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      “Took you long enough. My grandma rides faster than you.”

      Emilio elbows his identical twin, Massimo, cackling at his joke.

      “God, Em, cut it out. You’re not even funny. You promised you’d behave.”

      Emilio smirks.

      “Fuck you. I am behaving.”

      These guys chirping in my ear are driving me crazy already. It was Holli’s idea to add mics in our helmets since it’s January and freezing, with temperatures already below normal, making it impossible to ride without helmets like we did in the fall.

      I rev the throttle.

      The bike’s rumble vibrates through my legs, turning the relentless hum in my brain into something quieter, at least for a moment. Outside the late-night coffee shop—our latest rendezvous to warm up—exhaust fumes rise in the punishing cold.

      Diego flips his visor up, winking at me. He’s the one I trust the most, though Hollister is always messaging me and trying to get me to show up to these rides.

      Emilio’s mouth is already running, and I haven’t even cut my engine yet. Massimo stands beside him, arms crossed, looking like he’s bracing for whatever reckless thing his brother might say or do.

      I kill my engine and peel off my helmet, killing their annoying voices in my ear. My vape is in my jacket pocket, peppermint-laced nicotine that dulls my overthinking.

      Doesn’t calm me.

      Not nearly enough.

      Emilio mimics me by yanking his helmet off. Massimo doesn’t, flipping his visor instead. Still astride his bike, Diego is texting Isabella like a whipped puppy.

      Or whipped pussy.

      I’m glad for him. He’s got a hell of a woman with a hell of a father. A new family from his own.

      I’d be a son of a bitch to be jealous of him, and yet I am. Diego’s idol is his girlfriend’s dad. Badass. My idols died decades and centuries ago. No one is worth idol worship in my eyes. But Dr. Rossi gets close.

      Emilio points at my hands while stuffing his in his leather jacket pockets.

      “Bet you’ll regret not wearing gloves once we hit the highway. Frostbite on the knuckles, man.”

      I roll my eyes.

      His concern is as vapid as he is. He’d fucking love it if I got frostbite. Make a special trip to the hospital to laugh his ass off at my expense.

      “Feeling is overrated.”

      The words come out clipped. Don’t need him telling me how cold my hands will get when the wind chill’s below zero—I’m already well aware and regret coming. I glare at him, exhaling a slow plume of vapor.

      Hollister slides closer, cradling a paper cup. Steam wafts from the tiny opening.

      “Got you a black coffee, Dom. No peppermint. Figured your vape had you covered.”

      He offers it without a word about my mood, trying to be thoughtful.

      “Where’s mine, Holli?” Emilio whines, his hands trying to reach for mine before his brother punches his chest, and he crumples. “Damn, bro.”

      Holli hands it over, ignoring Emilio’s snicker yet sending him a scathing glare on my behalf, which is unnecessary. I don’t need help beating Emilio’s ass. The first time we met, he ran that fucking mouth too much, and I had him pinned and bloody in no time. That was until his brother tackled my ass and had us throwing punch for punch.

      Hollister grabbed Massimo.

      Diego grabbed me.

      He whispered that everyone does that to Emilio. Not to sweat it. The fool popped up from the ground, blood all over him, and shook my hand. I’ve learned that he loves to fight—his mouth starts most of them.

      I glance at the cup and tilt my head.

      “Thanks, Hollister.”

       I take it because refusing would be more of a hassle than it’s worth. It’s some weird thing Hollister started when I complained of the cold last winter. Now, every time we meet up, I’m usually the last one after debating a thousand times in my head about coming. Hollister’s always waiting for me with a coffee.

      A quick sip, then I press my lips together. It’s too bitter but better than the biting cold and gnawing wind. Massimo throws a leg over his bike, straddling it.

      “Can we get rolling? My toes are numb.”

      Emilio lets out a noisy sigh.

      “Don’t be a bitch, Mas. It’s winter. Of course, your toes are numb. Suck it up.”

      Massimo’s jaw sets.

      “I’m not the one running my mouth nonstop and nearly getting smacked.”

      Emilio’s grin widens. He leans over, shoulder-bumping Massimo.

      “I love you too, bro.”

      Diego, who’s oddly quiet tonight, tucks his phone in his pocket, zips his jacket to his chin, and taps his front wheel to mine.

      Our silent check-in.

      I shrug.

      He knows that means I’m not in the mood for a heart-to-heart, but I’m not about to bail yet. Hollister’s the one who texted me all morning, but Diego’s the only person here who really understands how desperate I am for this distraction.

      I should be in the lab right now.

      I’ve been dodging everyone—my advisor, peers, the department chair—because I’m close. Close to finishing the research, I nearly got crucified for it at Princeton. Close to proving I’m not a delusional freak with a god complex.

      They laughed at me back then. Called it theoretical madness. A memory-reactive compound that could identify trauma signatures on a molecular level.

      Too sci-fi.

      Too unstable.

      Too much.

      It’s not.

      Fuck them.

      I’ll prove those fuckers wrong.

      “So, we riding, or standing around freezing?” I chime in, sounding too much like the impatient twin. I toss the mostly full drink in the trash while Hollister settles on his bike. Emilio rakes a hand through his hair.

      “We’re definitely riding. I’m tired of you pussies bailing because it’s too cold outside. It’s Boston, what the fuck do you expect?” Emilio shoves his brother’s shoulder. “Hey, you want the scenic route or the backroads?”

      Massimo shoots him a pointed look.

      “You always pick the route that ends up with us trying to outrun the cops, or sliding on black ice.”

      Emilio cackles, sending puffs of hot breath into the cold air. His eyes flash with idiocy. A common term Diego uses to describe him. I’m inclined to agree.

      “That was one time! And we outran them, didn’t we?”

      Diego tightens his gloves, shoving his visor down and draping over the handlebars with a disinterest that’s usually my signature move.

      “We got lucky. Let’s keep it chill,” Hollister answers for the group.

      I take another drag from my vape before tucking it away to check my phone. Nothing special, just another text from the lab about tomorrow’s meeting. My mind starts buzzing with tasks, data sets, and obligations. The noise in my head spikes. I exhale through my nose and slip my phone into my pocket. If this ride doesn’t help, I’ll smoke a joint when I get home.

      “Holli Halls! I don’t want to⁠—”

      “Let’s go! We’ll head toward the outskirts, maybe loop back by Silhouette for something warm,” Hollister cuts off Emilio and earns a smirk from me.

      His brother rubs his hands together, flipping his visor down. Diego just revs his bike, appearing more ready than any of us.

      Emilio pulls on his helmet and shouts through the mic, which blares through my ears the same minute I tug my helmet on. “Last one there buys drinks.”

      Massimo groans, zipping his jacket.

      “You always say that and then cheat. How about we stay together for once?”

      Emilio revs his engine in response, tires squealing on the ice-flecked asphalt. I roll my eyes and jam down the volume of my mic so everyone is barely a whisper. Their muffled voices are a welcome relief from the swirling in my brain.

      We roar out onto the street in a ragged line—Emilio up front, Diego near me, Hollister and Massimo trailing. The wind is bitter, stabbing my fingers. It’s fucking miserable. If my goddamn brain didn’t need some relief, my cold ass wouldn’t be sitting on this freezing bike blasting down the street.

      Emilio slows to fall in line with the guys behind us. Probably plotting some stupid stunt and forcing his brother to keep him in line. At the first red light, Emilio jumps off his bike, sprints to me, and flips open his visor to speak.

      “Is your mic not working? I can’t hear you!”

      He wiggles his eyebrows like a bratty kid.

      My heartbeat thuds against my ribs. My hands curl tighter around my handles, restraining myself from punching him. I flash him double birds, refusing to raise the volume of my mic or speakers.

      It’s enough that my ass is out here.

      I don’t need to hear him chirping like a bird in my inner ear. Doesn’t he ever get tired of fucking talking?

      He swats away my freezing hands and then runs back to his bike. His brother leans over, pats Emilio’s helmet, and slams his visor down. They bicker over the mics, mine low enough that it doesn’t bother me as much as it usually does.

      “Chill, Em. You’ll wake up in a ditch if you don’t pay attention to the ice.”

      “Whatever. I’m not the one who almost wiped out last time on that tight turn. That was you, Mas.”

      “Stop bickering. Light’s green,” Diego’s irritated voice rumbles louder through the mic.

      Something is definitely up his ass. Hollister guns it forward. Everyone follows.

      The city recedes as we head toward emptier roads. Apartment buildings give way to barren trees and salt-stained paved shoulders. The rumble of the bike merges with the roar in my ears. Each rev is a wave of static to cancel out the incessant churn of outstanding project tasks that clutter my thoughts.

      Emilio darts forward, swerving around Hollister, then slows to practically dare the rest of us to catch up. Massimo’s behind him, shaking his head. I speed up, a jolt of adrenaline hitting my veins.

      We cruise onto a back road, snow piled on either side. Diego and Hollister keep a steady pace, but Emilio tries to go wide on a curve, forcing me to slow down or risk colliding. I clench my jaw, resisting the urge to snap at him through my comms. When we finally stop at a crossroads, my temper is fuming.

      I yank my visor up and bark, “Trying to get us killed?”

      Emilio laughs and pushes his visor open.

      “Come on, we’re riding, not knitting sweaters. Live a little.”

      His fucking annoying high-pitched voice squeals in echo through the mi. Diego shakes his helmet in disagreement. Massimo edges his bike next to Emilio’s, giving him a shove on the shoulder.

      “Knock it off, man. You know Dom hates your stunt moves.”

      Emilio shrugs, unrepentant.

      “He can handle it. Right, Dommy Darkness?”

      My grip on the handlebars tightens. This is precisely why I avoid these group rides sometimes. My mind’s on overdrive.

      The last thing I need is a mouthy toddler in a leather jacket pushing my buttons. Diego senses my mood and moves his bike between me and Emilio.

      “We heading to Silhouette now, or what?” Massimo rumbles into the mic.

      “Another five miles, then a left. Maybe we can thaw out there.”

      Hollister, ever the peacekeeper, points to a sign.

      Diego rubs his gloved hands together, muttering, “Thank God. My fingers are going numb.”

      Emilio rolls his eyes.

      “You’re always cold, old man. Next time, bring your heated gloves. Or stay home, knitting those sweaters we were talking about. They might be good for your busted-up back.”

      I twist my throttle and lurch forward. Enough of this.  Let them jab at each other when I’m gone. I’m certainly not going to Silhouette. We ride the next stretch in relative silence.

      Emilio’s not being a dickhead, and no one’s pushing it except maybe me. The road is slick, and one wrong move could have us sliding into a ditch. Oddly enough, the heightened risk keeps me focused, every muscle primed. There’s no room for overthinking or second-guessing out here. That’s the draw for me: total mental silence.

      The five miles and a left after that turns into ten miles and a right, into a diner on the edge of town. It’s not what I expect, and Diego motions to me as if asking what’s up. As if I fucking ever know what’s going through Emilio’s head.

      The diner is a small brick building glowing with a faulty neon sign. I park and kill the engine, the sudden hush clanging in my ears. The wind slices across the lot, carrying the smell of hot grease from the diner’s kitchen exhaust. My stomach growls. Weed gives me the munchies. I’m basically always hungry.

      Emilio hops off, stomps his feet on the asphalt, and removes his helmet.

      “Dang, that was fun.”

      “I thought we’re going to Silhouette?” Massimo shakes his head, unfastening his strap. “Not this dump.”

      “Don’t be a buzzkill, Mas,” Emilio yells, rolling his eyes. “I’m starving, and this place is cool.”

      Hollister marches toward the diner’s entrance, calling back, “Who needs a beer?”

      I hang back a moment, breathing, letting my heart settle. Diego stands beside me, helmet dragging over his head to ruck under his arm. He’s reading my silence. He tilts his head toward the door, a subtle question.

      “You good?”

      I remove my helmet, the steam rising around me.

      “I could ask you the same thing.”

      His eyes dart from me to the diner and then back.

      “Yeah, just stuff, ya know.”

      No, I don’t know.

      But I nod as if I do.

      “Whatever, let’s go inside, Dom.”

      He claps his hand on my back before I swing my leg over my bike. The cold makes my body stiff and sore. Warming up will help.

      Inside, the diner is filled with bright lights and formica tables. A sour-faced hostess in a puffy jacket leads us to the booth, where Hollister sits in the middle, Massimo next to him. I end up across from Diego, with Emilio squashed on my left. Great.

      Emilio elbows me.

      “Order something strong. Maybe it’ll loosen you up.”

      “Em, chill,” Diego tosses out while focusing on the menu.

      “I’m just saying, our boy Dom’s always so serious. Like, lighten up, man. It’s a new year, right? New year, new you,” Emilio persists, voice too loud for the quiet diner.

      Massimo sighs and rakes a hand through his hair. “Shut up, brother.”

      I close my eyes for half a second. This is where I need to remember that picking a fight with Emilio solves nothing. It only eggs him on, so I get out my vape and drag heavily from it.

      The pounding in my brain is creeping back now that the ride is over. Hollister flips through the laminated menu pages, unbothered by all of us. To be that unconcerned and unaffected is his superpower.

      Props to the guy.

      I don’t know how he does it.

      “They’ve got chili. Sounds good and warm.”

      Diego nods, eyes flicking to me. “Thinking the same.”

      Emilio looks bored already, raising his hand and snapping his fingers to get the server’s attention.

      “Chili, burgers, whatever. Let’s move it along.”

      Massimo leans over to scan Hollister’s menu. “Don’t be a jerk, Em.”

      I grit my teeth and try to center myself.  If I had my own booth, maybe I could manage it, but here I am, jammed next to Emilio’s mouth.

      Diego sets his menu aside. “You want me to order for you, Dom? Chili okay?”

      “Fine.”

      I blink a few times, trying to harness the pounding in my head.

      I want to escape.

      I need to escape.

      I’m fighting my instinct because of a promise I made to Diego. To be different this year. New year. New you. Emilio’s scream did hold true for that one thing. That’s the one resolution I made. To stick around and not bail so damn often.

      The server returns and takes our orders. Chili and coffee for me. The rest rattle off theirs. Once she’s gone, silence lingers. For a second, it almost feels peaceful until Emilio opens his fucking mouth again.

      “So, Darko Dom, how’s that resolution about being less of a moody bitch?”

      My jaw flexes. I grit my teeth, choosing not to fire back. My heart’s pounding in my ears.

      Diego drags a hand down his face, exasperated. “Em, do you ever listen to yourself?”

      Massimo steps in. “Yo, can we chill for a minute and not gang up on each other? We rode all this way to hang out, right?”

      Emilio shrugs and crosses his arms. “I’m good. It’s just this guy that’s killing the vibe.”

      He shoves his body into my shoulder. It takes every bit of self-control not to drag him from the booth and beat his ass. Diego notices and taps the table.  

      “Want to step outside? Grab some air before the food comes?”

      I weigh the options. A blast of sub-zero wind or stay here with a mouthy brat talking shit.

      “Sure.”

      I slide out of the booth. My gaze cuts across Emilio, who’s moved onto watching videos on his phone.

      Diego mumbles, “Be back.”

      Outside, the cold air blasts my face and steals my breath.  I lean against the building’s brick wall and squint against the sun peering out from a bank of clouds.

      Diego’s hands are jammed in his pockets, and he stands beside me. There are no words, just solidarity. In the distance, I hear Emilio’s laugh through the glass window of the diner.  Being out here is better than being in there. The calm stillness is broken when Diego nudges me. He doesn’t say a thing, just looks at me with concern that doesn’t need translating.

      “I’m fine.”

      He gives me a curt nod, not pressing. That’s Diego. He doesn’t demand emotional confessions. He just stands by, letting me gather myself. After a minute or two, I roll my shoulders.

      “I’m going to go. I know I said I wouldn’t⁠—”

      “Nah, man, I get it. Even that idiot is getting on my fucking nerves.”

      His confession soothes my guilt for bailing again. But this week’s been brutal—finalizing tests, writing, revising. And my brain still won’t shut up. Diego understands that, or at least understands that about me.

      “I’ll grab your helmet. Tell the guys.”

      He’s gone before I can say another word. Relief washes over me from the end of my prison sentence. Being free to leave loosens my chest. My lungs expand to inhale the searing cold air. The tension across my shoulders dissipates.

      I walk to my bike. Once I’m astride, starting the engine and it’s roaring to life beneath me, I’m feeling better. Ready to blast away from the loudness of this group ride and into the quiet sanctity of the lab, where I can get back to work. Alone. In complete silence.

      Diego jogs out to my bike with my helmet, shuddering against the cold now that he’s ditched his jacket inside.

      “Text me later, Dom.”

      I nod, take my helmet from him, and snap the volume off on the comms. Right now, I need to smoke a blunt to get into a better headspace before heading to the lab.

      He backs away, a worried look on his face. I ignore it to blast off, trying to escape my life and everyone in it. Let the cold bury my thoughts, and possibly me, in a snowdrift on the side of the road.

      Wouldn’t that be just great?
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      “That’s another one down.”

      I slap the case file shut with a satisfying thud. Putting vile criminals behind bars isn’t exactly my job, yet my work of analyzing the cases and data to formulate a criminal profile is incredibly important to the process. Important and rewarding. Something I’ve loved ever since I shifted from pre-law to criminal justice back in college.

      The hum of Boston traffic outside my office window is a familiar backdrop—car horns, the occasional wail of a siren, the chatter of pedestrians on the sidewalk. The air still holds that post-holiday chill.

      Snow is piled on the edges of the streets, blackened by exhaust. From the ground floor of my Back Bay office, I can see the frozen Charles River in the distance.

      My assistant, Lena Vasquez, leans against the edge of my desk, sipping her overpriced oat milk latte.

      “Conviction?”

      I spin my chair toward her, stretching my legs out, hands clasped behind my head.

      “Guilty on all counts. Life without parole.”

      Lena lets out a dramatic sigh of relief.

      “Finally. That case felt like it dragged forever.”

      I grin.

      “Two years of investigation, a year of court battles, and more psychological profiling than I ever want to do again. But we got him.”

      “To justice.”

      She raises her cup. I grab my electrolight filled water bottle and tap it against hers like we’re celebrating with top-shelf whiskey instead of overpriced beverages.

      “To justice,” I repeat with a sliver of exhaustion.

      This is the part I live for.

      The long nights. The crime scene visits linger in my mind. The hours of dissecting behavioral patterns. All lead to this one moment: putting away dangerous criminals forever. It makes the nightmares worth it. Makes the gruesome details bearable.

      Lena drops into the chair across from me, crossing her legs and balancing her coffee cup on one knee.

      “You should celebrate. Take the night off. Maybe even—dare I say—go on a date?”

      I snort, rolling my chair closer to my desk.

      “Oh, sure. I’ll just pop onto an app, swipe past the finance bros and personal trainers flexing in their gym selfies, and find someone who’s totally fine with me spending my days profiling sociopaths.”

      “Hey, some guys are into intimidating women.”

      She smirks, and I give her a look, brushing an unruly strand of hair from my face.

      “Intimidating, sure. But when they find out I can read micro-expressions and tell when they’re lying about their ‘super chill’ ex? Suddenly, they’re very intimidated.”

      “So, no celebration?”

       She hums into her cup before taking a slow sip. I check my watch. It’s barely noon, and yet my stomach is already growling. Dinner last night was forgotten as I waited to hear the sentencing. Even though I’ve done this for years, I still get tied in knots during two parts of the trial—the verdict and the sentencing.

      Not that they always go the way I want, subject to the variables of the jury, attorneys, and even the judge being out of my hands. Mostly, I want to ensure my work is a solid and credible source to put these criminals away where they won’t hurt anyone else ever again.

      “I was thinking about a victory lunch, actually,” I casually toss out, moving files around my desk despite her having just organized them.

      Lena perks up.

      “Tacos? And don’t you dare move that stack to the credenza? You promised to look through these cases when you finished this one.”

      I level my gaze at her.

      She’s far too young and attractive to be caught up working with me on the disturbing cases I take on. She should be a paralegal somewhere at a big firm in New York, worrying about improper tax implications on a recent merger or some other dull corporate transactions law.

      When I asked her why she chose me and my small firm to work for, she didn’t hesitate to tell me about reading my exposé in the Boston Globe and being immediately enthralled. It was a multi-issue story on a case that my work blew wide open, putting me on the map. That was seven years ago, when she was just out of college. Now, we have more work than I can keep up with. I rely heavily on her for almost every aspect of my life.

      “That’s exactly why I keep you around. You always keep me on my toes. And yes, to tacos.”

      “Your unwavering commitment to good food and following my orders are my favorite things about you.”

      She stands, downing the rest of her coffee in anticipation of an early lunch.

      The stack I was indeed about to put on my back credenza, where files go to die, is set back down next to my computer. I’ll flip through them when I return to find my next case. Usually, I work on five at a time. In recent months, it’s exploded to almost ten, leaving me stretched too thin. Something I dislike.

      I’m about to stand and collect my things, ready to step out for one normal, joy-filled hour, when my phone buzzes.

      I glance at the screen.

      Detective Simmons, Boston PD.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Lena groans, her eyes rolling toward the ceiling. “Let it go to voicemail. He’s probably just calling to ask you out like he did a couple of weeks back.”

      Little does she know that’s the cover story.

      He’s actually homosexual but doesn’t want the department to know as he fears retaliation, which I assured him was both against the law and unethical. He huffed that I didn’t understand department dynamics, despite my having worked with him, his colleagues, and the chief for several years.

      “Hold that thought.”

      I exhale through my nose, reaching for the phone. She mutters something about eating tacos without me when leaving my office and closing the door behind her. I barely pay her any attention when pressing the phone to my ear.

      “Dr. Marlowe.”

      “Doc, I have a case I need your help with.”

      Simmons doesn’t bother with pleasantries.

      “Good morning to you too, Simmons.”

      I laugh, the sound meant to be pleasant, but he doesn’t return my laugh.

      “Yeah, yeah. Not such a good day for the victims.”

      He barrels on through as if I had told him to proceed. The weight that had lifted settles right back in my chest.

      “You got something to write this down with?”

      I sigh, hit the record button on my phone, and then put him on speaker.

      “Give me the rundown.”

      “We’ve got four bodies. No clear connection—different ages, different backgrounds, and different locations. Only thing they have in common is something found in their systems.”

      I stand and pace to the window as Simmons starts talking. The streets are bustling with lunch-hour chaos that I should be a part of. A group of tourists, bundled in heavy coats, shuffles along Newbury Street.

      A guy in a Red Sox beanie jaywalks in front of a delivery truck, earning a string of curses from the driver. The normalcy of it all contrasts with what Simmons is relaying.

      I grip the windowsill, watching a pigeon land on the ledge outside.

      “You think it’s a serial killer?”

      “We don’t know yet. But we’re looking at something big.”

      Something ugly churns in my gut.

      “You have a suspect?”

      “Not yet. But we need someone to break down the findings. Break down what this thing is and how it works.”

      I rub a hand over my forehead. “You have the lab running the analysis?”

      “Yeah, but we’re not getting answers fast enough. We need someone who understands the neurological effects.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

      A sophisticated serial killer using something with neurological effects? This sounds more like a futuristic movie than a plausible case. How is this happening in a city known for its historic charm and friendly locals who’ll argue over the best chowder but still buy you a beer?

      “Simmons, what are you asking me?”

      “I need you to consult. Help us build a psychological profile. But I also need you to work with someone who can decode the science behind this.”

      I straighten, turning away from the window. My brain runs mental gymnastics through my contacts list, pulling up and immediately disqualifying people I have previously worked with who might have the credentials for such a case.

      Yet there’s something in his tone that makes me think he already has someone in mind, which is usually bad for me since it winds up being a know-it-all showboater who’s more interested in courtroom theatrics than the science behind the credentialing.

      “Do you have someone in mind?”

      “A student at Harvard’s neurochemistry department.”

      I gaze out at Lena, who’s got her coat on, purse thrown over her shoulder, and is talking to our receptionist. I must not have heard him correctly. Never have I consulted with a school on my work. Accredited professionals and independent experts, such as myself, always maintain objectivity and neutrality.

      “I’m sorry, did you say a student at Harvard?”

      Simmons sighs, and I already know I won’t like what’s coming next.

      “I know. It’s unconventional. But the chief knows the head of the department. Long story short, one of their grad students, Dominic Barrett, is working on biochemical impulse control. According to my boss and his professor, his research is the closest thing we have to understanding this. The guy published something last year that aligns with what we’re seeing.”

      I sit, picking up my pen and spinning it between my fingers, trying to decipher the absurdity of what he’s saying.

      “Let me get this straight. You have a serial killer, four victims, the lab is still running tests, but your chief happens to know of a kid in school who’s working on the same thing? And you’re calling me for what? Go talk to the kid and see if he’s your killer. Seems pretty straightforward to me.”

      “Trust me, he’s not our guy. But this science stuff, he knows. He’s our best lead for now.”

      My brain is spinning, already piecing together the possibilities. “And you want me to what? Hold his hand while he explains neurochemistry to me?”

      A dry chuckle.

      “Look, Doc, I get it. But I need you two to work together. You handle the psychological profiling. He handles the science. We need both.”

      I glance up at Lena, who’s watching me with the expression of someone who knows exactly what’s happening. Another case. Another long haul. Definitely no time for a leisurely lunch of tacos and drinks. I drop my pen on the stack of cases begging for my attention.

      “Fine, send me everything you’ve got.”

      “Already on it. And, Doc?” His tone is heavy, laden with a warning I’m not sure I want to hear. Not after closing a case and still on a nice high from it.

      “Yeah?”

      A pause.

      “This Barrett guy, he’s bright, but . . .”

      “But what?”

      I lean back in my chair, preparing myself for the other shoe to drop. It always does. Another pause.

      “He’s not exactly a people person.”

      “Good thing I am.”

      I smirk.

      Most people I work with are not people persons. In fact, I leverage my sunny disposition to win them over, which works nine out of ten times. He exhales, the relief trembling when it comes over the speakerphone as if he’d dreaded making this call. For what reason, I have no idea.  

      “Appreciate it, Doc.”

      I end the call, staring at the phone before Lena shuffles into the doorway, drawing my gaze to her.

      With an arched eyebrow, she asks, “No tacos, huh?”

      I shake my head.

      “Not out anyway. If you can order them in, I’m game.”

      She sighs dramatically, dropping her purse to hang from her arm while wrestling with her coat to get it off.

      “So, tell me, are you solving a brutal murder or uncovering a massive conspiracy?”

      I turn my attention to my computer, tapping my password and flipping through the open tabs until I reach my inbox. Simmons’s emails with attachments are already waiting for me.

      “Maybe both.”

      Lena sighs once more after getting her coat off and drapes it over her arm, still holding her purse.

      “I’ll reschedule your meetings, push back your doctor’s appointment, and order enough tacos for lunch and dinner. I feel it’s going to be another long night. Anything else?”

      I skim the first victim’s file.

      Female, early thirties.

      No criminal record. No history of drug use. Found in her apartment, with no forced entry and no signs of struggle. The initial ambulance intake report flagged the unusual symptoms.

      “This one’s different,” I murmur, leaning closer to my screen to study the photos accompanying the file.

      “They always are,” she echoes from the doorway.

      She’s right. Every case is unique. Every case is personal. But this one feels like a warning. I reach for my phone again, pulling up the contact info Simmons sent over. My finger hovers over the call button to schedule an introductory meeting to discuss expectations and agree on how this partnership will work.

      It’s not the first time I’ve collaborated with other professionals, but it's the first time I’ll collaborate with a kid through the portal of a university between us. It should make things more interesting, more complicated, or both.

      A bright but not a people person grad student.

      Scientist, I suppose.

      It doesn’t make any sense. I close my eyes for a second, letting the gravity of this new case settle into my psyche before I shove it aside like I always do. You can handle this, Claudia.

      You always do.

      I open my eyes, type in the number, and press call. I’m unsure what to expect, but I’m always ready for a challenge.
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      The lab is silent. Just the way I like it. No idiots asking stupid questions. No one is breathing down my neck. Just me, the precise ounces of compounds on the scale, and the slow, predictable reactions happening under my control.

      The air is sharp with the scent of ethanol and sterilized glass. Every surface is wiped down to the highest standard of cleanliness. My gloved fingers adjust the pipette, measuring the amount of reagent needed. For once, my brain is quiet, focused, sharp, and locked into the simplicity of numbers and reactions.

      This is my peace and sanctity.

      Proven science.

      Sterile environment.

      No people.

      It’s beyond perfect. After exhausting my weed stash earlier today, my body relaxes for the first time. Then the door swings open. My anxiety fires, and the tranquility is lost in the interruption. I don’t look up right away. It's probably another undergrad assistant who forgot I don’t do small talk or casual interactions.

      Then I hear two sets of footsteps. One is a heavy, deliberate stride. The other is lighter, purposeful. I’m ready to bark at whoever dares set foot in my reserved lab time.

      “Barrett,” Professor Aldridge greets, his voice cutting through the silence and instantly grating my nerves.

      It’s not that I don’t respect my professor. I do. It’s just that he knows how I guard this time and hate to be disturbed. The world better be fucking on fire for me to entertain him right now.

      I release a slow, controlled breath and peel off my gloves, showing my disapproval.

      Here we go.

      I finally look up. That’s when I see her.

      Jet black hair, cut into a sharp, no-nonsense bob.

      Sleek and smooth.

      Under the fluorescent lights, it looks dark blue at the crown of her head. But it’s her eyes that stop me for half a second—smoky gray, slightly upturned at the corners, catching the sunlight just enough to make them look almost metallic.

      They are locked on me. Intelligent and too observant. I instantly detest it.

      She’s scanning me like I scan lab results. Analytical, measuring, and probably making assumptions. I hate being analyzed and am usually the one doing the analyzing.

      Aldridge clears his throat, casting me a “don’t be an asshole” look while stepping aside to allow her to move into my space.

      “Dominic Barrett, this is Dr. Claudia Marlowe.”

      The name clicks immediately.

      Criminologist.

      Bestselling author.

      Media darling.

      When she steps out of the harsh sunlight, her hand thrusts forward, and she looks younger than on television.

      “Dominic, I’ve read some impressive stuff you’ve published.”

      In a brisk movement, she's in front of me, still analyzing as my hand slowly grips her. The handshake is firm. Determined. Intent on letting me know she’s in charge and used to getting her way.

      The quality of my work speaks for itself. Her compliment rolls off my back as unnecessary and unwarranted. The last thing I need is accolades from a media influencer.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” she finishes, flashing me a big smile that looks like a fucking toothpaste commercial.

      Her perfume hits me. Clean and expensive with a hint of citrus. Soft like her gray cashmere sweater, matching her startling eyes. Not the overly sweet perfume some women drown themselves in. It’s subtle, like she’s not trying to make an impression but inevitably does anyway.

      “What do I owe this pleasure to?”

      Even if my question sounds directed at her, my gaze burns toward my professor, who wears the same smile she does. Someone has been cooking here, and it’s not the burners beside me.

      I detest this intentional setup.

      “Detective Simmons sent me,” she says, stepping aside to allow Aldridge to join the conversation. “I assume you’ve been briefed?”

      The fuck I have.

      I narrow my eyes at Aldridge.

      Briefed?

      If I had been, I wouldn’t be standing here wondering why a criminologist with a media presence is invading my lab space. Aldridge, the eternal diplomat, spreads his hands in that calm, pacifying way that makes my teeth clench in frustration.

      “I was going to fill you in, but I figured it’d be better coming straight from Dr. Marlowe.”

      I don’t break eye contact.

      “Because you thought I’d be more receptive to a stranger walking in and disrupting my workflow?”

      The lady doctor hums a soft sound, like she’s
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