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“If you’re going to walk under the waterfall, don’t complain if you get wet.”

Corsican Proverb

Dedication

A love-struck Romeo sings the streets a serenade—for Marc.
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​1 – Mountain Hideaway
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THE NARROW TWO-LANE road climbed steeply through the Corsican countryside, lined with trees as straight and slim as toothpicks that towered above ferns and the fragrant, low bushes called maquis. Those strong, determined bushes had given their name to the French resistance, and thinking of them inspired Michel Perreau as he leaned forward, gripping the handlebars of his bright red motorbike.

Behind him, his boyfriend, Cris, had his hands clasped together around Michel’s waist, his feet solidly placed on the bike’s footrest. Tiny blue butterflies darted alongside them as they zoomed around the switchbacks that climbed the mountains.

For a while there was no one else on the road, and Michel relished the feel of Cris’s body so close to his, daydreaming of the pleasures that awaited them at their secret place—an oceanfront cave nestled beneath a sparkling waterfall.

He zoomed through a hairpin turn, feeling Cris lean into it with him, as if they shared one body. He looked over his shoulder and smiled. When he looked back at the road, he was startled to see they were coming up fast on a truck carrying huge tree trunks down from the high mountains.

Michel leaned back and applied the brakes quickly. Gravel scattered beneath the front wheel, and he had to grip the handlebars to control the sideways motion.

“You’re crazy!” Cris yelled, but Michel could hear the exuberance in his voice. As soon as he could, he accelerated the bike and passed the truck, both of them waving at the driver as they shot forward.

The dry air was cool, but the March sun was hot, and Michel felt it baking into his body, warming him for the lovemaking to come. His balls had pulled up, and his dick pressed uncomfortably against his tight jeans. A tiny trickle of sweat began in each armpit. He knew Cris would like that—he loved to nibble at Michel’s pits while teasing his ass with a long, slim finger.

Cris leaned forward and kissed the back of Michel’s neck, and Michel’s body quivered. He had never met anyone who made him feel the way Cris did—so fully alive that every nerve in his body tingled. Not just when they kissed or made love; he felt that way any time he thought of his handsome, sexy boyfriend. Now with their bodies touching at so many points, his dick pressed against his pants and his heart raced and all he wanted to do was ditch the motorcycle, rip off his clothes, and offer his whole body to Cris.

They zoomed past a cluster of small stone houses, then a bar with two outdoor tables and a sign advertising Pietra—the local beer made with chestnut flour. Michel slowed the bike as they approached the tree that signaled the entrance to Cris’s hometown of Cargése.

Michel followed the curving road down to the marina: a long stone breakwater that protected the harbor, and rows of slips for pleasure and fishing boats. The air smelled like salt water and motor oil, overlaid with the fresh, briny smell of fish. “You’re sure your father won’t be here today?” he asked Cris over his shoulder as he slowed the bike.

“He’s supposed to be in Ajaccio, leading a demonstration,” Cris said. His father was a fisherman, but in the past few years he had become an environmental activist as well.

Michel pulled the bike to a stop at the far end of the marina, where he shut it down and removed his helmet, shaking his hair free.

Cristoforu Aquaviva hopped off the bike behind him, tugging Michel’s extra helmet from his curly black hair. He was darker than Michel, more muscular, with eyes as black as cured olives, and he wore a T-shirt, denim cutoff shorts, and bright yellow track shoes. He moved with the easy grace of a born athlete. “You are a wild man,” he said. “The way you drive!”

“I’m wild in more ways than that,” Michel said, smiling and moving toward his boyfriend.

“Not here,” Cris said. “We’ll have plenty of time to play when we get to the waterfall.”

Michel unhooked the day pack from the back of the bike and shouldered it as Cris led the way to a small flat-bottomed boat that swayed in the gentle current. It belonged to his father’s best friend, the man he called Uncle Andre, and he’d told Cris he was free to use it whenever he wanted. He grabbed the rope to pull it close and jumped in, holding it steady for Michel. Cris untied the rope, and the boat drifted from the pier as he revved the outboard.

Michel sat facing him, his back against the gunwale, and opened his pants so that his stiff dick sprang forward. Cris laughed, then looked up to steer the boat out of the harbor. “Shit!” he said. “My father’s here.”

He pointed ahead of them to a fishing boat painted light blue, with a red stripe just above the waterline. L’Ange de la Mer was twenty meters long, with a heavy-duty winch attached to the bow for lowering and raising the lobster nets. A handsome man in his forties stood at the bow. He was an older, more weather-beaten version of Cris—the same black hair, stocky build, chiseled features.

He was talking to a pretty young woman who stood on the dock beside the boat. She wore high heels and a bright green dress that clung to the curves of her body, and her dark, curly hair spread across her shoulders.

“Isn’t that Vanina Andreadi?” Michel asked. “What’s she doing here?”

“She’s part of that group, you know, Students for a Green Corsica,” Cris said. “She must have followed him back from that protest.”

“Not exactly dressed for a rally, is she?” Michel muttered. He barely knew the girl, only that she liked to hang around the football team, flirting with the coach and some of the better-looking players. He was jealous that she could get away with that behavior just because she was a girl.

Cris steered the small boat into the shelter of a large cabin cruiser. “How will we get past your father?” Michel asked. Neither boy was out to his family, and neither wanted to admit to a parent that they were on their way to a protected cove to have sex.

“We’ll have to skip the waterfall,” Cris said. “You can jump out here, and I’ll put Uncle Andre’s boat back. Then we’ll meet up at your bike.”

“Crap,” Michel said. “That’s going to ruin our day.”

“Can’t be helped,” Cris said.

Michel looked up and saw the girl on the dock wave at Nic and turn toward the parking lot. “See there, Vanina’s leaving. Maybe your father will too.”

Vanina looked back toward L’Ange de la Mer and noticed the two of them in the small boat. She laughed and pointed at Michel’s open pants, his dick swaying like a tree in the wind.

“You idiot!” Cris said. “She’s such a gossip. She’ll tell everyone at school that she saw us.”

“She doesn’t even know who I am,” Michel said as he scrambled to close his pants. “And all she saw was the two of us in a boat with my pants open. I could have been ready to take a piss.”

“I’ll talk to her tomorrow in class,” Cris said. “See what she thinks she saw. There’s no way she could suspect anything about me.”

Cris played football for the University of Corsica Pascal Paoli, and none of his friends or teammates knew he was gay. He wanted to keep it that way.

They watched Vanina walk to a small red car and get in. As she drove out of the lot, Nic Aquaviva ducked into the cabin of the fishing boat. “Hold on,” Cris said, and he gunned the engine of the small boat.

Michel grabbed the gunwale and felt the spray on his face as they zoomed past L’Ange and out beyond the breakwater. “I’m not the only crazy driver,” he said when they were away from the marina and Cris had slowed the boat.

“Yes, but I’m crazy when I have a reason to be.” The coastline around Cargése was steep and rocky, but Cris knew every inch of it from years of fishing with his father. After a few minutes, he turned inland and slipped through a crevice in the tall stone walls, to a secret cove he had discovered years before.

A shallow lagoon was ringed by cliffs of twenty to thirty feet high. To the west, a small river cascaded over a tumble of red rocks, splashing into the cove. Cris steered the boat up to the shore, and Michel jumped onto the narrow strip of sand. Cris cut the engine and tossed the line to Michel, who held it until Cris jumped out and took it, tying it around a spike of rock.

Then Cris grabbed his boyfriend by the waist and pulled him close. Lips pressed against lips, groin against groin, hands moving eagerly under T-shirts to find bare skin. Cris’s lips tasted like a mix of strawberries and wind.

“My dick is raw from pressing against your ass all that way on the bike,” Cris murmured into Michel’s ear.

“I’ll have to be especially nice to it, then.” Michel kissed Cris’s jaw, rough with a few days’ stubble, and pressed his hand against his boyfriend’s stiff cock through his shorts.

Cris pulled away. “Race you to the cave,” he said, and he took off down the shore to the waterfall.

“No fair! I have to carry everything!” Michel called. He grabbed the pack from the boat and hurried after Cris. By the time he reached the stepping stones that allowed them to climb up to the cave’s entrance, Cris was standing by the water’s edge, one leg resting atop a boulder speckled with mica.

“I win!” he said. “You know what that means.”

Michel knew. It meant he would have to do anything Cris wanted for as long as they were at their secret hideaway.

“Yes, sir,” he said, smiling. “What would you like me to do?”

Cris pulled his football shirt over his head in one smooth movement, exposing his muscular chest covered with a layer of dark hair. Only two round pink nubs stood out against the black coat. Saliva pooled in Michel’s mouth as Cris slowly undid his leather belt and unzipped his denim shorts.

“What are you waiting for?” Cris asked. “Get out of those clothes.”

Michel couldn’t stop staring as Cris’s pants hung open, exposing a V-shaped patch of white jockey shorts and a slim line of pale flesh above the waistband. Cris liked to wear his pants and shorts tight, and he had to shimmy to get them down over his massive footballer’s thighs.

“Snap to it!” he yelled as he kicked off his sneakers and dropped his shorts. Then he stood there, with the waterfall behind him, like a marble statue come to life. His arms hung loosely at his sides, one foot just in front of the other.

“I’m enjoying the view.” Michel pulled his polo shirt off over his head. He was slimmer than Cris, and his skin was several shades lighter than his boyfriend’s, spotted with occasional freckles. He kicked off his running shoes, and when he undid his pants, they fell to the ground, slipping easily past his hips.

He had a dusting of hair between his pecs and a neatly trimmed bush around the base of his dick. He shaved under his arms and plucked stray hairs from his nose and ears. But as much as he preferred his own body smooth, he loved the hair on Cris’s.

Cris moved toward him, and Michel met him halfway, his stiff dick pressing against the nylon of his bikini briefs. Michel reached up, grasping the hard bones of his boyfriend’s back, while Cris’s fingers snaked beneath Michel’s briefs to cup his ass. Pressing their bodies together, they kissed.

Michel’s heart raced, and he felt short of breath as his tongue dueled with Cris’s—both eager to explore the other’s open mouth. Then Cris pulled back. “Come on, let’s go. I can’t wait to make love to you.”

He slid his briefs down his thighs, and his half-hard dick popped free. Forests of curly pubic hair sprouted from his groin and under his arms. He turned to pick up their clothes, and Michel admired the crack of his ass, lined with silk.

Michel dropped his briefs, then opened the day pack and removed a couple of beach towels. His dick was achingly hard, swinging free between his thighs, as he imagined the pleasure that was to come. Then Cris took his hand and led him over the rocks to the barely visible path that sneaked behind the waterfall.

He remembered the first time Cris had brought him to this place, a few months before. Cris had been very mysterious but told Michel to bring towels and food for a picnic. The waterfall was glorious, and the tiny lagoon at its base beautiful. But the best part of the place was the small cave behind the cascade.

The spray chilled them as they stepped carefully over the wet, mossy stones. Michel’s naked body tingled, and his dick pulsed. Cris stepped into the cave, the size of a bedroom, and turned to face him.

They had built themselves a bed of a sort—a pile of twigs covered with layers of worn comforters, with a couple of old pillows at one end. They embraced once more, then fell onto the bed in a jumble of long legs and arms and hard dicks. Cris pressed Michel down on the bed and climbed on top of him.

He kissed the curve of Michel’s neck, then arched his back and pressed his body down on Michel’s, grinding his dick against his boyfriend’s. They both enjoyed this way of making love—the friction of Cris’s hair against Michel’s skin, the weight of Cris’s football-trained body pressing down on Michel, sometimes making it hard for him to breathe.

The tiny droplets of water on their skin turned warm, then dried in the friction of their bodies. Michel wrapped his hands around Cris’s back, pressing him on, pushing his own body up to meet him. He dug his short fingernails into Cris’s skin and began to pant as his orgasm rose. Cris matched his passion and force, and then Michel’s dick erupted, spewing its geyser against Cris’s body hair. Cris followed just a moment later, rubbing his dick savagely against Michel’s skin as it erupted.

Cris turned on his side and slid next to Michel on the makeshift bed. He rested his head on Michel’s smooth chest as Michel caressed his back. “I want to be able to do this whenever we want,” Michel murmured. “Not have to sneak away for an hour or two.”

“Your father would kill you if he found out about us.” Cris lifted his head so that it rested on a pillow, and faced Michel. “Olivier Perreau would not tolerate a homosexual son.”

“Your father would kill both of us,” Michel said. “If he knew you were friendly with the son of his sworn enemy. He’d never even get to learn about the sex.”

“So what do we do, my little cabbage?” Cris asked. “Is there any way you can convince your father to abandon this project of his?”

“As easily as you could convince yours to discard his principles,” Michel said. “There is nothing we can do about those two old men but ignore them. And make love together as much as we can.”

It was only a temporary measure, Michel thought as Cris leaned over to kiss him again. But it was all they had.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​2 – Cosmopolitan Flavor
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AIDAN GREENE WOKE ON a Monday morning in March to sunlight streaming in through the east-facing bedroom window. Though he had been happy to live in a small house in Tunis with threadbare rugs over concrete floors, a collection of mixed furniture, and an outdoor shower, because Liam McCullough was there, at heart he enjoyed his creature comforts.

A month before, they had given up their home and their small business as bodyguards to visiting diplomats and wealthy tourists so that they could both take positions with a company in France that provided similar close protection services.

Liam had pushed for the move because he thought Aidan would be happier in the more cosmopolitan and liberal atmosphere in Europe. Aidan appreciated the gesture, and as a Jew, a gay man, and an American, he was glad to have left behind the Muslim fundamentalism that was sweeping through the Arab world. He would have stayed in Tunis forever, though, if that’s what Liam had wanted.

Their boss’s wife had found and furnished for them this apartment in the heart of Nice, with wall-to-wall carpeting, sleek Scandinavian furniture, and modern appliances. As Liam had predicted, Aidan loved being in Europe, and he particularly loved the apartment.

Liam hated the place, though. He complained that the lobby was too glitzy, with gilt-trimmed paintings and marble floors. He preferred bare concrete to plush carpet, a simple futon to a king-size bed with thick pillows, the freedom to come and go without a concierge keeping track. There were too many mirrors in the apartment, and the furniture was too new to be comfortable.

Hayam, their small mixed-breed dog, had adapted as well as Aidan had. The day Aidan landed in Tunis, fleeing from the pain of being dumped by his boyfriend of ten years, she had shown up at his apartment door as if carrying a message that he would love again. Hayam had a soft, fluffy coat the color of very light coffee, a square head with a patch of white around her black nose, and another white patch under her neck. She weighed about twenty pounds and still had the endless energy of a puppy.

Hayam loved the small garden just outside the French doors, and she had already found her favorite places in the sun and on the couch. That morning she was sprawled on the floor next to Aidan’s side of the bed, snuffling through her flat nose.

Aidan sat up and stretched. Liam slept on his back beside him, a fluffy, down-filled pillow below his head. His partner could sleep anywhere, under any conditions, even on a pillow-top mattress covered with high-thread-count Egyptian cotton sheets.

As often happened when he watched Liam sleep, Aidan’s heart swelled. He found it hard to imagine he could love anyone so much, that anyone could make him feel so complete. He had believed that in any relationship there was the lover and the one who was loved. With his last partner, Blake, Aidan had always been the lover. He looked after Blake’s every need, forcing down his own desires when they conflicted with Blake’s.

But now, with Liam, Aidan luxuriated in both roles. He made sure their daily life ran smoothly. He bought and prepared Liam’s favorite foods, kept the apartment neat and the clothes clean, and always had a bottle of their favorite wine chilling in the refrigerator. In a dozen small ways every day, he expressed his love.

Liam, on the other hand, rarely paid attention to domesticity, and he was not one for small gifts. But the very fact that he’d been willing to give up everything for Aidan’s happiness spoke volumes about the depth of his love. He’d never once complained about losing the independence of choosing his own clients or fitting into the bureaucracy of an established company.

The night before, they’d received an emergency call from their boss, requesting that they meet with him that morning. Aidan didn’t know what it was about, but he worried nonetheless. Had a client complained? France was more liberal than Tunisia, and he and Liam did their best to keep their personal lives separate from their work, but suppose someone had objected to being assigned a pair of gay bodyguards?

Aidan turned to his partner, ready to plant a kiss on Liam’s forehead to wake him. But then a naughty impulse overtook him, and instead he tweaked the small gold ring in Liam’s left nipple. Quick as lightning, Liam’s right hand grabbed Aidan’s before he could sneak away.

“You’re never going to be faster than I am,” Liam said, his eyes still closed. He had the ability to be completely awake in a fraction of a second, a result of his SEAL training.

“Maybe I don’t want to be.” Aidan leaned over to kiss Liam on the lips. He had morning wood, and he pressed his groin toward Liam, then gently rubbed his stiff dick against his partner’s thigh.

“You are such a horndog,” Liam grumbled, even as he turned toward Aidan and pulled him close.

When they’d met, Aidan had been the more experienced lover. Liam’s sex life had consisted mostly of hurried encounters with strangers or casual acquaintances. During their two years together, Liam had gained technique to match the amazing control he possessed over his body. He could flex muscles Aidan never knew existed, regulate his breathing, and multitask in creative and entertaining ways—sucking Aidan’s dick while penetrating his ass with a finger with one hand and using the other hand to tweak a nipple.

Liam seemed to enjoy having sex as much as Aidan did, which Aidan found a refreshing change from his old life with Blake, who had always made sex seem like a chore he performed only to keep Aidan happy.

Aidan always slept in the nude, and he had gradually converted Liam to the same habit. He loved the feel of his partner’s mostly smooth skin, interrupted by a thatch of dark blond hair beneath his arms and around his dick. He ran his hand along Liam’s arm, feeling the bulge of his biceps.

The pressure on Aidan’s dick was exquisite as the sensitive head rubbed against the fine blond hairs of Liam’s thigh. His pulse raced, and his breath came fast and shallow. He leaned down to take Liam’s left nipple in his mouth, pressed the cool gold against Liam’s skin with his tongue, then nibbled at the nub of flesh. Liam’s body stiffened, and he took a deep breath. “You know it drives me crazy when you do that,” he said.

“In a good way, of course,” Aidan said, releasing the nipple and looking up.

“In a very good way.” Liam put his hand on Aidan’s head and pressed Aidan’s lips down onto his, forcing him to breathe through his nose.

The pressure of the kiss and the lubrication provided by his precome pushed Aidan toward orgasm, but he pulled back, unwilling to shoot so soon. He squirmed out of Liam’s embrace and leaned back against his pillow. He pulled his thighs up and exposed his puckered ass.

Liam took the hint, shifting position so that he could run his tongue over Aidan’s balls and tease his perineum. Aidan shivered, knowing all he had to do was touch his dick and it would explode, but he resisted, prolonging the pleasure as long as he could.

Liam folded his tongue and penetrated Aidan’s ass with it, pushing forward so his nose was buried in Aidan’s wiry pubes. He flexed his ass muscles and rubbed his dick against the bedsheets as he worked his tongue around Aidan’s hole.

It was finally all too much, and Aidan’s body shook as an orgasm ripped through him. A moment later, Liam gasped as he spurted against the sheets.

Aidan slumped back against his pillow, and Liam pulled up beside him. “Big mess,” he said and yawned.

Though he’d have preferred to go back to sleep, Aidan slid out of bed and returned from the bathroom with a wet washcloth, which he used to clean up his partner. “I’ll have to wash these sheets,” Aidan grumbled. Liam’s sperm had soaked a big oval—conveniently more on Aidan’s side of the bed than his own.

Hayam woke and yawned deeply. Aidan went back to the bathroom as Liam rolled onto his side for a few more minutes of sleep. Then Aidan pulled on a pair of sweatpants and a long-sleeved T-shirt and retrieved Hayam’s leash from the kitchen counter.

The little dog danced around, her toenails clicking on the tile floor, as Aidan tried to get the leash attached to her collar. She was accustomed to running free in Tunis, and she didn’t appreciate the need for a collar and leash in Nice.

He finally wrestled the little fur ball into submission and then led her out into the hallway of the apartment building. She hurried forward, eager to get outside. It was barely seven o’clock, but with the morning meeting ahead of them, Aidan wanted to get a head start on the day, and he let her scamper.

The March morning was a good ten or fifteen degrees cooler than Aidan had become accustomed to in Tunis, but the brisk, ocean-scented air was refreshing. Hayam immediately nosed her way under a rosebush, heavy with pinkish-red blossoms. “Watch the thorns!” Aidan said.

She looked up at him quizzically as she peed, and he laughed. The streets around the Place Massena were already buzzing with delivery trucks and early morning commuters. A middle-aged woman in a bright pink business suit bent down to pet Hayam, saying “Quelle mignon!” and Hayam wagged her fluffy tail eagerly.

Aidan loved the cosmopolitan flavor of the city, so different from Tunis. Ancient stone buildings shouldered in next to modern glass colossi. Chic women in the latest Parisian couture shared sidewalks with elderly ladies in black pushing rickety metal carts. Because his French was good, he could understand the street signs and banter with the shopkeepers.

He smiled and nodded at the old man washing down the sidewalk, and at the gendarme at the corner. When he reached his favorite boulangerie, he tied Hayam’s leash to a tree while he went inside for his regular order—two croissants and a boule—the round French loaf Liam favored.

On their way home, they stopped at a tiny park where Hayam had already expressed an interest in doing her business. Aidan examined a massive aloe plant as she squatted, remembering the much smaller aloes his mother had raised on their glassed-in porch back in New Jersey. Had she dreamed of these monsters, nurturing her little ones?

A sudden tug on the leash told him Hayam had finished and was ready to move on. Keeping a firm hold on her, he cleaned up with a plastic bag from his pocket, then deposited it in a trash can that read merci on the lid.

When they returned to the apartment, Liam was outside on the small paved terrace, in the midst of his morning exercise routine. He’d always worked out in the nude back in Tunis, the way the ancient Greeks had, but here in the heart of the city, visible from a dozen apartment balconies above, he donned a pair of loose shorts. Aidan stood by the French doors for a moment, watching him. But a sidelong glance at the clock forced him to head for the shower so he’d be dressed and ready by the time Liam needed the bathroom.

He stripped the bed, then took off his own clothes and tossed everything into the laundry basket. He wondered again what the emergency was that had brought the regional manager of the Agence de Securité from his office in Marseille to meet with them in Nice. They had worked with Jean-Luc Derain on a job that brought them from Tunis to France, and Derain had been impressed with their work—enough to woo them to join his firm and relocate.

They were free to turn down any job, but so far they hadn’t—the apartment was expensive, and the cost of living in Nice was a lot higher than in Tunisia, and even though they had plenty of money stockpiled, they both felt it was necessary not only to keep the cash flowing but to make a good impression on their new employers.

By the time Aidan was showered and dressed in khakis and a polo shirt, Liam had finished his routine and was in the kitchen, still wearing only his skimpy shorts. He was the more mechanically minded and could figure out any machinery within minutes. He had quickly mastered the complicated cappuccino maker and appointed himself house barista. Aidan smelled the brewing coffee as he walked into the kitchen.

“Morning,” Liam said as he poured milk for frothing into a small metal pitcher.

Aidan gave his partner a quick kiss on the lips. “Morning. Sleep well?”

“That bed is like quicksand,” he grumbled. “You fall right into it.”

“You can always sleep on the floor if you prefer,” Aidan said as Liam stuck the pitcher under the frothing wand, and the sound of the noisy steam filled the room.

Aidan laid out bread, butter, jam, and cheese for their breakfast. He loved French cuisine and had been delighted to try again the foods he had learned to love the last time he lived in France, when he was younger, teaching English at a private academy in Aix-en-Provence and traveling through Europe whenever he had vacation. Confiture de groseille was one of those. “Any idea what this meeting with Jean-Luc is about?” he asked, putting the red currant jam on his croissant.

Liam finished off the coffees and brought them to the table. “Not a clue,” he said, ripping into the boule.

They had seen Jean-Luc only occasionally since their relocation. He had operatives in several cities along the Côte d’Azur, where celebrities congregated and often needed the services of a close protection agency. Most client bookings came through the Marseille office.

The Agence de Securité had required them to obtain French driver’s licenses as well as to renew their CPR credentials. They were regularly sent updates on trouble spots in Europe and had spent many hours familiarizing themselves with the area around Nice—the hospitals, police stations, major highways; the elegant hotels and high-priced restaurants where their clients might stay and dine. They had rehearsed the drive from the airport into the city and spent time among the luxury yachts at the Port Lympia, on the edge of the old part of the city.

Other bodyguards, a mix of retired cops, young bodybuilders, even a former Mossad agent, were stationed in Cannes and Monte Carlo. Liam and Aidan had met them and worked together on a series of ordinary cases that required multiple operatives. They had escorted the family of a sheik from one of the oil-rich emirates and a paranoid American lottery winner, and kept an eye on the party-happy teenage daughter of a Russian oligarch.

“Must be a new client, don’t you think?” Aidan asked.

“Don’t start speculating. It could be anything.”

Aidan wanted to kick him. His partner was too grounded in reality—when Aidan wanted to engage in flights of fancy, imagining hidden meanings in ordinary conversation or elaborating on casual comments from clients, Liam always pulled him back to earth.

“What if he’s not happy with something we’ve done?” Aidan asked. “Suppose a client complained about us.”

“Aidan,” Liam said, breaking off a second hunk of the boule. “Don’t go crazy. He’s our boss; he wants to meet with us. End of story.”

Aidan grumbled as he picked up his coffee cup. “You’re no fun.”

Liam lifted his coffee cup and clinked it against Aidan’s. “While you, on the other hand, are a circus monkey. Now eat your breakfast.”
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​3 – A Troubled Island
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AIDAN CLEANED UP AND made sure Hayam had water in her bowl and her favorite chewy toys handy while Liam showered and dressed. It was just before nine as they walked out through the lobby, waving good morning to Madame Serroli, the Italian-French concierge, who lived in an efficiency apartment adjacent to the building’s front door. She spent her days behind a wooden desk in the lobby, accepting packages and vetting visitors.

She was a heavyset woman with garish red hair and a welcoming smile, and she had taken quite a liking to Hayam. The little dog had already stayed with her several times when Aidan and Liam were tied up on assignments.

They stepped out onto the sidewalk as a tiny Smart car zipped past them, around a delivery van with its back door open. A French pop song floated past from a newsstand, cars beeped, and in the distance they heard the high-low whooping of a police siren. A breeze swirled through the fronds of a palm tree, bringing the scent of the ocean with it. Aidan beamed with pleasure at the surroundings, and the chance to be there with Liam.

The temperature had already risen a few degrees, and they quickly walked to the office, located in a modern, glass-fronted building on the Rue Dubouchage, sandwiched between an ancient stone church and a garage specializing in luxury cars.

They climbed the stairs to the second floor. Victoire, a widow in her mid-sixties who habitually wore black, sat at a desk in the office’s reception room. Aidan suspected she chose the color more for its flattering aspects than as a nod toward mourning, because she looked so stylish. She was addicted to paperback romances, and there was always a garish-covered book at her desk, beside her jewel-encrusted reading glasses.

Victoire kept in touch with Liam, Aidan, and the other agents based in Nice by e-mail and cell, and once they had completed the paperwork for their cartes de sejour, work permits, they rarely saw her.

When they arrived at the office, Jean-Luc was sitting on the edge of Victoire’s desk, flirting with her. He was a tall Frenchman with tousled black hair, a former flic who had retired from the force at fifty and returned to work after his wife tired of having him underfoot. He switched to English when they walked in. “Good morning. I always like to arrive here early, so I can spend some time with your beautiful secretary. But now we must attend to business.”

Victoire giggled, tucking a loose strand back into her pixyish cap of black hair, and told Jean-Luc that if he didn’t stop flirting, she would call his wife. As they walked into the conference room behind Victoire’s desk, Jean-Luc said, “I hope you have been adjusting. The apartment, it is fine?”

“It’s very nice,” Aidan said.

The room contained a simple round table and four chairs. Framed photos of the Côte d’Azur hung on the walls. A floor-to-ceiling window along one wall afforded them a view of the rising foothills of the Alpes-Maritimes.

“I’m sorry to ask you to leave Nice so soon after you arrive,” Jean-Luc said as he took a seat, “but we have a job that I must fill, and you are the men to handle it.”

Aidan sat across from Jean-Luc and turned on his netbook so that he could take notes or use the Wi-Fi in the building for research. Liam slid into the chair beside him.

“The job is an emergency,” Jean-Luc said. “I spoke with the client last night, and that’s why I asked you here this morning. He has received an escalating series of threats and needs bodyguards in place immediately.”

Jean-Luc passed a manila folder toward them. Liam opened it, and Aidan saw that it contained the standard client information form, with only a few items filled in. “I haven’t had time to put together any research, but I’ll tell you as much as I know. Our client, Olivier Perreau, is a businessman in Ajaccio, the capital of Corsica. Do you know it?”

Corsica, Aidan thought. When they were just starting to get settled in Nice. He had never been to the island off the southern coast of France, so he shook his head, but Liam said, “I was there once. Years ago. Just to Ajaccio, though.”

“Monsieur Perreau is a mineral engineer who worked for many years for Outremer, a large French mining cooperative. Ten years ago, he left Outremer to become a consultant and purchased an abandoned silver mine on the northwest coast of Corsica. He has been in negotiation with Outremer for some time to fund the reopening of this mine, now that the price of silver is very high.”

As he listened, Aidan opened an Internet browser and began a search for Olivier Perreau.

“The deal is to be signed next Monday,” Jean-Luc continued. “But a week ago, Monsieur Perreau received a threatening letter at his office, demanding he cancel his plans to reopen the mine. He reported the letter to the police, who were unable to trace it. A second was delivered to his residence a few days ago, which included a threat against all his property. Perreau again reported the letter and demanded protection from the police.”

“Sounds like a standard pattern,” Liam said. “Did he make any adjustments to his plans?”

Jean-Luc shook his head. “He tells me he must complete this deal on time.” He sighed. “Then yesterday a third letter arrived at his wife’s office, with specific threats against Perreau, his wife, and their son. He has demanded his son return from the university campus in the center of the island—circling the wagons, I believe is the American expression.”

“Why are you sending us?” Liam asked. “Don’t you have people in Corsica already?”

“I have a man in Ajaccio I call on now and then for small jobs. But this is too big for him—it requires two operatives to live with the Perreaus until next Monday. My man can only provide occasional support as needed.”

Jean-Luc leaned forward. “Corsica is a troubled island. It has been a part of France for over two hundred years, yet it has its own culture, even its own language—an Italian dialect. There is a history of criminal gangs, and in the 1970s a nationalist movement took hold, with bomb attacks against the police, the government, and the property of non-Corsicans. Such attacks have continued sporadically.”

“Could these threats be from one of those groups?” Liam asked.

“Perhaps. The letters express resentment that a Frenchman, and a French company, may exploit the island’s natural resources. But no one group has claimed responsibility.”

Aidan looked back at the laptop and saw the picture he had been waiting for had loaded. He turned the computer so it faced Jean-Luc and Liam. “Here’s the client,” he said. “From the Web site of an organization of mining engineers.”

The man on the screen was in his mid-fifties, a solid-looking Frenchman with dark hair touched with gray, a strong jaw, and steely dark blue eyes. Aidan downloaded his biography to the laptop’s hard drive, as well as a copy of the picture.

Jean-Luc’s cell rang, and he said, “I must take this call. I will return quickly.”

When he was out of the room, Liam looked at Aidan. “What do you think? I know you’re just starting to get comfortable in Nice.”

“I can manage. We’ve only been here a short time; let’s not set a precedent by turning down jobs. If we get a reputation for that, we might wind up on our own again.”

“Which might not be a bad thing,” Liam said.

Aidan looked at him. Was Liam longing for a return to the independence he had enjoyed in Tunis? Had this move been a mistake?

“Earth to Aidan,” Liam said. “We need to make a decision.”

Liam was happiest when he had a mission to accomplish, Aidan knew. The Agence needed their help, and so did this client, whose family was in danger. “It sounds like something we could handle,” he said.

Liam nodded as Jean-Luc returned to the room. “We’re in,” Liam said to him.

“Very good,” Jean-Luc said. “You have Perreau’s phone numbers and his address on the form there. The man in Ajaccio is called Paul Dubois. I will e-mail you his phone number and let him know the details of the assignment.”

Liam passed the piece of paper to Aidan. Perreau’s wife’s name was Agathe, and his son’s was Michel. Aidan typed as Liam and Jean-Luc continued discussing the assignment.

“How soon do you need us to go?” Liam asked.

“As soon as you can. There are several Air France flights per day.” He stood up. “I have someone in my office preparing a dossier. I will forward it to you as soon as I have it. Call me once you are in Ajaccio and let me know what you think.”

They both stood as well and shook hands with Jean-Luc. “We have no way of knowing at this point whether those threats are credible, but you must consider this a case that requires great vigilance,” Jean-Luc said. “Perreau may have exaggerated the danger—but he may not have. I would not like to lose either of you so soon after hiring you.”

“We won’t be lost,” Liam said.
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​4 – The Excitement of the Journey
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AIDAN E-MAILED THE photo of Olivier Perreau and a smaller one of the man and his wife at a charity affair to Victoire to print out. While Liam made a phone call, Aidan opened Perreau’s biography and ran it through an online translation Web site. Though his French was reasonably strong, he wanted to have the English ready for Liam, who spoke fluent Arabic but only basic French.

They stopped at Victoire’s desk and picked up the photo and the printed bio, and she also handed them a schedule of the Air France flights to Ajaccio. As they walked back to their apartment, Aidan asked, “What do you think?”

“Hard to know much without a chance to see the client and assess the situation,” Liam said. “But I called Louis and asked him to get me whatever he can on Corsican nationalists.”

Louis Fleck was a CIA agent stationed at the American embassy in Tunis under the guise of a cultural attaché. He and Liam had a long history and had often worked together and shared information. Over the last few months, they’d had dinner regularly with Louis and his partner, Hassan, a Tunisian architect. One of Aidan’s regrets about leaving Tunis was putting so much distance between them and their friendship.

“I’ll make sure Madame Serroli can take care of Hayam while we’re gone,” Aidan said as they neared their building. “Then I can handle the packing.”

“I’ll get us tickets to Corsica and then go online and see if I can fill in some of the holes in the client form,” Liam said.

Aidan stopped in the glitzy lobby to wait for the concierge to finish a phone call with a dilatory plumber. Once she had thoroughly reprimanded him for his poor performance, she hung up and smiled at Aidan. He made the arrangements for Hayam, then walked down the hall to the apartment.

He would have preferred a higher floor, one perhaps with a view of the Mediterranean, which was only a half-dozen blocks away. But the ground floor was simpler—no elevators to worry about, and the ability to open the French doors to the garden and let Hayam out when they needed to.

Liam was on the phone and the computer simultaneously. Aidan plugged both devices into their chargers, then began packing. Liam was much broader in the chest than Aidan, but he liked his shirts tight, and Aidan preferred his loose. That meant they could share those, as well cargo shorts, with multiple pockets for phones, flashlights, guns, and other necessary tools of their trade. Since Liam was several inches taller, the only clothes they couldn’t switch off were slacks. 

He loved the way he and Liam worked together. When he’d lived with Blake, Aidan always walked on eggshells—would Blake approve of the flowers on the dining room table or Aidan’s dinner preparation? Blake was mercurial and demanding, and Aidan had found it hard to anticipate him.

The day he returned home from a teaching job to find Blake at home, two years before, was one of those unexpected moments. “I want you to move out,” Blake had said, destroying an eleven-year relationship in a single sentence. The need to flee from Blake and Philadelphia had led Aidan to Tunis, where he met Liam and turned his life around.

He had joined Liam on a wild chase through the Sahara, falling in love with the big, handsome bodyguard. He had experienced depths of passion and romance he hadn’t thought himself capable of.

He believed he owed Blake a debt of gratitude. If Blake hadn’t kicked him to the curb, he might still be back in Philadelphia, living a mundane and loveless life. The last two years had been amazing, he thought as he packed boxer shorts for himself and jockstraps for Liam, who preferred as little restraint under his clothes as possible. Not just the sex, which was still passionate and fun, but the day-to-day life with a man whose company he enjoyed. From their boring assignments protecting tedious clients from imagined threats, to the moments of high adventure and danger, he had loved being by Liam’s side.

When he decided to join Liam in his personal protection business, Aidan had taken a weeklong course in Georgia on the basics of the job. He’d come home with lists of items to have on hand for a wide range of assignments, including a long-handled inspection mirror used to look under vehicles for bombs, two-way radios and a charging station, folding knives, and an emergency medical kit.

He couldn’t take everything with them, but there was still a wide range of items to pack into the two big duffle bags and the matching backpacks they used for travel. Since they might have to accompany the Perreaus to social events, he packed dress clothes for both of them as well as outdoor gear.

“We’ve got tickets on the 2:30 flight to Ajaccio airport in Corsica,” Liam said, coming into the bedroom. “Fifty-minute flight, then a fifteen-minute drive into the city. I figure we’ll take a taxi, and if it looks like we need a car to get around, we can pick one up tomorrow.”

They worked together to finish preparing for their departure and then took a cab to the airport in Nice. After passing through security at terminal two, they waited at the gate for the Air Corsica flight. The turboprop Aerospatiale/Alenia ATR 72 was only about half-full, so they each got a two-seat row.

Aidan leaned back in his seat as the plane soared down the runway and out over the bright blue Mediterranean. Below he saw the crescent-shaped pebbled beach along the Bay of Angels, yachts and sailboats just tiny specks. The verdant hillside of Mont Boron towered over the city with its Parc du Chateau, waterfall, and the ruins of an ancient fortress.

As the small jet curved out over the ocean, Aidan stared at the water, remembering other flights—first, the one he had taken from Philadelphia to Tunis, shaken and despairing, heading toward the vague promise of a teaching job he had found on an online Web site.

He pushed aside that memory for the charter flight he and Liam had taken from Tunis to the resort island of Djerba, off the Tunisian coast. It was their first real assignment together, protecting a young pop star who had received death threats, and Aidan remembered the mixture of apprehension and excitement he had approached that job with.

Then another flight, this one from Tunis to Marseille, Aidan on his own for the first time on a job, chaperoning a thirteen-year-old girl to meet her father. With each trip, his confidence had grown, and his love for his partner had deepened. He looked forward to what each new assignment would bring.

“Aidan? Earth to Aidan.”

He looked over at Liam. “Sorry, I was daydreaming.”

“You’ve been doing that a lot lately. Did you read the bio of Perreau? There’s nothing much there, but at least we can start to get to know him.”

Aidan took the piece of paper from Liam and read it once again.

Olivier Perreau had been born in Nantes, France, in 1960. After his graduation from the École Nationale Supérieure des Mines in Paris, he had worked for Outremer, a French mining conglomerate, at several locations in Africa. He had been stationed in the African republic of Gabon for several years, then returned to Paris to work at the company’s corporate headquarters in Paris in 1988. He had married Agathe Lecolombier in 1990, and had one son, Michel. He had continued to work for Outremer in Paris. In 2002 he formed his own corporation, Argentum, bought the mine in Corsica, and relocated his family to Ajaccio, where he worked as a mining consultant while experimenting with new technologies. Though Outremer was his primary client, he had also worked for several other firms, both large and small.

“Why do you think Perreau left a solid career in Paris to move to a backwater like Corsica?” he asked Liam. “Maybe he was forced to leave? There might be something in his background that relates to the threats—a hidden secret, a vengeful ex-employee?”

“You’re doing it again,” Liam said. “Jumping ahead before we have all the facts. Slow down and wait until we get more information before you start spinning stories.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Aidan said, but he smiled.

The rocky island of Corsica was shaped like a teardrop, with a mountainous spine and sparkling water in shades of blue, purple, and navy surrounding it. They had a good view of the harbor and the city as the plane approached for a landing. Aidan felt a surge of adrenaline and enthusiasm as they hit the tarmac and taxied to the gate. A new assignment in a new place, with Liam by his side.
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