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			ONE

			Angelina moved through the dark street, neon bleeding into wet asphalt like spilled watercolors.

			Light rain tapped her coat — almost soothing, if not for the knot in her chest.

			Details of the new case spun in her head: a dead girl — too beautiful for a morgue, too quiet for a street like this.

			Water squelched under her boots. Hands deep in her pockets, she turned into a narrow alley. Streetlamps dragged lazy streaks of light across damp brick walls.

			As she passed one of the buildings, she glanced through a window.

			Behind warm curtains, a family gathered for dinner — two kids, parents, laughter.

			A sound almost unreal in her world.

			She kept walking. More lit windows. A young couple curled up on a couch, watching a movie. An old woman under a blanket, reading by a lamp.

			For a moment, she felt like a stranger peering into someone else’s play — no ticket, no role.

			A puddle splashed against her coat.

			“Shit. Prada — for fuck’s sake,” she muttered, then gave a small laugh.

			The rain thickened. Wind sliced under her collar with an icy whistle. Still, she kept going — almost stubborn, testing her own limits.

			Then she saw it — a light in the window of an abandoned house. Crooked shutters. Filthy glass. And a lamp burning inside.

			Her steps slowed. She peered in. A shadow slid across the room. Someone stood there. Waiting.

			“Oh, perfect,” she grumbled. “What now?”

			And that’s when it hit her: her sidearm sat locked at the station.

			Foolish hope for a quiet night had won out.

			She stopped dead in the rain, feeling cold rivulets trace her face. Adrenaline buzzed in her throat; reason tried to cut through.

			You’re working yourself to death, girl.

			She bit her lip. Maybe it was nothing. Just a squat. Some kids breaking in. A homeless drifter.

			The light blinked out.

			The windows became empty black sockets. Watching.

			Angelina wiped the rain from her face and nearly smiled. Just her tired mind playing tricks.

			“Why the hell had I even turned down this street?”

			She spun on her heel and walked out of the alley fast.

			Her feet carried her toward noise, people, familiar sidewalks.

			Tonight, she didn’t need new mysteries. Let someone else chase them.

			She just needed sleep.

		

	
		
			TWO

			Angelina was almost running, each step in her heels shooting a sharp protest up her legs.

			Perfect with the trench coat — sure. Useless for jumping puddles on rain-soaked streets.

			“Brilliant move, Angelina. Check the forecast? Nah. Leave the car at the shop and take a stroll — brilliant,” she thought irritably, glancing up at the leaden sky.

			In her line of work, these urban marathons were pure punishment. The city demanded speed and focus — not a runway strut through the rain.

			Today she was supposed to pick up the case files. She’d pictured herself spreading out reports and crime scene photos, diving into cold facts.

			Instead, she was tearing across the city, soaked to the skin, desperate not to be late.

			Finally, the police station loomed ahead. Her trench was soaked through, hair plastered to her face, and the shoes that had seemed smart this morning now felt like a cruel joke.

			But there was no time to care — comfort was the last priority.

			She shoved the door open so hard that a few people looked up. Water dripped from her coat to the floor, her shoes gave a wet squeak, but she ignored the curious stares.

			She waited just long enough for the security guard to lose interest, then crossed the lobby — and almost collided with Nick.

			“Well, look who it is. Miss ‘Always Flawless.’ Drenched, but still going for glamorous. Rain’s doing you good?”

			Angelina snorted, flicking water off her sleeve.

			

			“Hilarious, Nick,” she said dryly, smirking. “It’s called being a professional in any weather. Not everyone can afford to be carefree.”

			“Oh, I’d love to splash through puddles. Especially in those… genius shoes.”

			“If my car weren’t in the shop, you wouldn’t see me like this.” She shook her head.

			A little tension from racing through the streets began to ease. She let out a short laugh.

			“Anyway,” she said, shaking off the moment. “I need to get to my desk. The case files are waiting.”

			“The murder on Western Street?” Nick’s tone lost its teasing edge.

			She nodded, offered him another quick smile, and moved on.

			Inside her office, she went straight to her desk, rifling through folders until she found the right one.

			The autopsy was scheduled in just thirty minutes — barely enough time to scan through everything again.

			Sitting down, she opened the folder and began flipping through reports, officers’ notes, photographs. Every scrap might matter.

			The woman found dead in her apartment had been killed with chilling precision — and something about this case had been gnawing at Angelina from the start.

			She paused over a photo of the bedroom where the body was discovered.

			Everything looked almost too tidy, as if the killer had taken care not to disturb anything.

			And those cuts — bizarrely precise, almost surgical. Not rage, but a meticulously calculated act.

			

			Her hand brushed the edge of the photo, chasing that elusive sense that something was off.

			Something in the room was wrong, but it stayed just out of reach.

			A glance at the clock — almost out of time.

			She quickly closed the folder, tucked it under her arm, and left the office. The autopsy might hold the key — and she couldn’t afford to miss it.

			Back in the lobby, her pace quickened. Walking? Not an option.

			Her feet still ached from the puddle-leaping. A cab was the smarter move.

			She crossed the hall, pushed through the door, and stepped back into the cold air.

			The wind slapped her face, but she only clenched her jaw.

			A free taxi waited by the curb. Angelina raised her hand — the car glided over immediately.

			“Forensic bureau,” she said shortly, closing the door behind her and settling into the back seat.

			The car pulled away. She glanced at her watch, then out the window.

			Photos, crime scene sketches, the phantom of a hand gripping a knife all flickered through her mind.

			Her fingers drummed on the leather seat while the city slid past outside.

		

	
		
			THREE

			Angelina stormed into the medical examiner’s office, shedding her soaked trench coat and swallowing the irritation that clung like the rain. She quickly pulled on the sterile gown, cap, gloves, and shoe covers — standard issue that stripped her of personality, reducing her to a faceless extra in this morbid theater. Routine, yes. But it still irked — like being forced to act in a play with no audience.

			Inside the autopsy room, they were already waiting.

			Dr. Levinsky stood by the table, his usual mask of detachment adding an extra chill to the air. Tall, narrow-shouldered, skin so pale it looked almost translucent, he looked torn from the page of a gothic novel. Thin lips and nearly colorless eyes lent him an unsettling, almost predatory elegance. The way his long, nervous fingers twitched — like he couldn’t wait to get started — didn’t help.

			Beside him hovered Mike Stanley — a perfect counterbalance.

			Short, lanky, with perpetually mussed hair and glasses perched crookedly on the tip of his nose, he looked more like an overworked grad student who’d stumbled into a nightmare. But in some weird way, Mike brought a fragile sort of comfort to the room.

			Levinsky didn’t glance up from his paperwork before breaking the silence.

			“Oh, you’re alone?”

			Angelina arched a brow.

			“Surprised? I usually sell tickets and bring a crowd to your horror shows.”

			Mike let out a quiet snort. Levinsky’s eyebrow twitched, as if weighing whether to be amused.

			

			“Well, if you ever decide to monetize these tours, give me notice,” he drawled. “I’d prepare a special program.”

			“You could use a director,” Angelina shot back. “Add some actual drama — so your ominous pauses mean something.”

			For Levinsky, the faint tug at the corner of his mouth was practically a belly laugh. These sharp exchanges were their ritual — a pressure valve before cutting open human lives.

			Mike, polishing his glasses, cast a wary look at the body under the sheet.

			“Please tell me we didn’t miss our chance to charge VIP admission for this one.”

			“Oh, trust me, you’d make a killing,” Angelina said.

			But the instant her eyes fell on the table, her banter dissolved.

			Levinsky began, his hands moving with icy precision, the scalpel gliding in clean, deliberate strokes.

			Angelina stood close, every muscle tense, tracking his movements.

			“Looks like standard stab wounds at first glance,” Levinsky began, his tone calm as ever. “But… there’s something off.”

			“Off how?” She narrowed her eyes.

			He leaned in, opening the chest cavity with practiced efficiency, then tilted aside so she could see.

			“Look at the ribs.”

			She did.

			The knife hadn’t just torn through flesh — it had struck bone. Again and again, the blade had been driven directly into the ribs, cracking them, while organs remained eerily intact. As if the killer had worked to avoid a quick death.

			

			“That’s new,” she murmured. “He wanted to… break the bones?”

			“Exactly.” Levinsky nodded. “Most stabbings aim for soft tissue. This one? He targeted the ribs on purpose. He didn’t just lose control — he wanted her to hurt.”

			Mike exhaled, almost a sigh.

			“So that’s it. He didn’t want her to die right away. He wanted her to suffer.”

			Angelina scanned the body again. This wasn’t rage. It was a carefully orchestrated destruction.

			“Not impulse. A performance. Calculated: how hard to strike, where to land, how long she’d last.”

			Levinsky met her gaze, a flicker of something like professional admiration in his eyes.

			“Cold-blooded artistry — he knew exactly how much pain she could endure before she passed out. And he had no intention of rushing it.”

			Angelina braced her hand on the edge of the table, drawing in a slow breath.

			“So we’ve got a sadist who enjoys the process. Not just a killing — this was staged theater.” She sighed, rolling her eyes upward. “Why do I always pull the weird ones?”

			“Because you’re still young and disgustingly full of drive,” Levinsky deadpanned. “Give it time. A few more cases like this, and you’ll be as bleak as me.”

			“Your pep talks belong in legend.”

			“I try. You need to get used to it,” he said, returning to his work with a dismissive shrug. “Be glad it’s not some sloppy bar fight with a broken bottle. This? This is interesting.”

			

			Then, surprisingly, he paused, setting down his scalpel to look at her with something bordering on kindness.

			“Honestly… cases like these? They’ll turn you into the best kind of professional. And hey — if you need me, I’m around. You know I love a good puzzle.”

			Angelina raised a brow, a smirk tugging at her lips.

			“Noted. Just don’t pull the ‘young and naïve’ card again.”

			Levinsky gave her a scandalously exaggerated look of remorse.

			“Fine. Young and… richly deluded.”

			For the first time all day, Angelina actually laughed — short, genuine.

			At least someone in this bleak place still knew how to ground her — with grim humor.

			Even if it came from a man who seemed better suited to a crypt than a hospital.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			Margaret von Stein sat at a cozy restaurant table, her eyes drifting to the entrance with a sigh that had long since become habit. Angelina was late again. She set aside the menu — she hadn’t really been reading it — and let her mind wander down paths she usually tried to avoid.

			Today Margaret wore a classic fitted dress in deep emerald green, crafted from soft wool that draped gracefully around her figure. A light silk scarf with a subtle sheen was draped carelessly over her shoulder, underscoring the quiet confidence in every movement. On her feet — delicate low-heeled shoes, the very picture of elegance without trying to shout about it. Altogether, it painted an image worthy of a magazine column on how a truly successful woman over fifty ought to look.

			Her gaze kept flicking to the door. She loved her daughter — truly, deeply — but had never fully reconciled herself to Angelina’s career choice. Homicide? That dark, brutal world of shattered lives and violence… Why not follow her own path, become an attorney, build a life on clever arguments and polished boardrooms instead of bloodstains and crime scenes?

			Margaret traced a finger along the delicate chain at her throat, as if that thin line of gold could somehow steady her thoughts.

			Then the door swung open, and Angelina walked in. Instantly, Margaret masked any worry with a polished, faintly mischievous smile. She lifted her hand to catch her daughter’s attention.

			Angelina always knew how to enter a room — and it wasn’t just her looks. It was the almost predatory confidence in her step, the way her eyes missed nothing. Today she wore a oversized trench over slim-fitting pants that highlighted her graceful frame. Slightly tousled hair, an exhausted but defiant expression… Her presence was almost physical.

			“You look stunning,” Margaret said as Angelina approached. “Who are you dressed up for today?”

			“For the dead girl on Levinsky’s table,” Angelina shot back with a wry smirk, shrugging off her trench and sinking into her seat. “I’m sure she’d have appreciated it.”

			Margaret let out a soft snort, covering her mouth with her hand.

			“You have this gift for turning even the darkest business into a joke. Maybe that’s the only reason you’re still standing.”

			“Everyone has their coping mechanisms, Mom. Some hide behind silk scarves and boutique cafés. Others stick to sarcasm.”

			Margaret shook her head with a faint smile, feigning interest in the menu. In truth, she’d already decided what to order. Having her daughter sit across from her — even if just for an hour — was more important than any dish.

			“I’ve got quite the client at the moment,” Margaret began, lifting her gaze. “A woman in her fifties, very wealthy. And a husband nearly twenty years younger.”

			“Let me guess,” Angelina drawled. “He wants half her bank account?”

			“You don’t even give me the chance to relish my story.” Margaret sighed, amused. “But yes. Exactly. And he’s demanding a generous payout for ‘emotional damages.’ Claims living with an older woman was an unbearable burden on his delicate psyche.”

			“Oh, the poor soul,” Angelina scoffed. “What about all those nights by her private pool, the vintage wines, the shopping sprees on her dime?”

			“Well, apparently that was just his ‘attempt to cope with psychological trauma.’” Margaret paused, then laughed outright. “He’s staging a one-man tragedy.”

			A waiter arrived, and they placed their orders — salad, pasta, coffee. Once he stepped away, Margaret leaned in again.

			“Sometimes I think I’m less of an attorney and more of a director for bad comedies. Divorce these days is mostly farce.”

			“Aren’t those your favorite cases?” Angelina teased. “Where you get to neatly file away people’s illusions — and empty half their savings in the process.”

			“Oh darling,” Margaret tilted her head with a mock-scandalized look. “Someone has to return them to reality.”

			For a moment, silence settled between them, comfortable and almost domestic. Only the clink of cutlery and the soft hum of other diners reminded them they weren’t alone.

			“How’s your case?” Margaret asked at last. “You’re not diving in headfirst as usual, I hope.”

			Angelina took a sip of her cappuccino, leaving a faint trace of foam on her lips.

			“A young woman, murdered with such surgical precision it’s got Levinsky almost impressed.” Her hands tightened around the cup, as if drawing heat from it. “It wasn’t rage. Whoever did this knew exactly how to draw out suffering.”

			Margaret’s eyes narrowed, a steely glint surfacing beneath her calm exterior.

			“And you’re still tangled up in the ‘perfect staging,’ aren’t you? Maybe you’re so fixed on his meticulous cruelty you’re missing the obvious. Sometimes the ugliest killers hide simple truths in plain sight.”

			“You think I’m overlooking something right under my nose?” Angelina mused.

			“I think the best way to bury the truth is to present it as an intricate puzzle. Let everyone get lost in the clever details so they never see what’s right in front of them.” Margaret offered a small, knowing smile. “Flip your perspective. Your monster might be more mundane than you think.”

			Angelina nodded slowly, her finger tracing the edge of her plate.

			“Thanks, Mom. Your cynical truths have a strange way of grounding me.”

			“Anytime. That’s what these lunches are for — to keep you from drowning in your dead girls.”

			She smirked. In that sarcasm was always more care than her mother would ever admit. And right now, she’d take it — because the rest of the day would have no room for comfort.

		

	
		
			FIVE

			Angelina returned to the station, nearly missing the door to her office in her hurry. Only when she glanced up did she notice Nick, leaning against the wall with a cardboard cup of coffee, his expression loaded with something sly.

			“So? How was your little mother-daughter date?” he drawled, that familiar smirk making her want to roll her eyes and laugh at the same time.

			“Same as always — topics your delicate ears couldn’t handle,” she shot back, giving him a playful wink as she passed.

			Nick chuckled, taking another sip.

			“Alright, alright. What about your murder-of-the-week?”

			“Too perfect,” Angelina sighed. “The whole crime scene is so immaculate it’s itching under my skin.”

			“That’s what gets to you the most, huh? Perfection’s always the biggest red flag.”

			“Exactly,” she said, exhaling. “Anyway, I’ve got calls to make before I start interrogating the walls.”

			“Have fun.”

			She slipped into her office, tossed her trench coat over the back of a chair, and reached straight for her phone. Then dialed Steven Carter, the crime scene tech who’d first walked into their neatly curated nightmare.

			“Hey. I need your genius brain. What’ve you got for me?”

			“Hey, Angie.” Carter’s voice was calm but edged with fatigue — the kind you earned after too many hours standing over corpses. “Short version? Nothing. We swept everything. No prints. No signs of a struggle. It’s cleaner than a lab.”

			Angelina pressed her lips together.

			“Windows, doors? Any forced entry at all?”

			“Sealed tight. Locked from the inside. Like the whole place was holding its breath.”

			“And neighbors? Nobody heard a damn thing?”

			“Not a sound. Like she died in a vacuum.”

			“Perfect.” She massaged her temples. “What about the floors? Dirt, footprints, anything?”

			“Spotless. You’d think the killer brought a Roomba to the murder.”

			Angelina let her hand drop, closing her eyes for a second. A flawless crime scene — her worst nightmare — or, on some days, her favorite kind of puzzle.

			“If anything turns up, you call me. No matter what.”

			“Yeah.”

			She hung up and stared at the case folder, which by now felt like a cruel inside joke. Same sparse words, same sterile reports that somehow failed to hold any warmth or humanity.

			Then she spread out the photos. The victim lay on the bed almost artfully — as if someone had staged her final portrait. But something was off. Why so little blood? With wounds like that, there should’ve been more.

			“What am I missing?” she thought for the hundredth time.

			She loaded the photos onto her laptop and zoomed in on every corner of the bedroom. Everything seemed too deliberate, almost like a set. Then her eyes caught on the nightstand. Near the base, the dust was disturbed, the pattern subtly wrong.

			

			She zoomed further.

			Right under the nightstand was a faint, oddly clean line on the floor — as if something had stood there recently, then been removed. In a room otherwise freakishly untouched, it stuck out like a wrong note in a symphony.

			She jotted down a note, feeling the first small tug of something — a thread that might unravel the entire picture.

			Then she opened the victim’s file again.

			Sophie Lancaster. Twenty-five. A barista at one of those trendy downtown coffee shops, the kind people visited more for Instagram than the coffee. Pretty in a soft, understated way. Light waves of hair, gentle features, a slightly shy smile in her ID photo, like whoever took it had flustered her. Quiet life, no debts, no workplace feuds. None of it meant anything.

			A barista sees hundreds of people a day. Someone in that crowd might have wanted more.

			“Only… what exactly did they want?”

			The rain still hadn’t stopped. Angelina called for a cab and headed to Loft 42, the coffee shop where Sophie had spent her mornings.

			▪ ▪ ▪ ▪ ▪ ▪ ▪

			Loft 42 greeted her with exposed brick walls, pools of warm light, and lazy jazz drifting among ceiling beams. It smelled of cinnamon, almond milk, and fresh pastries — an idyll to most. To her, just another stage.

			“Almond milk cappuccino, please,” she said, scanning the barista, who looked half-asleep.

			“Sure,” came the flat reply.

			

			Angelina took her cup and slid into a corner table with a view of the entire shop. Her eyes took in everything: the couple by the window, the older woman with a book, the kid hammering away at his laptop.

			Then it got interesting.

			The barista exchanged a few tense words with a guy lazily wiping down tables. Her face twisted for half a second, she glanced toward the kitchen, then stalked off, fists almost clenched. The guy drifted behind the counter, but his hands shook slightly as he took the next order.

			Minutes later, he too disappeared through the kitchen door.

			Angelina stood, walked to the counter like she might order again.

			“Everything okay? You both looked… a little on edge.”

			The guy reappeared, flinched, then forced a smile.

			“Yeah, yeah. Just a mix-up with a delivery. Wrong stock. Nothing major.”

			“Mm-hm. If you say so.” She offered one of those lazy half-smiles that usually disarmed people more than her badge ever could.

			But a minute later, she showed the badge anyway.

			“Detective Angelina von Stein, homicide. I have a few questions about Sophie Lancaster.”

			The guy — Tom, according to his trembling voice — went pale.

			“Oh… sure. But I barely knew her. Sophie usually worked mornings, I’m afternoons.”

			“And who worked mornings with her?”

			“Eddie. He’ll be here early tomorrow. Might know more.”

			The barista, who had returned to the counter, nodded to confirm.

			

			“Alright. I’ll be back,” Angelina said, sliding her badge away.

			Her phone buzzed the moment she stepped into the rain.

			“We’ve got a new one.” Carter’s voice was steady — too steady. People only spoke that evenly when they were holding something back.

			“Where?”

			“Hayes Street. Number seventeen. Young woman. Stab wounds. It’s… eerily similar to your case. But there’s one problem.”

			“Of course there is. Hit me.”

			“Daniels and Moretti are already here. Liam took control the moment he walked in.”

			A grin ghosted across Angelina’s face — one she erased before it showed.

			“Perfect. Then let’s give those two a little demonstration.”

			“I’ll be waiting for you, Angie.”

			She hung up, stepped out into the relentless rain, and felt it slide down her neck. The city was once again a gamble, the stakes always someone else’s life.

		

	
		
			SIX

			Angelina stepped out of the cab, flipped her collar up, and walked straight into the rain. Police lights fractured across the wet asphalt like shards of glass.

			The house was postcard-perfect — trimmed bushes, fresh paint, curtains drawn just so. Tonight, it was just a stage set for tragedy. An ambulance idled by the curb, though everyone knew there was no one left here to save.

			Inside, the usual chaos unfolded. Uniformed officers, a crime scene photographer crouched with his camera over the body, a medical examiner laying out his instruments. The air was heavy with that unmistakable scent — faintly sweet, dense, like damp cotton. Death had its own perfume. Angelina had long learned to sense it the second she crossed the threshold.

			At the center of it all, as always, were Daniels and Moretti.

			Liam stood with his hands in his pockets — tall, broad-shouldered, short light-brown hair, warm eyes that could sharpen in an instant. Beside him, Nico — shorter, dark curls, that perpetual smirk, and watchful gray eyes that missed nothing.

			Liam spotted her immediately and couldn’t resist.

			“Well, von Stein. You sure this wasn’t a dinner reservation? There’s a place around the corner that saves tables for two.”

			“Yeah,” Nico added with a grin. “Those heels weren’t exactly made for puddle-hopping. You didn’t drown, did you?”

			Angelina gave them a tight smile, masking her annoyance.

			“If I’d known you two would be here, I’d have gone for dinner instead. But since I’m here — let’s skip the foreplay.”

			

			Liam let out a low chuckle and nodded toward the living room.

			“Come on. Trust me, you’ll want to see this.”

			The living room looked frozen in time — soft lamplight, a plush rug, framed family photos. But on the floor, near the couch, lay a young woman — just past twenty. Blonde hair spilled across the carpet; dark knife wounds cut through her chest and stomach — precise, deliberate, horrifyingly neat. Someone had even placed her hands carefully by her sides, as if trying to preserve some twisted sense of dignity.

			There was hardly any blood. Whoever did this had worked cleanly, deliberately, with a chilling precision. Angelina had seen this before — and a cold shiver ran down her spine.

			She leaned closer, staring into the lifeless eyes where the final instant of terror still lingered. Around her, the room looked untouched: no shattered vases, no overturned chairs. As if no one had even tried to fight for their life.

			“It’s too… sterile,” she breathed. “He didn’t just take his time — he enjoyed it.”

			Behind her, Liam’s lazy, ironic voice floated in.

			“You think he was just that confident?”

			“There’s no one that perfect,” she said without turning. “There’s always something left behind. The question is where.”

			Nico moved in, arms crossed over his chest.

			“Cleaner than an OR. Gives me the creeps.”

			Angelina scanned the room again, a cold spark flashing in her eyes.

			“A perfect scene always lies. Tear this place apart — rugs, shelves, under the chairs. We’re hunting what he doesn’t even know he left behind.”

			In the doorway, Steven Carter appeared, holding a file, eyes narrowed thoughtfully. Angelina walked straight to him, not wanting to speculate in front of Liam and Nico.

			“Steven,” she started quietly. “I was going through the photos from the first scene. There was something odd under the nightstand — like a faint mark, maybe something had been moved or hidden there. It doesn’t fit. It’s too sloppy for him.”

			Carter raised an eyebrow.

			“Under the nightstand? Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

			“It only clicked today. We need to go back and check.”

			He paused for a heartbeat, then nodded.

			“Fine. I’ll have a team out there in the morning. We’ll see what’s there.”

			“Thank you.” She touched his arm lightly. “I have a feeling it matters.”

			“Detective’s instinct,” he said with a faint smile. “Not exactly science. But you’re usually right.”

			They’d only just finished speaking when Liam’s voice came from behind them.

			“Well, well, von Stein. Whispering behind my back again? I’m starting to think about planting a bug.”

			Angelina rolled her eyes without turning around.

			“Daniels, be honest — are you always this quiet, or is sneaking up on people your twisted way of making friends?”

			“Gotta keep things surprising.” Liam strolled closer with that lazy confidence. “And in case you forgot — I’m the senior detective here. I’m supposed to know all your little secrets.”

			“How could I possibly forget? You remind me every five minutes.”

			“Can’t let you have too many choices,” he smirked. “So what were you two discussing?”

			Angelina gave an exaggerated sigh.

			“If I wanted to tell you, Daniels, I’d have already sent you a cute card saying ‘All my thoughts are yours.’ But sorry — so far, that privilege belongs to Steven.”

			“Ouch.” Liam put a hand over his heart in mock pain. “And here I thought I’d earned special treatment.”

			“Earned?” she scoffed. “You’re overestimating yourself.”

			He tilted his head, stepping in a little closer.

			“Alright, I’ll let that slide. Want a ride home? Your shoes look like they’ve seen better days, and the rain isn’t quitting.”

			“How generous,” she drawled, narrowing her eyes. “But if you make one more comment about my shoes, I’m walking. Fine — let’s go. No surprises.”

			“Maybe just a coffee stop. I need to confirm you’re human, not a machine.”

			Steven, who’d been listening with an amused twist of his mouth, cut in.

			“Daniels, leaving Moretti all alone? Senior detective — control, remember?”

			“Don’t be such a drag, Carter. Tonight, you get to play boss.”

			Carter just shook his head.

			“Oh sure. Let’s all hope the city survives.”

			

			Angelina hid a smile. Liam was already heading for the door, and she followed, her eyes sliding once more to the body on the floor. I can’t promise you answers tonight, she thought, but I’ll try.

			Outside, the rain had turned from a drizzle to full sheets, hammering the pavement in silver streaks. They sprinted to Liam’s black Jeep Wrangler — loud and impossible to ignore. Exactly like him.

			“Be honest, Daniels,” Angelina said, bracing one hand on the door. “You buy this beast to make up for insecurity?”

			“Nope,” he said, grinning as he swung the door open for her. “Bought it so you’d have to ask questions that stupid.”

			She laughed and climbed in.

			They drove through the rainy city, neon smearing across the windshield like bad film. It was warm inside, smelled faintly of coffee and damp wool. They traded lazy remarks about work until Liam abruptly pulled over near a cafe.

			“Wait here. I’ll be five minutes.”

			“Liam…” she began, but he was already out.

			Angelina glanced out the window, narrowed her eyes. Loft 42. The same cafe where Sophie had worked. How’s that for irony.

			She stepped out and caught up to him at the door.

			“What are you doing?” he asked, surprised.

			Angelina gave a small smirk.

			“Curious what might be happening this late in the place where our first victim worked. Looks like you accidentally brought me somewhere useful.”

			Liam frowned, realization dawning.

			“Hold on — this is her place?”

			

			She nodded, her face serious.

			“Yes. And I’m not passing up another look.”

			He blinked.

			“You’ve already been here?”

			“Earlier today.”

			Inside, her eyes immediately landed on Liz — the same barista from before. Liz recognized her and stiffened, movements sharp, eyes avoiding direct contact. Beside her stood a young woman with red-rimmed eyes, clearly from crying. Their conversation halted the moment Angelina entered.

			She stepped forward, dropping her voice low so only Liam could hear.

			“Play along.”

			He raised a brow but nodded. They approached the counter, and Angelina greeted Liz with an easy smile.

			“Hey. Rough day. We thought we’d grab some coffee. Don’t worry, I’m not here with questions — you’ve already told me everything you could.”

			Liz still seemed tense, but tried to return the mood.

			“Evening. Your boyfriend a detective too?”

			Liam laughed, instantly slipping into the role.

			“Oh god, no. I’m in real estate. Don’t worry, I’m not here to scare you with a badge.”

			Liz’s shoulders relaxed, a small smile appearing. It seemed to ease her nerves.

			“I see. So, what can I get you?”

			

			“Black coffee, double shot,” Liam said, then glanced at Angelina. “And for my… friend here — tea. She’s maxed out her caffeine for the day.”

			Angelina shot him a scathing look, which only seemed to amuse him more. Liz noticed it too and couldn’t help a quick smile.

			“Tea, got it,” Liz nodded, then looked back at Angelina. “What kind?”

			“Black. Nothing fancy,” she said firmly, glaring at Liam.

			Liz wrote it down and moved off to prepare their drinks.

			Angelina’s eyes drifted to the tearful girl, now wiping at her face in a corner. She couldn’t ignore it.

			“Need a napkin? Anything I can do?” she asked gently. “Did someone upset you?”

			The girl startled, clearly not expecting to be addressed.

			“No, thank you, I’m fine,” she blurted out, then practically fled for the door.

			Angelina watched her leave, then turned back to Liz.

			“She okay?”

			Liz hesitated, hands trembling slightly over the cups.

			“That’s Sophie’s friend,” she said, voice lower. “She’s taking it really hard.”

			Angelina shot a glance at Liam standing nearby, thinking how his impulsive coffee stop was turning out to be unexpectedly useful. Maybe this was the lead they’d needed.

			She looked back to Liz, speaking softly.

			“I know it’s a rough time for everyone who knew Sophie,” she said. “Sounds like she had a lot of people who cared about her. And her friend… she seems really shaken.”

			Liz nodded, avoiding her eyes.

			“They were really close.”

			Angelina pressed gently.

			“What’s her name? Maybe I can help. Sometimes you need support from outside to get through something like this.”

			Liz hesitated again, then sighed.

			“Claire. Claire Winslow.”

			“Thanks, Liz.” Angelina’s voice was kind, reassuring. “It might help her to have someone reach out. Could you give me her number? I’ll be discreet.”

			Liz wavered but finally nodded, scribbling it on a scrap of paper and handing it over.

			“Just… please don’t say I gave it to you.”

			“Of course,” Angelina said, slipping it into her pocket. “I’ll keep it gentle.”

			They waited for their drinks and said their goodbyes. Liam couldn’t resist tossing out,

			“Liz, that coffee’s excellent. Guess I’ll have to start coming by more often.”

			Outside, the rain was a steady torrent. They dashed for the Jeep, climbed in, dripping, then leaned back in their seats, catching their breath.

			Angelina turned to him with a wide smile.

			“If it weren’t for your caffeine addiction, we’d have missed that. Alright, consider yourself almost owed a kiss. Almost.”

			

			Liam shot back with his usual sarcasm.

			“You know what? Now you owe me a real cafe trip. No corpses, no interrogations, none of your grim detective games.”

			She laughed.

			“Fine. Just promise not to traumatize the waitress with your charming sense of humor.”

			He snorted, giving her a sideways look.

			“I can promise. Keeping it? Eh… not so sure.”

			He smirked and started the engine.

			They drove through the sleeping city, rain pattering against the windshield in a soft, steady rhythm. Inside the Jeep, it was quiet — a light, easy silence.

			Angelina lived in one of those handsome apartment buildings with security and private parking, tucked into a part of the city where life felt a little safer, a little more polished. The apartment had been a gift from her mother, and over time it had become her true refuge — a place that was completely hers.

			When Liam finally pulled up outside, he put the Jeep in park. Angelina unfastened her seatbelt, glanced at him, and let a small smile soften her features.

			“Thanks for the ride,” she said, pushing the door open.

			His eyes warmed, just slightly. “Goodnight.”

		

	
		
			SEVEN

			The shrill sound of her alarm jolted Angelina awake. She groaned, reached blindly for her phone, silenced it, then let herself melt back into the warm cocoon of her bed for just a few stolen minutes. Finally opening her eyes, she did what she always did — grabbed her phone and lazily scrolled through messages and news.

			“Well. The world hasn’t ended. Guess I have to get up.” a wry thought, but it made her smirk.

			She headed straight for the shower. The hot water helped shake off sleep, and before long her brain was already chasing down today’s to-do list. Wrapped in a towel, she made her way to the kitchen and peeked out the window. It was still pouring — thick gray clouds smothered the city, and rain streamed down the glass in racing lines.

			“Might as well have skipped the shower,” she muttered with a crooked smile.

			For a second, she almost wished she could just stay home with a book and a steaming cup of tea. But someone out there wouldn’t make it home at all today — and it was her job to figure out why.

			Angelina quickly made herself a smoothie — a familiar morning ritual that always set the tone for her day — then stepped into her walk-in closet. Her eyes swept over the shelves before settling on a pair of straight-leg blue jeans, slightly faded at the knees, and a soft light gray tee. Over that, she pulled on an oversized wool blazer with a subtle textured weave, pushing the sleeves up in an easy, almost careless way. Thin pale socks and brown loafers with a small gold accent across the top completed the look. She tilted her head, gave a faint smile, and nodded to her reflection: simple, comfortable, yet carrying its own quiet kind of confidence.

			

			“Perfect,” she said simply, ready for whatever the day decided to throw at her.

			She called a cab, hoping to squeeze in a stop at Loft 42 before heading to the station. Today wasn’t about vague leads or gut feelings — she needed real answers. Who had Sophie really been? And what secrets might she have been carrying, if any?

			The cab arrived almost instantly. Angelina dashed through the downpour and collapsed into the back seat, rain dripping off her hair. She leaned back, watching the gray streets slip by, like watery brushstrokes on a moving canvas.

			Her mind kept circling the upcoming conversation with Eddie. She hadn’t met him yet. And who knew what a work partner might see? Partners always noticed things others didn’t. Maybe he could finally shed light on what still lurked in the dark.

			The cab turned onto a street lined with slick storefronts. They’d arrived.

			When Angelina walked into Loft 42, the coffee shop was already alive and buzzing. People crowded the counter, desperate for their morning caffeine before plunging into the day’s chaos. She immediately spotted a long line, polished men in suits at the end of it, flipping through emails or barking into phones, too wrapped up in deal talk to see much else.

			One guy was so loud he cut above the hum.

			“No, Jim, that’s not acceptable! I want that contract on my desk today,” he snapped, brows drawn so tight the people around him instinctively tuned in.

			Off to the side stood a young woman in a bright coat, eyes glued to her phone — probably checking morning emails. In the corner, a loud cluster of students were talking over each other, probably panicking over a group project.

			Hands flashed at the counter — cards tapping readers, cups being grabbed. The baristas moved like clockwork: sharp motions, no wasted steps, even as the place throbbed with noise.

			Angelina took it all in, the layered life of it. Everyone here was wrapped up in their own little dramas, but they were united by the same thing — a need for coffee and a shot at organizing the morning chaos before it swallowed them.

			Two guys worked behind the bar. One was tall and lean, with close-cropped dark hair and a focused, borderline intense face. Everything he did was precise: brewing, pouring, setting cups just so. The type you’d trust to get your order perfect every single time.

			The other was his polar opposite. Broad-shouldered, dark curls, a good-natured grin. His every move seemed easy, loose, almost playful. Sometimes he cracked jokes with customers that made them laugh; sometimes he seemed to hum along with whatever indie track was floating through the shop.

			“Which one’s Eddie?” she wondered, feeling a weird little twist in her gut. She kind of hoped Sophie’s partner had been the serious, meticulous type. Someone you could count on. But her instincts kept nudging her toward the relaxed guy with the curly hair.

			She watched them a second longer, mentally comparing the two, then decided to just play it casual.

			“Cappuccino with almond milk, to go, please,” she said when her turn came, sliding her card across.

			The serious barista nodded and rang her up. Angelina was already running through how to ease into a conversation when he set her cup down. With a small smile, she looked from one to the other.

			

			“By the way… which one of you is Eddie?”

			They traded a quick look. No surprise — curly hair answered.

			He frowned a little, darted a glance around the café like he was checking who might be listening, then said, “That’d be me. And you are…?”

			Angelina held his gaze.

			“We need to talk,” she said quietly, voice pitched so no one else would hear. “About Sophie.”

			His grin dropped. His face sobered instantly.

			“And you are?” he repeated, more cautious now.

			Without a word, Angelina pulled her badge from her bag and flipped it open. Eddie stiffened, though not in fear — more like he was weighing something.

			“Alright,” he muttered, with a sharp little nod. Then he gestured toward a table by the window, tucked out of earshot.

			They sat. Angelina got straight to it.

			“I’m here because of Sophie,” she said gently. “You worked closely with her. I need to understand who she really was.”

			Eddie hesitated, shoulders tensed, but slowly relaxed enough to start talking.

			“Sophie was a good person,” he said, brows drawing together, though his voice stayed calm. “We got along. She grew up with her grandmother. After she died two years back… Sophie was kind of alone. I don’t think she ever really bounced back, even if she didn’t show it.”

			“She the type to keep everything bottled up?” Angelina asked carefully.

			

			“Yeah. I guess you could say that.” His smile was faint, a little sad.

			“Go on. What did she like to do?”

			“She loved running in the mornings. It was her thing.”

			Angelina thought about how people like that often ran from something. Like she did sometimes.

			“And in the evenings, movies. We even went to see a few together — co-workers, you know how it is. I think she liked losing herself in stories when real life felt heavy.”

			It was obvious to Angelina that Sophie hadn’t just been a partner to Eddie. She’d been a friend, someone who shared small joys that left a bigger hole now that she was gone.

			“Was she seeing anyone?” Angelina asked, studying his face.

			He stiffened again, eyes cutting sideways like he was searching for an answer he might or might not give.

			“Sophie… didn’t really talk about her personal life,” he finally said after a beat. “I didn’t push. She wasn’t the type to share that stuff.”

			The silence stretched. Then Eddie seemed to snap out of it, shot a glance back at the counter, and abruptly stood.

			“Sorry — I’ve gotta get back. Rush’s picking up,” he said, nodding toward the line.

			And just like that, he was back behind the counter and leaving Angelina alone with her cooling cappuccino and a head full of suspicions.

			Something about his answers nagged at her. He’d talked easily, almost casually — until she brought up Sophie’s love life. Then he’d clammed right up. Was he hiding something? Or just uncomfortable?

			

			She thought back to her chat with Liz yesterday — and the number she’d gotten for Sophie’s friend. Close friends knew the stuff you never told co-workers. If anyone could shed light on what Sophie had really been hiding, it would be her.

			Angelina pulled out her phone, mulling over how best to word it. Finally, she decided to skip the pleasantries.

			Hi. My name is Angelina von Stein. I’m a detective. I need to speak with you about Sophie. It’s important. Can we meet?

			She hit send, the usual pinch of guilt blooming in her chest. It never got easier, intruding on someone’s grief — even if it was your job. But if not her, then who?

			And then she realized she’d totally lost track of time.

			“Shit,” she breathed. The meeting at the station had probably started minutes ago, and she was still here.

			She grabbed her bag, abandoned the empty cup, and bolted into the rain, thoughts scrambling for how to salvage the day.

			Cars slid past, wipers swishing. She flagged down a cab, climbed in, rattled off the station address, then slumped back, trying to get her head straight.

			The cab pulled away, and as soon as the driver flicked on the radio, a bored announcer’s voice crackled through the speakers.

			“…another assault reported. Police confirm violent crime is up eight percent over the past few months. Residents are urged to stay alert…”

			Angelina just shook her head and turned to the window.

			Outside, the city blurred into a soft mess of traffic lights, neon, street lamps — everything washed together in the rain, like the city was trying to hide its own secrets.

			

			“Just another day. Jesus.” She tugged her collar a little tighter, like it might shield her from all of it — the rain, the cold, the next body waiting to be found.

		

	
		
			EIGHT

			Angelina burst into the squad room, sure she was late for the meeting. But with relief, she saw her colleagues still gathered in the hall, chatting animatedly about something.

			She immediately spotted Nick with Mark Evans — a forty-something detective with a permanent sarcastic smirk. A little further stood Nico and Liam, next to Julia Rose, her stern eyes framed by a few silver strands. Thomas Harper and Jack Marshall, old-timers of the unit, were murmuring to each other.

			As soon as Angelina appeared, Mark called out with mock drama:

			“Oh, here comes our star! Heard you were on a date with Daniels last night. That true?”

			Everyone turned with grins, clearly enjoying the moment. Liam seemed to tense instantly. His eyes flashed, but he acted like he didn’t care.

			Angelina didn’t miss a beat.

			“Of course! Only it was more like an interrogation — zero fun.”

			“Maybe you just treat dates like case reports,” Liam drawled. “Try to relax.”

			Angelina laughed, but before she could retort, Julia cut in dryly

			“You know, guys,” she said wryly, scanning them both, “listening to you two trade jabs, time really does fly. Maybe that’s the secret to a lasting relationship.”

			Everyone laughed. Angelina shot Julia a look.

			“One more word like that, and I’ll be shopping for Liam’s new partner.”

			

			“Oh, I’m terrified,” Liam said, stepping back dramatically, that familiar smirk playing on his face.

			“Where’s the chief?” Angelina asked, glancing around.

			“Running late somewhere,” Julia replied.

			A few minutes later, David Ransom appeared in the hall. A broad-shouldered man in his forties, he carried himself with calm authority. His dark skin gave him an imposing air, and his cherry-brown eyes were sharp, thoughtful — like he always saw more than he let on. Ransom wore a tailored navy suit that emphasized his powerful frame, and carried a thick folder under one arm.

			“So, fun’s over? Mind if I steal you for some work?”

			Everyone immediately gathered around, trying to look serious, though the smiles didn’t fully fade.

			“You always interrupt at the worst possible moment,” Julia teased.

			“Glad I’m on time for something,” Ransom shot back with a dry smile, heading for the briefing room. “Alright, let’s go.”

			The detectives took their seats at the long table. The mood shifted quickly from light to all business. Ransom opened his folder, eyes scanning the team. He was always up to speed, always ready with the right comment, even when everything teetered on the edge.

			“Alright, let’s go. Nick, Mark, what’s up with that jewelry store job?”

			Nick exchanged a look with Mark and started.

			“Two guys in masks. Willow Street. Tied up the guard, cleaned out the register for a couple hundred grand. Fast, clean. Found the van but it was already torched.”

			Ransom nodded, frowning.

			

			“Cameras?”

			Mark nodded.

			“Caught it on one, but couldn’t make out a face. We’re checking other streets, hoping we get lucky.”

			Ransom paused a moment, then said,

			“Run every similar van in the district. Video — every block, every corner. They always slip somewhere they think no one’s watching. And Mark — try not to light up the next piece of evidence, yeah?”

			Mark smirked.

			“I’ll do my best.”

			Ransom’s eyes moved to Thomas and Jack.

			“That trailer fire. What do you have?”

			Thomas spread his hands.

			“Dead end so far. Couple spots of accelerant nearby, nothing else. Looks intentional, but zero proof.”

			“Experts?”

			“They’re calling it arson, sure. But can’t say how the fire spread so fast. The rain washed everything out, barely any trace left,” Jack added.

			Ransom nodded, let out a slow breath.

			“Alright, give it another day or two. Bring in more fire guys. If it’s still dead — we’ll pivot. But I don’t like this. Keep me posted. I don’t wanna hear about this later from the DA.”

			Then his gaze landed on Julia.

			“Julia, that bridge suicide… anything new?”

			Julia crossed her arms.

			

			“Kid jumped off. Suicide note in his phone, textbook. But he doesn’t fit the profile. No depression, no debts, no messy personal life. Family’s in shock.”

			Ransom sighed, thinking.

			“Too clean. Dig deeper. There’s always something under the surface. Just don’t get lost in it, Julia.”

			Then he looked over at Nico and Liam, a sly smile flickering.

			“Moretti, Daniels. You done with the rapist?”

			“Yeah, he’s caged. We’re free as birds,” Liam answered.

			“Daniels, you don’t get to be free. You and Moretti — you’re with von Stein. Help her out.”

			Angelina stiffened, clearly not expecting that.

			“David, I didn’t ask for help. I’ve got it.”

			Ransom only gave a short laugh, raising his hand.

			“Ask, don’t ask — don’t care. You’ve got leads, but it’s stalling out. These two’ll help move it.”

			Nico grinned.

			“Looks like it’s gonna be fun with Angie.”

			Liam gave her a long look.

			“Ready to put up with us on your team?”

			Angelina narrowed her eyes, clearly annoyed.

			“As long as you two stay out of my way, I might survive this nightmare.”

			Ransom snapped his folder shut and stood.

			“Alright, cut the show. I want results. Save the jokes for after hours.”

			

			Nick, of course, couldn’t resist.

			“Boss, we’re serious guys, nobody’s joking.”

			Ransom let out a heavy breath, closed his eyes for a moment.

			“Serious, huh? Right. Homicide. Only thing you’re killing so far is my clearance stats.”

			His words hung in the air for a beat. Then Julia let out a small laugh.

			Ransom continued, a dry edge in his voice.

			“I look at all of you and think — how the hell? Seems like only Moretti and Daniels are carrying the lot. Young blood, new tricks…” He nodded at them. “Meanwhile the rest of you sit around talking crap.”

			“Always nice to be a role model for the seniors,” Liam said, shooting Nick a look.

			“Yeah, you’re a real star. Without your ‘new tricks,’ we’d have zeros across the board,” Nick fired back.

			Angelina, already sick of the back-and-forth, shook her head.

			“Can I please get to work? Dying to improve your stats.”

			“Relax, Angie. You’re young too. Just not quite as shiny,” Nico smirked.

			She shot him a cold, sharp look.

			“Moretti, if your ego wasn’t so huge, maybe it wouldn’t block your view of reality,” she said with a biting smile.

			“Oh, touchy,” Nico said, mock stepping back.

			Ransom raised his hands like calling for calm.

			“Alright, show’s over. Von Stein, cool it. Boys, cut the clowning. We’ve got a pile of work. Get moving. I want numbers. Not noise.”

			As soon as Ransom left the room and headed down the hall, Angelina moved almost automatically after him.

			“David!” she called — not demanding, but something off, almost personal.

			Ransom slowed, glanced back, then turned fully to face her. He pressed his lips together, waiting. No irritation, more like he’d known she’d come after him.

			“Something else, von Stein?” he asked calmly, that faint squint saying he saw right through her.

			Angelina came up fast, stopping just a little closer than normal for a “work talk.” Her hands balled into fists, fighting off emotion.

			“I…” She exhaled, looked away, then locked eyes with him again, almost defiant. “Why’d you do that? Why give me two of them? I can handle it, David. Liam’s a senior — he could’ve just kept an eye from the sidelines. You didn’t have to turn it into… an escort.”

			Ransom tilted his head, the ghost of a smile on his lips, but his eyes stayed dead serious.

			“If you couldn’t handle it, I’d already have you chasing lost chinchillas.”

			“Then why?” she pushed. “I don’t want everyone thinking I need crutches. This is my case, David.”

			Ransom leaned in, dropping his voice to something nearly intimate — meant just for the two of them in the noisy hallway.

			“You know what I think? I think nobody thinks that but you. Those two are there so you don’t end up alone in the shit if it all goes sideways.”

			

			She flinched slightly but clenched her jaw, refusing to back down even with his softness.

			“I don’t need — ” she began, but he cut in with a faint curve at his mouth.

			“ — someone to hold your hand? Don’t worry. They won’t. You’re running it just like before. But if it heats up, I want to know you’ve got more than paperweights watching your back. And Liam — he’d cover you even without my order.”

			He gave her a small nod, like closing the file on that conversation.

			Angelina stood there a few more seconds, watching his back retreat. Inside, everything roiled — anger, wounded pride, and some small, unwelcome sense of relief that only pissed her off more.

			With a short breath, she spun on her heel and headed back.

			When she walked into the squad room, Liam and Nico went silent — too quickly for it to be a coincidence.

			“So, since you’re officially my new partners,” she said, arms folded tight, “heads up — autopsy on last night’s vic is in an hour. You’re both coming. Like it or not, that’s your job now.”

			Liam smirked, shooting Nico a look.

			“And here I was hoping our new trio would start off a bit more fun. Autopsy — that’s a classic romantic kickoff, right, Nico?”

			“Oh, totally. Can’t wait. Thanks for the invite.”

		

	
		
			NINE

			Angelina arrived at the medical examiner’s office, lost in thoughts about her new “trio” with Liam and Nico. She sighed again. This might turn out to be one of the most challenging partnerships of her career.

			She walked into the building, crossed the lobby and headed for the locker room. After putting on sterile gear — a cap, mask, gloves, gown, shoe covers — she paused to look at her reflection in the mirror.

			“I’ve been coming here so often lately. Maybe it’s time to get a membership card,” she thought wryly, then pushed open the door to the autopsy room.

			Dr. Levinsky, as usual, stood by the table — still tall, gaunt, and pale — like he’d stepped out of an old noir film. Next to him, fussing with instruments, was his constant sidekick, Mike Stanley.

			Noticing Angelina, Levinsky gave her a crooked grin.

			“Detective von Stein, you’ve been dropping by quite a lot. We were thinking of setting up a personal chair for you.”

			Angelina smirked, adjusting her mask.

			“Wouldn’t say no — as long as it comes with coffee and gossip. You people have nothing here but corpses, no social life at all.”

			Mike, not looking up from the tray, added with a slight grin,

			“Coffee? In this place? Maybe something stronger would be more fitting.”

			Angelina laughed.

			“I might consider it — if you had a menu. For now, guess it’s a show with no drinks, no crowd, no fun.”

			

			Levinsky pulled on his gloves with a nod.

			“Suit yourself. My ‘patients’ are always ready.”

			Angelina stood beside him, studying the body of a young woman found last night in her living room. Blonde hair lay neatly over her shoulders, her face pale and calm, as if life had slipped away without warning. But the rest of her told another story.

			Levinsky began the autopsy.

			“Young woman, 27. Time of death approximately 18 to 20 hours ago. Multiple stab wounds to the chest and abdomen.” He pointed to the injuries, inspecting each closely. “Notably precise, not frantic.”

			Angelina nodded, listening carefully, trying to picture what had happened at the moment the killer struck.

			“Stab wounds… but no signs of struggle,” Levinsky mused as he continued. “Same as before. No evidence she fought back. The blows were deliberate and clean, like she was already unconscious. Or paralyzed.”

			Mike, hovering nearby, added,

			“Killer’s clearly a pro. Look at these cuts — precise, no extra tearing.”

			Angelina frowned.

			“He knows exactly what he’s doing. It keeps repeating — the precision, the method. Like he’s been rehearsing somewhere, perfecting his craft.”

			Levinsky nodded.

			“I’m telling you, either she was knocked out or something was injected. Too early to say, but the picture’s familiar. We need to find out what he might’ve used to immobilize her.”

			Mike gave a grim smile.

			“Honestly, the more this goes on, the more it feels like he’s playing his own game. And he’s the only one who knows the rules.”

			Just then, the door to the autopsy room opened. Daniels and Moretti walked in. Angelina, standing by the table, crossed her arms and gave them a smirk.

			“Late? Is this one of those ‘modern approaches’ the boss mentioned today?”

			Liam only shrugged, while Nico offered a sheepish,

			“Sorry, couldn’t find my phone.”

			Levinsky seized the chance to throw in a jab, smiling faintly.

			“If you can’t keep track of your own phone, Moretti, how exactly do you plan to track down a killer?… Anyway, back to it. For the latecomers: our victim’s a young woman, 27. Cause of death — multiple stab wounds to the chest and abdomen. Very precise. Like last time, no signs of a struggle — most likely she was immobilized.”

			Liam nodded, eyes serious as he looked over the body.

			“All too neat.”

			“Neatness is his trademark,” Mike said. “Not a single wasted move. Almost like he rehearsed it.”

			Angelina kept watching the procedure, then shot a look at her colleagues.

			“This is no accident. We’re dealing with someone who knows exactly what he’s doing. And if he’s working off a plan, we don’t have much time to stop him. This guy is starting to scare me,” she added, trying to hide her rising anxiety.

			

			Liam couldn’t resist a jab.

			“Relax, Angie. Our guy seems to have a thing for younger women.”

			Levinsky stifled a laugh, Mike smirked.

			“I’m only thirty! That’s barely a difference.”

			“Don’t take it so personally.”

			“Shut up, Daniels,” she shot back, glaring.

			Liam lifted his hands, amused.

			“Alright, alright. I’m just teasing. Honestly, you could still pass for a college kid.”

			Angelina rolled her eyes but couldn’t hold back a faint smile, though she was still annoyed. Levinsky finally let out a quiet chuckle, glancing at Mike, who looked away, fighting to keep a straight face.

			“Well then,” Levinsky said at last, “if we’re done, back to business. We’ll run a tox screen. As soon as we have results, I’ll let you know.”

			He gave the body one last look, shaking his head.

			“But for now, there’s nothing more I can tell you. We’ll need more tests to be sure. So I won’t keep you.” He pulled off his gloves and set them on the table.

			Angelina nodded, knowing for now all they could do was wait. She gave the body one more glance, then looked at Liam and Nico.

			“Let’s go. We’ll wait for news.”

			Outside, the rain had finally stopped. The city, fresh from the downpour, looked calm, sidewalks still shimmering with puddles. Liam was first to look up and breathe out with relief.

			“Well, at least the rain’s done. Nice when the world stops throwing problems at you all at once.”

			

			“Speaking of problems…” Angelina started. “This morning I stopped by Loft 42, where Sophie worked. Everything seemed fine, but something bugged me.” She paused, searching for the right words. “I talked to her coworker, Eddie. He was polite, answered questions, but when I brought up her personal life… he completely dodged it. Like on purpose.”

			“Dodged it?” Liam raised an eyebrow, stepping a little closer. “So he obviously knew something but didn’t want to talk?”

			“Exactly. It was like he was scared of something, or didn’t want me digging deeper. It was too obvious,” Angelina glanced at them both. “Nobody’s talking about Sophie’s personal life. That’s strange, given her age and social circle.”

			Nico rubbed his chin, squinting.

			“Maybe he really does know something. By the way, Liam said you already got the number of Sophie’s friend. Have you tried reaching out yet?”

			“Yeah,” Angelina nodded. “I texted her right after the café, but she hasn’t replied. I have a feeling she knows everything I want to find out.”

			Liam smirked.

			“And what if she doesn’t answer for the same reason Eddie clammed up? Maybe they’ve all got something to hide.”

			“Maybe…”

			Nico exhaled slowly, scanning the rain-washed street.

			“Well, if she knows something, we’ll pull it out of her.”

			Suddenly Angelina’s phone rang. She glanced at the screen: it was Steven Carter.

			

			“Carter, what’ve you got?”

			“Angie, our guys just came back from the first victim’s apartment. We checked what you asked. Can’t say for sure yet, but there’s a suspicion there was a listening device hidden there,” Steven’s voice was serious, with a hint of bafflement.

			Angelina frowned.

			“A bug? Someone was listening to her? Why?”

			“That’s the question we need to answer,” Carter said. “But that’s not all. An hour ago, a huge bouquet of flowers was delivered to the second victim’s house.”

			Angelina paused, processing it. Flowers? After a murder? This just veered into twisted territory.

			“Steven, you think this could be tied to the killer somehow?” she asked.

			“Can’t rule it out. We’ll have to check with the delivery service, see who ordered them.”

			“Got it. Thanks for the update, Steven,” Angelina said, ending the call.

			She turned to Liam and Nico, ready to fill them in.

			“Steven just told me they found traces of a bug in Sophie’s apartment. And an hour ago, someone had a giant bouquet delivered to the second victim’s house. Someone’s definitely playing with us.”

			Nico narrowed his eyes.

			“A bug? This case just went from weird to downright suspicious.”

			Liam crossed his arms and nodded.

			“And the bouquet… We need to find out who sent it.”

			Nico agreed,

			

			“I’ll take the flowers, check out the delivery service. Let’s see who our secret admirer is.”

			“And I’ll start digging through the second victim’s file. I want to know what caught his eye.” Liam turned to Angelina before heading off. “Try calling her. I’m guessing your text didn’t exactly win her over.”

		

	
		
			TEN

			Angelina dialed the number Liz had given her. Just as she started to think Claire wouldn’t pick up, a quiet, slightly wary voice came through:

			“Hello?”

			She didn’t waste time.

			“Hi. Is this Claire Winslow? My name is Angelina von Stein, I’m a detective. I’m investigating Sophie’s murder, and I really need to talk to you.”

			There was silence on the other end. Claire hesitated before finally saying:

			“Yes, this is Claire. What do you want?”

			Angelina kept her voice as gentle as possible, trying not to scare her off.

			“Claire, I really need to meet with you. This isn’t just about Sophie’s death — it’s also about what was happening in her life before it. I’m hoping you can help me. It’s very important.”

			Another pause. Too long. Then Claire exhaled:

			“Alright… if it’s that important, let’s meet. I don’t know how much I can help, but I’ll be at Green Choice Café on Laurel Street in about half an hour.”

			“Thank you, Claire.” Angelina ended the call and only then realized her hands were clenched tight on her lap.

			▪ ▪ ▪ ▪ ▪ ▪ ▪

			At the appointed time, she walked into Green Choice. Somewhere behind the counter, the espresso machine hissed, sending warm notes of cinnamon and dark roast hanging in the air. The place was nearly empty — she liked that.

			Claire sat at a corner table by the window, nervously twisting a napkin in her hands. She looked tired but hadn’t lost that subtle elegance. Her chestnut hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail. Tension was written across her face, but the softness of her features still suggested a naturally calm person. As Angelina got closer, Claire lifted her eyes, visibly anxious.

			“You’re Detective von Stein?” she asked in a low voice, almost afraid someone else might overhear.

			“Yes. Thank you for agreeing to meet.” Angelina sat down across from her, leaning in slightly. “I understand how hard this must be for you. But your perspective could really help us.”

			Claire nodded. Her voice was fragile, yet there was a quiet determination in it.

			“Sophie was so kind… gentle, always positive. She could find something to laugh about in the strangest situations.”

			“You two were friends for a long time?”

			“About three years. We met in a Spanish class. Sophie was always so… alive. We could spend hours laughing over complete nonsense. I remember one time she decided we had to learn salsa. We signed up, but at the class she laughed so hard we didn’t get past the first few steps. She had this way of turning the most ordinary day into something special.”

			Angelina offered a small nod, giving Claire space to remember. Then she gently brought her back.

			“And lately? Did you notice any changes in her?”

			Claire’s smile faded. Her grip on the napkin tightened.

			

			“Yes… the last couple of months she was different. She stopped sharing things. She’d avoid conversations. Sometimes she’d just get up and go home without saying a word, no smile, nothing.”

			“Was she seeing someone?” Angelina asked it plainly but watched Claire’s reaction closely.

			Claire looked away. Her silence said more than words.

			“Yes,” she finally whispered. “She was seeing a man… but it was all so complicated.”

			“Complicated? Why?”

			“He was married.” Claire’s shoulders drooped. “Very wealthy, very influential. They met at the coffee shop where she worked. At first it was just casual chatting, then… Sophie didn’t want anyone to know. She was ashamed.”

			Angelina frowned slightly.

			“Did she ever tell you his name?”

			“No. Never. But I knew she wanted to end it. She even started seeing a therapist. She was afraid that affair would ruin her life.”

			“Why? Was he pressuring her?”

			“I don’t know…” Claire shook her head. “Maybe she just realized it was nothing more than a fling for him. And she didn’t want to be part of that.”

			Angelina nudged her cup slightly on the table, thinking.

			“The therapist… do you know who it was?”

			“Linda Mercer. Dr. Linda Mercer.” Claire squeezed her hands together, like trying to wring out her memory. “I don’t have her number. Sophie said she was good — that after those sessions, she felt better.”

			

			“Do you know where she practiced? Any address?”

			“No… Sophie never told me. It was hard for her to open up even to me.”

			A brief silence fell between them. Angelina stared at the table, then almost whispered to herself:

			“Linda Mercer… I need to speak with her.”

			Claire suddenly looked more frightened than before.

			“You think this has something to do with her death?”

			“I don’t know yet,” Angelina admitted honestly. “But to understand what happened, I need to know what was going on in her life. And her therapist might be the only person who knew more than any friend.”

			Claire nodded, her face clouding with worry again.

			Angelina noticed how close Claire was to unraveling and shifted her tone. She gave a soft smile.

			“Don’t worry. If you remember anything — or if you just want to talk — call me anytime. Here’s my card.”

			Claire took the card like it might crumble if held too tight.

			“Thank you. If anything comes to mind, I’ll reach out.”

			Angelina nodded and slowly stood.

			“Take care of yourself, Claire.”

			▪ ▪ ▪ ▪ ▪ ▪ ▪

			Outside, the breeze caught her, cool against her skin. She drew in a deep breath and ran a hand through her hair. The city moved on: cars, people, a gentle hum all around.

			But one name spun through her mind.

			

			“Dr. Linda Mercer… If Sophie was really seeing her for months, she might know far more than any friend. And if someone wants that hidden — then we’ve got a problem.”

		

	
		
			ELEVEN

			Angelina stepped out of the cab and made her way toward the precinct, still mulling over the fact that Liam and Nico were now officially assigned to her team. She let out a small sigh, knowing she’d have to work side by side with them, even though some stubborn part of her had wanted to run this investigation alone.

			Before heading to her office, she decided to drop by Nick’s — maybe chat for a few minutes and clear her head.

			She knocked and slipped inside. Nick was hunched over his computer screen, but the moment he spotted her, he leaned back with a grin.

			“Ah, Angie. You’ve got that look — like you’re dying to unload. What’s up now?” he teased, lacing his fingers behind his head.

			“Oh, you have no idea,” she said with a dramatic sigh, sinking into the chair across from him. “But first — tell me about the girl from the Japanese place. Was it the usual sushi and sake routine?” She shot him a playful wink.

			Nick rolled his eyes, but a crooked smile spread across his face.

			“It was a disaster. Everything’s going fine — rolls, small talk — then she drops this bomb: she plans her meals by the moon. Can you imagine?” He broke into a laugh. “Apparently the moon decides when she has dinner!”

			Angelina raised her brows, suppressing a laugh of her own.

			“Well, that’s… certainly original. So — zero prospects, huh?”

			“Absolutely zero,” he declared, placing a hand on his chest in mock solemnity. “If she bathes by the sun and only has sex during a double rainbow, I’m out.”

			

			Angelina burst into laughter, relishing these rare, light moments. But soon her expression shifted back to more pressing thoughts.

			“Okay, my turn. Ransom told me Liam and Nico will be working this case with me. I was hoping to handle it alone. It’s… honestly annoying.”

			Nick arched an eyebrow and settled back, folding his arms.

			“Come on, Angie. You know they’re good. Liam and Nico have closed plenty of cases — you can’t deny that. Besides, Daniels is actually pretty democratic for a boss.”

			Angelina rubbed her temples, trying to ease the pulse of irritation.

			“Maybe. But their endless jokes get under my skin. They turn everything into a goddamn stand-up show. It makes it hard to focus.”

			Nick gave her a look — half teasing, half curious.

			“Maybe that’s not what’s really bothering you. Maybe you’re just a bit too… interested in one of them.”

			Angelina’s head snapped up, a flush creeping across her face. She crossed her arms tighter.

			“You’re insane. Don’t even start.”

			Nick let out a laugh, clearly enjoying her reaction.

			“Alright, alright, relax. Just testing a theory.”

			“You’re impossible,” she groaned theatrically, standing up. “Thanks for the pep talk… and the completely unhelpful theory.”

			“Anytime,” he said with a wink. “Try not to let today’s moon phase ruin your mood.”

			Angelina left his office with a wry smile and headed to her own. The exhaustion of the past few days was starting to catch up, but she had no intention of slowing down. Sitting at her desk, she flipped open her laptop and typed: Linda Mercer, psychologist.

			“Alright, Linda, let’s see what secrets you’ve got,” she muttered.

			The search brought up a clean, minimalistic site. Right at the top was a photo of Linda — early forties, short chestnut hair, steel-blue eyes that looked sharp even through a screen. She wore a black blouse with a white collar, giving her an air of precise, almost academic authority. Something about her expression made Angelina feel like Linda could see straight through people.

			“Fifteen years of experience in personal crises, family conflicts, stress, self-esteem issues,” Angelina read aloud under her breath. “Fantastic. Another keeper of secrets.”

			She quickly jotted down the contact details — phone, email, office address — and was about to close the tab when her phone buzzed.

			New group chat: You’ve been added.

			She squinted at the notification, then barked a laugh when she read the group name, complete with emojis of two girls and a knife.

			“Of course. Who else would come up with that?”

			Liam was first to post: Now we can be in touch 24/7!

			Nico jumped right in after: Welcome, Angie. Rule #1: no nudes during office hours.

			Angelina rolled her eyes and dropped her phone on the desk.

			“Geniuses,” she muttered.

			But it buzzed again almost immediately. Nico had sent a video. With a sigh, she picked it up and pressed play.

			“Hey,” Nico began, his expression more serious than usual. “So, update on the bouquet sent to Caroline’s house. Turns out these flowers weren’t some posthumous tribute — they’ve been delivered there every week for the past seven months. Seven. Months. I’m on my way to the florist now to see if I can find out who’s ordering them. Will keep you posted.”

			Angelina exhaled slowly.

			“Seven months… that’s not random.”

			Seconds later, a new video popped up — Liam this time, sitting in his car with his trademark easy grin.

			“Got the file on our second victim. Caroline Hunt, twenty-seven. Pilates instructor at Pulse Active. Very sporty, full of energy — basically your typical health nut.”

			Angelina rolled her eyes at his light tone, but listened closely.

			“Parents live out of town. The house where she was found? Used to be her grandparents’. She moved in about a year ago after they passed. Lived alone, no close friends nearby. That’s it for now. But I’ll keep digging.”

			Angelina snapped a quick screenshot of Linda Mercer’s website and dropped it into the chat.

			This is Linda Mercer — Sophie’s psychologist. I’m betting she knows more than anyone else about what Sophie was hiding. Oh, and… turns out Sophie was seeing a married, well-off man.

			Nico replied almost instantly:

			Married and rich? How refreshingly cliché.

			Liam added:

			Did you get a good look at that psychologist’s face? Those eyes could flip your soul inside out.

			Angelina smirked, typing back:

			Save your psychological analysis for later.

			

			A moment later, Liam shot back:

			Come on, record a video already. Don’t be boring.

			She made a face and wrote:

			Next time.

			Shaking her head, she exited the chat and immediately dialed the number from Linda’s site. After a few rings, a polite male voice answered.

			“Good afternoon, Dr. Mercer’s office. How can I help you?”

			“Hi there,” Angelina said, softening her tone to sound casually troubled. “My name’s Angelina. I’d like to book an appointment with Dr. Mercer. She was highly recommended to me.”

			“I understand, but the doctor’s schedule is quite full. She doesn’t have any openings this coming week.”

			Angelina let out a careful sigh, injecting a note of urgency.

			“Please, it’s important. I’m going through… a difficult time. I really need to see her as soon as possible.”

			There was a pause, muffled sounds like someone conferring in the background. When the receptionist came back, his voice was brisk but kind.

			“Dr. Mercer can see you on Monday at 1 PM if this is truly urgent.”

			Relief washed over her.

			“That’s perfect. Thank you so much — I really appreciate it.”

			“Of course. See you Monday. Have a good day.”

			“You too,” Angelina replied, then ended the call and leaned back, exhaling a long, measured breath.

			Maybe that was the first small victory she’d had all day.

		

	
		
			TWELVE

			The remaining hours of Angelina’s workday were swallowed by routine: she filled out reports, organized files on the case. There were no updates from her colleagues — only a short notice that Caroline’s parents were already flying in. On Monday, she’d have to face that difficult conversation. Angelina had always felt a quiet discomfort during such meetings. How was she supposed to console and interrogate people who’d just lost someone they loved?

			“Let Liam and Nico handle that emotional mess,” she thought, gathering the papers on her desk.

			By the time her day finally wound down, her mind was drifting toward Friday night. She found herself torn between curling up at home with a book and a hot cup of tea — or heading out to a bar, changing the scenery, maybe dancing, letting her mind switch off for a while.

			A sharp knock at the door interrupted her thoughts. Before she could respond, Liam and Nico practically burst into her office. Both looked decidedly upbeat.

			“Flowers for Caroline were being sent straight from the gym where she worked!” Nico blurted, not even bothering to say hello.

			Angelina raised her eyebrows.

			“From Pulse Active? Are you serious?”

			“Dead serious,” Liam confirmed. “It was a standing order. Flowers were delivered every week for the last seven months. Nico double-checked the florist’s records — they were paid for from the gym’s general account, no names attached. Just the gym’s phone number on the invoices.”

			“Someone at that gym was sending her flowers all this time?” Angelina frowned. “I wonder who and why…”

			“That’s exactly what we need to find out,” Nico nodded. “Question is — do we go tonight, or first thing in the morning?”

			“It’s Saturday tomorrow,” Liam pointed out. “The place will be quieter after a Friday night. Fewer clients, better chance to talk to the staff without disrupting business. They’ll probably be more relaxed too.”

			Angelina nodded, weighing it.

			“Makes sense. Tomorrow morning it is. And tonight… we can actually relax for once, right?”

			“Exactly!” Liam flashed a grin. “Nico and I were just about to suggest it: come with us to Electric Avenue. We’ll celebrate officially being a team. Bring a friend, or just come solo.”

			Nico gave her a wide smile.

			“Don’t worry, we don’t bite. Besides, you can take on the sacred duty of picking our first round of cocktails.”

			Angelina folded her arms over her chest, putting on a mock-serious face.

			“Mmm, tempting. I’ll have to think about it…”

			“No pressure,” Liam said with a lazy smirk. “Unless you’re afraid of ending up in a bar with two very charming colleagues.”

			She snorted, barely suppressing a smile.

			“Something tells me you two in a bar are way more dangerous than any of our suspects.”

			“Dangerous, yeah. But isn’t that what’s always drawn you in?” Nico teased, throwing her a wink.

			Angelina gave a dry laugh, grabbed her bag and tossed over her shoulder:

			“Alright. We’ll stay in touch. See you tomorrow.”

			As she left the office, she felt a faint ripple of something almost like anticipation in her chest. Maybe this wasn’t such a bad idea — getting to know her colleagues outside of work. Nico and Liam were both bright, magnetic personalities, with killer senses of humor, and despite all the clowning around, they were damn good at their jobs.

			“This might turn out to be more interesting than I thought,” she decided as she stepped out of the precinct.

			Outside, she hailed a cab, gave her address, then settled into the back seat and looked out the window. The city was gearing up for Friday — cars, people, streetlights all hurrying toward the night. A bar suddenly didn’t sound so bad. In fact, maybe it was exactly what she needed — to unplug from the cases for at least a few hours.

			At home, Angelina went straight for the shower, letting the hot water wash away the week’s weight. Streams rolled down her skin, carrying off thoughts of dead girls and unsettling bouquets.

			Wrapped in her robe, she wandered into the kitchen, started the coffeemaker and thought about calling Jess. They used to see each other almost daily, and now it had been over three weeks. Jess had thrown herself into her new relationship; Angelina had thrown herself into work.

			“She’s got a new boyfriend, I’ve got new murders. We both picked our poison,” she thought with faint irony. But tonight, inviting Jess felt off.

			Her phone buzzed, jerking her from her thoughts. It was the group chat. Liam was first:

			

			“Electric Avenue at 10. Don’t disappoint us, Angie.”

			Nico followed almost instantly:

			“And don’t even think about being late.”

			She smiled and quickly typed back:

			“I’ll be on time.”

			“Liar!” Nico shot back.

			Closing the chat, Angelina let out a short laugh. This was starting to feel surprisingly good.

			In the dressing room, she spent a long time deciding what to wear, trying to strike that delicate balance: not too dull, but not so bold it bordered on provocative.

			In the end, she chose a silk midi skirt that sat low on her hips and a cropped tee that revealed just a hint of her waist. The look was finished off with her favorite pair of Saint Laurent heeled boots and slim gold hoop earrings.

			She’d keep it simple — just be herself, she thought, letting her hair down and brushing on a little mascara and blush — just enough to make her face look refreshed, not overly done.

			She glanced at her reflection and nodded to herself, a quiet smile tugging at her lips.

			Exactly right.

			The cab was late, and for half an hour she paced around the apartment, glancing at the time and muttering under her breath. By the time it finally arrived, she’d almost talked herself out of going. But twenty minutes later, she was standing in front of the bar.

			Electric Avenue turned out exactly how she’d pictured it: modern, stylish, alive. As soon as she stepped inside, a pulse of light electronic music wrapped around her — not so loud it drowned conversations, just enough to set the mood. The place was full of people, but somehow felt easy, effortless.

			Dim lights played off sleek graffiti-style art on the walls. Plush couches and tall bar stools ringed small tables where people leaned in with glasses in hand. At the far end, a dance floor was already pulling couples in time to the beat, and at the center stretched a long bar where bartenders mixed up what looked like dangerously good cocktails.

			“Perfect spot to unwind, grab something sweet, maybe even meet someone interesting,” she thought, scanning the crowd for familiar faces.

			Finally she spotted Liam — of course, towering over half the room. She smirked. He was impossible to miss. Pushing her way through, she felt her steps slow as she got closer. Tonight, they looked nothing like they did at work.

			The first to catch her eye was Nico. He wore loose dark pants and a denim shirt with the sleeves carelessly rolled up. His laid-back pose and cocktail in hand made him look like a man who’d long since decided to enjoy himself. He was deep in conversation with a woman perched on the stool next to him. They must have just met, but they laughed and chatted like old friends. The whole energy around him was light, playful.

			Beside him stood Liam, equally relaxed. He wore gray loose jeans and a plain white tee, a black knitted cardigan thrown over his shoulders. His light hair was slightly tousled, giving him a casual, almost boyish charm. He leaned against the bar like he owned the place, totally at ease, nothing like the man who spent his days wading through homicides.

			

			Angelina realized it was the first time she’d seen them like this, and it unsettled her in a good way. In this buzzing bar with music thrumming through the walls, Liam and Nico weren’t just colleagues anymore. They looked like young men, confident, enjoying the night.

			Finally, Liam noticed her and straightened, raising a hand in greeting.

			“Angie! You actually showed up!”

			She walked over with a faint smirk.

			“So, boys — already making new friends, or just getting started?” she asked, nodding at the woman Nico was charming.

			Nico beamed and turned to her.

			“You’ve missed plenty, Angie. We waited for you to pick the first round, but then figured… why wait?” He squinted at her playfully. “Want my stool? Every seat’s taken.”

			“No thanks. I’d rather have a drink and dance. It’s Friday, not a night for sitting.”

			“That’s the spirit,” Liam grinned. “What’ll you have?”

			“Porn Star Martini,” Angelina said with calm confidence, throwing them a bright look as she addressed the bartender.

			He nodded and started mixing.

			Nico raised his brows approvingly.

			“Oh, look at that — a professional choice.”

			She winked at him.

			“Not as professional as your shirt choice. I mean… are you here to relax or crash a ‘90s party?”

			Liam burst out laughing, nodding toward Nico.

			

			“She’s got you there.”

			“Hey, I’m setting trends while you two walk the same old lines,” Nico shot back with a grin.

			Angelina chuckled.

			“Well, if that’s what helps you sleep at night.”

			Her drink arrived, and she took a first sip, feeling the sweet kick slide through her.

			“Perfect,” she smiled. “Now we can actually have fun.”

			They all laughed, falling into easy conversation, jokes flying as they talked about everything from new movies to ridiculous work stories. Slowly more people got up to dance, the music and alcohol doing their work until the bar turned into a loose, swaying crowd.

			Nico’s new friend wasted no time grabbing his hand and pulling him onto the dance floor. Angelina teased him with raised brows.

			“Nico, I don’t even recognize you. How’d you get her wrapped around your finger in under an hour?”

			Grinning wide, he tossed her a sly look over his shoulder.

			“That’s all natural charm. Works every time,” he winked, then disappeared into the dancing mass.

			Angelina laughed, took another sip, and felt herself unwinding. The energy, the rhythm filling the air, the way talking to Liam and Nico had softened all the edges of her day. She stood, closed her eyes for a moment, and let her body start to move with the beat. Everything else fell away — it was just the dance, the freedom.

			“God, it’s been forever since I did this,” she thought, smiling as her body answered the pulse of the music. For once, the world faded into something simple and light.

			

			After a while she returned to the bar. Facing the bartender, she raised her brows.

			“Surprise me this time. Dealer’s choice.”

			He gave her a playful salute and got to work. Angelina watched his deft hands, still savoring the afterglow of music, lights, and the strange relief of a world that — just for tonight — had nothing to do with murder.

			“This. This is what I’ve been missing,” she thought.

			Settling onto a stool, she took the bartender’s latest creation, sipped, and let a slow smile spread across her face.

			“Fantastic. Best thing I’ve tasted all day.”

			The bartender nodded with quiet pride and moved on. Angelina scrolled through social media without really seeing anything, swaying slightly to the rhythm. Her head had that pleasant little spin from the drinks, and she found herself smiling for no real reason.

			Just then, Liam approached the bar. She watched him order a whiskey and cola, then turn to face her. Their eyes met, and she couldn’t help but smile.

			“So, Angie… how’s this life — no interrogations, no endless reports?” he asked, arching a brow with teasing skepticism.

			She lifted her eyes, taking him in. Her gaze lingered on his hands — the tanned skin, long fingers, strong yet precise. Then slowly up to his face. His hazel eyes, usually hiding everything, now glimmered under the dim bar lights. “Beautiful eyes,” she caught herself thinking, and it brought a small, unexpected smile.

			“You know, I actually like being off the clock,” she leaned back in her seat, meeting his eyes. “Almost relaxing. What about you? How’s it feel not being super-cop for a few hours a week?”

			Liam gave a wry smile, took a sip of his drink.

			“You’d be surprised — sometimes I can be normal… Honestly, though, I thought you wouldn’t come. Figured you’d spend the whole night buried in case files.”

			Angelina let out a short laugh.

			“Oh sure. Someone in this department has to work.”

			He laughed, squinting at her.

			“So you’re saying you’re the one holding this ship afloat? Heavy load, I’d guess.”

			“Well, someone’s got to keep it together while you and Nico are off having fun,” she shot back, raising her glass with a challenging look. “By the way — Nico’s already on the dance floor. Better catch up before it’s too late.”

			Liam smirked, took another sip.

			“I’ve got time. Everything’s under control.”

			Angelina gave a small smile, feeling the alcohol melt away the last of her tension. Her gaze found his eyes again — warm, deep, and honestly way too attractive for her own good.

			“You know, Liam,” she said thoughtfully. “You should show this side of yourself more often.”

			He lifted a brow.

			“And what side is that?”

			“The more human side,” Angelina smiled. “You’re actually… pretty nice. I thought you were just a machine for solving murders.”

			“Oh, so you’re surprised?” he shot back with gentle sarcasm.

			

			She laughed, feeling something shift quietly between them — a new ease, a closeness she hadn’t noticed before. Away from all the crime scenes and grim evidence, Liam was just… Liam. And that was unexpectedly easy to like.

			She stayed at the bar with Liam and Nico for another hour. They joked, teased each other, danced, let the night do its magic. For a little while, she even managed to forget the bizarre details of the case that had consumed her.

			When she finally checked her phone, she sighed. Time to go. Tomorrow morning they’d be at the gym where Caroline used to work. She needed sleep, needed to look at least somewhat like a detective, needed her mind sharp for those staff interviews that might — hopefully — give them something to go on.

			Turning to her colleagues, who showed no sign of winding down, she grinned.

			“Alright, boys. I’m out. Tomorrow we’ve got Pulse Active, and I should at least pretend to look professional.”

			“Oh come on, work’s supposed to be secondary on nights like this,” Liam teased.

			“No one’s stopping you from staying,” Nico added, lifting his glass.

			Angelina rolled her eyes with a grin.

			“Thanks, truly. You guys are great company — but I’m heading out.”

			She waved them off, called a cab, and stepped out into the night.
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