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​1 – New Client
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Aidan Greene stood in the reception area of the Nice office of Agence de Securité, where he and his partner worked as close protection associates. Through the tall, thin window that looked into the conference room behind the receptionist’s desk, he saw a muscular fortysomething man in jeans and a baggy white T-shirt. The stranger was turned in profile, and Aidan recognized his rounded chin, his sharp Roman nose. As the man moved in his chair, one shoulder of his loose T-shirt slipped down, revealing the edge of a distinctive tattoo that clinched his identity—a pair of angel wings stretched from one shoulder to the other.

Aidan turned to his partner, Liam McCullough, who stood beside him. “Do you know who that is?” he asked.

Victoire, the sweet middle-aged woman who managed the office of the Agence de Securité, taking calls and sending bodyguards out on assignments, looked up. In French, she began, “His name is—”

“Freddie Venus,” Aidan interrupted. “I’d recognize him anywhere.”

“Monsieur Venus,” Victoire said, giving the name the French pronunciation. “Il a appelé ce matin. Il croit qu’il est traqué.”

Aidan associated the word “traqué” with hunting or tracking an animal, and it took him a moment to make the connection. “He called this morning because he’s being stalked?”

Victoire understood English much better than she could speak it. “Oui,” she said and nodded.

“And who is this Freddie Venus?” Liam asked.

“You don’t know?”

“Aidan, if I knew, I wouldn’t ask, would I?”

Liam was like that, Aidan thought. Always so logical. And it wasn’t that much of a surprise that Liam didn’t recognize the man. Liam had only come out of the closet and left the military toward the end of the Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell era, and Freddie had retired by then.

“He’s a porn star,” Aidan said. “Very sexy. Though it looks like he’s put on some weight.”

“And you know this gentleman how?” Liam asked, raising his eyebrows.

“Only as a fan.” Aidan had spent many happy hours watching Freddie Venus perform, in the privacy of the bedroom he had shared with his ex-partner Blake back in Philadelphia. Blake had lost interest in sex several years before he lost interest in Aidan completely, and Freddie had filled that void.

Seeing Freddie there reminded Aidan of those days when he and Blake had been nothing more than roommates. Looking over at Liam, Aidan was glad that their relationship was still strong.

Aidan and Liam had met and fallen in love in Tunis, where Liam had settled after leaving the military. He had maintained his physique even though it had been years since he was an active duty Navy SEAL: his shoulders were broad, his biceps bulged, and his waist was as narrow as it had been when he was a teenager. At six-four, he was a couple of inches taller than Aidan.

Aidan had fled a bad breakup with Blake, landing in Tunis for a job teaching English as a second language. He had spotted Liam showering naked in a private courtyard and fell immediately in lust, which had deepened to love as he helped Liam with an assignment.

Since then, Aidan had put muscle on his skinny frame and learned how to shoot a gun and immobilize an opponent, and they had become a team, eventually relocating to the south of France a year before to join the Agence.

“Anything we need to know before we go in?” Aidan asked Victoire in French.

“He passed his credit check,” she said. “That is the most important.”

Liam was evaluating Freddie through the window, and Aidan took a moment to observe his partner. Liam was as handsome as when they met nearly six years before, though the years were taking their toll on both of them. Liam worked out nearly every day and maintained his awesome physique, but Aidan had noticed a few of his chest hairs going gray and the way his partner’s joints sometimes creaked when he got up from playing on the floor with their little dog.

Aidan thought he’d maintained his body well too. He was never going to be as muscular as Liam, but he watched his diet and ran with Liam, and though he was starting to feel some aches and pains himself, he was still in good shape.

If he was honest, their sex life wasn’t as exciting as it had once been. Though how could it be when they knew each other so well they could predict each other’s movements, needs, and desires? When was the last time they’d had sex, anyway? Had it been a week, or more?

“He looks pretty agitated,” Liam said, and Aidan snapped back to reality. “We’d better go in there.”

They walked into the conference room and introduced themselves, and Aidan refrained from becoming a gushing fanboy, though he wondered briefly if sharing one of Freddie’s videos with Liam might be the ticket to bringing excitement into their bedroom.

“You believe you’re being stalked?” Liam asked after they’d sat down.

“I am being stalked,” Freddie insisted.

Up close, Aidan thought that Freddie Venus still oozed sexuality, though it had been some time since he’d acted in a film. Aidan had assumed the man was dead—a casualty of AIDS or drug abuse—when he’d dropped out of sight.

“Can you tell us why you believe that?” Liam asked.

“I was walking on the Promenade des Anglais a few days ago, and I had the sense that someone was watching me. I shook it off.” Freddie paused. “Back in the States, I was a performer, and people occasionally recognized me on the street. I assumed that’s all it was.”

He coughed, and Aidan turned to the pitcher of ice water Victoire had placed on the table by the door. He poured a cup for Freddie and handed it to him.

Freddie nodded in thanks and drank the water down in one gulp. “I live in a quiet neighborhood off the Rue de Canta Galet,” he said. Aidan knew that road, which snaked up into the hills, one switchback after another.

“Two days ago, when I was returning from the hypermarché on the Boulevard du Mercantour, I was sure that a white Fiat was following me, staying far enough back that it didn’t appear so. But not many roads run through the hills, so I ignored it, especially when the car drove on after I turned into my driveway. But then yesterday...”

He paused to take a breath, and Aidan and Liam both leaned in to listen.

“I have about an acre of property, so you don’t end up peering in my windows by accident. I do film editing, and I work in a studio with large windows that look out toward the ocean. It’s a very calming view, and because of the steep hill, it’s very private. I was in the middle of an edit yesterday afternoon when I looked up and saw a man outside the window staring at me.”

“Could you describe him?” Aidan asked.

Freddie nodded. “A big man, tall and fat, with shaggy blond hair. From his plus-sized polo shirt and baggy jeans, I’d say he’s American. He was circumcised.”

“How could you tell?” Aidan asked. “If he was wearing jeans?”

“Because he had his pants open and his dick out, and he was jerking himself off in a patch of my lavender.”
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​​2 – At the Hypermarché


[image: ]




The hypermarché off the Boulevard du Mercantour was crowded on a Sunday afternoon, full of French families doing their weekly grocery shopping, and Newt Camilleri vowed to do his shopping on weekdays in the future. He pushed his cart behind an Arab woman in a head-to-toe burka, two squealing toddlers with her, and thought about including a woman like her in his next book.

What if that wasn’t a woman under all that black after all, but a man? A man wearing nothing more than a jockstrap and work boots. The burka also concealed the bat-like wings that sprouted from his forearms and a long, forked tail, which snaked out of the crevice of his ass.

After years of writing Tolkien pastiches full of elves and hobbits, Newt had stumbled into writing gay erotic fantasy, imagining sexy couplings of angels, devils, and other fantastical creatures. His most popular character was a half man, half unicorn named Fledglis. Like a centaur, he had a man’s head, arms, and torso over a horse’s body, with a spiral horn sticking out of his forehead. He was pure white except for dark hooves and a mane with all the colors of the rainbow in it.

His mission was to skewer every antigay government official—literally. When he found a homophobic mayor, sheriff, governor, or legislator, he’d use his front hooves to knock the man down. He’d strip the man naked, then pinion him to a floor or wall, his legs open and his ass exposed. Then Fledglis would turn his horn into a giant penis and fuck the man into oblivion. By the time the jerk awoke from his sex-induced stupor, his attitude would have taken a 180-degree turn.

Newt loved to write those books, taking his revenge on everyone who had ever picked on him, teased him, or ignored him. And people loved to read them too—he sold a few hundred e-books in the Fledglis series each month and got fan mail from timid teenagers who found Fledglis an inspiration, and from straight women who were turned on by the raunchy male-on-male sex.

Newt was happy writing unicorn sex scenes because he could make up all the details, and no one would know how little sexual experience he had. In the past, when he’d tried to write realistically about sex, he’d been skewered by online reviewers because he often got the details wrong. He’d never been with an uncircumcised man, for example, and so had no knowledge of what happened to the hood during sex.

It was so much easier writing about unicorn sex. If there was a right and wrong way to describe it, at least no one had caught him yet.

Ahead of Newt, the burka woman’s two kids were tugging at a pyramidal display of kitchen tools. Newt wanted to get as far from them as he could, but he was trapped in the aisle behind them. He watched in horrified fascination as the display toppled and rubber kitchen tools flew everywhere.

One of the large plastic forks caught on the neckline of a burly man a few feet ahead, dragging the fabric down and exposing the man’s tattooed shoulder. Newt peered ahead at the tattoo, the tip of an angel’s wing.

The man turned to remove the offending fork and tug his shirt back up, and when Newt recognized his profile, an electric shock ran from his brain direct to his groin. He recognized that tattoo and that face. It was Freddie Venus.

Freddie had been a star when Internet porn was exploding in the mid-1990s. He was in his twenties then, topping the cutest boys and bottoming for the hottest studs. His back was tattooed with the wings of an angel, but Freddie fucked like a devil. Newt had become addicted to his videos, but Freddie had long since dropped from sight.

And now here he was, buying milk, juice, vegetables, and toilet paper at a hypermarché only a few miles from where Newt was renting an apartment, across the street from the main train station in Nice.

Newt pushed his way around the burka woman and headed directly for the checkout. Nervously, he waited in line, keeping an eye out for Freddie. He paid for what he’d picked up and then loaded his bags into the tiny smart car he had bought. It was the very first new car he had ever owned, and even though it was difficult to squeeze his considerable bulk behind the wheel, he loved the new-car smell, and it was all he could afford.

Then he waited. Freddie Venus had to leave the store sometime, and Newt would follow him home and then... Well, he’d figure that out as he went. That’s the way he wrote, after all. He was a pantser, figuring out his story by the seat of his pants, not a plotter.

He didn’t have to wait long. Freddie walked out of the store, and Newt got a good look at him. The man had aged very well—strong jaw, prominent cheekbones, and a few lines that gave character to his face. It was hard to tell if he’d maintained his physique, because he wore a baggy, oversize T-shirt and nylon workout pants, but Newt was certain that no matter what else had happened, the man still had the dick of death.

Freddie pushed his cart through the lot, stopping at the trunk of a new-looking Mercedes sedan. He loaded the groceries, then got in the car and backed out.

Newt’s pulse raced. He’d never followed someone covertly, but he’d watched enough TV shows to have a basic idea of what to do. The black Mercedes turned onto the Boulevard du Mercantour and headed south, toward the Mediterranean. Newt followed, careful to stay several cars back. This wasn’t so hard, he thought.

Freddie, if that’s who he was, drove the speed limit and signaled his turn onto the La Provençale highway early. Then things got difficult. The Mercedes took the first exit and began to wind through narrow, twisting roads. Newt had no idea where he was going or what would happen when he got there—which was exactly what he’d come to France for, wasn’t it, to shake up his life?

A cascade of events had driven Newt from his comfortable town house in Lawrenceville, New Jersey, to the Côte d’Azur. For nearly twenty years, he’d been a minor cog in the grand state bureaucracy, a paper-pusher with a two-year college degree who rubber-stamped applications for government assistance because he had a soft heart for the disenfranchised and downtrodden.

To celebrate his fiftieth birthday, he had put the finishing touches on his newest novel, Unicorn Triumphant, the third in his series, and self-published it.

A week later, his boss was replaced by a woman who immediately began reorganizing the department. Newt was given more work and expected to stay late without overtime pay. His new boss constantly criticized his case decisions. He had no time to write and no enthusiasm for anything.

Then, after a positive review on an M/M romance website, Unicorn Triumphant took off. Fans downloaded the e-book by the thousands, gushing about it on bulletin boards, giving him hundreds of four- and five-star reviews online. The day the first big royalty deposit landed in his bank account, Newt quit his job and put his town house on the market.

A small truck-van combo veered dangerously close to Newt’s car as he approached a switchback, and he had to pay attention. When he checked for the Mercedes again, he had lost sight of it around one of the curves ahead. He sped up, suddenly finding himself right behind the car. He fell back, hoping that the man hadn’t noticed him.

He had thought that the move to France would jump-start his life—fantasizing about new books, a landscape without snow, maybe even a sexy French boyfriend. He’d long harbored a secret desire to retire to the French Riviera. He had studied French in high school, and then for his thirtieth birthday, he had taken a European bus tour with his mother that passed through Nice. The combination of sunshine and handsome men in skimpy bikinis had ignited his fantasies, and he’d sworn he’d go back one day.

But instead the move had simply reinforced the despair of his situation. He was too fat to live in a hot climate. He had to concentrate so much on speaking French that when he tried to sit down and write, he had no English in his brain. And what sexy Frenchman would give a second look to a sweaty blond pig like him?

But this chance encounter might be what he needed to start over. If that was indeed Freddie Venus ahead of him, he’d been able to start over. How had he managed it? Could Newt learn anything from his example?

While unicorn sex paid pretty well, it wasn’t enough to buy him that oceanfront condo he’d been dreaming of. He had spent a couple of weeks in Nice, shopping for apartments along the Riviera from the Italian border to as far southwest as St. Tropez, and couldn’t find anything decent he could afford. He had to settle for a six-month lease on a two-bedroom apartment across from the train station.

In the three months since then, he’d hunkered down in his apartment, desperate for inspiration. Newt forced himself to stay at the computer for hours each day, but Fledglis had left the building. Instead, Newt spent hours looking out the window at young backpackers arriving on the overnight train from Paris, leaving in the evening for destinations unknown. He walked along the ocean, looking at the men, young and old, in their tiny bikinis. He jerked off to online porn. But no matter what he did, the words wouldn’t flow. It seemed like Newt had left his imagination back in New Jersey.

But now God or his muse or whoever had brought him Freddie Venus. Freddie would inspire him; he was sure. Watching Freddie go about his business would be the spur Newt needed to write again. Otherwise his money would run out, and he’d be on a plane back to the States, tail between his legs, even more of a failure than he’d been before.

With no other cars around them, Newt had to hold back, but he got lucky when Freddie signaled a left and turned into a curving driveway between two tall cypress trees.

Newt had watched enough spy movies to know what to do next. He kept going, pulling the smart car into a tiny lay-by a few hundred feet ahead. He struggled out of the car, reminding himself once again that he had to keep losing weight. At least one good thing about all that walking he’d done was that the pounds had begun to melt off. His triple-XL T-shirt had begun to feel loose, and he’d begun cinching his belt one notch tighter. He was still entrenched on the obesity scale, though.

He walked back down the road to the driveway, staying in the shelter of a row of trees. The air was hot and dry, but sweat began to pool under his arms and his man boobs, and he wiped his hand against his brow. When he reached a good vantage point, he saw Freddie carry his groceries into an old stone and stucco farmhouse, closing the heavy wood front door behind him.

Now what? How could he be sure that the man was indeed Freddie Venus? He had no idea how to check property records in France. He looked around. The house was isolated up a slight hill, with no close neighbors. No one to ask about Freddie—but then again, no one to notice if he did a little more snooping.

He climbed the rise, keeping to the line of trees, huffing for breath. His thighs chafed against his jeans, and his dick stiffened. His mind was filled with images of Freddie Venus naked, his body being worshipped by some equally hot stud. Freddie leaning forward, his hands pressed against a rough brick wall as a blond twink plowed his ass.

By the time Newt got to the top of the rise he was panting for breath like a horse that had just won the Kentucky Derby. He slumped to the ground beneath a twisted olive tree and let his heart rate return to normal. From that angle, the old farmhouse was quite charming, a single story with a red tile roof. The entire rear wall of the house had been replaced with glass.

Because the land in front of the house sloped steeply, too, the man inside had an unobstructed view toward the Mediterranean. Small farmhouses dotted the landscape, giving way to apartment buildings painted in brilliant shades of pink, red, and orange. Farther below Newt saw the cityscape of Nice, gleaming towers of glass and steel up against the narrow alleys and ancient buildings of the old city. If he turned his head, he could see a stretch of blue-green water and the edge of the famous gooseneck of Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat. 

Once he had his breath back, he crept closer to the house, staying close to the ground. The room at the nearest end appeared to be an office, with a row of computer monitors and a large screen mounted on the wall.

As he watched, the man Newt had seen at the hypermarché entered the room, and Newt was certain that he had found Freddie Venus. Freddie had shucked his long-sleeved T-shirt, and Newt got a clear view of his impressively muscled chest. When he turned to the side, Newt saw that familiar tattoo of angel wings.

Freddie was naked except for a pair of neon green workout shorts. He sat down at one of the computers with his back to the window and began to type, and quickly a movie started to play on the big TV screen facing Newt.

A young blond guy in a bright orange ball cap danced on a stage, wearing only a tiny bikini. He was slim but muscular and very limber. He gyrated sexily, sticking his hand in his bikini and rubbing his dick.

Newt got hard and began to rub his own dick through his baggy jeans. He stood in a patch of lavender, and the scent was intoxicating, like lathering in a shower with a bar of scented soap.

The blond on screen was joined by a dark-haired dancer of about his age wearing boxer briefs. The blond moved toward him, then turned his back and began twerking, rubbing his sexy ass against the dark-haired boy’s crotch.

Newt couldn’t help himself. He opened the fly of his jeans and pulled out his dick. He rubbed himself into a frenzy and came in a geyser that shot out into the lavender in a milky white arc, yelping as he did.

From behind the wall of glass, Freddie Venus looked outside and locked eyes with Newt. Mortified, Newt stuffed his dick into his pants and rushed back down the hill toward his car.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​3 – Peeping Tom
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Freddie Venus jumped up from his desk and stalked over to the glass wall. He said “What the fuck!” as he watched a fat, blond asshole in T-shirt and jeans stumbling down the hillside away from the house.

He couldn’t believe it. A Peeping Tom, way out there in the countryside. Was it the same guy who’d been watching him on the Promenade des Anglais? He couldn’t say, because he hadn’t actually seen anyone, just felt a presence.

He had noticed the bright red smart car following him up the hill but thought nothing of it. Was the fat fuck in that tiny car? Did he think switching from the Fiat sedan of the day before would make a difference?

He shook his head and went back to the computer. He couldn’t waste time obsessing about anonymous voyeurs. He’d meditate later—wipe away whatever negative energy the man had left behind. But now, he had a video to edit.

At fifty, Freddie counted himself lucky to have escaped the AIDS crisis, though he’d had many opportunities to contract the virus: barebacking on screen, having sex high on meth, in anonymous back rooms of clubs. He’d spent years in front of the camera doing everything humanly possible with his mouth, his ass, his dick, and every other body part. Most of that time he’d been drunk or stoned, in a spiral that led to a burnout when he couldn’t stand to be touched by anyone, not even a doctor or nurse.

By the time he crashed, he was an empty container. Heavy doses of antidepressants and a long retreat at a Buddhist monastery had brought him back to some semblance of humanity. He had pissed away most of the money he’d made in porn, though, and needed a job, preferably one that allowed him to lock himself up in a room by himself. Fortunately, he had bought this house years before, back when he was flush, keeping it as the hidey-hole he must have known even then that he’d need eventually.

Editing porn had become his salvation. The drugs he took to stay on an even keel had removed all sexual desire, but he had an eye for extracting sexual excitement from even the most mundane footage. He had a regular contract with a worldwide porn distributor who sent him hours of raw video. His specialty was choosing the absolute hottest scene to use as a teaser, encouraging customers to purchase the whole film as a download.

It paid well and meant he didn’t have to deal with the talent, the directors, or any of the myriad of hangers-on. He had plenty of time left over for workouts and meditation.

He prided himself on having retained his figure and his looks. In the past, when he was active in the business, he’d met other former stars who had let themselves go—losing their hair, getting fat, developing jowls and wrinkles. Guys in porn often had prodigious appetites—for sex, drugs, alcohol, and then, when they no longer had to maintain a figure, for food. No way was anybody going to catch Freddie Venus in a caftan.

He went back to editing. The blond, Justin Johnson, spent way too much time twerking on the other guy, a beefy brown-haired dude named Colt Breaker. Freddie reviewed the footage, looking for places to cut, choosing close-ups to intersperse. One of the trends he hated in porn was the quick jump from a sexy teaser to full-on sex. He took the opposite approach. He kept the footage of Colt easing Justin’s red bikini down, Justin’s big dick jumping out and banging against his flat abs.

A close-up of Colt’s mouth closing around Justin’s dick, the way his rosebud lips suctioned around the shaft. Freddie watched that for a minute, then switched to a wider angle shot where he could see the way Colt’s meaty hand pressed on Justin’s smooth ass, his fingers splayed out.

If you knew what you were doing, you could pull a lot of sexiness out of tiny moments like that, the way Colt’s index finger toyed with the very top of Justin’s ass crack. Then a different angle, this one on Colt’s face, his mouth hanging open and a glazed look in his eyes.

Way back when, this would have been the time when Freddie would take a break. He’d almost always had a hard-on and regularly needed relief. But now there was nothing stirring down there, and he kept on working. Colt was one of an interchangeable series of cute, sexy boys who were willing to bare all for a chance at porn stardom. Even his name was unimaginative—Colt Breaker. Meant to remind people of cowboys, though whenever Freddie looked at him, he thought “electrician.”

Justin Johnson was something different. There was an animal intensity in his eyes betraying a real person behind them, and in him Freddie noted a star quality that reminded him of himself. Not only in the definition of his muscles or the girth of his dick. He moved as if he was comfortable in his body, filled with joy at sharing what he had with the world.

Freddie was determined to edit this movie to show off Justin and do his best to make him a star. Of course, porn stardom was a double-edged sword, and in doing so he might destroy the very beauty he sought to celebrate. But he wasn’t Justin’s fairy godfather, there to help and protect him; it was Freddie’s job to create and sell a product.

He switched to a close-up of Justin’s face, the way he gazed at Colt as he sucked Colt’s dick, the motion of his right hand moving up and down Colt’s slickened shaft while his left strayed through a forest of pubic hair, his index finger toying with Colt’s root. Then a jump back to Colt’s almost vacant face, so the viewer could see how much he was enjoying this action.

Justin finally pulled off the dick and began jerking it rapidly, holding it toward his face so that when the spunk erupted, it sprayed across his face. He had a beatific look in his eyes, as if this ejaculation was all he wanted in life.

While many producers would immediately jump to the next scene, Freddie liked to linger for a moment on that afterglow, and the director knew that, so he’d filmed a few minutes of Colt nestling down next to Justin, the two of them cuddling. Colt wet an index finger and wiped some come off Justin’s jaw, then put it into his own mouth and sucked.

That was a money shot, Freddie thought. Yeah, there were guys who watched porn to get off, closing down the browser or turning off the TV as soon as they shot their load. But there were others who longed for the intimacy of a relationship, who cherished those small moments when an on-screen couple appeared to be more than casual fucks who’d go their own ways as soon as the director said, “Cut.”

Freddie had been one of those guys once. Somewhere in the middle of his career he had started thinking about having a real boyfriend, somebody from outside the business who would love him for more than his big dick and his ability to fuck. But like his childhood fantasy of owning a jetpack that would fly him all around the world, that idea had been discarded in the trash heap of reality.

He worked for another four hours, until it was time for his evening meditation. One of the reasons he’d chosen France was the prevalence of Buddhist retreat centers—there were over two hundred in the country. He had visited several, sometimes for weeks at a time, and decorated one room of his home with Buddhist tankas—elaborate tapestries meant to induce a meditative state.

That evening, though, he was heading to a special lecture by a visiting Rinpoche, or Tibetan Buddhist teacher. The announcement had promised a dynamic, spontaneous, and intimate teaching style and an atmosphere that inspired inner wisdom, and Freddie could use all of that he could get.

Driving to the retreat center, he kept thinking back to the Peeping Tom. The nerve of that guy, to invade his privacy. Where had he come from anyway? Did he know who Freddie was, or had he just stumbled on the house?

The evening was a waste. The Rinpoche was clearly a good teacher, but the teacher cannot help if the student is not ready. And no matter how hard he tried, Freddie could not clear his mind enough to focus.

He sat in the lotus position, his hands cupped open to receive the wisdom of the universe, and he thought about finding the fat man, tying him down, whipping him with a cat-o’-nine-tails until he begged for mercy, then prying open the meaty globes of his ass and fucking him with the biggest dildo he owned.

He realized, with a start, that he had an erection. How embarrassing—in the middle of a meditation. And how unusual—despite the hours of porn he watched every day, this was the first time he’d gotten a hard-on in ages.

It was so not what he needed. He wanted a release from the world, from earthly diversions and stresses. He no longer believed in romance, and all sex had ever brought him before was trouble and pain. He’d sworn off men since the last time his heart had been broken, and he wasn’t about to let some fat fuck of a Peeping Tom change his mind.

He struggled to control his thoughts and emotions, listening to the Rinpoche chant, and eventually he achieved a sort of peace. But then, driving back home and thinking of the Peeping Tom, his dick betrayed him once again, stiffening up and even leaking precome as he thought of everything he’d do to that fat fuck if he ever saw him again.

He was so disconcerted that he hardly noticed the car coming at him on the narrow mountain road. It looked like the car was trying to force him off the road, and it was only by a lucky turn of the wheel that Freddie escaped danger.

That was it, he thought. Was it the fat fuck again, now coming after him? He couldn’t take this shit anymore. He was going to hire someone to take care of this problem.
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​​4 – Taking the Job
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Sitting in the conference room across from the man Aidan had said was a porn star, Liam was amused. “You’re sure you need bodyguards?” he asked.

Freddie Venus looked insulted. “Would I be here if I didn’t? Last night I was driving home, and the asshole tried to run me off the road.”

“Did you get a look at the driver? Was it the same guy?”

Freddie shook his head. “The headlights were blinding me. But who else would it be? The guy’s crazy obsessed, and I need someone to keep him away from me.”

Liam looked at Aidan. His partner seemed to know the guy’s work, and that was interesting. Liam wasn’t much of a fan of porn; he had used it when he had to, before he met Aidan. Since then, though, he’d had his hands full with his partner’s desire, and he was occasionally surprised to catch Aidan watching some porn clip or reading some sexy book on his Kindle.

His partner had sex on the brain, he thought. Maybe it wasn’t a good idea for them to take this case, because it could give Aidan ideas.

But he’d never been able to resist what Aidan wanted, and from what he saw in his partner’s eyes, he knew that Aidan wanted very much to take on this job. “We have nothing else on the calendar,” Liam said. “We can start today, if you like.”

“I have some errands to run in Nice,” Freddie said. “Can you meet me at my house late this afternoon?”

“Do you want us to stay with you until the threat is resolved?” Liam asked.

Freddie nodded. “I have a couple of guest rooms, though I never have guests. I assume you’ll want the one with the king-size bed?”

Liam hated the way that some gay men could look at him, or him and Aidan, and immediately realize that their relationship was a sexual as well as professional one. Aidan called it gaydar; Liam called it annoying.

“That will be fine,” Aidan said. “Say five o’clock?”

Freddie agreed, and Aidan wrote down the directions to the house.

“Do you like dogs?” Aidan asked.

“Aidan,” Liam said. “We can leave Hayam with Madame Serroli.” She was the concierge at their apartment building and often watched their small mixed-breed dog when they were on assignment.

“Just asking,” Aidan said.

“You guys have a dog?” Freddie asked. “Like a guard dog?”

“Not quite,” Aidan said. He described Hayam.

“Sure, bring her along,” Freddie said. “Maybe we can sic her on the stalker.” He stood. “Thank you. I feel better knowing that I have you guys on my team.”

“It’s our pleasure,” Aidan said and shook the man’s hand. Liam repressed a desire to kick his partner under the table.

Liam closed the conference-room door after Freddie. Through the window, Liam could see that he had stopped at Victoire’s desk to fill out the required paperwork as well as leave a check as a retainer.

“What do you think?” Liam asked. “Real threat or a drama queen?”

“As far as I know, Freddie Venus dropped out of sight a few years ago. Maybe this stalker is a photographer trying to get a story.”

“And jerking off instead of taking pictures?” Liam asked. “Not very plausible.”

“Then he’s probably just a deranged fan,” Aidan said. “The news is full of those these days. People who think they’re married to some movie star and keep trying to break into their houses.”

By the time they left the office, Freddie Venus had already departed. “So this guy,” Liam said as they walked back through the narrow streets toward their apartment. “You’ve watched a bunch of his movies?”

Aidan shrugged. “I guess. I mean, you know my taste in men.” They stepped off the curb to pass a pair of tall, leggy blondes gossiping in rapid French.

“Are you comparing me to that over-the-hill lothario back there?”

“Are you jealous?” Aidan asked, his eyes dancing with laughter. “I like my men big and muscular. Freddie Venus was all that and more, back in the day. Very different from Blake, for sure.”

“Did you and Blake watch his movies together?”

“Blake disdained porn,” Aidan said. “He used to say things like ‘I don’t even want to see you naked, much less some stranger on the TV screen.’”

“That Blake,” Liam said. “A real charmer. Sometimes I wonder why you spent eleven years with him.”

“He wasn’t all bad,” Aidan said.

Liam was never quite comfortable talking about Aidan’s ex with him. The guy sounded like a class-A jerk, and the one time they’d met, albeit briefly, Blake had done nothing to dispel that impression. For a long time, Liam had doubted that Aidan would stay with him, because he was so different from the wealthy, snobbish lawyer Aidan had been in love with back in Philadelphia.

He had gotten over that, eventually, as he realized the depth of Aidan’s love for him and his own love for his partner. The more he lived away from the United States, the more he realized that he had some very puritanical views about sex, formed, he was sure, by his parents, who rarely showed each other any physical affection. Growing up around a relentless negativity about gay men had been part of it too.

He and Aidan stopped at a red light, and a tide of sunburned American tourists in cruise-ship T-shirts came toward them. It was high summer, and Nice was a port on both the eastern and western Mediterranean routes. The tourists reminded him of the last time he and Aidan had been back to New Jersey. He had felt like a stranger, even though he still had the local roads tattooed on his brain.

Where did he belong? Would he ever be able to be as relaxed and open about sex as Aidan was, as so many Europeans were? Or would he always be stuck between the two cultures?

The tourists passed, and Liam shook off his doubts and focused on the case ahead. “I’ll organize what we need to take with us. You can do some quick research on the client and then pack everything.” He looked over at his partner. “And quick research does not mean watching the guy’s videos. Find out if that’s his real name, what kind of property he owns, how long he’s been in France.”

“I know the drill, Liam,” Aidan said. They passed a Frenchman with a Gauloise hanging from his lip, and Aidan waved away the cloud of smoke.

“Don’t get prissy,” Liam said. “It was a joke.”

“Uh-huh,” Aidan said as they reached the front door of their apartment building. Aidan opened it with a flourish and waved his hand. “After you, master.”

Liam swallowed a snappy comeback. He didn’t need Aidan in a mood before they’d even started with the client, who was sure to be even more dramatic in his home than he’d been at the office.

Aidan and Liam rented a one-bedroom apartment on the ground floor of a modern apartment building in the center of Nice, with a concierge at the front desk and tall French doors that opened to a small courtyard where Hayam could play. 

Once inside, Aidan sat down at the laptop while Liam let Hayam out into the courtyard. She was always so happy to see them, even when they’d only been gone for a few minutes. Kind of like the way Aidan had reacted to Freddie Venus.

Liam cleaned his gun and Aidan’s, assembled ammunition, flashlights, a long-handled mirror for checking underneath cars. He made sure all their electronics were charged, that the first-aid kit was stocked. When he finished, he went out to the living room. “Find anything?” he asked.

“I e-mailed Richard for a financial workup,” Aidan said. Richard was a British hacker they used for electronic snooping. “And I also dug up some old articles on Freddie Venus. His birth name was Ventura, and he changed it legally a few years after he started work in porn.”

“Any ideas why he left the porn business?”

“He hasn’t,” Aidan said. “He stopped acting but now he edits porn movies.”

“Sounds like a good life. Until somebody tries to kill you.”

“I couldn’t find anyone online who appears obsessed enough with Freddie to come to France and track him down,” Aidan said. “But I’ll keep looking once we get to his house and see if he can give me any leads.”

Aidan sat back in his chair. “What do you think we’re going to do for food? I looked his place up on the map, and there aren’t a whole lot of restaurants in the area for takeout.”

“Pack up what we’ve got in the house.”

“All right. We don’t have much, so we’ll have to go shopping at some point.” He stood up and leaned toward Liam for a kiss, but Liam hadn’t anticipated that, and he had already slid into the chair, leaving Aidan kissing air.

“I’ll take over computer duties for a while. You can get your cute butt into the bedroom and pack everything I’ve laid out.”

Aidan sashayed toward the bedroom, making sure that Liam saw the way his cute butt could move. Liam shook his head. Aidan was dramatic enough without the influence of a real drama queen with screen credits. It was going to be an interesting assignment.
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​​5 – Scurvy Traitor
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Driving home after he ran away from Freddie’s house Sunday afternoon, Newt was appalled at what he’d done. He wasn’t some horny teenager, jerking off to fantasies of a classmate. He’d done all that and thought he’d long since outgrown it. But as he stumbled down the hill, he had realized he hadn’t come very far at all. He was still the lonely outcast, observing the world instead of participating in it.

He was sure that Freddie Venus had seen him, so there was no chance that he could casually walk up to the guy somewhere, introduce himself as a fan, and then see where things led. He’d ruined even a glimmer of that possibility.

Who was he kidding? He was five-ten and three hundred pounds. The hair was thinning on his head and sprouting out of his ears. Before he’d left Jersey, he’d been struggling to find anyone even willing to let him provide a blowjob. He didn’t think he’d been naked with another man for at least ten years.

Teased for everything from his weight to his salamander-like name, Newt had had few friends and hated school. His only refuge was in fantasy novels, and as a teenager he began to write his own, about wizards and dragons and magical lands.

He’d always known he was gay, but had no chance to act on those feelings because he wasn’t comfortable in bars, and no one would give him a second look. With the rise of the Internet, he started having anonymous sex with guys who then wouldn’t return his calls or e-mails. In his forties he began bringing gay characters and hot sex into his fantasy writing, building a reputation in discussion groups and then self-publishing his books.

And where had it all led him? To a level of desperation he’d never thought he could sink to.

He trudged the last few steps to his car, got in, and started to drive back down the winding mountain road lined with red-roofed stucco buildings right up against the street, garbage cans out for collection, random wildflowers blossoming along the road. It was beautiful, and that made Newt even more depressed. He’d never live in a house like these with a man like Freddie. His life was a disaster.
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