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1 – The Angels’ Share
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AFTER THE CLERK AT the wine store disappeared into the back, Aidan Greene turned to Liam McCullough, who was browsing through the remainder boxes on the stone floor. “I called you my husband for the first time.”

Liam, whom he had married only a few weeks before, looked up with a smile. “And?”

“It’s such a simple word, and so much easier to use than all the synonyms, particularly in French,” Aidan continued. “You can be mon mari instead of mon partenaire domestique, mon compagnon, homme de ma vie, amour de ma vie...”

“I hope I am still the love of your life,” Liam said, still smiling. “Whether or not I put a ring on it.”

“Who’d have thought, twenty years ago, when you were still a big, tough Navy SEAL, that one day you’d be married to a man and quoting Beyoncé?”

“Twenty years ago, there was no same-sex marriage and Beyoncé was a member of a girl group trying to get a guy to say her name while screwing.”

“I never have that problem.” Aidan half-closed his eyes, opened his mouth, and languorously said, “Lee-ammm.”

Liam laughed. “You are still such a goof.” He leaned back down to the remainder boxes, his sleeveless T-shirt tight to his waist, accenting his rippling biceps. His gold nipple rings pressed against the fabric.

When you lived with someone for so long, Aidan thought, it was easy to forget how handsome he was. Liam’s square jaw and deep-set green eyes, combined with his impressive physique, reminded Aidan of action-adventure movie stars.

Aidan considered himself much more ordinary, though he’d had his share of admirers who were attracted by his brown eyes, his easy smile, and his shaggy brown hair, now tamed in a much shorter cut. Since joining Liam in close protection work, he had developed biceps of his own, though nowhere as impressive as Liam’s, and he’d kept his waist narrow.

The wedding had drained their collection of wine as they served and toasted with their guests, so a friend had recommended a wine shop called La Part des Anges in Vieux Nice. “The name refers to the alcohol that evaporates through a barrel during the wine fermentation process,” the friend had said. “They call it the angels’ share.”

The store was lined with shelves of wine bottles, and the floor was filled with wicker baskets of spices, boxes of glasses, corkscrews and other equipment. It was dim and smelled slightly musty, the residue of thousands of tastings hanging in the air.

Aidan and Liam had tasted the output of ten different vineyards, choosing to buy two cases of assorted bottles. Aidan felt a little dizzy from all the wine and was glad that Liam had driven them down into the old city from their home in Banneret-les-Vaux, where they had a small house and yard in the foothills of the Alpes-Maritimes.

They had taken time off to prepare for the wedding, and then had decided not to take a honeymoon—they had already traveled to many places in the course of their work in close protection, from Tunisia, where they met, to the United States to Corsica to Turkey, and most recently to Russia and Chechnya. They chose a staycation instead—taking a series of three-day weekends to relax and enjoy the places on the Côte d’Azur they had never visited or had begun to take for granted.

“Here is your wine,” the clerk said, stacking the second box on the counter. “You have a car nearby?”

“In the garage a few blocks away,” Liam said. “We can carry it.”

Right, Aidan grumbled to himself. Liam was as sturdy and strong as he’d been as a SEAL, though the intervening ten years had turned a few strands of his dirty-blond hair white, and he couldn’t do as many pushups or sit-ups as he once had. Aidan had never been as muscular, though he exercised with Liam nearly every day to maintain his flexibility.

Liam lifted one of the boxes of bottles to his shoulder, then put it back down on the counter. “Maybe we will borrow a hand truck from you,” he said.

Aidan was surprised but said nothing. Liam was in his early forties by then, and they had both become more careful about doing anything that might hurt their bodies. They were no longer active bodyguards, but they maintained a relationship with the company that had employed them, Agence de Securité, and still took on the occasional job to keep their hands in.

It was a hot day, and the sun was directly overhead so there was little shade on the narrow cobblestone streets. Liam grumbled every time the hand truck’s wheel stuck or jumped over a rock, and a fine sheen of sweat formed on his forehead.

By the time they reached the garage where they had left the Jeep, Aidan was dripping with sweat. It ran down the side of his head, dripped into his eyes, and pooled under his arms. It must be global warming, he thought, as he lifted each case of wine and stowed it in the back of the Jeep. They had been in Nice for nearly seven years, and January had never been so hot.

They rarely used air conditioning in the Jeep, preferring to leave the flaps up especially during the temperate winters. But when Liam started the Jeep, as if he read Aidan’s mind, he turned the air conditioning on full blast.

They circled around a series of one-way streets to return to the store. Liam waited in a no-parking zone while Aidan hurriedly gave back the hand truck, and as Aidan got back to the Jeep he saw his husband leaning down, his face in front of the vent, letting the cold air push over him.

“Where to now?” Liam asked, when Aidan got back in.

The wine shop was only one item on their staycation list. They had shopped at the open-air market at the Cours Saleya, with its riot of fresh flowers and produce, the air a mix of fresh fish and fragrant herbs. They had bought olive oil from a local manufacturer and had eaten at five-star restaurants that had been on their wish list for years, as well as at local delights they discovered while venturing to unfamiliar neighborhoods.

Liam had begun to study at a Vietnamese martial arts studio in Nice, and Aidan had embarked on a pastry-making course at a patisserie famous for its macarons and chocolate cakes. He had taken a dozen different cooking courses in the past, when he lived with his previous boyfriend, Blake, in Philadelphia, and he had missed the chance to learn new skills.

“Head toward Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat,” Aidan said. “We’re going to the Paloma Beach Club for a swim and lunch.”

“Private club?” Liam asked. “How’d you get access?”

“Probably the only place there that isn’t private,” Aidan said. “Named after Picasso’s daughter because he and his family used to swim there. The beach is sheltered, and the restaurant is excellent, or at least so I read.”

They took the Quai des États Unis around the bulk of Mont Boron, below the spot where Liam had proposed at the ruins that provided a panoramic view of the Bay of Angels and the old town. As they passed the port, Aidan noticed a giant American cruise ship was docked across from them, next to the breakwater. His cousin Ellen and her family had come to the wedding, and then taken a Mediterranean cruise on that same ship.

It had been wonderful to see her, her husband and kids, a bittersweet reminder of how they had been close growing up, and then when Aidan lived in Philadelphia, only an hour’s drive from Ellen’s home in North Jersey. He sighed. Maybe they’d get back to the States in a couple of years.

A long trip along the Boulevard Carnot took them through the part of Nice that tourists rarely saw, past offices and real estate agencies and a huge Carrefour supermarket. The notaire who had handled the sale of their home was out there. Aidan remembered how nervous he had been as he and Liam signed the papers for the small house in Banneret. What it had meant to him then to know that he and Liam were settling down, buying property together. At the time same-sex marriage was still illegal in France and in the US, and they’d both considered that joint purchase a celebration of their relationship. For years after, they’d joked that Notaire Justeau was the one who had committed them to each other.

“Remember Notaire Justeau?” Aidan asked, as they passed the office.

“How could I forget?” Liam said. “Those big brown eyes, that happy smile. The way he licked my hand.”

“You’re thinking of his dog,” Aidan said, elbowing him. In truth, the notaire had been a young man, barely finished with his master’s in law, and excited that Aidan and Liam had been the first same-sex couple whose papers he had processed.

They had so much history in Nice already, Aidan thought, as they rounded the Pointe Sans Culottes. The Mediterranean appeared to their right, waves crashing against the rocky shore. The wedding had reinforced that to him – he had surprised himself with the number of friends they had made in Nice and its environs, and the crowd had threatened to overflow the chairs they’d set up in the backyard.

Every place they passed seemed to stir a memory for Aidan. They rode high above the bay of Villefranche, and Aidan said, “Remember that family we worked for down there?”

“The Canadians, eh?” Liam said, mimicking their accent. It was one of their easier jobs – the husband was an oil billionaire from Alberta, paranoid about someone trying to sabotage his family’s vacation, and they had spent ten days in a luxurious home overlooking the peninsula of Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat. They had swum in the private pool, eaten at excellent restaurants, and spent most of the time reassuring their client that he and his family were in no danger.

It was typical of the assignments they had taken on during their years with the Agence. Clients with fears who needed more reassurance than protection. Not that there hadn’t been dangerous assignments—there had been. But it was much more pleasant to remember the easy jobs than the hard ones.

They drove past Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat’s port, a sprawl of small boats rocking on gentle waves. “We’re early for our lunch reservation,” Aidan said. “Let’s stop and take a walk.”

“You’re the boss,” Liam said, as he parked near the waterfront. 

They strolled past sea-themed artwork like a three-foot wide bronze crab and a planter shaped like a giant conch, with bright pink bougainvillea spilling out of it. “I’m glad we decided to do this staycation thing, though at first I was sure it was an excuse to lay around and do nothing,” Liam said. “There are so many beautiful parts to this area that we never get to see.”

“You obviously were ignoring my impressive organizational skills,” Aidan said.

“I’ve learned never to underestimate you,” Liam said.

“And when was the first time you recognized that?”

Liam cocked his head in thought. “I think the first time I realized you had hidden depths was when those men attacked us in the medina in Tunis,” he said after a moment. “And you went right for that guy’s balls, and squeezed, and then disappeared.”

“I learned to fight dirty when I was a teenager and a guy tried to bully me,” Aidan said. “Grabbing him down there scared the shit out of him. After that guys still called me names, but nobody got close to me.”

“And when where you first impressed with me?” Liam asked.

“That’s easy. The very first time I saw you, showering naked behind the Bar Mamounia.” He grinned at his husband. “How could I not be impressed by that handsome face, those muscles, and your dick of death.”

“You are still such a horndog, after all these years.” Liam leaned down and placed a quick peck behind Aidan’s ear. “And I still love it,” he whispered.

They circled back to the car for the short hop to Club Paloma, set on a gorgeous round beach circled by high rock formations. They secured a pair of chaise-longues, then changed into their bathing suits. Aidan had long since adapted the European custom of wearing tiny bikinis, proud of the way they hugged his high, tight ass and fit snugly over his three-piece set.

Liam, despite his general tendency toward exhibitionism, favored board shorts in somber colors. Aidan didn’t mind; he knew he’d be seeing what was under them later that evening.

They walked down the sandy shore, rare along the Cote d’Azur where many beaches were pebbled, and then dunked into the water. Liam immediately took off in the combat stroke he had learned as a SEAL. It was a combination of the breaststroke and freestyle that reduced resistance on a swimmer's body and made him harder to spot underwater.

Aidan leisurely swam overhand out into the bay, then turned back, doing five ocean laps. Then he climbed out of the water, shook himself like their little dog Hayam did, and dried off. He ordered a platter of fresh seafood and a pair of cocktails of Citron vodka and fresh-squeezed grapefruit juice, and it all arrived as Liam pulled himself out of the bay.

The view of the resort of Beaulieu and the cliffs of the Cap d’Ail was spellbinding, but Aidan only had eyes for his husband and the way the droplets of water cascaded over his square pecs, each nipple pierced with a simple gold ring. The thought of what he’d do with those nipples later made Aidan hard, and he bunched his towel over his abdomen.

It wasn’t just that the rest of Liam’s body was gorgeous, too—bulging biceps, narrow waist, muscled calves and thighs. It was the connection they had built over the nearly nine years they had been together. Liam’s intelligence, his ability to react well in danger, the sense Aidan had of being protected in his arms. 

Maybe there were men out there who had different tastes, who wouldn’t find Liam as appealing as Aidan did, but that’s because they didn’t know him.

“Get your tongue back in your mouth,” Liam teased as he walked up to their chairs. He grabbed a towel and dried his hair, and Aidan’s mouth went dry at the sight of those arms flexing. Then Liam tied the towel around his waist and sat on the other chair.

He raised a cocktail to Aidan’s in a toast, and Aidan said, “To my handsome husband.”

Liam clinked his glass and said, “Over the teeth and past the gums, look out stomach, here it comes.”

Aidan started to laugh. “You know how to ruin a romantic moment.”

“There will be plenty of those when we get back to the house, won’t there?”

“There certainly will be. For now, I want to relax and enjoy the view.”

“I can tell you’re enjoying it by the way you’re covering up your dick.”

“Drink your cocktail, sailor.” Aidan pulled out his phone and began to take pictures of the yachts and sailboats in the harbor, the panorama around him, and the clifftop town of Èze, surrounded by banana and orange trees and lush green date palms.

He checked in on Facebook, uploading a couple of the photos for his family back in the States and his friends in Nice. Then he looked up at the top of the screen, and the little squiggle in the circle indicated he had a new message. He clicked on it and was stunned to see it was from Blake Chennault, the man he’d spent eleven years with back in Philadelphia.

“Holy shit.” He had accepted a friend request from Blake a few years before, but Blake never posted and they’d had no real contact since Blake had tracked him down to Liam’s small house behind the Bar Mamounia in Tunis and pleaded with him to come back.

And now Blake wanted something else. “I need your help, and this is the only way I have to contact you,” Blake wrote. “Please call me as soon as possible. It’s a matter of life and death.” He had added a phone number with a Philadelphia area code.

As if Aidan didn’t know that number by heart, even after all this time. It had been his number for eleven years, after all. Some things did not change.

“What’s so exciting on your phone?” Liam asked.

“Blake Chennault,” he said, showing the phone to Liam. “A matter of life and death.”

“Then you’d better call him,” Liam said, and though Aidan listened there wasn’t any jealousy in his voice. “There’s a path along the water, and I’m going to get in a run. You can fill me in when I get back.”

Liam slid on his sneakers and socks, and after a couple of quick stretches, took off at a slow jog.

Aidan stared at the phone in his hand. Had it really been eight and a half years since the day Blake had kicked him to the curb, back in Philadelphia? So much had happened—falling in love with Liam, adventures together, continents spanned, intimate embraces.

How had that time evaporated, sneaking away like the angels’ share of those bottles they had sampled that morning?
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2 – Trust
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AIDAN CHECKED THE TIME before he called Philadelphia.  It was six hours earlier there, which made it about noon on Friday. Why would Blake be at home on a workday? Blake never took days off. At least, he hadn’t when Aidan had known him.

He called the number, and Blake picked up almost immediately. “Hello, Blake. It’s Aidan.”

It felt strange to hear Blake’s voice on the phone again, as if they’d spoken only the day before. “Thank God I reached you.” There was a desperation in Blake’s voice Aidan had never heard. “I need to hire bodyguards for Ricardo starting next week.”

Aidan looked out at the sea, where a giant white pelican swooped down to the water, then rose up again with a fish wriggling in its beak. “Slow down, Blake. It’s been nearly nine years since the last time we talked. Who is Ricardo?”

“My husband. He’s a diplomat from Argentina, working for a think tank here in Philadelphia.” He sighed. “It’s a long story, but I’ll give you the quick picture. In October he had a psychotic break and had to be hospitalized. He’s still heavily medicated, and part of his problem is paranoia. He’s frightened of everything.”

“We’re not psychiatrists, Blake,” Aidan said, trying for gentleness in his voice.

“Believe me, he has enough of them. He doesn’t sleep at night – he only naps during the day, and only when I’m home to watch over him. He won’t go out after dark, which means we can’t go out to dinner or to meet with friends.”

Aidan listened. This was the worst kind of close protection assignment, when the threat was all in the client’s head. He and Liam had taken on that kind of job once, for a wealthy Niçoise businessman. It dragged on for two weeks until finally the man’s family had him hospitalized.

“About six months ago, Ricardo accepted an opportunity to speak at a conference in Nassau next week,” Blake continued. “The topic is The Position of Jews in Latin and South America, so of course Ricardo accepted.”

“Why of course?”

“His last name is Levy,” Blake said. “Of course he’s Jewish. Don’t you keep up?”

“Keep up with what, exactly?” Aidan asked. “Honestly, Blake, I haven’t thought a whole lot about you since I saw you in Tunis.”

“But you accepted my friend request on Facebook.”

“I did. But it’s not like I’ve been stalking you. I can’t even remember the last thing you posted.”

“We’re getting off track here,” Blake said. “The conference is from January 21st to the 24th. Ricardo would like you to meet us here in Philadelphia on the 20th and fly to Nassau with us. I’ll cover all your travel expenses and whatever your daily rate is, and I’ve already reserved a two-bedroom suite at the Atlantis for the four of us.”

“Hold on, Blake.  Why is Ricardo so set on us? Your husband has never met either of us.” It felt weird to use the term husband with his ex-partner, particularly because Blake had sworn when they were together that marriage was only for straight people.

“I know,” Blake said. “I told him about you soon after I met you, and what you are doing now, and he has gotten it into his head that you are the only bodyguards he trusts, because of your past relationship with me.”

Aidan caught a glimpse of his reflection in the window of the restaurant. He had aged since he’d left Blake; his brown hair had gray strands, and there were laugh lines around his mouth. He wasn’t the cute young thing Blake had picked up at a gay bar in Philadelphia anymore. He’d left that man behind years before.

It was clear that Blake was still the take-charge guy he had been when he and Aidan broke up. It was going to take bluntness to get through to him.

“We aren’t bodyguards anymore, Blake. We left the Agence de Securité a year ago and started a security advisory firm with two friends. We have clients and projects, and we can’t drop them and head across the Atlantic because your husband is nuts.”

“I will make it worth your while,” Blake said. “Please, Aidan? For old times’ sake?”

“Which old times are those? When you came home from work one day and said that things weren’t working out between us and you told me to get out? Those times?”

“That was a mistake, and I’ve already apologized for it.” Indeed, Blake had gone so far as to use a law school friend in the State Department to track Aidan to Liam’s house in Tunis. Then he had shown up there to collect Aidan, as if he was a child who’d missed the school bus and needed to be picked up.

“We had good times,” Blake continued. “Think of all the classes I paid for and the expensive gifts I bought you.”

“You sent me to those classes so I could learn to cook for you and your guests. So I could arrange flowers to suit you, give you professional-quality massages. Does Ricardo do all of that?”

“Ricardo has his own career. He’s a very important man.”

“You mean he’s as pompous as you are? I can’t think of anything worse that spending a few days cooped up in a hotel room with you and a clone of you.”

“Fine. I thought I could count on you, after all I did for you for eleven years. I guess I was wrong.”

Blake ended the call abruptly. Aidan put the phone down and shook his head. Leopards never change their spots. As long as they both lived, Blake would think he could snap his fingers and Aidan would come running.

He couldn’t help wondering, though, how Blake had aged. Even in his thirties, he’d used skin conditioners, gotten regular manicures and pedicures, and applied a variety of products to his thinning hair in the vain hope of preventing baldness. He had been addicted to his exercise bike, spending hours pedaling while reviewing law journals, and tracked his body mass index on a fancy scale.

Aidan had secretly smirked at his efforts. But maybe if Aidan had paid more attention to his own appearance back then, Blake would never have kicked him out.

That was a bad angle to think about. He loved his life, loved Liam with his whole heart, and could only appreciate the twists of fate that had brought them together.

He stared at the rippling Mediterranean in front of him, and let his mind go back to Blake. He did owe his ex a debt of gratitude, though in a different way than Blake thought. If Blake hadn’t kicked him to the curb, Aidan would never have fled Philadelphia, landed in Tunis, and seen Liam showering naked behind the Bar Mamounia. Or accompanied Liam on a crazy adventure in the desert, fallen in love with him and then joined him in his bodyguard protection business.

But that was all in the past, he reminded himself. A year before, Liam had fallen from a ladder and broken his arm, and that had caused a crisis of confidence. They were both getting older, and close protection was a young man’s game. They had taken advantage of an offer from their friends Louis and Hassam to start a business together.

Louis, a former CIA operative, advised companies on global threats, while Hassam, an architect, designed facilities that protected and tracked the movement of employees and data. Liam trained senior staff to avoid personal risk, and Aidan developed and taught courses that put all that information together.

He liked his work; he had a graduate degree in Teaching English as a Second Language, and he had been an instructor back in Philadelphia. The courses he designed and taught kept him in touch with students and the joy he found in communicating new concepts to them. He missed the drama of close protection work, but he had followed Liam’s lead in putting that career behind him.

Was he repeating the same pattern with Liam that he’d established with Blake? He had agreed to become a bodyguard in the first place to spend more time with Liam. When Liam decided to leave Tunis for France, Aidan had followed. And Liam was the one who had proposed.

He frowned. He was being stupid. He was the one who had pressed to join Liam in close protection, though Liam had protested. He had been unhappy and worried in Tunisia, fearing the Arab country might turn against him as an American, a Jew, and a gay man, and Liam was the one who had volunteered to give up his home, his life and his contacts to move somewhere Aidan might feel safer.

The proposal had surprised him, though. He loved Liam with all his heart, and was envious of Louis and Hassam when they married, but Liam’s parents’ marriage had been a disaster, and Liam had always said he thought of marriage as an institution – and who wanted to be institutionalized?

That reminded him of Blake and Ricardo. How did Blake feel when Ricardo had to be hospitalized? Was it an annoyance, or had he finally learned to put someone else first? It was a tantalizing question, but not worth flying across the world to answer.

When Liam returned from his run, he was drenched in sweat, and though Aidan wanted to tell him about Blake’s call, Liam immediately stripped off his shoes and socks and walked over to the outdoor shower.

Though Liam kept his shorts on, Aidan couldn’t help remembering the first glimpse he’d had of Liam, nearly nine years before. Aidan had fled from Blake’s rejection and accepted the first job he was offered, a teaching appointment in Tunis. While he waited to meet with his new boss, he had spent hours walking through the old city, then fleeing a couple of would-be robbers into a bar.

While he caught his breath, he’d looked out the rear window to the courtyard behind it—and seen Liam at an outdoor shower like this one. He had been mesmerized by Liam’s body.

Now, though, he couldn’t concentrate on Liam, and it wasn’t just that he had seen that body naked nearly every day for the past nine years. He kept thinking about Blake. Blake said that Aidan and Liam were the only bodyguards that Ricardo could trust—but could Aidan trust that Blake was telling the truth?
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3 – Bossy Husbands
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LIAM RETURNED FROM his shower with a fresh towel wrapped around his waist and reclined on the chaise-longue beside Aidan. “Think we could get another round of those drinks?”

Aidan waved to the server and twirled his finger. Then he turned back to Liam.

“What did Blake want?” Liam asked.

“He wants to hire us.” He explained about Ricardo’s paranoia and his need for bodyguards at the conference in Nassau. “Do you believe Blake’s nerve? As if we’d drop everything to look after him and his husband.”

“And you’re not interested in a vacation in the Bahamas?” Liam asked. “That’s not like you.”

Aidan stared at him. “You think a couple of days cooped up in a hotel with my ex and his paranoid husband would be a vacation? Are you on drugs?”

The server arrived with their drinks, and Liam raised his to Aidan’s. As the glasses clinked, Liam asked, “Do you ever miss it? The adrenaline rush of protecting a client?”

Aidan’s first reaction was to say not in the least. But he held his tongue and thought about it. “I like helping people,” he said. “And we’ve been able to do some good in the world.”

Most of their assignments had been routine – waiting outside hotel rooms for clients to finish meetings, shepherding them around and keeping an eye open for threats which never materialized. But some of their jobs had resulted in real change – bringing together couples, rescuing clients from danger, even shutting down a prison for gay men in Chechnya.

“But you said yourself we’re getting too old for this,” Aidan continued. “And I worry about you, even though I know you can handle any situation.” He looked at his husband. “How about you? Do you miss it?”

Liam nodded. “I do. I love our life, working with you every day, advising clients. But I spent a long time as a bodyguard, and I miss being able to use my skills in a more tactile, hands-on way.”

A gust of wind swept through the pool area, and a broken palm front slapped noisily against the tree’s trunk. Aidan stared at Liam. “You’d take on this job, even knowing the history between me and Blake?”

Liam cocked his head slightly. “Are you suggesting I should be worried about putting the two of you together again?”

“Only that I might murder him,” Aidan said. “You’re not even a little jealous?”

Liam laughed as a couple of small children raced past on their way to the water. “In all the time we’ve been together, I think you’ve maybe said one or two nice things about Blake. Am I jealous that you might decide to go back to him? Not a chance. But you have to admit, you still have some issues with Blake. This might be a chance to put those to rest.”

The cloud that had been blocking the sun moved away, and the rays blasted Aidan’s skin, a contrast to the chilled glass he held in his hand.

“If we decide to take on this assignment, I’m only doing it under the auspices of the Agence,” he said. “I don’t want to get stuck chasing after Blake for payment if Ricardo suddenly changes his mind.”

“That’s a good idea. When does he need us?”

“The conference starts Monday and runs until Thursday.”

Liam whistled. “Not much advance notice, is there? I don’t have anything going on at work. Do you?”

The company they had founded with Louis and Hassam went through ups and downs. Things had been slow for the last month as Hassam finished construction drawings for a client. He hadn’t had the time to scout for a new project, and though there would be more work for Louis, Liam and Aidan once the facility was under construction, they had little on their plates.

“I can get away,” Aidan said. “I’m almost finished with a training course and I have nothing beyond that besides some emails to handle.”

“Why don’t we head home, and you can call Blake and figure out the details,” Liam said. “You said Ricardo will only trust us. Let’s see if we can trust him.”

They returned to the Jeep, but Aidan was too filled with thoughts of Blake to pay attention to the scenery. Who was this Ricardo, who had managed to snare the commitment-phobic Blake into a marriage? Blake had only described him as an Argentine diplomat working in Philadelphia. How old was he? Was he handsome? Was he as disinterested in sex as Blake had been?

He stopped himself there, as Liam turned off the A8 highway and onto the local road that would lead them up into the hills toward Banneret. Blake’s sex life with Ricardo was none of his business, and so was how the Argentine had convinced Blake to marry him.

But then, Liam had been as vocal against marriage until he broke his arm and came to see how much he and Aidan loved and depended on each other. Perhaps Blake had experienced the same thing with Ricardo.

They pulled up in front of their renovated stone farmhouse, and Aidan opened the front door, immediately assailed by the small, lion-faced Hayam, eager to see her daddies but at the same time angry she’d been left behind. Liam ferried the two boxes of wine inside as Aidan gave the dog a treat. Then Aidan settled at the dining room table with his laptop open and called Blake.

His ex was as bossy as ever. “You’ll meet us the condo,” Blake said, as soon as Aidan told him that he and Liam had accepted the job. “Ricardo will be much more comfortable traveling with you.”

Aidan agreed because Blake was paying the bills. The conference was to begin on Monday morning at nine AM, so that meant an early afternoon flight from Nice to London and then a transfer, arriving in Philadelphia on Saturday evening. They’d stay at a hotel, then travel to the airport together Sunday morning.

Blake was as detail-oriented as Aidan remembered. He knew what was scheduled every moment of the conference, where they would eat and when they would sneak away to shop in Nassau. Liam was as careful, particularly when it came to protecting a client, but somehow he wasn’t as irritating about it as Blake.

It would still be a tight schedule, and after Aidan hung up, he considered how he and Liam would feel after a fourteen-hour flight, jet lag and a six-hour time difference. He made an executive decision on his own, to fly in on Friday instead of Saturday. That would give him and Liam a chance to rest and get acclimated. And maybe he could take a short trip down memory lane, checking out places he had lived and worked. He hadn’t been back to Philadelphia since his quick exit from Blake’s apartment, and he was eager to see how things had changed.

He got up and walked into the bedroom, unsure of what to do next. His mind was filled with so many memories, he almost felt dizzy. He sat on the bed as Liam walked in. “I put all the bottles into the wine storage unit,” he said.

He looked at Aidan. “What’s the matter?”

Aidan shrugged. “I don’t know if this is a good idea. Going back to Philadelphia, seeing Blake, stirring up so many ghosts.”
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