
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Spend a happy vacation or die trying.

	 

	 

	While Matthew and Jason investigate a series of murders in Washington, DC, Jacklyn and Nicolas start a long-awaited vacation with her parents.

	Famous reporter David Callahan sets out with his girlfriend to have a good time and research the doings of a kidnapper prowling the woods of western Maine.

	For all of them, the events turn out differently from their expectations.
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	Muse, you’ll always be my best friend. You know too much.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Jacklyn invited Lesley to take a seat on the couch while she poured coffee laced with whiskey to warm up on a chilly April evening. Outside, rain drummed against the windowpanes while the wind was getting stronger. “And, my friend, how did you like being on Raiden’s boat?”

	Lesley blew over the hot coffee, smiling. “He’d kill you for calling the yacht a boat. Seriously, owners are very specific when it comes to the type of boat they’re using. And—to put this right—I wasn’t on the yacht during the ride. I met him at the Miami Harbor and greeted him with a bottle of champagne when he moored it.”

	“How nice.” Jacklyn sat down and sipped coffee. She was still cold inside after a long day at her physiotherapy office where the heating system had failed during the last hour. “So, you did change your mind—at least a little bit.”

	“There’s no harm in trying something new. To be honest—I wanted to do Raiden a favor. He was so thrilled to show me his latest creation. I couldn’t stay at the pier and refuse his invitation, could I?”

	“You’re making progress.” Jacklyn chuckled. After years of being a mistress and later owner of a dungeon, Lesley Gilbert had finally found a man to love, even without shackles to tie him down. “And... “

	“Progress is a good choice of words.” Lesley cocked her head, twitching her brows. She looked younger than her thirty-eight years, partly—Jacklyn was certain about it—because her lover was twenty-five. “You can’t imagine what we did in the bedroom. I admit he was... cautious, in the beginning. Too cautious for my taste. The first times I had to guide him, if you get my meaning.”

	“Small wonder. Usually, he could hardly wriggle his toes when you were with him.”

	Lesley laughed and bared her small white teeth. “Sometimes he was allowed to speak.”

	“Back then or now?”

	Lesley snorted with laughter and had to put down her cup not to spill the contents. “Bad girl! I do allow him to speak, though I’m not fond of small talk while we’re on it. He gets what I want—oh, was that a pun?”

	“It depends on what’s involved.”

	“Him and me. And a lot of laughter between the sheets.” She stopped, still chuckling. “I sound like my old English teacher. Bad me! Boring! If I want him to, Raiden’s a wild animal in bed, no shit.” Lesley pointed a finger at Jacklyn. “Before you start worrying for me—though we both know he’s well equipped—he’s never rude. Really, never. I guess it’ll take time for both of us to learn what’s allowed and what’s not.” She made a face. “A little rudeness would really turn me on.”

	Jacklyn leaned back, pleased to listen to Lesley’s story. She hadn’t imagined that her best friend would find happiness with a much younger man, if with any man at all. Raiden had been her pet at the dungeon, and at first she had rejected the idea that a paying customer might want more than the treatment she granted him at the playrooms. Only when Raiden was abducted did Lesley admit her feelings and pray for his safe return. The FBI had freed Raiden in the end, but his affection for bondage games was lost.

	“Do you hope that he’ll return to your club one day?” Jacklyn asked softly.

	“I’m convinced he’ll want the games, not now, maybe not in two months, but maybe in five. No man with his kind of sexual orientation will drop it for long. Yes, he’s been through hell—he doesn’t talk about it, but I heard from Nick about the cells and how other victims were abused. Don’t get me wrong—it’s not important for me, for us. He’s a fantastic lover. I don’t know why I didn’t see that or why I denied myself the pleasure for so long. He told me that he fell in love with me instantly. Imagine that!” She growled. “Don’t laugh, Jacky! That’s not fair!”

	“Oh, I’m not laughing.” Jacklyn forced her laughter down to a chuckle, but seeing Lesley’s mocking frown ruined her intention. “But it’s so funny listening to you. He was there—for a year! He was right in front of you. A good-looking dude, as exotic as a man can be, and you knew more about the size of his ass than about the expression in his eyes, obviously.”

	“I’m serving the men’s needs,” Lesley replied with mock seriousness, crossing her hands on her knees and giving her voice a high pitch. “I’m not one to study their expectations, especially not concerning any relationship with their mistress.” She made a face and let her voice return to normal. “Usually, I’m better when it comes to judging men’s characters. I was wrong, all right. Yeah, it’s all right. Make fun of me.”

	Jacklyn bent forward to touch Lesley’s thigh. “I’m not mocking you. I’m happy for you. But, still, yes, I’ll mock you for not seeing the love in his eyes sooner.”

	“Funny. By the way, you’re planning a vacation with your sub, Nicky-boy, finally? I recommend Miami. It was marvelous.”

	Jacklyn rolled her eyes. “I wish. Let’s say we compromised. I convinced Nick to spend a few days with my parents at a friend’s summer residence in Popeville. In return, we’ll fly to Portland three days earlier and spend some time alone.”

	“On the road? That sounds like fun. Just the two of you, a cozy motel, and a lot of shackles.”

	“No. The staff will let us in.”

	“It’s a house with staff? Your parents know wealthy people.”

	“My mom makes the connections, my father just smiles and is as diplomatic as a diplomat can be. That’s why they always get the keys to any kind of mansion, residence, estate... you name it.”

	“Sounds great—three days with your lover and no one there to scold you for groans and moans.”

	“The hitch is—the mansion lies in the wilderness, kind of. Sure, the housekeeper takes care of it, and we won’t miss a thing, but it’s pretty isolated, if the pictures can be trusted. My parents are happy about that. It’s rare that my dad goes on a vacation, anyway. But if things go south—”

	“You both have nowhere to go. Is that to be expected?”

	“Let’s say my mom isn’t excited about Nick and will never be. However, my mom and dad want to see me, and I told them they couldn’t invite me without Nick by my side. That’s okay for a weekend, as it was last year for the holidays. Because of Nick’s gruesome working hours, I cherish the spare time with him even more, so that I won’t go on a week’s vacation without him. They accepted the deal.”

	“Begrudgingly.”

	“Yes, my mom. My dad is okay with any man if he isn’t some ignorant jerk from the street. He needs someone to discuss world politics. Days without clever conversations are days he considers a waste of time.”

	Lesley pulled up her legs and reached for the coffee cup. “Which means, the only bad thing that can happen is that you have to spend some time outdoors to escape your mom’s bickering.” She shrugged. “Doesn’t sound so bad to me.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Did you finally manage to unwrap all the wedding gifts?” Nicolas asked as he took off his winter coat. “It took you two lovebirds long enough.”

	Jason Beckham, fellow FBI agent and best friend for years, looked up from his desk and made a face. “Thank you for asking. Yes, we did. And the book Lesley gave us hit us like a bomb.”

	“How so?” Nicolas switched on his computer and thanked Jason for the full coffee mug on his desk. “It wasn’t something... indecent, I hope.”

	“Quite the opposite.” Jason thrust his hands in the air. “It’s a guide to Feng Shui. You know the slogans—Slow Down the Energy Flow, Give Guests a Reason to Pause. This stuff. Now Elaine’s all for it, and our home’s completely rearranged.” He shook his head. “Hey, it’s kind of Lesley to spare us something like Leather Whips and How to Use Them, but she made an impression on my wife. I can’t tell whether I like or hate it.” He sighed, exasperated. “Give her my gratitude anyway. I know it was a short notice invitation for Raiden and her.”

	“It was kind of you to invite them at all.”

	Jason’s expression softened. “Both you and Raiden had gone through hell the weeks prior to my wedding. Elaine and I thought... well, I wanted to see a smile on your face, if it was only for a moment. Not to mention, the couple entertained the guests without trying. Lesley was charming and turned some heads, but Raiden was even better. I bet he danced with all the women, despite the sour expressions of their husbands. He’s a specimen full of energy.” He frowned. “How’s he faring these days? You mentioned he was in psychological treatment.”

	“He still is. But he’s getting better. He’s young, he has stamina, and he’s got the determination to battle his fears. He’ll make it. The even better news is that his love for Lesley changed her profoundly. If you ask me, she’s a different person, a better person. Because of her love, Raiden will overcome his trauma. That’s the good news among the bad memories we’ll carry.”

	“Talking about good news. You’re going on a vacation with your lovely lady. What’s the destination?”

	“We’ll take a flight to Portland—Maine, not Oregon—rent a car, and drive the rest of the way to a residence close to Popeville. It’s in bumfuck country, and I’m stuck with her parents.” He sighed. “The only bright spot is that we’re going early. Three days just for us, travel time not included.”

	Jason smiled broadly. “Hey, you’ve bested serial killers and almost broke a kidnapper’s every finger. You’ll find ways to deal with Jacklyn’s mom, right?”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	David Callahan leaned back against the rough bark of the tree and stared at the fresh green leaves ruffled by the wind. “Spring in Maine,” he mumbled as he wiped away tears. “Seemed such a good idea at the time.”

	Exuberant like any reporter hooked on a new story, he had invited his girlfriend Rebecca to join him on a trip to Portland and farther into the country, a kind of road trip with extras, as he had called it. Rebecca’s expression had told him it had better be an exciting trip, or she would leave him for good. Their relationship had hit a rocky road during the last three months, and she was considering changing companies and leaving Bangor as well. Which meant she was willing to end their relationship and earn more money in one swoop. David knew he had one last chance to show her she was the woman he wanted at his side.

	At the rental car office, he had complimented her on her new glasses, on her make-up, her haircut and color—this time a flaming red with a soft wave that suited her oval face—and he had, at the same time, surveyed the surroundings unobtrusively. To avoid complications, David had kept to himself that he wanted to solve the mystery of the seven missing couples and write a big—and for him life-changing—story about it. Rebecca would have cut off his head knowing that her investigative reporter boyfriend was misusing their vacation for inquiries. David knew her temper—if she found out about his intentions, she would leave him on the spot, even in the wilderness, and take the car home to Bangor without looking back.

	“No good deed goes unpunished.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Done packing?” Jacklyn asked, standing at the bedroom door.

	Nicolas turned and stopped breathing. He would never get used to his lover showing up in yet another taunting sexy nothing that didn’t deserve the word clothing, even in a generous interpretation. She wore a combination of dark red leather patches and many fine laces that covered the triangle of her pubic hair and parts of her bosom. A matching pair of high heels completed the incredible outfit and caused Nicolas to drop the pants on the suitcase.

	“Well, yes.” Coherent thoughts slipped away as well as his saliva. His mouth was dry and his expectation rose as to what she might be up to.

	“Now you’d better shut your mouth before your jaw drops to your knees.” She came to him as if presenting her shapely legs and womanly hips on a catwalk and gently closed his mouth with her fingertips. She kissed his lips sensuously, then pushed him on the bed. “Let’s see what you’ve got under that awful mass of clothes.”

	With these words, she began to undress him, and he marveled at the love shining in her eyes and the slight wickedness that showed in her smile. He was blessed with a woman who was both a thrilling partner in bed and an intelligent executive. Over the period of five years, she had built up a physiotherapy practice that employed two fulltime physiotherapists and two assistants. She had a long list of patients with more coming in every month, mostly recommended by those she treated successfully.

	“I don’t think I should return the favor,” Nicolas said as he ran a finger along one of the laces. “Or you might stand here naked.”

	“Oh, and that would be a shame.” She kissed him and let her tongue fool around.

	The motion stirred his arousal, and he returned the kiss feverishly, but stopped following her when she pulled away.

	“Are you in the mood?” she asked softly.

	Nicolas was not mistaken in having thought that the evening of their departure would develop into an hour of cuddling on the linens. Jacklyn was kind enough to ask for permission though her intention was clear. “Yes.”

	She kissed him again and allowed him to caress her close-to-naked body. “Very well, my Beast, let’s have some fun.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	As a kid, Keith Boswell had loved playing among the many washers in the big front room of the coin-operated laundromat in Livermore. His mother had chatted with neighbors while little Keith ran around or played with his toy planes, pretending that the tops of the washers were the airports. When they started rumbling, it was like an earthquake. The warm room smelled of washing powder, softener, and sometimes of bleach. The women spent their time exchanging the latest rumors while the laundry tumbled, and his mother knew everyone’s story and added her two cents to the gossip. Maybe this was nothing special in a small town, but to Keith his mother was an example of a wise woman who knew everything that was worth knowing, much more than he read in his books. But she didn’t just have talent with the customers. She had a knack with the machines and could repair every model, be it washer or dryer, so that it was operational the next morning.

	She told him that every woman should know how to repair things, for there was no guarantee that a man would be around to take on the job. His mother had a distinctive look and tone of voice when she talked about men and Keith’s father specifically. She made it clear to her only son that women should never rely on men, no matter the subject. After that statement she lamented time and again about Jeffrey’s inability to take care of his wife, his son, and the business. She complained about Jeffrey running into the woods in a time of need, and that he hadn’t stood his ground when the laundromat was robbed. The gangsters had ruined several machines and threatened the family before escaping with the cash. The police never caught the hoodlums.

	Keith had been too young to recall the details of the assault, but he had memorized his mother’s bleeding head wound and the picture of his father delivering the money with trembling hands, begging the armed goons to spare his family. When the gangsters grabbed the moneybag, they pulled Keith onto the street and let him go when they reached their escape van. Keith had sat on the sidewalk, crying his eyes out until his father came to tell him to go back inside. His mother had sat on the ground, holding the rifle in her hands and shouting at the top of her lungs why the hell Jeffrey hadn’t shot the assholes when he had the chance.

	With each repetition, the story sounded more like her father had just begged for his own life and not for that of his family. Keith looked at the bullet hole in the wall behind the cashier’s desk as if his mom had left a reminder of his father’s cowardice for everyone—but especially for her son—to see and remember.

	 

	He emptied the boxes at the washers, counted the money, and decided to take it to the bank to pay his bills. He reached for his baseball cap and his long-worn winter coat, put the sack with coins into a leather bag, and left the warm room for a cool and windy night.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Now you won’t go anywhere, my beast.”

	“I bet.” Nicolas turned his hands in the shackles that tied him to their extraordinary bondage bed. Because he knew his mistress loved his struggle, he tore at the restraints and tensed his muscles, showing off with what he had.

	She reacted instantly, parted her lips, and took shallow breaths while her fingers trailed his muscled chest and abs. She bent to kiss him but made a detour to bite his nipples gently. Nicolas moaned. He couldn’t wait for her to tease him more while he was tied by his hands and feet, ready to be devoured. Jacklyn kissed his navel and let her tongue trail down the way to his half-erect member. He wanted to tell her to hurry—he couldn’t remember ever being so horny—but he knew better. His mistress for more than three years had her rules when it came to treating her sub. She wouldn’t tolerate any demands but instead withdraw and punish him for misbehavior—certainly with glee in her eyes. The game was as thrilling as it was frustrating. Nicolas held his tongue but lifted his hips. She saw through the move and cocked her head to look in his eyes.

	“What did you do all day, my wonderful beast? Nothing but boring paperwork? You’re much too eager for a man with a suspenseful job.”

	He grinned. “Suspense? Not like this. I was looking forward to this moment, ma Belle. And the view is outstanding.”

	She wiggled her butt. “You’re flattering me while you’re bound to the bed. I could leave you to watch my favorite show on TV.”

	The joy in her voice betrayed the threat. “You wouldn’t leave me here, not with the view you have.”

	Jacklyn laughed merrily. “I was wondering—is your cock getting bigger?”

	He lifted his hips. “I’m always striving to impress you.”

	“So you are trying to tell me something with that eager piece of manliness?”

	“Since it’s the only part I can use to catch your attention—yes.”

	Jacklyn almost collapsed laughing. “Then I’ll grant your best piece all the attention it deserves.”

	Nicolas forgot about words when her tongue touched his glans, lingered for a second, and went down his shaft in slow motion. She repeated the move until his skin trembled and he shivered with suspense. He pressed his head into the pillow and closed his eyes. The thrilling ride toward the climax was better than the moment of highest arousal—he never knew what she had in mind and how long the ride would last. His heartbeat accelerated, and he clenched his fists.

	Jacklyn tied a leather ball divider around his scrotum, glancing at Nicolas both lovingly and wickedly. He loved the sensation, the mix of pain and pleasure, and the assurance that he belonged to her. On these occasions, Nicolas regretted not having met Jacklyn sooner in his life. She was right for him in every way.

	He gasped when she closed the last lace. By now, his erection told a clear story of how he wished the night to evolve, and Jacklyn massaged his perineum, touching his bound balls now and then before she returned her attention to his shaft.

	“And now that everything is set for the ride, we’re going places.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	At the bank, Keith drew his baseball cap deep over his face and hoped to make the delivery without meeting anyone. He was mistaken. Albert Whannell, once a classmate, was a teller now and—to Keith’s misfortune—always there like an old piece of chewing gum that stuck to the sole of his shoe.

	“Hi buddy, how’re you doing tonight?”

	Keith despised the slimy, obviously mocking way of welcome. Back in school, Albert—Big Al to his mates—had used every free minute to taunt the much lankier and weaker Keith. Now Albert wore a fine gray suit that generously covered his paunch and pretended he was the friendly guy from the neighborhood. He claimed that the old days were long gone—let bygones be bygones, he used to say—and that they could be grownups and deal like gentlemen with each other. Keith knew better. He saw the glee in Albert’s eyes that had always accompanied him when meeting with Keith, and he wished he hadn’t made the detour to the bank.

	“Hi, Albert.” Keith poured the coins into the machine to have them counted and booked to his account.

	“Business is good?”

	“As usual.” Keith prayed for the machine to count faster.

	“I would like to introduce you to some new investments programs that we have exclusively for long-time account holders. Interested?”

	“No.” Even if he were interested, Keith wouldn’t tolerate staying longer than absolutely necessary in the man’s company. He sweated as much from the warmth inside the bank as from his building aggression.

	“Come on, Cr... Keith, don’t be so negative. Our programs are profitable. I could show you flowcharts of—”

	“Not interested,” Keith said decisively.

	For a second, both were listening to the rumbling coins inside the counting machine.

	“See, that’s your problem, buddy,” Albert went on with a deep frown. “You’ve always pushed away all the prosperous possibilities in your life. Look at me—I made it through high school, I graduated from college, and became a teller. Two years from now, I’ll be bank manager and make even more money. You should take me as an example and turn your life around. It would be worth it.”

	The machine stopped, and Keith retrieved the account slip for the booking. “I own a shop. That’s enough for me.”

	“It’s a shop your parents ran, after a fashion. They barely made enough money to sustain your family—and you know that pretty well. I remember you wearing your clothes long after they didn’t fit you anymore.”

	Keith breathed deeply. He remembered the mocking voices of the other kids when he came to school in too short pants and shirts that were anything but fashionable. It had been bad to be a slow learner. It had been worse to be the butt of jokes because of worn out and mended clothes.

	Albert nodded gravely. “Your father went hunting, and if I have it right, your mom did that, too, just so that all of you had enough to eat.” Albert lowered his wobbling chin and made a face. “And now you own that dreadful shop.” He shrugged. “And you run it the same way. With less income every year.”

	Keith inhaled sharply when Albert wiggled his brows. “You—”

	“Ah, don’t make a big deal out of it. I know the numbers of every account. I’m a teller, you know. It’s my business to know how much you’ve got in your account.”

	“It’s private,” Keith said defensively but knew that Albert wouldn’t let go.

	“Yeah, sure, private. It’s your money, I know that. That’s why I offered you an investment. Maybe you could earn some decent bucks in a few years, if you invested cleverly.” Another shrug followed, and Albert’s tone indicated he didn’t take Keith to be clever. “Be as it may, Crab, crawl back into the sand, if you like. Just don’t claim that it was my fault.”

	Keith pushed the slip into his jacket pocket, turned on his heels, and left the bank. He was so furious he bit down so hard that his jaws hurt. He was sweating badly now and stank even through the winter coat. As on many occasions before, he hadn’t used the opportunity to smash Albert’s face, to wipe that complacent grin out of his features, and ruin that asshole’s nose while he was on it. He knew he had the strength to wrestle the fat guy and beat the living daylights out of him. His hands clenched to fists. While sweat trickled down this spine, Keith hurried back to his beat-up van, sat on the driver’s seat, and pounded his forehead against the wheel until he felt better.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nicolas strived toward the moment of release, the moment of no return when the arousal was painful due to its intensity. He kept his eyes closed and enjoyed the tight restraints around his wrists, knowing he could tear at them with as much strength as he liked without going anywhere. Venting his power without hurting his lover was one of the gifts of bondage. The other was a mistress who knew how far she could go to give her partner pleasure, pain, and orgasms that pushed him right into heaven.

	Jacklyn lifted her body and broke their connection, but only for a second, just to let him know she could prolong his sweet torment if she wished. With an exclamation of purest joy, she let his shaft slip back inside her, so close to her climax she was shivering. Nicolas didn’t make a move but allowed her to dictate the rhythm. As a reward, Jacklyn cried out blissfully. It was the sign for him to let go. One more thrust took him over the top, and he let his orgasm roll him under.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Back in the days, in his first job, David had already proven that he was willing to go further than other reporters. He was like a terrier—he bit into a story and didn’t let go, no matter how hard he was shaken. His eagerness to uncover the truth had got him into trouble before, but a good reporter stirred unrest and made enemies. That was the way he pursued a story until he gathered all the facts and presented it to his publisher. Once the report was printed and collected merits, David smiled and relaxed until the next suspicious information hit his desk. He never let go when the circumstances were rough and his personal integrity threatened.

	“Rough?” he said aloud. “This is a fucking grater, and it’s rubbing my ass!” For the umpteenth time, David looked at the thick metal cuff around his left ankle. It was connected to a chain that his kidnapper had wound around the tree and locked with a large padlock. For the umpteenth time, he stood, grabbed the chain and leaned back until the chain was taut. He put all his weight into pulling the chain, hoping against hope that the weakest link would break and set him free, finally.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“So that was the first time I traveled first class. Quite a luxury for two hours.”

	Jacklyn linked arms with Nicolas on the way to their rental car. She was beaming with joy. “See it as a positive—my parents want to make this a special vacation for us. Look, the car’s not average, either.”

	“Quite right.” Nicolas admitted the sight of the large new SUV astounded him. The black vehicle with lots of chrome details had everything a driver’s heart desired. He looked forward to the ride. “Yeah, fine, smile, my wonderful Belle. You got me.” He stowed their luggage in the trunk that was big enough to sleep in without feeling constricted. “You could’ve taken all of your equipment and still have room.”

	“Charming. But we’re here for a week, not a month.” She slapped his butt. “Don’t say I’m neglecting you. You’ll get your share.”

	“Ouch.” He bowed deeply to her like a humble servant. “But I’ll be happy and forever grateful if we cuddle, of course.” He held the door for her. “Or more.”

	Jacklyn settled on the seat and fastened the seat belt. She looked up and gently touched his cheek. “I’m happy to spend time with you without being interrupted by nightly phone calls and endless investigations that take you away from me.”

	He kissed her lips and prolonged the moment, bursting with happiness. Jacklyn looked so lovely, he wanted nothing else but hold and kiss her. “This week is just for us,” he said softly. “I’ll simply forget about your parents and spend my time just with you.”

	“Aww, that’s so sweet my teeth hurt. Get in. It’s a long ride, but the mansion’s really worth it.”

	He slipped behind the wheel, as excited as any man about to drive a car worth a hundred thousand dollars. The engine came to life with a rich humming sound. “Let’s go on a wonderful ride.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Keith Boswell liked airports. The thunder of the airplane engines and the hustle of hundreds of people on the concourse and the shopping areas reminded him of the stories his mom had told him when he was a kid. She had placed pictures in his mind while telling vivid stories of tough pilots and happy passengers, of charming crewmen and the many people who shared a flight to the same destination. His mom had claimed her father had been a pilot flying for one of the big companies, but Keith learned after her death that she had made this up. Her father had left the family when Shelley was eight years old, and she had never seen him again. When the police and the local priest offered help to locate him, Keith declined.

	Nevertheless, Keith loved to spend time at the airports, either in Portland or in Augusta whenever he could afford it. He used to hang out for half a day, watching the passengers carry their luggage through the large concourse and other ones who called or whistled for a cab, impatient to ride to their final destination. People in comfortable clothes or in fancy outfits went through customs and directly to the rental car companies
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