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The terminal at John F. Kennedy International Airport hummed with the restless energy of late afternoon. It was that peculiar hour when international arrivals, departing passengers, connecting flights and exhausted holidaymakers all seemed to converge beneath the same enormous ceiling.

Announcements echoed through the cavernous building, competing with the rumble of wheeled suitcases and the constant murmur of hundreds of conversations. Somewhere overhead, a flight information display clicked through another series of updates. Red and white lettering announced departures for London, Frankfurt, Madrid and Paris.

The air smelled of expensive coffee, overheated electronics, perfume and the faintly greasy aroma of fast food drifting from the restaurants beyond the security checkpoints.

Julian emerged from the international arrivals corridor with a satisfied sigh. He had finally made it home. Two weeks in the Mediterranean had been glorious. There had been beaches, late-night cocktails, expensive restaurants, warm evenings and considerably more attention from attractive strangers than he had anticipated. His tan was still fresh, his dark curls retained the casual disarray of someone who had spent more time near the sea than in front of a mirror, and he carried himself with the easy confidence of a man who knew perfectly well that people noticed him.

He was also thoroughly exhausted.

His flight from Athens had been long, uncomfortable and loudly punctuated by a particularly enthusiastic toddler sitting two rows behind him. His legs felt stiff, his mouth was dry, and he desperately wanted a shower and a proper bed.

But first, he had to get through the airport.

Julian adjusted the strap of his battered leather duffel and glanced around.

The crowd was enormous.

Business travellers hurried past in dark suits, wheeling expensive carry-ons and speaking urgently into mobile phones. Families gathered around luggage carts, trying to keep track of children who had grown restless after hours of sitting on aeroplanes. Tourists stood bewildered beneath the departure boards, studying their boarding passes and trying to work out which direction they were supposed to go.

A young couple embraced beside a pillar, apparently reluctant to separate. An elderly gentleman argued with an airline employee about an oversized suitcase. Several airport workers in reflective vests manoeuvred a cart through the foot traffic, repeatedly sounding its warning buzzer.

Julian slipped between two passengers, earning an irritated glance from a businessman whose briefcase nearly clipped his hip. "Sorry, darling," he murmured without breaking stride. He was dressed considerably better than most people travelling after a long international flight. His crimson satin-blend shirt caught the overhead lighting whenever he moved. The top three buttons were undone, exposing a generous stretch of tanned chest and a fine gold chain resting against his skin. The shirt was tucked neatly into ultra-slim black jeans that fitted closely through his hips and thighs. His black leather bomber jacket hung open, its soft, worn surface contrasting with the expensive-looking shirt beneath it.

He knew he looked good.

In fact, he had caught several appreciative glances since leaving the aircraft.

One woman had smiled at him near baggage claim. A young man in a grey hoodie had turned around for a second look. Even the woman checking passports had seemed momentarily distracted.

Julian rather enjoyed that sort of attention. He stopped at a coffee kiosk, ordered an espresso and leaned against the counter while waiting.

"Long flight?" the barista asked.

"Long enough to make me consider moving to Greece permanently."

She laughed. "That bad?"

"Terrible. No one there appreciates the finer points of my personality."

She handed him his coffee. "Hard to believe."

Julian grinned. He took a sip, checked his phone and then reluctantly continued towards the security checkpoint.

The security area was considerably less inviting.

A long series of stainless-steel and blue plastic lanes divided the terminal into orderly channels. Retractable belts guided passengers towards the screening stations, where airport personnel directed them to remove shoes, empty pockets and place their belongings into grey plastic trays. Beyond the tables stood the familiar metal-detector arches and body scanners. Large monitors displayed instructions in several languages. A recorded voice repeated reminders about prohibited items, liquids and electronic devices.

The queues moved unevenly.

One lane advanced quickly, while another had become clogged behind a family whose luggage seemed to contain the contents of an entire household.

Julian joined the shortest queue. He set his coffee down on a nearby ledge and glanced at the people around him.

An exhausted-looking woman in business attire was attempting to remove a laptop from an overstuffed handbag. A middle-aged man in a blue tracksuit was arguing with his wife about whether they had packed their passports. A young backpacker stood barefoot, holding his shoes and looking thoroughly miserable.

Julian smiled. "Cheerful bunch," he muttered.

Eventually, he reached the front.

A female officer checked his boarding pass and waved him towards the screening lane. "Belongings in the trays, please. Jacket off. Empty your pockets."

"Certainly." Julian placed his duffel on the conveyor belt. He removed his leather jacket, revealing the full effect of the crimson shirt, and draped it over the bag. His phone, wallet, keys and sunglasses followed. He paused to examine the tray. "Anything else?" he asked.

"Watch, belt, anything metal." Julian looked down. His watch was already off, but the slim leather belt holding his jeans was still fastened. "Right." He unbuckled it and placed it in the tray.

The officer glanced at him.

"Through the scanner, please."

Julian stepped towards the arch. He straightened his shirt, brushed an imaginary speck from his shoulder and walked through.

BEEP. BEEP.

A sharp electronic alarm shattered the routine noise of the checkpoint.

A red indicator illuminated above the arch.

Julian stopped. He looked at the machine, then at the officer.

"Oh, dear."

"Please step back, sir."

He glanced down at himself. "I really thought I'd left all the dangerous things in Greece."

The officer didn't laugh. "Step back through the detector, please."

Julian obediently returned to the starting position.

A second officer approached the screening station. This one was a man.

And what a man, Julian thought.

He was tall, broad-shouldered and impeccably presented in a dark navy uniform shirt with neatly pressed trousers. His skin was a warm honey-brown, his dark hair swept back with meticulous care. A neatly trimmed beard framed an exceptionally handsome face, and his deep-set eyes were almost  startlingly dark. A silver nameplate on his chest read: AMRIK.

Julian noticed the name immediately. He also noticed the man's shoulders, his strong forearms and the way his uniform fitted across his chest. Well. Perhaps airport security wouldn't be entirely unpleasant after all.

Amrik glanced at the scanner display. "Passenger flagged for secondary screening."

Julian smiled. "That sounds rather serious."

"Name?"

"Julian."

Amrik looked at the boarding pass. "Julian what?"

“Horvath.” Julian supplied his surname with a friendly grin.

Amrik checked the information and nodded towards the scanner. "Step through again, please. Empty your pockets completely."

"They're already empty."

"Then we shouldn't have a problem."

Julian's smile widened. "You're an optimist. I like that."

Amrik didn't respond. "Arms out. Palms forward."

Julian complied, spreading his arms.

The scanner passed over him. A moment later, the screen displayed another alert.

Amrik studied it. "Please step aside."

Julian sighed theatrically. "Honestly, I spend two weeks behaving myself in Europe and this is the welcome home I get?"

"Sir."

"Right. Sorry." He stepped onto the marked area beside the scanner.

Amrik turned towards him. "We'll need to conduct a physical screening."

Julian raised his eyebrows. "Personally?"

"Yes, sir."

“A physical screening?”

“Yes, sir. Hands-on.”

"Well, that sounds considerably more interesting."

Amrik gave him a look. A very direct, very unimpressed look.

Julian bit back a laugh.
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The secondary screening area was a little more exposed than Julian had expected.

Several passengers were waiting beside the adjacent inspection stations. An elderly woman was having her handbag examined, while a young man in a baseball cap was being asked to remove his shoes for additional inspection.

A uniformed officer directed Julian towards a designated screening position beside a glass partition. "Please place your belongings on the table."

Julian indicated his jacket and duffel, which had been retrieved from the conveyor. "These?"

"Yes."

He placed them down.

"Now, turn towards me." Amrik pulled on a fresh pair of blue examination gloves.

Snap

The sound was surprisingly loud.

Julian watched him.

There was something undeniably attractive about the man's controlled movements. Nothing hurried, nothing wasted. He adjusted the cuffs of his gloves, checked that they fitted properly and looked directly at Julian. "Have you travelled with any restricted items today?"

"No."

"Any sharp objects, tools or prohibited substances?"

"Not unless you count my personality."

Amrik's expression didn't change.

Julian sighed. "You're making this very difficult."

"Arms slightly away from your body, please."

Julian extended them.

Amrik began the pat-down. He worked methodically, following the established screening procedure, checking Julian's upper body, sleeves and waistline.

The contrast between the two men was immediately apparent.

Julian was relaxed, smiling, enjoying the attention and apparently incapable of taking anything seriously.

Amrik was all business. His gloved hands moved with practised efficiency, starting at Julian's shoulders and working their way down. The leather jacket
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