in. She wasn’t even sure that’s what she would find. But something told her he’d left another one.

Walking toward the adjacent wall, she was drawn to a pile of old water-soaked boxes. Bending forward, she carefully moved the flap open on the top box with a glove pinched between her fingers so as not to destroy any evidence.

Sure enough, nestled amongst the dirty debris was a small pink children’s jewelry box.

Damn.

“Andy,” she spoke loudly to be heard over the others talking around them. “I found it.”

The group of three other investigators stopped talking immediately.

All eyes turned toward her.

They knew.

Andy stood and slowly turned toward her. He was putting on new gloves and shaking his head. “Shit, Jovi, you know what this means.”

She didn't reply.

She knew.

They all knew.

He took several photos. Carefully, he then reached into the box and removed the item left there. He walked over to his makeshift lab on the scene and placed it on one of the white wash tables.

Seeing the box placed on the white surface made the color seem brighter. It almost hurt her eyes to look at it. 

She told herself it was because of the bright color and not what the box represented. 

Using tweezers, Andy lifted the lid slowly.

No music played. 

The lid came all the way up into place. 

No ballerina. 

He glanced over toward her, and she nodded at him in response, her lips tightening involuntarily. 

Taking his full attention back to the box, he removed the tray within. 

Sure enough, lying within the pink velvet-covered insert, two dark green, slightly greyed eyeballs sat facing upward.
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The police precinct was located near the center of the city. The location allowed for immediate responses to most incidents. It was a large facility with three complete wings. 

In front of the building was an immaculate landscape with a circular drive surrounding a hedge-trimmed fountain. 

The main building sat in front. It housed all general units. The public had access to this building. It was the first point of contact for all intakes. The main administration was housed in the front of the building. 

Attached to the main building were the east wing and the west wing. 

The east wing housed the track and training facilities as well as the academy. The course was intense, a rigorous six-month program. Many failed within a couple of months. Others went on to make fine policemen and women who protected the city with their lives. 

The west wing housed all Major Crime Units. Her office was on the second floor in the homicide unit.

Jovi parked her car furthest from the main building near the front of the west wing. The heat had waned several degrees from earlier. She still parked under a huge poplar tree to get the shade. 

She pushed her hair behind her ear and picked up her pace. She needed to get to her Captain's office before he left for his afternoon meetings. All things considered, she thought, she had top priority; he just didn’t know it yet. There was potentially a huge problem that this city was about to be a part of, whether it wanted to be or not.

Pushing through the main west building doors and up through the second-floor stairwell, she strode to her desk.

After depositing her jacket that had been folded over her left arm, she grabbed her favorite pen and headed down the hallway and up the stairs.

She preferred the stairs. She didn’t do well in tight spaces.

Reaching her Captain’s office, she didn’t even stop to knock. She walked right in, waltzed right up to 

him, and plopped down hard in one of the complimentary chairs in front of his desk. 

He was on the phone but acknowledged her with a nod and a two-minute hand gesture.

She fell back in her seat and took a deep breath. To ease the tension that was building in her shoulders, she rolled her head from side to side.

Her thoughts were all over the place.

She placed her head against the back of the chair.

This wasn’t how she wanted to start this week off.

Of course, she never had the choice in the matter. Things happened the way they happened. She was there to help the ones who were taken too soon in this world to get the justice they deserved. 

Her eyebrows creased together.

There is a lot of work to be done here.

She sat back up and pulled her notebook from the back pocket of her jeans. Flipping to the most recent page, she read through her chicken scratch.

She smiled to herself.

She had developed a kind of code for herself, and it worked. Her partner told her that she was some kind of nerd to understand ‘that crap.’

The smile on her face faded. Her eyes darted to the man sitting behind the desk opposite her.

She reached up and pinched the bridge of her nose with her free hand and pushed on her eyes with her fingertips.

The sound of a throat clearing brought her out of her thoughts.

“What the hell do you want, Hurst? I don’t have time for your shit.” Her Captain, Jake Evans, was leaning forward on his elbows on top of the papers littering his desk. “You always seem to think your cases hold priority over everyone else, even back as a junior detective.” He didn’t look happy to see her.

In fact, she believed she was the last person he wanted to see at the moment.

The feeling was mutual.

“And I am always right, Jake.” She didn’t waver when she looked into his eyes.

His face relaxed. “Shit. Yeah, the worst part is that you know that I know that to be true.”

He ran his hand through his hair, relaxing his shoulders. “Alright, tell me why you called me out of the blue and then hung up on me. And then tell me why you think that you can just waltz right in here unannounced.” He gestured towards her and then crossed his arms in front of him, slightly leaning back in his chair.

Tapping her notebook on her knee, she looked back at him for a few seconds before making a move.

He was a year older than her, 34 years old. His dark eyes stared unblinkingly at her through his glasses. His hair was neatly trimmed just over the collar of his white shirt, but the top of his hair was slightly disheveled, as if he had been running his hands through his hair recently. His tie sat snug against his throat, but his shirt was slightly wrinkled. His shoulders sat square.

They had both risen through the ranks quickly. Both of them were good at what they did. A small sneer appeared on her lips, and her gaze shifted. Some just had better ways to go about it than others.

As for herself, she just hadn’t wanted the headache of the captain’s position when they asked her to take it. If she’d taken it, then she’d have to put up with bullheaded detectives such as herself. And besides, she would miss being in the field too much. She would miss the thrill of the chase.

Reaching forward, she placed her notebook in front of him and pointed at the top scribbles on the page. Taking a deep breath, she said, “Meet Amber Theissen, my latest victim. I was at her location when I called you.”

He looked down and scanned the pages before him. “Damn, Hurst, you know I was never able to read this shit. Just tell me what you think is so damn important.”

“Alright.” Her lips pursed. She sat up straighter.

“A couple of weeks ago, a file came across my desk. A young woman. Found in a back alley near the Champion Bowling Lanes. She was propped up against a cement wall, badly bruised and cut up, sitting cross-legged with her pants around her ankles. Sexual assault was thought to have taken place, but her body was only staged that way. Her hair fell forward over her face. When the hair was moved back, we found that her eyes had been scooped out of her head.”

He made a wincing sound, but she continued, “With further investigation of the scene, we found a small purple child’s jewelry box. At the bottom of the box were the victim's eyes."

She took a deep breath.

Looking down at her legs, she rubbed her hands on her thighs.

Jake cleared his throat. “Yes, I’m well aware. Preschool teacher, if I remember correctly.” He was rubbing his chin in thought. 

She was getting his attention now.

She looked Jake in the eyes and continued without acknowledging his remark. “Early today, I was called to help Amber.” She gestured toward her notebook.

Her breath almost hitched in her throat. She didn’t want to say this. But it wouldn’t change the facts if she kept it to herself.

“It’s the same MO, Jake.”

His eyebrows scrunched together, and he sat up straighter.

He tried again to scan her notes, but from the confusion on his face when he looked back at her, she knew he wasn’t fully grasping what she was saying.

He looked back up into her eyes and said, “You mean similar?”

She shook her head slightly.

She wished that were true. 

“No, Jake. Exactly the same. Amber was found under the old River Bridge. Exact same body placement and the exact same jewelry box found on the scene with the victims’ eyes in the bottom of it. The only absolute differences are the victims themselves, the locations, and the color of the jewelry boxes.”

She reached forward to pick up her notepad.

The buzzer on his desk had gone off a few minutes ago during her explanation, but he’d ignored it.

She sat in silence as she watched emotions flicker across his face for several minutes. She was trying to be patient, but that wasn’t a strong suit of hers.

“I didn’t want to acknowledge the possibilities we were facing a couple of weeks ago, Jake. I should have paid more attention to the MO. I should’ve seen what the unsub wanted to tell me sooner. It may not have helped Amber, but maybe I would’ve been closer to catching him already.”

She rubbed her hands on her thighs once again. It was a nervous habit she had. Something to
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