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Author’s Note 
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The pandemic and the world’s political climate have changed so quickly in the recent past that I feel obliged to indicate that I began thinking about this book in the summer of 2021, as the delta variant of the Covid-19 virus began to ease and some travel restrictions were lifted. People were still wearing masks, and I wondered how Aidan and Liam would react to protecting a client in those times.

At the same time, the United States was talking about pulling out of Afghanistan, and I read an article about the smuggling route which I use in this book. Of course, at that time I had no idea that the omicron variant would hit so hard, or that Kabul would fall so quickly.

So readers may assume that this book takes place in that sweet spot in the summer of 2021, between delta and omicron, and before the US left Afghanistan completely.
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Reviews for Neil Plakcy’s Have Body, Will Guard series:
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"This over-the-top sexy couple brings it all together in every way in for that author Neil Plakcy deserves a robust five stars for a great series. - from an Amazon review for The Madness of Husbands

"This is both an action-packed adventure and a personal journey rich with emotion." Review of The Madness of Husbands by Ulysses Dietz, author of Cliffhanger.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication
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For Marc, who showed me the highway of stars across the heavens. And for Brody and Griffin, who regularly remind me that it’s time to have fun. 
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1: Self-Sufficiency: Aidan
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“Can you slice those potatoes for me?” Aidan Greene asked his husband as they stood in the kitchen of their home on a hill overlooking Nice and the Mediterranean.

Liam McCullough picked one up and looked at it. “Are these from our garden?”

“Yes, along with the lettuce, tomatoes and cucumbers for the salad, and the strawberries on the shortcake we’re having for dessert.”

He handed Liam a well-used chef’s knife and watched for a moment as his husband began slicing, awkwardly at first, then picking up speed. Aidan had yet to find a physical task that Liam, a former Navy SEAL, could not pick up quickly and then master.

Aidan cracked a half-dozen eggs into a glass bowl and began stirring. ““We are luckier than many people,” he said. “Every week the news about this pandemic gets worse and worse, and it’s harder to find supplies, even at the hypermarché.”

“If everyone would just get their shots and wear their masks, we could get through this a lot quicker,” Liam said. “We’ve only worked less than four weeks since the pandemic started over a year ago. I transferred money from our savings to our checking again yesterday.” He shook his head. “People staying home and out of trouble has been unexpectedly bad for the personal protection business.”

“I agree. But the good news is that with the lack of beef available, moving to a more vegetarian diet has been healthy for both of us.” Aidan appreciated the effect the diet had on his forty-something physique, lowering his blood pressure and cholesterol levels. But he prided himself that he was still fairly slim, could run and jump when necessary, that his face was still unlined and his hair, though thinning, was still a dark brown.

Aidan poured the eggs into a buttered pan, and then Liam stepped up to slide the potatoes in. The closeness of his body and the smell of his lavender soap combined to bring a pleasurable warmth to Aidan’s groin. Their sex life had taken a hit a few months into the pandemic, as they both grew grouchy about being confined together. They were both too focused on infection rates and mask mandates to feel sexy about each other. 

After lots of practice, Aidan had mastered the ability to flip the tortilla de patata, or Spanish potato omelet, and with a quick flip of his wrist the eggy package was browning on the other side. Liam stepped close to him again, reaching for water glasses, and Aidan took advantage of the proximity to give his husband a quick kiss on the cheek.

Liam responded, as he often did, with a pinch of Aidan’s nipple, which always made him jump, even as it sent electric signals. “Wait until after dinner, sport,” Aidan said, glad that intimacy had returned between them.

“If I wasn’t starving I’d have you over that counter quicker than you can say fetch the lube,” Liam said. “But you’re right, we’ll wait until we eat.”

Aidan cut the omelet in half and slid it onto two plates, already garnished with the salad they’d eat, as French people did, after the main course. Aidan grabbed his phone and took a couple of pictures of the food. “I don’t know why you bother with that,” Liam grumbled. “It’s not like anyone else cares what we eat.”

“I have followers on Instagram,” Aidan protested. “My cousin Ellen posts about hiking, and she and I always like and tag each other’s posts. I alternate between pictures of the garden and ones of the food on the table. People ask for gardening tips and recipes.”

Aidan put the phone aside and sat down to eat. He took a moment between bites to look at his husband, who was still the most handsome man he’d ever known. Liam was six-four, with broad shoulders and a narrow waist. He maintained his SEAL level of fitness. His hair was a lighter brown than Aidan’s, his face more square.

“Dinner is very good,” Liam said after a couple of bites. “I have to admit I’m impressed at how much you can do with what we grow.”

“I was dying there for a while when we couldn’t get flour or yeast anywhere,” Aidan said. “I’m never going to make baguettes better than we can get in town, but at least I can make us desserts.”

“Which we don’t need,” Liam said. 

Liam had been vigilant about exercise, even as the gym where he trained a couple of clients shut down for the pandemic. He still did his regular morning workout in the back yard, and he and Aidan had begun hiking out-of-the-way trails. He monitored his weight and body mass index religiously, and though he wouldn’t reveal his numbers, Aidan knew that on the whole he’d been successful at avoiding the dreaded gain he saw people complaining about online.

Shortly after they finished their salads, the doorbell rang and their little lion-faced dog, Hayam, rushed forward, barking. Liam cleared the table as Aidan walked over to open the door.

“Ma petite mignon,” Thierry said, scooping the little dog up into his arms. The Frenchman was twenty years older than they were, with gray lines through his wavy black hair, but he’d become more youthful once Aidan and Liam had introduced him to Slava. Love did that to people.

Slava was behind him, a bear of a man of about Thierry’s age, though his shoulder-length mane was nearly white. He had lost a lot of weight because he couldn’t indulge in huge steaks and other rich foods while they were mostly confined to their homes, but he still had the large physique that had attracted Thierry.

“How are things for you?” Slava asked, as they sat down to shortcake and a bottle of expensive dessert wine Slava had brought. Their neighbor, a retired Russian oligarch, never seemed to have financial problems and had been generous to them throughout the pandemic. “Any work?”

Aidan shook his head. Once travel into and out of France was banned, most of their work in close protection, the industry term for what others might call bodyguard work, evaporated. No more executives coming to the Riviera to execute deals in person. No more billionaires and their entourages shopping the chic boutiques. No more extravagant balls where women wearing six-figure jewelry ensembles needed the comfort of a security guard nearby.

“Fortunately the virus has begun to relent in Europe,” Slava said. “I am hoping to go to Italy soon to see my son. So maybe that will mean more clients for you.”

“I hope so,” Liam said. “I get antsy sometimes sitting around.”

After the neighbors left, Aidan uploaded his pictures to Facebook and Instagram, and was surprised to see a direct message from Ethan Katz, a college friend with a successful Wall Street career.

Aidan: R U & yr husband still bodyguards? Need help ASAP! 

He added his phone number below the text. 

Before he called, or even before he alerted Liam to the message, Aidan jumped into the world of social media to discover what Ethan was up to, and perhaps guess why he needed personal protection so urgently.

According to LinkedIn, he was Executive Director, effectively the president, of an international bank owned by a family from the United Arab Emirates and based in Luxembourg.

That established, Aidan found Liam in the living room watching a travel program. “Imagine, it was only last year that we could have picked up and gone anywhere,” Liam said.

“Well, we might have an opportunity to travel,” Aidan said. “So there’s this guy I knew at Penn, Ethan Katz. Living in Luxembourg, running a small international bank. He just sent me a direct message that he needs protection stat.”

“Any idea why?”

Aidan shrugged. “I haven’t spoken to him in years.”

“What’s his social media look like?” Liam asked.

They scanned backwards through Ethan’s posts of the past few years. Ethan attended charity events sponsored by the bank, uploaded photos from ski lifts and food porn from expensive restaurants. “He’s not married?” Liam asked.

“He was once,” Aidan said. “I’m sure I remember photos of him and a husband. But it’s like he went back and scrubbed the guy out. And he introduced me to a gay business group on LinkedIn, but that connection is gone, too.”

“Do you think he took a deep dive into the closet in order to take this job?” Liam asked. “Could someone be blackmailing him, and that’s why he needs protection?”

“Useless speculation until we talk to him,” Aidan said. 

“Then let’s call him, and see what he has to say. We’ve both been vaccinated, but can we get into Luxembourg, or is it still locked down? And we have to know what’s wrong before we can make a decision.”

Aidan turned back to the direct message from Ethan and typed in “Do you Skype? We’re home now,” and added his Skype number. Then he hit Send.

“Blackmail is slippery to get hold of,” Liam said, while they waited for a response. “It depends on what kind of information the blackmailer has. It’s not like in the old days when you could just demand the negatives for any pictures. Now the digital files live on.”

“And I’m not comfortable protecting someone who’s lying,” Aidan said. “Even an old friend.”

“By lying you mean in the closet.”

“Yeah, I do. I mean, Ethan was out when we were in college, before I was.”

“Did you and he...” Liam asked.

Aidan shook his head. “Oh, no. First of all, he was too out, and I was too closeted. I admired him, though. I’d hear about his trips to gay bars and clubs, about the men he picked up and what they did together. I was scared that if I was too close to him, people would figure out I was gay.” He paused. “And I also thought he took too many risks. AIDS was still very scary back then.”

Then the iPad trilled with an incoming Skype call.

“Well, we’ll see what’s going on now,” Liam said.
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2: It Isn’t Safe: Aidan

[image: ]




Aidan clicked to accept the call, and Ethan Katz’s face filled the screen. His dark hair was too messy and too long, tufts growing over his ears, and he hadn’t shaved for a day or two.

“Thank you so much for answering my message,” Ethan said. “I’ve gotten myself in some real trouble and I’m scared to death.”

“Let’s slow down for a minute.” Aidan motioned to Liam beside him. “This is my husband, Liam. We are independent agents in close protection, though we usually work under the corporate umbrella of a company here in France called Agence de Securité. We provide short-term protective services here on the Riviera to visiting dignitaries, executives, and wealthy people. On occasion we’ll travel with, or to, a principal, when there is a specific threat.”

“I understand that, and I’m willing to pay you to come here to Lux City to protect me.”

“Protect you from what?” Aidan asked. He and Liam shared a glance. Maybe this wasn’t about blackmail, or sexual orientation, or religion at all.

“I don’t know if my phone or my internet is being monitored, so I’d prefer not to go into details until I see you in person. I’ll just say that one of my branch managers discovered some irregularities in the bank’s books. He discussed the situation with the client involved, and soon after he was killed.”

“Have you passed that information to the police investigating his death?” Liam asked.

“Banking regulations in Luxembourg are complicated, and the most effective way to open an investigation is through the regulator in charge of this kind of thing. Unfortunately, he’s out of the office with a Covid-19 infection, and the rest of his team is quarantined, so again, I’d have to communicate over the phone or the internet, which isn’t safe.”

He leaned into his computer. “There have been threats,” he said in a low voice. “Printed ones plastered on my car. Phone calls, until I changed my number. I look outside my apartment and I’m sure I’m being watched. But everybody’s wearing a fucking mask so I can’t prove anything.”

It was still strange for Aidan to wear a mask when he went into Banneret-les-Vaux, or on a longer journey to the hypermarché to stock up on whatever was available. It was creepy seeing only a band of eyes between a mask and a ball cap, and several times he’d nearly ignored neighbors because he didn’t recognize them.

Ethan’s voice rose by the end of his protest. “Please, you have to help me. The bank has everyone working from home, and I’m going nuts here on my own. But what’s worse is that the board is talking about having us return to the office soon, and if I have to go out on the street, in and out of office buildings, I’ll be completely vulnerable.”

“OK,” Aidan said, “I understand you’re upset. How long do you think you’d need us?”

“I don’t know. It depends on how quickly my contact in the regulator’s office recovers.”

Aidan looked at Liam. “Have you considered hiring someone local? They’d be more familiar with the area and the local culture.”

“I’ve tried, believe me,” Ethan said. “But I hear the same thing everywhere. We’re protecting the safety of our employees. Or we don’t have the resources right now. Please, even if you can come for a few weeks, it might be enough to get me over this Covid hump until I can pass on what I know, and the police can take over.”

“Do you have a room for us in your apartment?” Liam asked.

“I’ve got a two-bedroom apartment, but it’s laid out for sharing, each bedroom with its own en-suite bath.”

“Let me put you on hold for a minute, Ethan,” Aidan said, and when Ethan nodded he minimized the screen. Then he turned to Liam. “What do you think?”

“He’s either very scared or nuts,” Liam said. “The only way we’ll find out is to go there. But he’s your friend. Do you want to do this?”

Aidan nodded. “We’ve been out of the game for over a year. This could be a nice, easy way for us to get back in. If Luxembourg is anything like Nice, most places will still be shut down, and we’ll be able to quarantine in his apartment. That’s easy protection.”

“Nothing in close protection is ever easy,” Liam said. “Well, see if he’ll sign a contract with Jean-Luc, and if he will, we’ll get ourselves up there. Is it a Grand Duchy or a principality?”

“I think it might be both,” Aidan said. He opened the window to find Ethan staring straight ahead, lost in thought.

“Ethan? We’re back.”

Ethan shook his head quickly, then focused on them. “Will you help me?”

“I’ll have our boss send you a contract tomorrow morning, and providing you agree to the terms, we’ll be on a plane as soon as we can get one.”

“Thank you! Even though we haven’t seen each other in years, I feel that I can trust you, and I appreciate your helping me.” Then he shut down his end of the conversation and the screen went dark.
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3: TL:DR: Aidan
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Aidan composed an email to Jean-Luc Derain at the Agence de Securité, and laid out what he knew, and that he and Liam wanted to take the job. He added as much information on Ethan Katz as he had. Then he started looking for a way to get to Luxembourg.

It took him a while to find decent flights. Everything recommended to him for Nice to Luxembourg was fourteen or fifteen hours and involved a long layover. Finally he found a direct flight from Nice to Brussels.

He carried the laptop into the bedroom, where Liam was already assembling all their electronics to be charged. “I can get us a direct flight to Brussels tomorrow morning. The question is getting from there to Luxembourg.”

“Choices?”

“We rent a car. Supposedly a two-and-a-half-hour drive. Or we take a train. Takes an extra half hour but we don’t have to mess with the rental operation or driving directions.”

“It’s going to be the same amount of time whichever we do. And we’re going into a city, right? Probably won’t need a car there. So I pick train.”

“Good. That’s what I thought.”

Aidan made the necessary reservations and then tried to do some packing, but he was too excited. Finally, after a year and a half of indolence, they were going back to work. He’d never been to Luxembourg, so that was another country to tick off on his life list. Sure, they’d be busy protecting Ethan, but he hoped they could see some of the country while they were there.

And they’d have income again! They could go out to dinner. Replace the ceiling fan in the living room, which made a weird buzzing sound when it rotated. He had a whole list of small purchases to make once they had the money. 

It would be good to see Ethan again, too. Had they seen each other most recently at the tenth reunion of their class at Penn? Aidan had been living in Philadelphia then, with his ex, Blake. Ethan was working for a bank in Manhattan then. He was single, and Aidan had chided him about settling down. Weren’t there enough eligible gay bachelors in the city?

Ethan had been cagey, and Aidan had later learned his friend was in the early stages of his relationship with Jan Christensen, a translator for the UN. The next year, a holiday card had come from Ethan and Jan, with a photo of them together. 

That photo was long gone, the casualty of Aidan’s abrupt departure from Philadelphia when Blake kicked him to the curb a few years later. He picked up his iPad and logged into Facebook, where he did a deep dive into Ethan’s social media history.

It was as if Ethan had erased Jan from his life, though Aidan knew they had been together at least fifteen years. There were occasional photos of vacation spots, but never with people in them. Then five years before, Ethan had taken a job with the New York office of a Spanish bank, and there were a number of photos in various Spanish cities.

His relationship status was single, and his likes included the video of a classical concert in Vienna, a number of business books, and a variety of Spanish sparkling wine. The profile photo was one that must have been taken by a professional, and Ethan was well-groomed but not overly so. He wore a navy suit with a red tie, and looked like an interchangeable cog in the multinational world of banking.

Straight. He looked straight, too. There wasn’t anything Aidan could put his finger on, specifically. But at a glance, or even a closer look, Aidan’s gaydar didn’t ping. Was that deliberate?

The next morning Liam was up early, exercising in the back yard, as Aidan fixed breakfast. By the time they’d eaten, an email had come in from Jean-Luc, informing them that he had a signed contract from Ethan Katz to work in Luxembourg City.

Aidan packed up Hayam’s food and toys and walked the dog next door, where Thierry and Slava would be happy to spoil her while Aidan and Liam were gone.

“A job!” Thierry said. “You must be happy.”

“Relieved. Eager to get to work. It’s an old college friend, so it will be nice to see him and catch up. And of course to help him out of whatever trouble he’s in.”

Slava picked them up a few minutes later, and delivered them to the airport in Nice with his customary speed and flair. Before they got out of the car, they put on the medical-grade face masks Slava had ordered for them.

Almost everyone in the terminal, from customers to clerks, wore face masks, in a wide variety of colors and decorations. Many employees had masks supplied by their employers, with company logos discreetly placed, often to the side. Some wore neck gaiters, covering everything from their nose down to their shirt collars. Others proclaimed their loyalty to football clubs or movie characters. And some were the flimsy throwaway ones that Aidan suspected provided little if any protection.

Once they were on the plane to Brussels, Aidan had the time to look over the client information sheet that Ethan had submitted. He lived in a neighborhood called Kirchberg, within a few blocks’ walk of his office at the Banque des Emirs.

He was Aidan’s age and identified as unmarried, which reminded Aidan to ask about Jan, and what had happened to him. His hobbies were listening to music, world travel, skiing and hiking. His emergency contact was a sister in New York.

There was little on the form that Aidan didn’t already know, and that surprised him, since he and Ethan had only been in sporadic touch for decades.

He passed the laptop to Liam, who scanned the form and then looked up. “Very skimpy, isn’t it? Do you know anything more about him?”

“Let me show you his LinkedIn profile.” Aidan took the laptop back, hit a couple of keys, then tried to return it to Liam.

“I don’t need the whole thing right now,” Liam said, resisting the laptop. “Give me the TL:DR.”

“Well, aren’t you the digital one,” Aidan said, with a laugh. “After we graduated from Penn, he spent a year in South America for the Peace Corps, doing economic development work. Not sure what that means. Maybe helping indigenous people find markets for their crafts.”

He looked back at the laptop. “MA in International Studies from the Saïd Business School at Oxford. Worked for an NGO in London for two years, then got his MBA at Columbia.”

“Seems like it took him a long time to get his career started,” Liam said. “Wealthy family?”

Aidan frowned. “I’m not sure. We’ll have to ask him that. After Columbia he started a career in banking. Six years at Citigroup, moving up the ladder, then a switch to a job in international lending for a Spanish bank in New York. A year and a half ago, he made the move to Luxembourg.”

“What’s his job there?”

“Managing Director. As far as I can tell, that’s the top of the food chain for a private bank. Reports directly to the family who owns the bank, manages all aspects of operations including investments and loan portfolio.”

Liam settled back in his seat. “Let’s hope this threat against him has nothing to do with robberies or violence,” he said. “I’d like a chance to get back on my game before we face anything really dangerous.”

Aidan looked at his husband. Was Liam “off his game”? What did that mean? He was in excellent physical condition; Aidan could see that in the way his husband worked out every day. But they had not faced real danger in a long time. Would they be prepared when it came?
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4: Jo: Aidan
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They landed at Luchthaven Zaventem, the Brussels airport, north of the city, and because they were traveling within the Schengen Zone they were able to make a quick exit. It was interesting to note the way that some people changed their masks when they got off the plane, often swapping out face shields for simpler ones. But the Belgians seemed as concerned as the French, and almost everyone they saw was masked.

It was odd and somehow creepy to be surrounded by hundreds of people wearing masks. Aidan had learned from Liam to be aware of everyone around them, looking for discrepancies between their attire and their expressions. That was almost impossible to do under these circumstances.

They boarded a moving sidewalk, and he noticed a stocky young man in an American football jersey waiting on the outside of a row of seats that delineated the waiting area for a gate. Something about the way he shifted from foot to foot caught Aidan’s eye. Was he a nervous flier, waiting to board at the last minute? Did he have to use the restroom? 

But they had moved beyond him before Aidan could come to a final decision.

They stopped for a moment to admire the giant red and white rocket sculpture created by the author of the Tintin comics. “Is it just me or is that awfully phallic?” Aidan asked. The nose cone was bright red, and the body of the rocket a patchwork of red and white squares. It rested on three glossy red legs, and reminded Aidan of a giant dildo.

“It’s just you,” Liam said, laughing. He leaned in close. “Are you imagining something up your butt? Because we can arrange that once we get somewhere private.”

Aidan knocked him gently in the shoulder and continued forward. The rail station was directly under the departures and arrivals hall, and while they waited for their train they indulged in a typical lunch of mussels and fries, though because they were on the clock they skipped tasting one of the many beers on offer. They did indulge in square Belgian waffles for dessert, but only after Aidan insisted they would only be in the country for another hour.

In the food court, many of those who were eating looked almost bearded, because they let dark masks hang loose over their chins. Every time someone left a table a woman in a uniform swooped in and sprayed it down. It reminded Aidan of a futuristic movie. The only thing missing was a platoon of uniformed soldiers enforcing conditions. It looked like the Belgians were following the rules without being forced to do so.

Aidan couldn’t help comparing that to news reports from the States, where the unmasked proudly marched down city streets, where even doctors and nurses gave up their jobs rather than be vaccinated, because someone on a right-wing news show had warned them they might be microchipped or lose their ability to procreate in the future.

The train to Luxembourg City was sleek and modern, and moved almost soundlessly through the countryside. There, Aidan had leisure to observe his fellow passengers, but again the masking confounded his ability to make judgments. Were the two women leaning in close sisters, friends, or lovers? Was the heavyset man across from them watching them out of prurient interest, or was he connected to them somehow? Without seeing their faces he couldn’t come to a conclusion.

They had to switch lines at Brussell-Noord for Luxembourg, but the connection was quick. The train was crowded, and they ended up standing in the vestibule area for the first few stops until seats began to open up.

“Have you been to Brussels before?” Aidan asked, once they were seated next to each other. It was awkward to talk quietly with the masks on, but fortunately no one was nearby.

The train moved silently enough that Liam could answer in a low voice. “My team was assigned to Sockyer for a while, and we got to travel on breaks.”

“Sockyer?”

“SOC-EUR. U.S. Special Operations Command Europe,” Liam said. “Based in Stuttgart. Our area of responsibility extended from Greenland all the way through Russia to Israel. It was actually a dull year. No major international incidents, so we did a lot of training and a bunch of small missions. The great thing was being based in Germany, so Joey and I got to see a lot of Europe.”

Joey Sheridan was Liam’s best friend in the SEALs, now retired from the military and working for a Navy contractor in DC. 

“Somehow I’ll bet you were both too goody-goody to get into much trouble,” Aidan said. Joey was straight, and Liam had been closeted then, and Liam had been too afraid of inheriting his father’s alcoholic tendencies to drink too much.

“There are stories,” Liam said. “Though Joey and I have a mutual kill pact if we tell any of them.”

Aidan stared at his husband for a moment. Liam sometimes had an unexpectedly dry sense of humor, and even after all these years it was hard for Aidan to tell what was truth and what was fiction.

That conversational direction was going nowhere, so he focused on the countryside out the big windows. The landscape was hilly, the railroad threading between valleys. Aidan was excited by seeing new sights, even if they were only dairy farms, and wished they had the chance to stop and explore.

Arlon was the last station in Belgium, and because he and Liam had done so little travel within the Schengen Zone, he was still a bit surprised there was no passport control. When he had traveled Europe after college, he had vivid memories of being shaken awake by conductors as they crossed borders.

From the train station in Luxembourg City, they took the next available taxi and gave the driver Ethan’s address. It was in an area alongside the river, downhill from the castle ramparts. The blocky buildings were all four and five stories, with dark blue roofs. They were painted in shades of white, yellow and ochre. As befit a UNESCO heritage site, the neighborhood looked like it hadn’t changed much in centuries.

The only thing that was different, Aidan thought, was the mask-wearing, though presumably some of these buildings had been around during the second round of the bubonic plague in the late Middle Ages, and then in the influenza panic of 1918, when people had worn masks even without the scientific knowledge they had today.

The cab navigated the narrow streets, crossing the Pétrusse River, until the driver pulled up in front of a three-story building that showed evidence of major renovation – larger windows, and a glass front door that led to a small, marble-tiled elevator lobby.

As the cab pulled away, Aidan pressed the button beside the door labeled 3A, pleased to see that there were no names listed. A tiny bit of extra security; not much, but good.

A moment later a disembodied voice said, “Joe?”

“No, it’s Aidan and Liam.”

The door buzzed, and they walked into the lobby. A door on either side of them led to apartments, a pattern that was continued on the third floor, where Ethan’s unit was to the left. When the elevator doors opened, Ethan was standing in his doorway.

He looked heavier than Aidan had remembered, and his face was lined with worry, but he smiled.  “I’m so glad you’re here. Come on in.” Ethan hugged him, and for a moment Aidan almost recoiled, so accustomed to avoiding intimate contact with strangers after a year and a half under quarantine. But then he hugged Ethan back, and introduced Liam.

Aidan and Liam followed Ethan inside, and Ethan closed the door behind them, and engaged two separate bolts on the door. 

“Who’s Joe?” Aidan asked.

Ethan cocked his head for a moment, then smiled. “Jo is yes in Luxembourgish. You’ll hear it a lot, if we have to leave this apartment.”

“Ah,” Aidan said. “Must be interesting for people with that proper name.” He hesitated for a moment, seeing that Ethan wasn’t wearing a mask. “You’ve been vaccinated, haven’t you?”

Ethan nodded. “And I’ve hardly left the house. So you’re safe without the masks.”

It was a great relief to pull off the mask, after wearing it all day.

He noticed that Liam was looking around him, and he did the same. The ceilings were high, ornamented with baroque plasterwork wreaths and ribbons. Floor to ceiling glass windows looked out on a narrow terrace and a view of the river and the steep, forested hillside beyond.

They stood in a large living room furnished with simple, Scandinavian-inspired furniture, polished blond wood and natural fibers. “You look great,” Ethan said. “What’s it been, fifteen, sixteen years?”

“About that.”

“Let me get you settled in your room. It’s this way.” He led them past a large, modern kitchen, with a washer and dryer under the counter, to the second bedroom, which had a king-sized bed, two night tables and a large wardrobe. Through an open door on the far side, Aidan saw a marble bathroom. 

“This is really nice,” Aidan said.

“The bank has a real estate division that owns property around the world, including a few buildings here in Lux City. This is one of them.”

They left their bags in the bedroom and followed Ethan back to the living room, where he asked, “Can I get you anything to eat or drink?”

“No, we’re good. We ate in Brussels while we were waiting for our train,” Liam said. “Let’s sit down and you tell us what’s wrong.”

Ethan nodded. He sat in a simple armchair and they faced him on the sofa. 

“The bank was started about twenty-five years ago by an Emirati sheikh who wanted someone professional to manage the money his oil leases were bringing in. Gradually we expanded to providing private banking services to high-net-worth individuals and families. Many of them are Middle-Eastern, but we also have a sizable Russian clientele.”

Ethan cleared his throat. “Sorry, if I’m going to talk a lot I need something to drink. Sure I can’t get you anything?”

“What are you having?” Aidan asked.

“A very large rum and tonic. My liquor cabinet used to be much broader, when I was going in and out of duty-free zones. Since I’ve been stuck here I’ve gone through a lot of it.”

“I’ll have a rum and tonic, though not large,” Aidan said.

“Just water for me,” Liam said.

With Ethan out of the room, Aidan and Liam looked at each other. Aidan raised his eyebrows, and Liam shrugged. They’d talk when they were in their room, after hearing all that Ethan had to say.

Ethan returned with three large crystal glasses on a tray. He handed Liam the water, Aidan a glass half-full but garnished with a lime slice, and kept the full glass for himself. He put the tray down on the coffee table and sat down again.

“Let’s see, where was I? The bank takes in deposits and makes investments and loans. My job is Managing Director, which means I supervise everything. I have vice presidents for various areas, and they report numbers to me. When Lux locked down, I sent everyone home, and after a few weeks of upgrading our IT my staff has been working remotely.”

“Will you be going back to the office soon?” Aidan asked.

“Right now I’m frightened of leaving my apartment, so I’m not making any plans to return to the office yet.”

“I understand, it’s scary to consider the virus and how dangerous it is.”

Ethan shook his head. “I don’t give a damn about the virus. What scares me is the demand that if I don’t do what these people say, they’ll cut my dick and balls off and let me bleed to death very painfully.”
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Now we’re getting somewhere, Liam thought. “That’s a very specific threat,” Liam asked. “Does this client know you’re gay?”

Ethan froze and Liam noticed the client’s hands were shaking.

“Sorry, I think I pushed you too far ahead,” Liam said. “Why don’t you go back to what you were describing.”

Ethan nodded and took a long drink. “So, starting last April, I had complete access to the bank’s records, and business was very slow. We had very few loan applications, and my investment analysts were scared to make any big moves because the future was so uncertain. The only area where things were moving was in deposits.”

He took another drink. “I had a lot of time on my hands and nothing to do with it. Normally when I get restless I go hiking or skiing or travel somewhere, but that was all off the table. So I started examining where all those deposits were coming from.”

Liam nodded. He was glad to see that Ethan’s hands were no longer shaking. Interesting. Was it the mention of his sexuality that had freaked him out? He thought back to the way Aidan had introduced him as his partner. He had learned that in England and Europe that term was broader than it was in the US.

Back home, a man introducing another as his partner meant they were romantically involved, unless the word “business” was included. However, they’d had many straight male clients with females introduced as their partners, sometimes even when it was clear that their relationship was professional.

Ethan continued, “We are a mid-sized private bank, which means we have a few branch offices. Mostly to take in deposits, accept loan applications and so on. Brussels and Antwerp in Belgium; Amsterdam and Rotterdam in the Netherlands, and Frankfurt and Dusseldorf in Germany. And of course we have branches in Dubai, Abu Dhabi and Sharjah. The increase in deposits was largely taking place through our branch in Brussels.”

“Only that one?” Aidan asked.

“Yes. And only in the accounts of a half-dozen businesses based in Brussels.”

He took another drink. “If it wasn’t for the virus, I would never have noticed. First, I would have been too busy to take the deep dive that I did, and second, other customers might have been equally busy.”

“What did you discover about the customers making all the deposits?” Aidan asked.

Ethan frowned. “Well, it was tricky at first. There were five corporate entities, each with separate bank accounts, and each were making large Euro deposits in cash. Now, that in itself is not that unusual. A lot of businesses handle small cash transactions, and that can build up.”

“Dry cleaners, sandwich shops, small grocers,” Aidan said. “Restaurants, liquor stores, vending machines, garages.”

“Exactly. However, many of those businesses shut down for the pandemic. Few people were commuting to work, for example, so less revenue for garages and sandwich shops. People weren’t dressing up so laundromats and dry cleaners were closed. But not, apparently, in Brussels. The cash kept coming in there.”

“Which made you suspicious,” Liam said. 

“It did. And like I said, I was bored, and had all this access to the bank’s records. I identified the five corporations and started digging to see what kind of businesses they owned. And then I Googled.”

“The lazy researcher’s best friend,” Aidan said, and he and Ethan laughed.

“Exactly. But what Google told me that I might not otherwise have figured out was that most of these businesses that were drowning in cash were closed to the public.”

“Money laundering,” Liam said.

“Yes. Which is a problem here in Luxembourg.”

“I imagine you get a lot of that,” Aidan said.

“Less than you’d think. Banking is the largest sector of the economy, about 1/3 of gross domestic product. Because it’s a small country, the bulk of that business comes from outside. The banking secrecy laws used to be much stricter, and Luxembourg had a real reputation as a tax haven. But about ten years ago the laws were revamped to fit in better with its EU partners.”

“But you think what you discovered is money laundering?” Liam asked.

“I do. It fits all the classic patterns.” He took a deep breath. “I did more digging and by sorting through corporate records at the main office, I found that all these accounts can be traced back to a single company, the Déclare Group, incorporated in Vanuatu.”

“Gesundheit,” Aidan said. 

Liam glared at him. 

“What?” Aidan asked. “It was a joke. Vanu-achoo! So I said gesundheit.”

Ethan shook his head, like he was accustomed to Aidan’s sense of humor. “For a country that has no natural resources and barely sits above sea level, Vanuatu has done a great job of entering the world of financial secrecy. They refuse to disclose details of beneficiaries, shareholders, or directors of a Vanuatu offshore company. Which effectively led me to a dead end.”
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