
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Just when you think you have found the perfect match, you may find yourself bursting into flames.

	 

	 

	In the Washington, DC metro, police officers are being maimed and murdered, unconnected victims chosen randomly. What kind of killer is the FBI up against? Can Agent Hayes and his team uncover the truth behind the brutal murders?

	Callahan turned on the light. Weatherly lay in his own blood, flowing freely from a deep cut in his throat. There were other cuts across his torso and legs, but they were minor compared to the gash that had torn open his throat.

	When FBI agent Richard Weatherly dies, the team of agents led by Nicolas Hayes is assigned to investigate. Their assumption that the murder might be connected to the Mafia case on Callahan’s desk proves wrong. Then the next officer becomes the victim of the Death Trap Killer, a faceless man who attacks old people in their homes. It becomes clear that the killer’s aim is far more sinister—he’s on a killing spree, and his main targets are law enforcement officers.

	In his private life, Nicolas is confronted by a group of gangsters who want to kidnap his girlfriend, Jacklyn, for reasons only her father can explain. To keep her safe, the couple must separate. Regretfully, Jacklyn leaves their home, not knowing when she will be able to return.
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	Make it a dozen! Your wish is my command, and I’ll be forever grateful for sentences like, “Yeah, that sounds crazy enough. Let’s do it.”

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	The left side of the old man’s wrinkled face was covered with blood, from his temple down to his bearded chin. More of it had trickled across his left ear and into his neck. A small puddle formed on the floor beside the armchair in which the old man was sitting. His eyes were closed, his mouth slack. The smell of blood mingled with the scent of after-shave and a polisher. The bottle and a piece of cloth lay on the coffee table nearby. The victim appeared to be an orderly, even distinguished old man, at least on the surface. Even though he had been cleaning his living room, he wore pleated pants, a checkered dress shirt, and a knitted pullover. Vincent had witnessed the old man shouting at two youngsters who had done nothing more than trespass on his lawn. The old man had sworn at them and threatened to call the police next time. He shook his fist and threw an empty flowerpot at them when the two boys didn’t climb over the fence quickly enough. The incident had affected Vincent deeply, and he had vowed to do something about this man.

	Vincent took a step back, cocked his head and watched the motionless victim with grim satisfaction. He felt righteous and it felt good. He was here to do the right thing, to avenge injustice, to right the wrongs. In a time when inequity was everywhere, Vincent was making up for it, and he was proud of what he was doing.

	He looked back toward the window. If he switched on the small lamp on the coffee table, every passerby on the sidewalk would have a clear view into the old man’s living room.

	Not yet. Vincent strutted through the dark room, pulling his heavy rucksack from his back and unpacking it. He had a lot of work to do. Excited in an almost sexual way about the damage he would cause, he went to work.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Calm down. Forget her words. Equanimity. Joy. Happiness. My life is not hers.

	The argument with her mother still lingered on Jacklyn’s mind. The heated exchange returned in a loop. It had been an old argument, one that her mother brought up now and then when she felt grumpy or dissatisfied with something in her own life. The older her mom got, the more spitefully she worded her scorn about Jacklyn’s unworthy lover. Most of the time Jacklyn brushed off her bickering and pretended that she didn’t care. But there were times when her skin was thin, her equanimity gone. Today she had suffered trouble at her physiotherapy office. She had left work exhausted and querulous, dissatisfied with the way she had handled the problem. Then her mom had called and the two women were soon engaged in a heated argument that grew louder with every sentence. Her mom accused her of spending too much time doing nothing useful and ruining her life with a man who hardly ever showed up for family events. She should look for a man to marry. In her definition, that meant to find a lover with lots of money, no matter his age or looks. Finally Jacklyn had ended the call to avoid further insults.

	It was senile obstinacy showing, but her mom’s behavior still bugged her.

	Jacklyn couldn’t shake her mother’s repeated complaints that Nicolas was merely an FBI agent, not even boss of the institution, just a kind of policeman with odd working hours and little income. He makes less money than you, darling, her mother had said. He would never make it into the High Society of DC or anywhere else. Jacklyn didn’t know how to explain for the umpteenth time that she didn’t strive for riches or for acceptance in the DC high society. Her physiotherapy office made enough money so that she could afford to take a few days off should Nicolas be home after a stressful case. They had enough money in the bank to live comfortably. Unlike her mom, they didn’t need a house in the Hamptons to be happy.

	But her parents’ estate was nice—a wonderful home with many rooms and every amenity a spoiled guest could think of. And it was deserted for the weekend, so that Jacklyn had taken Nicolas on a long-deserved vacation.

	She sat on Nicolas’s bare back and rested her hands on his shoulder blades while he carried her around on all fours. The Persian carpet under his hands and knees was soft and thick, the perfect place to play games. She ran her hands along his torso. Scars gave testimony about his dangerous job. He’d faced more dangerous situations than she wanted to know about. She had visited him in hospitals, had worried about his health, and despite her fears, she always kept her head high. Her mom’s criticism had only strengthened her resolve to spend as much time with him as possible. He was a good man, an honest man, regardless of her mom’s scathing words.

	He was also the sub in their relationship.

	She bent forward to whisper in Nicolas’s ear. “Isn’t this the perfect place to play?”

	He turned his head. “You mean if your mom knew we’re making out on her precious carpet in her antique living room, she’d have a heart attack?”

	She nibbled his earlobe, giggling like a girl doing something very much forbidden. “Something like that, yeah.” Then she laughed. Tranquility. Fun. Love. She slapped his shoulder playfully. “Go on, my Beast, you can work a little bit longer, and then we’re going places. Bedrooms, bathrooms, dining rooms... wherever I can screw you.”

	“As you wish, ma Belle.”

	The rush of love she felt was overwhelming. She thanked whatever benevolent god had sent him to her five years ago. “Off you go!”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Every house was different, every door was different. Back in the day, he had used glue, but discovered that it didn’t work the way it was supposed to. To make sure the wires were tight enough and didn’t rip off on contact, Vincent had switched to a pneumatic nail gun. He had modified one of these machines so that it was quieter than the usual ones you could buy in stores. He had even traveled to the neighboring state to avoid being associated with the purchase. He had congratulated himself on his cleverness and circumspection. He was the master of his destiny, now and forever.

	Sweating and cursing softly when the wire slipped his gloved hands, he put the machine to use and placed the cramps so that they held the wires in place even though the frame was old and some of the paint was peeling.

	Carefully, wearing thick, cut-resistant gloves, Vincent stretched the wire to the other side of the door. He was getting excited and had to stop for a minute—his hands were trembling. He wasn’t nervous—he was never nervous. But the prospect of what was about to happen took his breath away. He had been high on expectation before—five times in the last year, and it had been marvelous, even fulfilling in a way he lacked words to describe. After taking a deep breath, Vincent finished his work, gathered the tools into his canvas backpack, and looked around to see if he had left anything behind. He knew that the local police would investigate thoroughly—a cramp left behind or a single fingerprint could lead to his arrest. He remembered cutting his old glove once earlier, before changing to a sturdier one. He couldn’t tell if the police had found a fingerprint anywhere, but the idea that the police had something on him haunted him and made him cautious. The police team of specialists would dissect the crime scene inch by inch. He knew. He had watched on local TV how the teams had marched into the victims’ homes.

	Vincent stepped back to the small cupboard. There was an arrangement of knickknacks—most certainly not the old man’s possessions but those of his deceased wife. A medium-sized porcelain figure—a prancing white horse—sufficed for Vincent’s diversion. Finished with the preparation, he moved through the kitchen and left the house through the back door to take his position in the dark garden. He pressed the button on his remote control, and the small lamp on the coffee table bathed the living room in a soft, warm light, including the old man in the armchair with blood all over his face.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Sitting behind the wheel of their service car, FBI Agent Callahan turned to his young colleague, Agent Richard Weatherly, who looked at him with open disapproval. “Rick, listen to me. I’m just saying, I don’t feel good using Graham’s house as a hiding place for his nephew. If things go south, he’ll be in the crosshairs.” He shook his head when Weatherly tried to utter his opinion. “I know what the boss said, but that doesn’t make it any better. We only have Jonathan’s word that no one knows of this distant uncle, as he calls him.”

	“That’s your gut feeling talking,” Weatherly said, looking like he had bitten into something sour. “Remember the last time that was the case? Our suspect escaped because your gut feeling told you he wouldn’t run through the shopping mall but hide someplace. But he ran, and we were looking at his back when he hijacked a car. Not to mention the chase and the ensuing damage.” He shoved a piece of gum between his teeth and looked at Callahan unflinchingly. “I’m in for following orders this time, okay? No thinking outside the box, no more experiments. If we screw up this time, Senior Agent Dermott will have our asses, believe me. Listen to me, buddy, I’m with you most of the time, you know that. I support you. But I want to keep my job, and one more botched case could ruin my career.”

	Callahan exhaled, pulling down the corners of his mouth. He had been with the FBI for twenty years and knew his way around. Though he liked Weatherly, the young agent lacked experience, and Callahan searched for the one argument that would make him understand the situation. “I know, but believe me, Graham doesn’t know what he’s in for. The mob has killed three of our witnesses so far, and the case falls apart without Jonathan on the stand. I bet neither our boss nor Jonathan told Graham that the gangsters are after him. It’s dangerous, and he should know.”

	“Jonathan called him, that much I know.” Weatherly shrugged. “It’s only for two days, and we’ll protect him. As far as we can tell, no one knows about their relationship or that Graham senior is living in DC.”

	Callahan stopped the car at the curb. It was late in the afternoon, and there were no passersby on the street except for a cat that crossed the lanes at a leisurely pace, unruffled by the gusty wind. “Let’s talk with him and check the house so that we know what kind of security we need to establish.”

	“Now you’re talking like a wise FBI agent.”

	“Ha, you’re so funny.” But Callahan didn’t smile when he got out of the car and stretched.

	“My life will be much funnier after the wedding is over. Right now Lynn is driving me nuts with the preparations. I mean, why do I have to do a cake testing? What is this, anyway? Shouldn’t everything a bakery delivers be delicious?” Weatherly slammed the door and turned toward the house. “And the dress! She’s been to at least three shops with her sister. And when she comes back, she claims that she still hasn’t found the right one. I mean, the wedding’s in two weeks, so she should find something or wear her mom’s dress.”

	Callahan grinned, relieved about the change of subject. He had been the target of Weatherly’s constant complaints for three months. Every time Lynn proposed an extraordinary event or dragged her husband-to-be to yet another wedding location, his partner would roll his eyes and lament that he never thought getting married would be so complicated, time-consuming, and nerve-racking. He’d once said that he would have preferred to go to Las Vegas and just do it without both their families around. Of course, he didn’t mean that. Rick and his fiancé were social types who had invited not only all of their relatives but a lot of friends and colleagues. It would be a grand party. “I never thought you could make her stay.”

	“Thank you so much,” Weatherly replied. He looked grumpy, but Callahan knew his partner was amused.

	“She’s such a class A woman and you’re... well, a nice guy, presentable, yes, but not a real heartthrob, if you get my meaning.” Shrugging, Callahan smoothed his tie and closed the button of his jacket.

	“I get it. I’m the Hunchback of Notre Dame and she’s Esmeralda? You’re quite a charmer tonight. Not everyone’s six foot three.”

	Callahan laughed as he pressed the remote button to lock the car. “The next thing you say is that you aren’t small but compact, huh?”

	“Something like that.” Weatherly shook his head and sighed as they entered the porch. “Looks like Graham’s at home. That’s good.”

	“I called ahead this morning and made sure he’d be home,” Callahan replied as they stood at the door. “He told me he’s following a lot of rituals, but he promised he’d be home for a chat.”

	They rang the bell, but no one answered. “You sure?” Weatherly asked.

	Callahan nodded and went looking through the living room window. “Shit!”

	“What’s wrong?”

	“He’s been attacked! Open the door!”

	Weatherly was built like a wrestler—not too tall, but square, with lots of shoulder and arm muscles. He took three steps back and pushed forward to hit the door with his left shoulder. The lock snapped and Weatherly flung himself into the corridor. Callahan followed, his weapon drawn. Weatherly got up from the floor, pulled out his sidearm, and they entered the living room, prepared to shoot an intruder. While Callahan checked for Mr. Graham’s vitals, Weatherly turned toward the dark corridor.

	“He’s still breathing, but out cold,” Callahan said as he changed the gun for his cell phone to call an ambulance.

	“That’s good news.”

	“I wonder what happened.” In the back of the house, Callahan heard something like a plate hit the floor and shatter to pieces. “What the hell...”

	“Maybe the thug’s still here,” Weatherly said between clenched teeth and rushed toward the sound. He cried out in agony.

	Callahan rose from his kneeling position, still holding the phone to his ear, but also reaching for his sidearm again. “Rick?” He saw his partner lying on the floor on his back, close to the kitchen door. His breathing sounded like he was underwater, a gurgling, unnatural sound. Callahan switched on the light. Weatherly was lying in his own blood that was flowing freely from a deep cut in his throat. More cuts were across his torso and legs, but they were minor compared to the gash that had ripped open his throat. “Oh my god!” Callahan dropped the gun, and the phone slipped from between his ear and his shoulder. “Oh my god!” He pressed both hands on the wound but knew it was a futile attempt—he wouldn’t stop the bleeding this way. The phone was next to his foot and the operator asked for his name and what he wanted to report. “Shit! Shit!” Callahan wiped his hands on his pants legs and reached for the phone. He stuttered his name, needed a moment to recall the address, and almost shouted that he needed an ambulance.

	“I’ll send a team to your address immediately,” the woman said calmly.

	Callahan dropped the phone once more, crying out in misery when he looked at the free running blood that was puddling on the white tiles. He didn’t know what to do but pressed on the wound once more. “How the hell...” He lifted his gaze toward the doorframe. In the light of the ceiling lamp Callahan recognized three thin wires, positioned at three different heights—knee, chest, and throat. Blood was dripping from the top wire. “Such a fucking bastard!” He sat on his heels, hanging his head, giving in to the pain. In a few minutes he would have to gather his wits about him and concentrate on the job, but right now he felt like he was drowning in a deep pool of misery.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	In the darkness, hidden behind a thick bush, and invisible to everyone, Vincent breathed heavily. He had a hard-on that hurt so badly in his tight pants that he was sweating. The excitement of the successful attack left him breathless. The cry of the man who had fallen prey to his trap had been so loud he would’ve heard it even through closed doors. He was experiencing such an overwhelming, all-consuming feeling that he wanted to stay and enjoy it just a few moments longer. He knew he had to sneak away quickly, quietly, without leaving traces. In ten minutes, the place would swarm with angry police officers looking to shoot someone. But he wished he could see the man lying on the floor, close to the now bloody wire. He wished he could revel in the man’s agony. It would be so rewarding.

	Vincent got up on wobbly legs, grimacing with pain as his member pressed against the fabric. He stowed the remote control that had triggered the porcelain horse to drop, then checked the ground for treacherous traces. He couldn’t completely wipe out the footprints, but the police would only find the crisscrossed prints of a non-descript training shoe you could buy everywhere. He didn’t have an unusual size, so that, too, wouldn’t lead to his arrest. He wore a hoodie and face mask so that his hair wouldn’t fall on the ground. In addition, the hood would make it impossible for the police to identify him via street cameras.

	Regretfully, because he couldn’t eyewitness the carnage he had triggered, Vincent adjusted his pants, walked through the garden, and crossed the fence, meanwhile taking off his face mask. He made it to the next street without haste and walked back to his car. His shoes made no sounds on the pavement.

	He felt like a ghost. A gloating ghost. A revengeful ghost. A ghost whose work was not yet done.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	The ambulance arrived. While two medics took care of Agent Weatherly, Callahan inched away from his wounded partner, leaving the work to the professionals. He was too weak in the knees to get up, so he sat with his back against the wall, sobbing and breathing shallowly. He prayed for a miracle, he prayed for his young colleague to live. He banned the thought from his mind that Weatherly might die, as if any bad vibe would terminate his partner’s fate. Still, it didn’t look good.

	Callahan was praying so hard that he didn’t notice his boss standing next to him until he heard his name called. Confused, he looked up at Senior Agent Dermott’s clean-shaven face. “Sir?” Dermott held out his hand, but Callahan refused. “My hands are... bloody.”

	“I know.” Dermott’s hand remained outstretched as he pulled Callahan up. “I see the wire, but tell me how it happened.”

	“Yes, sure.” Callahan leaned against the wall, trying and failing to collect his thoughts. He should focus on the job, on the duties he had such as thinking of the witness he was protecting and the reasons for the brutal, possibly mortal attack that had just happened. His mind was fuzzy, as if he had drunk too much.

	Dermott lifted his brows. “I see that you entered the house because you saw Mr. Graham covered in blood. He’s still unconscious, by the way. Medics say that they’re taking him to the hospital. He might have a concussion, but that’s about it. There’s only a small cut on his forehead, but it looks as if it was done after he was unconscious already.”

	“A small cut?” Callahan echoed, dumbfounded. “But all the blood...”

	“Head wounds bleed freely. You know that.” Dermott tilted his head. “When you saw the victim, you forced entry. And what happened next?”

	Callahan took a deep breath, looking at his bloody hands. He couldn’t wrap his mind around the two conflicting facts—the resident was still alive while his partner was fighting for his life. “I checked the old man’s pulse and Rick went through the corridor toward the next room.”

	“He ran into the wire. Why?”

	“We both heard the sound of shattering porcelain and thought the intruder might still be here.”

	“All right, that explains the rush.” Dermott put his hands on his hips and inhaled deeply. Callahan knew this was the way his boss dealt with a stressful situation—breathing exercises, learned the hard way after a burn-out diagnosis two years ago. He walked the two steps toward the threshold to see what lay behind. “A porcelain piece dropped and shattered. All right.” Dermott turned back to Callahan. “Do you want to be relieved of your service? I’d understand that.”

	Callahan had never known his boss had a heart. “No, sir, I’ll bring in Jonathan. I just need another agent to stay with him and me.”

	“Agreed, but certainly not here. We must find another abode. I’ll take care of that.” Dermott nodded curtly. “There’s enough time for you to drive home, change clothes, and come back to headquarters to fetch the witness from his current location.”

	“Yes, sir, will do.”

	Dermott looked at the wires, frowning deeply. “The mob’s out to bring the case down. I’ll call for additional personnel to guard the witness. Two days can be a damn long time.”

	Callahan was still shaking as he walked to his car, leaving the buzzing crime scene behind. As he sat behind the wheel, he realized that the intruder’s intention had been to hurt someone else while the old man was out of the way. It hadn’t been his intention to kill Mr. Graham, for if he had wanted the old man dead, he would have done it. But then the question remained—who had been the intruder’s main target?

	 

	* * * *

	 

	With the ocean in front of their house, the Hollanders had decided not to build a pool, but the Jacuzzi was made for at least six people, a fact that Nicolas was about to take full advantage of. He stretched out and reclined his head. Resting his arms on the edge, he relaxed after the journey through the house—most of the time on all fours. He would feel his knees and shins in the morning. Some other body parts, too.

	Jacklyn slipped into the warm water beside him, smiling her mistress smile that was both wicked and arousing. “Oh, you poor little Beast, shall I massage all your sore muscles?”

	Nicolas looked through the slits of his eyes. “Not my decision. But if you want me to carry you around...” He let the sentence trail off when she moved between his legs.

	“Do I also have to massage Little Nick to revive him?”

	He groaned pitifully. “Little Nick has had enough of tease and denial for a week.”

	She inched forward so that she rested her naked breasts on his chest. “Does that mean he’s bored by the teasing or frustrated by the denial?”

	“Maybe a little more fulfillment now and then might be the answer.”

	“My sub’s starting to make demands?”

	He opened his eyes wide and spoke in a high, frightened voice. “I’d never do that.”

	She kissed his wet chin. Her voice carried the melodic accent of her French origin. “Oh, now you’re being coy. I’ve seen you rage and romp many times.”

	“Just the way you want me to.”

	“True.” Jacklyn lifted her head to kiss his nose, then his lips. “It’s a marvelous weekend, my Beast. I wish it wouldn’t end.”

	He kissed her back with more fervor, and they splashed water and playfully fought for another kiss as exuberantly as lovers who had just met. As they laughed and slipped through the water, Nicolas realized that he’d never be able to love another woman the way he loved her.

	At thirty-eight years old, she wasn’t just beautiful. She was full of life, full of a positive energy he found amazing. When he doubted the goodness in people, she told him how her patients got better with her help and her healing hands. She never tired of showing him the beauty of life and taking him away from his daily grind. When he was devastated by a case he couldn’t solve, Jacklyn played with him. While he was under her heel, he didn’t think about cases, law and order, or the next steps in an investigation. She cared about his love life as she cared about his health. Since he had met her, Nicolas’s view of his job and his personal life had improved. He would be forever grateful.

	Panting from the game, he took her in his arms, kissed her throat and her breasts, happy that Jacklyn shared her life with him. “You’re a wonderful woman,” he whispered.

	She laughed. “Oh, gosh, sweet nothings after a fight in the tub!”

	“But it’s true.”

	Jacklyn cocked her head and pursed her lips. “You’re laying it on a bit thick, and that makes me suspicious.”

	“You are wonderful and you look great even with wet hair and no make-up.”

	She inhaled as if shocked by his statement. “My Beast makes two compliments in a row after I forced him on a tour through the house. Something’s definitely wrong here.”

	Nicolas tried to fetch another kiss, and the game of tumbling through the hot water went into round two. Jacklyn squealed and slipped away from his groping arms. He didn’t try too hard to catch her as she pushed him underwater, giggling like a girl. Instead he returned the favor, if only to save her in his arms for more kisses on her adorable body.

	Outside, he heard a strange noise and immediately put his finger over Jacklyn’s lips as she was about to say something.

	“What’s wrong?” she whispered.

	“I heard something.”

	“What was it?”

	“Not sure.” Nicolas wiped water off his face. “Could it be that a member of the staff returned early?”

	“No, the staff doesn’t return until Tuesday. My father was adamant about that. He wanted us to have the opportunity to stay longer.”

	“A guard checking the locks?”

	“No. They’re not supposed to enter the main building, just patrol the premises.” Jacklyn frowned. “You think someone knows that my parents are gone and is trying to loot the house?”

	“Who knows? But shouldn’t the guards catch anyone who gets close?” Nicolas left the Jacuzzi and pulled a towel around his hips.

	She bit her lower lip. “Yes. They secure not only the street side, but the water side too, since there’s a landing pier.”

	She slowly emerged from the water, and Nicolas wanted nothing more than to continue their peaceful Sunday afternoon games. His libido would have to wait. Instead, he asked, “Is there a phone around here?”

	“No, and I left my cell phone in the living room.”

	“Mine’s in the bedroom, as well as my gun.” He sighed. “Stay here, hide someplace, and I’ll check what’s going on.”

	“I can’t hide anywhere, not here. I’ll come with you.” She put on a bathrobe and tied the knot. “Don’t even try to leave me. The best place is right behind you.”

	He made a face. “So far, the best place for you has been on my back.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Even after a long hot and cold shower, Herbert didn’t feel invigorated. He had washed his hair, scrubbed dirt and sweat off his body, and still he yawned when he entered the living room with his Sunday treat—a can of root beer and a large bag of chips for dessert—to watch an episode of his favorite show, Mork & Mindy, with the later famous Robin Williams. He laughed about the alien’s strange habit to sit on his head, then bit heartily into the tuna sandwich he had prepared earlier. He was very hungry. He couldn’t tell why, but blamed it on his long work week at Robert’s, a grocery store where he worked as a cashier and helper. Root beer was a weekend treat. His mother would have forbidden him such sweet delight—if she had been sober enough to notice—but his mother was far away and wouldn’t cross the threshold of his house even if she knew where he lived. He was alone as he was every weekend, and the food and drink were his company and his reward for being a good guy.

	Melancholy washed over him when he thought about Zuri, his always good-natured colleague at the store. The young woman was kind, smiled easily, and had a good word for everyone. All customers and the staff liked her. Sometimes he dreamed of sharing the couch with her, and they would both laugh about Mork’s reaction to human slang and habits he found strange. Herbert had never had the intention of going through life alone, but then, whenever he had tried to engage with a girl, the situation had turned awkward. He felt like a clumsy, stupid clown around women, too shy to find the right words, too inexperienced to make a good first impression.

	He devoured the sandwich, emptied the can, and fetched another one to go with his bag of chips while Mindy kissed Mork, unleashing a storm of emotions Mork couldn’t handle, and he fled the room.

	Herbert understood that reaction pretty well.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“I’ll go check the house, and you stay here and hide.”

	“But I—”

	Nicolas glared at her. “You’re the mistress, but I’m an FBI agent, and when it comes to your safety, it’s my rule. If the gangsters catch you, I’m vulnerable. So you stay here and I leave. Go!”

	Pouting, Jacklyn crawled into the spacious wardrobe and hunched behind the clothes. Nicolas closed the doors quietly and moved on, looking left and right, searching for a weapon he could use. To his chagrin, Mr. Hollander was a peace-loving person who would never collect sabers, knives, or even guns. As a diplomat, he was strictly for fighting with words. If Nicolas didn’t go to the kitchen first, he had nothing but his hands to fight with.

	If the whispered words were an indicator, the burglars were heading for the spacious living room. There have to be at least two, maybe even more. After all, it was a large estate, one of the largest in the Hamptons. He passed through the door to the main building and waited in the shadows of an antique glass cabinet for another sound that would indicate the intruders’ whereabouts more clearly. The house stayed silent, as if the criminals knew Nicolas was aware of them. Only the grandfather clock in the next corner ticked loudly.

	He left his hideout cautiously. There was no way of knowing how many burglars he was up against. The carpet under his bare feet was soft and warm, swallowing every sound. He had crossed the room when he became aware of a shadow at the next door, which led to the parlor, Mr. Hollander’s favorite abode. The aroma of expensive tobacco was in the air, mingling with that of leather and faintly of flowers. He noticed that there were sandy shoe traces from at least two persons on the otherwise spotless carpet. The moment he stepped beyond the threshold, a man attacked him from the right. Nicolas blocked the man’s arm, twisted it around and thrust the man face-first against the wall. The impact stunned him amid the screams of pain. He went down and lay unmoving. Nicolas let go of the man’s arm to face the second opponent, who aimed a pistol at him. Instinctively, Nicolas turned away, and the projectile passed him soundlessly. Before the shooter could pull the trigger again, Nicolas closed the gap, kicked the man in the shin, and twisted the gun out of his hand, turning his body into him. It had not yet reached the floor when the man boxed Nicolas in the kidney twice so forcefully it was both hurtful and stunning. Gasping for air, Nicolas rammed his elbow into the attacker’s midsection, gaining the advantage to turn and punch the man in the face, twice, three times, driving him backward. His side hurt, but for the moment he had his eyes on his opponent and ignored the pain. Nicolas kicked the man’s knee, triggering a groan, then kicked higher at the man’s chest. The opponent hit the wall behind him, and Nicolas was upon him, hitting him hard in the face once again. The man’s defense crumbled—he couldn’t keep up his fists.

	Nicolas heard a voice calling out in shock behind him. Quickly he swiveled the injured man around him so that he was a shield against yet another silent bullet. A third man had crossed the threshold into the parlor. Wide-eyed and obviously surprised by the situation, he turned tail and ran back through the living room toward the side entrance of the house.

	“Fuck!” Nicolas dropped the now unconscious intruder and pursued the third gangster on bare feet. He heard glass shatter with a deafening noise, as if the living room’s mighty candelabra had hit the floor.

	It was the glass cabinet. The shards lay scattered across the floor, glistening in the afternoon sunlight, too broadly spread to jump over. Nicolas was lucky he came to a skittering halt before stepping into the glass. “I don’t believe this!” Nicolas put his hands on his hips, catching his breath. He heard the third man run down the hall and leave the building, shouting an order in a language Nicolas didn’t understand.

	On the way back to the intruders, he tore off the power line of a floor lamp and used it to tie up the two men. Both were unresponsive, and he had his first good look at them. They were both of Asian origin, solidly built, with hair cut so short their scalps shone through, in their late twenties. The second man he had beaten had a shiny silver dart in his chest. Nicolas refrained from touching it. He searched their pockets but didn’t find a passport or a wallet. He also did not find backpacks or bags to transport stolen goods. “What were you guys up to?” he murmured as he left them behind to search the house. On the way, he grabbed a phone from the hook to call the police.

	When he couldn’t find any other intruders, he fetched a pair of shoes from the bedroom, a few clothes for Jacklyn and himself, and went to open the closet. “Hey, lady, good to see you.”

	Jacklyn embraced him, sighing with relief. She looked up to him with a frown. “You look... chipper.”

	“What did you expect? Your badass FBI agent knows how to use his fists.” He handed her the clothes and changed the towel for pants and a t-shirt.

	She checked him up and down. “Did you get hurt?” She found the reddened spot from the boxing blows and contorted her face in pity.

	“Not really. When I beat two of them, the third one escaped. Your mother will kill me, though, because her glass cabinet is in ruins.”

	“I heard the noise. It was terrible.”

	“I’m glad you didn’t come to check.”

	“With you being so adamant about me staying out of the way?” She lifted her brows. “I can follow orders if I have to. What about the two goons?”

	“I tied them up. Police are on their way.”

	Jacklyn tilted her head, smiling. “You bested them.”

	Nicolas kissed her forehead. “The training must be good for something.”

	She buttoned down her blouse. “You never cease to amaze me, Nick. The more I learn about you and what you can do, the more I cherish that you submit yourself to me when we play.”

	He kissed her lips with feeling. “I hope you cherish that I can protect you when push comes to shove.”

	“That, too. Though I didn’t see you do it. Maybe they just surrendered to your greatness as an FBI agent.”

	“Ah, almost.” He turned away from her. “Let me have a look at the guards’ posts.”

	“No, please, stay with me. You don’t know whether they’re still around.”

	“I searched the house. Believe me, they’re gone. The third man ran as if hell had cut loose behind him. I don’t think he’d have done that if there were more men hiding.”

	“I won’t part with you again.”

	While they walked to the shore, Nicolas couldn’t stop thinking about the strange intruders, tranquilizer darts, and another ruined vacation.
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