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	Here you go, muse! As requested, here comes the second book with Jacklyn, the smart physiotherapist, and her handsome lover, the FBI agent and part-time sub. Not to mention all the wonderful side characters which wouldn’t turn out the way they do without your joy and creativity.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	The view of the office building opposite this one in central Washington, DC, was stunning from the tenth floor. Officer Herman Barnes shielded his eyes with his hand and had a closer look at the murder victim lying behind the classy glass desk and the toppled-over leather armchair. The company owner, Michael Henley, a man in his early fifties with white hair and a wrinkled face, had been killed by a single shot. His eyes were wide open, as if in disbelief about how he could’ve been ripped from life so suddenly.

	“Anything about a motive?”

	Barnes woke from his thoughts at how cruel the killer must have been to come into the office, draw the gun, and kill the man without hesitation. He hadn’t bothered to take the victim’s wallet or the car keys to a new Mercedes. Barnes turned to Detective Liam Douglas, his superior and training supervisor for his time as an investigator in the homicide division.

	“The company produces greeting cards and gift boxes. They’ve rented their offices in the building for five years without any negative occurrences.” He gazed at his notes. “The secretary said she couldn’t possibly believe anyone would want to harm Mr. Henley. He was known as a fair boss without any enemies. A man who loves his wife and kids...”

	“But this doesn’t look like a random kill,” Douglas snarled as he turned toward the secretary. He wiped his broad, slightly tilted nose. “There’re a hundred offices in here and many of them easier to access. What do you want, ma’am?”

	“I’ve got the list of employees you asked for and...” She looked around, frowning. Her hands were shaking. “The desk’s been moved. He never sits with his back to the windows. Says it frightens him. And the chair and... someone cleaned the desk. It’s usually a mess.” She smiled helplessly, tears showing in her eyes. “Mr. Henley’s kind of... sloppy. Was... kind of...” She turned away.

	“The list?”

	“Oh!” The secretary pressed the sheet of paper into Douglas’ hand and hurried out of the room, sobbing.

	“Quite desperate.” Douglas followed her with his eyes, pursing his lips. “Makes me wonder if there’s been more between them.”

	“Sir, you tend to see the worst in everyone.” Barnes didn’t intend to scold his superior. He was well aware that without his older colleague’s approval, he wouldn’t be the first to make detective in his family. Despite the fact that more than half of the staff were of African-American origin, the selection was strict. “She’s probably worked for him for a long time. That leads to lasting bonds beyond being employer and employee.”

	Douglas smacked his lips as he rolled the list in his hand to slap it on Barnes’ shoulder. “You know, sometimes I like your school-trained attitude. What do you see around here?”

	Barnes looked around the room. “The victim sat behind his desk. The murderer came in and shot him once. He must be a good shot so he knew he’d kill him instantly. I wonder what kind of gun he used that caused such an impact as to topple this heavy man with the chair.” He looked around on the floor, even went on his knees. “He took the shell. No footprints. No dirt on the floor. There’s no indication he went to check whether the victim was dead.” He paused, collecting his thoughts. “The killer came here last night after the other office employees were gone but while the building was still open. We have to check surveillance cameras to find out who got in late last night.”

	“We’ll certainly do that. What else?”

	Barnes felt scrutinized. This was the first murder case they investigated together, and soon the crime scene unit would appear and shoo them off. He wanted to do his best in the short time they had.

	“Mr. Henley didn’t defend himself. He obviously didn’t see the murderer come in or didn’t think he was dangerous.” He turned his head left and right. “Either he knew him or was caught unaware.”

	“So the stranger comes in after all the people are gone, draws a weapon, shoots the victim and gets out. It doesn’t appear that he was interested in money or anything else in the office.” Douglas fingered his pocket for a piece of chewing gum. Barnes dreaded the smell of cinnamon in the police car later. “Honestly, there has to be a strong motive for that kind of kill. We’ll delve into family, friends, and competitors. The usual things, so to speak.” He turned to make room as the CSU personnel arrived. “I want to know who he was and if he, maybe... maybe, had dealings with the mob. Yeah, I know. I only see the bad side. Right, Barnes, that’s our fricking job.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“What do you think about delaying your departure?” Nicolas asked as he strolled from the bathroom to the kitchen, dressed in a towel. “We could eat in bed, watch a movie, and go for a walk later.” He pulled down the strap of Jacklyn’s top and kissed her shoulder.

	“My patients wouldn’t approve of my poor work ethic.” Jacklyn smiled upon receiving his kiss on her neck. “Nick, you know that I’ve got to go. We’ll have the weekend. Or did you forget?”

	“Nope.” He kissed her shoulder again, aroused by her perfume and the scent beneath that belonged to her. His lips reached up to her earlobe. “I threatened half the department to get three days off. They’ll remember for sure.” He embraced her waist from behind to put his chin on her shoulder. “What’re you doing?”

	“Protein bread. The special brand, you know.” She turned her head and grinned at him. “You’re gonna need it.” She put the dough into the oven and set the timer.

	“Ah, already doing this for our trip? No shopping when we get up there?”

	“Nope. Most certainly not.” She returned to his embrace to kiss his lips while she put her arms around his neck. Her English bore a lovely French accent. “I can’t tell you how much I look forward to spending time with you in that cabin.”

	Her kisses stirred emotions below his navel, and he pressed his body against hers. Her smile said she’d noticed. “Yes, you’ll have plenty of time to show me your... excellence.” Jacklyn unwrapped him quickly, and when the towel hit the floor, had a hand around his shaft. “And if you tempt me too much, I’ll lay you in five minutes flat.”

	He took the liberty of smiling arrogantly, knowing well how to spur her into action. “I don’t believe that.”

	She checked the wall clock, then shook her head. “You’re a bad influence, G-man.”

	Quicker than he could come up with a witty reply, she’d pressed his back against the opposite wall and grabbed him hard enough to make him hiss through his teeth. He stood with his hands in the air, digesting the welcome pain.

	“Still want the ride?”

	From experience, Nicolas knew that a ride had nothing to do with slow, gentle, and sensuous in the common sexual connotation. He also knew that calling the ride off and agreeing with her that she had to leave for work would make him look like a chicken again.

	“Yes!” The shout was involuntary. She rubbed him hard enough to make him check for smoke while she tugged his testicles with the other hand. It wasn’t the first time she’d treated him like that, and his body reacted instantly. Gasping, Nicolas reached for her panties, pulled them down and lifted her onto the counter.

	She laughed as she spread her legs invitingly. “Afraid to come too soon?”

	He pushed her hands away and looked her in the eyes. There was fierceness beyond the joy, and he loved her for both. “You’re a wild one, ma chérie.” His member was at the right place, and her expression told him not to bother with foreplay. He thought she had anticipated his moves and felt outmaneuvered by his feelings and how easily she read them. He pushed inside—then, as he thought he was too rude, was about to pull back, but she had her hands on his buttocks and denied him room.

	“Five minutes.”

	Nicolas gasped as she wrapped her legs around him and pulled him inside till there was no room for more. He had known women with a demanding attitude before, but they were blanked out against Jacklyn Hollander’s relentless initiative. He needed strength to gain leeway, and her smile told him how much she appreciated his vigor as he thrust hard into her, following the overbearing need for release. Nicolas felt the orgasm coming so fast he was overthrown and dizzy. Jacklyn dug her fingernails in his butt to have all of him and then some the moment he spilled into her. He moaned beside her head. She chuckled as she ran her fingernails along his spine, causing him the most wonderful pleasure. His knees were weak, and his heart raced.

	“Five minutes, twenty seconds. You’re getting better.”

	Nicolas pressed his teeth into her shoulder, pretending to bite, and growled. She laughed even more and pushed him back gently to meet his lips for another deep kiss before they parted.

	“You’re one wild tiger, Nick.”

	“I see that the counter was made for me,” he stated, smiling lopsidedly. He bent to claim his towel.

	“No, it was made for me.” There was some flour on her naked backside as she wiggled in his direction. “See? Next time, we place the dough here and knead it in between.”

	“If we have more than five minutes and twenty seconds. You’ll be late for work, ma chérie.”

	“I’m never late. I own the place.” She picked up her panties and whirled them on her fingers. “And on the weekend, I’ll own you.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Officer Barnes read the crime scene unit’s report for the third time, expecting an enlightening moment of understanding the murder, and why it had happened. Mr. Henley had been shot by a 9mm bullet with the significant scratches of a new Walther P99. Though it appeared that the impact had been strong enough to topple him with the chair, the author of the crime report doubted that action in spite of the muzzle velocity. They had decided to test it, but the results were pending.

	The investigation of the office and its contents didn’t bring forth surprises besides the secretary’s statement about the emptiness of the desk, other than two crystal figurines and a lamp. Dust rims implied more knickknacks had been there earlier. The surveillance videos showed a man of average height with wide shoulders, dressed in the loose-fitting uniform of the cleaning company, completed by a gray woolly hat with a rim and a scarf wound in several loops around his neck. His hair was long enough that he could wear it in a ponytail. He walked with the lanky swing of a youngster, but Barnes took that to be an act.

	The video feed didn’t include the offices, due to company regulations, so the police only possessed recordings of the man on the floor as he steadily walked toward the crime scene, pushing a cart with mop and bucket. He had avoided looking into the cameras. Barnes assumed he’d known about the cameras’ positions beforehand. The question remained as to why he’d chosen the building and Henley’s office in spite of the possibility of being detected.

	CSU had also tested the room for the fingerprints and DNA of the killer without luck. Two hairs were found and sent to the lab to be compared matched with the hair of the victim.

	The interrogation of many employees and competitors in the market hadn’t brought forth tangible hints on the killer, let alone shown a motive. His family had stated he’d been devoted to his wife and kids, and besides his love for baseball, had been an enthusiastic amateur actor at his kids’ school workshop with ambitions of more time on stage. His wife had proudly stated that Mr. Henley sponsored local sports and cultural activities and was loved by his neighbors.

	Barnes reached for his coffee cup and found it empty. When he got up, Detective Douglas slowly walked into the large office and gruffly greeted colleagues left and right of the aisles. Judging by his grimace, his back pain had intensified during the day, and he was in a bad mood. Barnes dreaded telling him that no evidence had been found to nail the killer and they would have to move on to the next case on the long list pinned on the wall right in front of him.

	“No luck, I see,” Douglas grunted, fell onto his chair without bothering to take off the coat, and wiped across his forehead. “Nothing on the bank accounts, either. The company is solidly financed. No irregular money transfer anywhere. He didn’t even send expensive gifts to anyone.” He put both palms on the desk and looked at Barnes bleakly. “Eighty percent of all murders take place in the vicinity of and are done by family members or friends. I hate to have grabbed a case that’s out of the ordinary.”

	Barnes didn’t say that out of the ordinary was the icing on the cake of a case. He could easily solve a murder done out of greed or jealousy, where the murderer almost presented himself on a silver platter. This case, however, was a mystery with no trace to follow. They needed new ideas to solve it.

	When he kept quiet, Douglas snarled. “Yeah, you want to dig into this one, right? But let me tell you that the PD statistics won’t count clearing it up as two or three but just as one murder case. And there’re plenty still waiting for us. So, if we can’t find anything here, we’ll move on. Got that? Take the next file and don’t dawdle!”

	“No, sir.” Barnes made a detour to the records department and then got a coffee.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Jacklyn checked the appointment list, found out that her last patient for the day had canceled, and switched off the computer. Her assistant was about to leave and the second physiotherapist she had hired for part-time support had gone an hour earlier.

	“Anything else, boss?”

	Jacklyn lifted her head, smiling at the young assistant, who had the competence of an experienced employee of forty years, in spite of her age. “Thank you, Kate, that’s all for today.”

	Kate sang the words, “Have a nice evening.”

	“You, too.”

	“Not as nice as you, I think.” Kate rolled her eyes. “I saw your Mr. Wonderful last time. He was damn impressive, and so polite I was melting down into my socks. Oh, and his suit! A dark blue perfectly tailored suit. I bet you’ll have fun tearing it off his perfect body.”

	“Off you go, and not a penny for your thoughts!”

	The door hadn’t fallen into place behind the laughing secretary when it was opened again. Jacklyn was about to say that the office was closed when she recognized the man. His portly figure was dressed to the nines in a three-piece dark gray suit with a white dress shirt and a subtle but no less expensive blue tie. The coat hung loosely on his shoulders, and he took off his hat.

	“Harry Fuller, what brings you to DC?”

	“Wow, you’re so sexy.” He drawled the last word and dropped his hat on the counter. “Still, I should say. You don’t answer my calls anymore. I consider that kinda rude.”

	Jacky’s heart sped up when Harry rounded the counter. She made a step back. “I’m busy. I told you more than once... when I still answered your calls. My life has changed.”

	“For the better?” Harry cocked his head, light blue eyes set on her.

	She smelled his eau de cologne, and memories came back like an avalanche. There were so many questions she wanted to ask and knew if she started a conversation, she wouldn’t be out of the office for two hours. Jacky pursed her lips and decided to tell the truth. “Yes.”

	She saw his face fall with the unwanted revelation. “That’s mean. We were a great couple.”

	“We were no couple. At any time.” She inched away from him. For a moment she feared he’d try to kiss her. He was taller, and as she knew from experience, stronger than he looked even though his former athletic physique was gone. “You met me at a swinger’s club with some other boys and girls. It was a... weird time, Harry. I did things I wouldn’t do today, and even back then, they were quite... questionable.”

	“But still—” He made a gesture and smiled dreamlike. Jacky assumed he fantasized about their time together and was trying to turn his imagination into reality. His smile held admiration but also a kind of lust she didn’t want to interpret. “You’re pretty. You’re a good lay. Wanna play?” He looked at the closed door. “That can be locked, right? And I bet we’d be able to find a belt or something like that around here.”

	“I’m in a relationship now. A real relationship.” Again, she made a step out of his reach. Once, she’d seen him as a very potent bed partner and enjoyed his attitude. Now, her heart beat fast, dreading his next move.

	“With one man? How boring!”

	“Not for me.”

	“I bet he’s boring.”

	“You’re fishing for information.” She read growing hunger in his eyes and held her breath. Back then, he’d been known for his insatiable sexual hunger, and he’d only stopped when the number of variations satisfied his demands. She was wondering whether he was still into both sexes and pain. “I don’t want you to know about him. And I truly don’t want you to meet him.”

	“Afraid I could lure him away?” Harry cocked his head and said, “I still got scars on my ass.”

	“You wanted it that way.” She suppressed the sudden turmoil of feelings so it wouldn’t show on her face. Her memory of his bare ass in front of her, ready to be spanked, ignited arousal in deeper regions, no matter the current circumstances. Her mouth went dry. Harry had been willing to become her toy, to deliver his body at her mercy, and he’d enjoyed every minute of her chastisement. She remembered him saying that his appetite for sex had been satisfied in an unusual way while she had flogged him. Jacklyn also remembered how badly she’d been aroused.

	“And I wear them with pride,” Harry said as if he read her mind. “I miss our nights and the way you treated me after... our games. The days with pizza and coffee in bed. And the others swinging by for... you know.” He wiggled his brows. “And you with that nifty set of whips, ready for use. Do you still have all the stuff you collected? Maybe in your drawers?”

	She didn’t know of any time she had spent with him beyond the BDSM club, and certainly, she hadn’t shared a pizza in bed with him. He’d always rewarded her with inexpensive gifts, mostly costume jewelry, but had left the club before dawn, sometimes with the help of the guards.

	Taking a deep breath, Jacklyn pointed toward the exit. “Accept that my life has changed, and you’re not a part of it.”

	“You’re prissy.” He stopped and stood straight, deeply frowning. “Is that how it turns out? You had a great life and could’ve had an even better one with me and threw it away for—”—he made an all-encompassing gesture”—this? You can’t be serious.”

	“Yes, I can. My old life was in Philadelphia, and when I left, I left for good.”

	Harry shook his head. He retreated until his butt hit the counter and leaned against it, folding his arms. “You know, you already sound boring. Is that because of that guy in your life? Is he some boring businessman you met here at your office? Someone with a backache and you pitied him?”

	“No.”

	Suddenly Harry looked older than his forty-five years. From his expression, she knew he had come to her with expectations, and she had smashed them. “So, you enjoy monogamy now?”

	“I do.”

	He turned to leave, took his hat, and stopped at the open door. “You sure you want it that way?”

	“I’m happy, Harry. Believe me.”

	“My beliefs are totally different from yours, and I assure you, I could give you more than any other man ever will.” Harry laughed and let the door close behind him. “See you!”

	Jacklyn put a hand on the backrest of the closest chair. She was trembling like a leaf.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	The man in the light cream-colored trench coat with the very neatly bound belt patiently waited at the train station and watched the passengers walk across the platforms to catch their trains. He liked the late hours at the train station when the day’s hassle was over, and only those travelers remained who had to arrive in the morning. Unlike most people, he was the master of his time, and he loved observing men and women and their unique behavior.

	Sometimes, he admitted, they were not as unique as he supposed them to be. There were reasons for books about the stereotypes of male and female behavior. Women were said to have talent for raising children. Men were claimed to know how to make careers. Proof walked by in a business suit, stretched tight over a button-threatening pouch. He strutted like a man in charge toward the door of the train. He ordered a small, red-haired woman out of his way to get on board first.

	Disappointed by the portly man’s rudeness, the observer turned his head to see the man he’d been looking for and was content that his waiting had paid off. The arrival was tall, blond, and wore his hair sleeked back. He had dressed in a good but not expensive suit and a shirt and carried a sizeable attaché case. His leather shoes were shined and rather new, and the golden watch added to the look.

	When the doors opened, the blond was the second passenger to board, obviously hurrying to find his roomette for the overnight trip. The man in the trench coat took his backpack and followed him without haste, but also without letting him out of sight. The announcement told the passengers the train would leave in a minute for Washington, DC, with stops in Cleveland and Pittsburgh. Only a few more passengers climbed inside the wagon before the doors closed, and the train pulled out. The blond with the attaché case had entered his compartment, and the man in the trench coat scrutinized other passengers on the walk until he was certain they were heading for the diner.

	With the measured smile of welcome to a stranger, he approached the compartment and entered without knocking.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	After a welcome kiss, Nicolas held Jacklyn away from him, frowning. “If it wouldn’t sound like a cliché, I’d say you’ve seen a ghost.”

	“But since you’re a real person and ghosts don’t exist, we skip that part and go straight for dinner. I’m starving.” Jacklyn pulled away from his embrace to walk into the kitchen, knowing he’d follow her. “The day was full. A lot of patients came late, I had to run, we had to make ends meet, and I’m quite finished. Okay?” She turned to face him. “So why don’t we make something decent to eat and after that pack our stuff for tomorrow’s ride?”

	Nicolas gave in with a glance. She asked him to prepare the salad. While they were busy in the kitchen, she forgot about Harry.

	“Who lent you the cabin?” Nicolas asked when they sat down to eat. “I know I asked you before, but I didn’t get an answer.”

	Jacklyn looked at her plate, and all of a sudden, the years in Philadelphia were back in her mind. Not only Harry’s part of the wild nights, but also those with Richard and Phoebe, with Jake and Mitchell and some irregulars, whose names she’d forgotten. They hadn’t done anything illegal, but she felt as if they had broken some unseen laws of society.

	“A friend of mine, Richard Tusk. He’s a lawyer in Philadelphia.”

	“The family lawyer?”

	“No, nothing like that.” Jacklyn hesitated. “We met at the party of another friend and became friends, too. Since he’s filthy rich, he owns a cabin close to Graves Mill.”

	“Hmm, close to the Shenandoah National Park, right?”

	“He only uses it two or three times a year. We’ll be completely undisturbed. Well, that’s what he promised.” She ate and reached for her wine glass. “If not, I’ll give him hell.”

	Nicolas smiled amiably. He had a smear of dip on his lower lip she yearned to lick off.

	“You don’t believe me? Well, I can cope with lawyers, company owners, football trainers. I’m a physiotherapist. They all turn to butter in my hands.”

	“Well, I won’t turn to butter—that’s what I promise for the night.”

	Jacklyn emptied her glass, and after putting it down, cocked her head. “Do you wonder sometimes if it’s good to live in a monogamous partnership?”

	“If that’s meant to ruin my anticipation for tonight, don’t even try. I’ve never been in anything else, so... I’ve got no expertise on any other form of partnership.” He pointed across the table. “That leaves me wondering whether your mood when you came in relates to that question.”

	Jacklyn realized she had, not for the first time, underestimated his police instinct. He was used to observing people and questioning their behavior.

	“Do you... despise other kinds of partnership?”

	Nicolas put down his glass and looked at her intently. “No. Everyone should live in whatever partnership he or she wants, may it be with two males, two females or a bunch of people to have a gang bang with every night as long as they love what they do.” He shrugged. “It’s just not my style. I want you all for myself and wouldn’t, for the life of me, share you with any other guy. Or woman. That’s the same.” He lowered his chin. “By all means, tell me why you’re asking this question now. We’ve been together for seven months. Is there anything I should know?”

	She dismissed his question with a wave of her hand. “It was a patient. He talked about... well, some sporting activities in his bedroom and complained that two women were too much for him sometimes. He was obviously bragging or trying to shock me. Who knows? I didn’t tell him of my thoughts.”

	Nicolas burst out laughing. “And now he’s got... what? Backache? Muscle ache in certain areas?” He wiggled his brows. “Oh, I see! You wonder what he did to end up at your office! Oh, that’s great!”

	“That’s pretty much it.” Jacklyn loved hearing Nicolas laugh. His humor and exuberance were contagious. She got up to clear the table. “Maybe I can cause you some... aches, too.”

	“No, you can’t, lady. No, you can’t.” He helped her and not by chance caught her on her way back to the living room. “I love you, ma chérie. What do I have to do to prove it?”

	Jacklyn smiled impishly. “Pack your bag. We’ll be on the road at six in the morning.” She laughed, seeing him roll his eyes.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	As it was his habit, Aaron Tanner stepped on his porch to have a look through his garden and across the hedge into the neighboring estate. It was a clear and warm afternoon, and while he had worked inside, he’d kept the clock in view. His timing was flawless. The granite gray Lexus GS turned the corner, and by the careful driving, Aaron judged the lady’s mood at the wheel as somewhat depressive. There were times when she took the corner with more speed and elegance. Once, she had scratched the pole of the fence and after getting out, laughed about the damage.

	Today, she shifted to park, pulled the brake, and got out, fumbling with her handbag. Aaron looked at her face and shivered with delight seeing her push back a strand of her blonde, wavy hair. At thirty-seven, Samantha Ferrell looked better than any model on the catwalk, knew how to dress and to move, and had, in spite of giving birth to a son sixteen years earlier, stayed lean and in shape. The dark blue two-piece fit like it was glued to her body.

	Casually, Aaron took two steps down the porch, loud enough to make her turn her head.

	“Oh, hello, Aaron!”

	“Hello, Samantha. You look like you had a really stressful day.”

	“Oh.” She hesitated, but only for a moment. “Yes, I did. A lot of meetings, a lot of discussions. Sometimes I think my job’s more about politics than producing cosmetics.” Her laughter didn’t sound real, so he didn’t join. “Well, you know, marketing a new product sometimes hits a rocky road.” She slammed the door shut and rounded the hood. “But thanks for asking.”

	Aaron hadn’t asked a question, but it was fine with him. “Gladly.”

	She was about to leave, but then stopped. “How was your day?”

	Aaron enjoyed watching her pull a strand of hair behind her ear, again. “I didn’t sleep much last night, so I took the liberty of starting work late. I just finished and was about to make myself a snack.” He gazed around his garden. “I think it’s warm enough to eat on the porch.” He tried to invite her by a glance, but she smiled and pointed a thumb over her shoulder.

	“Sounds great. I’ll go check what Dustin’s been doing.”

	She walked on her high heels toward the porch and was gone a minute later. Aaron smoked, enjoyed the quiet air in his peaceful suburban neighborhood, and decided to eat on the porch prior to finding something useful to do in the garden.

	 

	Aaron turned his head and stopped cutting the hedge to hear the heated conversation between Samantha and her son, Dustin. It wasn’t the first argument they had had during the week, and he bet it wouldn’t be the last. A sixteen-year-old teenager wasn’t easy to handle, and to Samantha’s often-voiced chagrin, her husband was largely absent. As an actor, Steven Ferrell stayed long weeks on set, filming either a movie or, as he did now, a TV series. He had the leading role which required his presence for all episodes. Samantha was left alone to handle her job, the house, the garden, and Dustin’s education.

	The door of the house flew open. Dustin was storming down the porch and left on his bike much quicker than Samantha followed in her attempt to stop him. Aaron lifted his head, trying to figure out her mood and whether it was appropriate to jump up and offer help. Samantha stopped at the pole, hanging her head and catching her breath. As Aaron knew, she wasn’t a woman to easily give up and break into tears. She kept her face emotionless as long as possible, and this event was no different. She took deep breaths, nodded as if she’d won the argument at last, and went to the garage to come back with the lawn mower.

	Aaron smiled in his hiding place. He would’ve done the same to cool down. He went on cutting the hedge while Samantha mowed. He enjoyed the peaceful side-by-side working until the mower stuttered and stopped. Samantha cursed. Still, Aaron kept on cutting. By now, he’d reached the corner of the estate and was about to cut the street side of his property when Samantha approached.

	“Aaron, would you mind... I mean, if you’ve got the time... could you, please, have a look at the mower? I mean, it worked last week.”

	He lowered the hedge clippers and turned to her, nodding. He didn’t make the male mistake of pointing out the fact that just because the mower worked last week didn’t ensure it would work that day. He had overheard such conversations many times and knew women didn’t follow straight logic. “Sure. Want me to do it right away?”

	“Well, I see you’re doing your stuff, so I wouldn’t...” She put her right hand to her bosom, which she did when feeling embarrassed.

	He smiled amiably. His heart opened to her as she stood there delivering her misery to him. “No problem, Samantha. The hedge can wait another day.”

	“That’d be great. Really.” She patted her bosom once, then dropped the hand. “I’m really grateful. You know, Steven would do it, but I don’t expect him back till Thursday, so...”

	Aaron nodded again, understanding her problems perfectly. The house was big, the estate around spacious and in need of a gardener, but Steven liked to claim he did the work alone. Three months earlier, Samantha had, after a glass of wine, confessed that Steven boasted of having a green thumb, but never proved it because he was away when the bushes and trees needed cutting, not to mention the lawn, which needed mowing every week. By now, Samantha had claimed, she knew more about garden work than her husband ever would. Aaron had agreed with her wholeheartedly, without stressing that he was the perfect houseman, knew how to clean, bake, and cook, and would always be there to kiss her beautiful small feet.

	He put the clippers in the garage and took his tools to walk around on the pavement and have a look at the lawn mower. Samantha stayed close, offering arguments as to why the motor couldn’t have possibly broken just yet, while Aaron unplugged and disassembled it piece by piece. He had a specific idea about the failure, so it took him less than twenty minutes to get the motor back to working. He tested it twice, then pushed the handle in her direction as if giving her back control.

	Samantha laughed. “Oh, thank you, Aaron! That was... impressive! And I mean it. I didn’t hope to get the lawn done before dusk.”

	“You should. It’s gonna rain tonight.”

	He was about to leave when she held him back. “You know, not today, but maybe tomorrow... could I invite you for a drink? To say thank you? Again?” She laughed and shook her head. Her right hand was back on her bosom. “Seems that you’re the good soul around me to... help me get my work done.”

	“Yes, that’d be nice. Thanks for the invite. Anytime.” Aaron quickly left through the gate to get back to his house. He pondered the last word and if he’d been too invasive, but he couldn’t take it back now.

	While Samantha was mowing the rest of the lawn, Aaron sat in his kitchen and enjoyed the view of her snug backside.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	“Valery Adamic,” Barnes read from the man’s wallet. “Came from Chechnya ten years ago, officially immigrated six years ago. He’s a design draftsman for a Chicago company. Was on a trip to visit a friend in DC.”

	Barnes looked at the victim again. The blond man had been strangled with a slim metal cord, possibly a garrote, as far as CSU personnel had quickly stated. He also bore a stab wound from a small knife to his left shoulder, which hadn’t caused much damage. He lay close to the window of the roomette on the floor, pressed between seats. Neither the victim’s luggage nor his money had been touched. The compartment was damaged from the fight, but most of the furniture was still intact. Barnes wondered how a fight could’ve taken place in such narrow space. Both the murderer and victim must have been very agile.

	“I’ll just wait for Miss Marple to get here and claim she knows the murderer,” Detective Douglas said, laughing. He coughed and reached for a candy.

	“If you’re referring to Murder She Wrote, that doesn’t fit. In the movie, the victim was a woman, and her body disappeared, so that crime scene was virtually non-existent.”

	“Ah, the moviegoer!” Douglas laughed harder and slapped Herman’s shoulder with his broad hand. Barnes didn’t argue that those old British movies were no longer played in theaters. “So, anything you can tell us about the murder, aside from that Miss Marple isn’t going to show up? Which leaves the dirty work to us, I suppose.”

	“First of all, the man was murdered with a rather unusual weapon—a metal cord, which he reclaimed after the kill. And I can’t stop thinking that there are several ways to kill a man instantly and quietly and not risk any defense, such as a pistol with a silencer. So the murderer risked getting in the roomette, fights, wins, and... just leaves? Without taking the money or anything Adamic carried? What motive did he have?”

	“Well, we don’t know yet whether he carried something of value besides his wallet.” Douglas sighed. “Again, we’ll dig into his life, family, friends, and so on. I hope you hadn’t planned anything for the weekend because this will keep us on our tired feet for hours.”

	“Yes, sir. I’ll see what I can do. Since we know where Adamic boarded... do we have material from the train station surveillance? Maybe the killer talked with him and followed him onto the train.”

	“Chicago PD is on it.” Douglas put the candy wrapper in a small ashtray on the walk. “Let’s hope we’re lucky and the killer showed his face.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“You look surprised, Nick. Is anything wrong?”

	“You said something about a cabin in the woods.” Nicolas rounded the car toward the trunk, still looking at the house. “I thought of something small... like a wooden cabin with one room and a fireplace. Candlelight at night. Something like that.”

	Jacklyn laughed as she pulled a bag from the trunk and left him the two heavy ones. “I said he’s rich. He wouldn’t go for a small cabin without electricity, sauna, pool, and two bathrooms. Come on! Enjoy the luxury! We’ve earned it!”

	He still carried an expression of disbelief as he followed her into the spacious entry room, the bedroom upstairs, and the large bathroom with a bathtub for two.

	Nicolas whistled through his teeth. “You’ve got very wealthy friends, hmm?”

	“You don’t say!” Jacklyn chuckled as she caught him in a tight embrace. “Richard’s the only one. My other friends... well, some make a good life, but not like him.” They kissed and fondled and somehow ended up on the bed.

	Nicolas propped himself up on an elbow while he traced her bosom with his free hand. “And your friend allows you to stay here for a weekend?”

	“For a special weekend.”

	“Oh, so that’s the hardware contents of that heavy bag you made me carry?”

	“Exactly.” She turned to kiss his nose and pushed her hand under his T-shirt while she looked him in the eyes. “If you don’t want to play, you’d better say it now, because I’ve got so much on my mind I wanna do with you... I can’t possibly stop when I’m in the moment.”

	Nicolas kissed her with feeling and closed his eyes. His voice was low and full of love. “I want to play. I want you to do new things to me.” When he opened his eyes, she found sincerity in his look. “I know I can always call stop, but I guess I don’t want to.”

	She smiled impishly. “Not anymore.”

	Nicolas traced her cheek with his fingers and continued down her neckline and shoulder. “After all, I could play with you, too.”

	“You’re saying you brought all the necessary toys?”

	Nicolas ran his tongue along his lips and wiggled his fingers, causing her to laugh. “I can also massage your back with my feet if you want me to.”

	“That sounds like fun. Start undressing me... with your teeth.”

	“With my...”

	She looked at him adamantly, and Nick seemed to understand.

	“With my teeth then. Which will be a challenge when it comes to jeans’ buttons.”

	She opened the button slowly and held the edge of the zipper for his teeth to grab. “And now we’re going places.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“I don’t like nitpicking, but it’s the second damn strange case in one week,” Detective Douglas stated as he looked through the notes of the murder on the train. “His family said he had some competitors for his job, but certainly no one who wanted him dead. The friend he wanted to visit... I couldn’t reach him. You try that, please.” He thrust a note with a number and a name across the table. “Aside from two thefts, the train ride was uneventful, so there’s no indication the murderer came to kill as many people as possible. The way it looks, he’d explicitly chosen a blond, former Czech-American inhabitant to garrote and strangle to death.” Douglas shook his head. “CSU report says they found a few artificial blond hairs on the victim’s jacket. What did Chicago PD deliver?”

	Barnes had watched the video feed and rubbed his eyes. The day had been very long, and he needed sleep. He put the note under his coffee cup as a reminder. “Fifteen men and women boarded the train in Chicago. Facial recognition identified two burglars... local thefts. We received the names of the other passengers with boarding passes from Chicago to the next stations, but of course, it’s also possible the killer boarded the train earlier. There were six more stations.”

	“We need all passenger IDs on the train.”

	“I already ordered them from Amtrak, but not every ticket’s sold online. They won’t have names from everyone.”

	“Maybe a name pops up or a false name or...” Douglas patted his jacket pocket, came up with nothing, and sighed. “Do you have chewing gum with you?”

	Barnes handed him the package he carried for emergencies across the table. “It’ll be a lot of interrogation.”

	“Thanks. Something we won’t get done today. I see your eyes will be falling shut at any moment. Go home, Barnes. We’ll meet
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