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      The distant song of a gondolier— a happy, melodramatic solo of La Traviata’s Libiamo Ne’ Lieti Calici, as only a gondolier can do it justice— echoed through the canals and drifted through the open balcony doors of the stranger’s hotel room, but Jake Stone didn’t even hear it. All he heard was his own desperate panting, the rush of adrenaline in his temples, the pounding of his heart, the wet, hungry sounds of lips crushing and sucking, tongues exploring and licking and diving in deep.

      The young man on the receiving end of Jake’s wild, ravenous kisses was handsome, and his cock was just as hard as Jake’s. His hair was as black as a moonless night, the kind of night that was perfect for a crime. His eyes were so blue, so piercing; if they had been jewels, they would have fetched a fortune.

      But Jake was in Venice for a different kind of treasure.

      And this beautiful young specimen of a man was going to help him get his hands on it—without even knowing.

      In the meantime⁠—

      Jake forced the handsome young man backward, their hips pushing and grinding against one another. Both men were still dressed, each wearing a suit jacket, shirt, tie, trousers with a straining bulge in the crotch. Jake fumbled with the stranger’s tie, at the same time shoving him hard against the hotel room dresser.

      The open bottle of 1995 Clos du Mesnil Krug Champagne that they had ordered from room service took the force of the blow, teetering and swirling before dropping off the edge of the dresser. It had been sitting beside a silver tray containing two crystal flutes and the plate of Doux Baiser Belgian chocolates.

      In a flash, the blue-eyed man’s hand shot out and caught the bottle of champagne, not clumsily by the neck of the bottle, but gracefully by its solid round base, his movement so swift, so smooth, Jake raised an eyebrow, impressed.

      “We don’t want to waste that,” the young man said in an accent that may have been British. Or American. Or something entirely different.

      Having caught the bottle, the black-haired man took the opportunity to top up the two champagne glasses on the silver tray. He took a sip of his own before sharing it with Jake, and then placed the glass back on the tray and said, “Might I suggest we head in the opposite direction to avoid any more potential spills?”

      With that, he shoved Jake hard, his body weight and strength arguably equal to that of Jake’s, forcing him backward toward the bed.

      The back of Jake’s legs hit the edge of the mattress.

      He felt himself falling backward.

      Suddenly, the young man caught him by his tie.

      It snapped tight, catching Jake on a 45 degree angle, suspending him between the bed and the man he wanted in it. As he teetered there—like a bottle of champagne caught at the last second—all Jake could ask was, “Who the hell are you?”

      The blue-eyed man smiled. “My name’s Scott. Scott Sapphire. I work in Mergers & Acquisitions, here on business. But that doesn’t mean I can’t be distracted by a little pleasure.” His free hand seized Jake by his throbbing crotch, squeezing it hard as he sized it up with a smile. “Or should I say, a rather large pleasure.”

      He let go of both crotch and tie at the same time and let Jake bounce onto the bed. Instantly, Scott climbed on top, straddling Jake’s powerful body, their crotches once again writhing and pushing into one another.

      Desperately Jake wanted—needed—to be naked.

      But Scott was already on the case, hauling and tugging at Jake’s tie, pulling it free. He snapped Jake’s jacket off, shoulders first, before stripping it from both arms. He hurled it across the room. It snagged briefly on the handle of the open bathroom door before parachuting to the classically tiled Venetian floor.

      Scott ripped open Jake’s shirt, and two buttons shot through the air.

      His reckless desire made Jake even hornier. He grabbed the raven locks of Scott’s hair and thrust his tongue even deeper in the young businessman’s wet, wild mouth.

      When he finally came up for air Jake said, “I’m supposed to wear this shirt to an exhibition opening in an hour’s time.”

      Scott responded by taking the shirt in both hands once again and tearing it open all the way, buttons firing across the room like bullets. “Don’t worry, I have plenty of shirts. You can have one of mine.” Approvingly, he eyed Jake’s now exposed torso, his sparsely-haired muscled chest, his heaving abs. “You look like you’re just about my size.”

      Jake smiled. He had thought exactly the same thing the minute he’d first laid eyes on the handsome stranger three hours earlier in the Piazza San Marco.

      Jake had been sitting at a table sipping coffee, eying off the waiters, the tourists, any man who met his checklist.

      Around six feet tall.

      Short black hair.

      Blue eyes.

      Broad shoulders.

      Just like Jake himself.

      Suddenly, a few feet in front of him, a storm of pigeons took to the late afternoon skies as a smartly-dressed stranger in a suit stumbled on a crack in one of the piazza’s pavers and fell right toward Jake.

      Jake leaped up from his chair and caught the man just before he crashed to the ground.

      “Grazie.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “You’re American,” the stranger observed.

      You’re perfect, Jake thought.

      Now in a hotel room of the Casanova Hotel in Castello, a short walk from the piazza, Jake sat up, his shirt ripped open, and grinned. “Plenty, you say?” With that he seized Scott’s shirt by the collar and ripped with all his strength, wrenching it open from his neck to the belt of his trousers, leaving nothing but Scott’s flapping pink tie to cover his smooth, perfectly-sculpted torso.

      At the same time, Jake unsnapped Scott’s belt and unzipped the businessman’s trousers. The thick, pumping shape of Scott’s large, hungry cock tried with all its might to break through the fabric of his briefs.

      Jake grabbed it in his fist, feeling the stiff meat fill his palm.

      Scott grabbed Jake by his shirt and hauled him up and over, the two of them rolling straight off the bed.

      Scott landed on his back.

      Jake thudded on top of him.

      For a moment Jake thought his weight may have winded the beautiful stranger. “Are you⁠—?”

      There was no need for concern. No time for talk.

      Scott grabbed the back of Jake’s head and pulled him down into a kiss.

      Both men began kicking off their shoes.

      Scott was wrestling with Jake’s belt now.

      Jake was yanking awkwardly, trying to get the rest of his already ripped shirt off his back with one hand.

      His other hand slipped loose Scott’s tie.

      In the next moment, they were both sliding their trousers and briefs down their thick thighs.

      At last the thick, sizzling-hot trunks of their cocks met.

      Their shafts instantly stabbed into their panting stomachs, jousting and jabbing to the accompaniment of Jake’s and Scott’s pleasure-filled grunts.

      With his back flat to the floor, Scott raised both legs and locked them tight around Jake’s bare ass.

      Jake began to push his hips down harder, pinning Scott to the floor with no hope of escape, until⁠—

      “Condom,” Scott said.

      Jake rolled himself over, releasing Scott who jumped quickly to his feet and strutted naked, erect cock bouncing, over to the dresser drawer.

      Jake eyed Scott’s naked reflection in the full-length mirror beside the dresser, gazing at the hard, long, perfect cock as it rested on the edge of the open drawer while Scott rummaged in search of a condom and lube.

      It seemed to take him forever while Jack lay propped up on his elbows, his hard-on aching for some ass. “What the hell’s taking you so long?”

      Suddenly, Scott turned around, condom and lube in one hand, a Doux Baiser chocolate in the other. “Have you ever had one of these?” He tossed the chocolate to Jake, then picked up another and popped it into his mouth. “Best chocolate in the world,” he smiled, his eyelids practically melting shut at the taste of it.

      Jake climbed to his feet and watched in amusement and wonder as Scott’s perfect dick stiffened even more, a large jewel of pre-come sliding from the eye of his cock and spilling down his shaft as he licked the last remnants of the chocolate from his lips.

      “Jesus, that chocolate must be good.”

      “It’s almost better than sex.”

      “So I see,” Jake said, stepping up to Scott and wrapping one strong arm around his waist. “But I think I’ll be the judge of that.”

      Scott slammed the dresser drawer shut behind him as Jake spun them both around and onto the bed once more.

      The operatic tones of another gondolier echoed from the canal below the balcony—Nessun Dorma, pitch perfect—as the sweat rolled down the middle of Jake’s back, down the canal between his wide, clenched back muscles, his hips thrusting and cock singing inside Scott Sapphire’s hard, perfect ass.

      Both men’s fists gripped the sheets.

      Their bodies burned and throbbed and pounded.

      And as Jake came inside Scott’s aching body⁠—

      —as Scott came into the scrunched, sweaty sheets⁠—

      —both men cried out, their lungs heaving for air.

      Suddenly, outside the balcony doors, Nessun Dorma stopped.

      Followed by an enthusiastic cry of “Amore per sempre!”

      With that the gondolier changed tune to his most romantic rendition of Besame Mucho, his voice slowly fading away along the quietly lapping canal.

      “What does ‘Amore per sempre’ mean?” Jake asked as Scott rolled over to face him, the two panting and shining with sweat.

      “Love forever.”

      Jake’s smile faded, his gaze becoming distant, stolen by the thoughts that raced through his head.

      Scott simply smiled. “You’re already in love, aren’t you? With someone else.”

      Jake didn’t answer.

      Scott laughed, “It’s okay. You’re off the hook. My life is kind of… complicated. And romance, well it’s not really on the agenda. Besides, love can be a devil.”

      Jake nodded and feigned a smile. He had a different kind of devil on his mind.

      His six-pack smeared with his own seed, Scott stood from the bed, leaned forward for one more kiss, and then headed for the bathroom. “Eat your chocolate. And don’t disappear while I take a shower.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Jake said sitting up on the sheets, his muscular body making a dent in the bed, sheets strewn and tousled all around, covering his shins, his ankles, tossed loosely around his still hard cock.

      He plucked up the chocolate that Scott had tossed to him earlier and watched Scott’s bare ass make its way into the bathroom.

      Scott began closing the bathroom door.

      Jake popped the chocolate into his mouth. “Damn, that is good!”

      Scott nodded knowingly. “Enjoy.”

      The bathroom door clicked shut.

      Instantly, Jake leaped naked off the bed and headed straight for the dresser. He pulled it open and knew he’d started in the right place. Scott’s credit cards and driver’s license slid to the front of the drawer as he yanked it open—as well as Scott’s passport.

      If he was going to make it out of Italy at all, with or without the Devil of Kahna Toga in his possession—the damned diamond devil he had retrieved from the volcano of Kahna Toga, only to lose it to the depths of the Grand Canal after the collapse of Pierre Perron’s palazzo—he was going to need the identity, and passport, of an innocent stranger.

      Jake smiled, Scott’s chocolate still melting in his mouth.

      Unfortunately for Jake, Scott was no innocent stranger.
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      In the bathroom of his hotel room, Scott Sapphire walked naked to the shower recess, casually turning on the water, before hastily backtracking across the floor and snatching up Jake’s jacket, the one he had intentionally tossed into the bathroom.

      Hurriedly he went through the jacket, finding what he wanted tucked in the inside left breast pocket⁠—

      —Jake Stone’s invitation pass to the Mancini Rare Treasures Lost and Loved exhibition.

      On the pass was a photo of Jake.

      Scott tilted his head from one side to the other with a shrug, sizing up the picture of Jake. “I can work with that.”

      Outside in the bedroom, gazing into the mirror of the dresser in the hotel room, Jake looked at the photo on Scott Sapphire’s passport and nodded confidently. “I can pull that off.”

      In the bathroom mirror, Scott practiced Jake’s charming smile as he held up Jake’s exhibition pass to his own reflection. He stood looking at himself, naked and cum-glistening, and said, “Hello, Jake Stone.”

      In the reflection of the mirror in the bedroom, Jake stood with Scott’s passport held up beside to his own face, imitating Scott’s photo to perfection. He grinned. “Hello, Scott Sapphire.”

      Suddenly, Jake blinked, his head feeling light, his knees feeling weak.

      His tongue dabbed suspiciously at the chocolate on his lips before he looked in the mirror and whispered, “Oh, shit.”

      With that, Jake’s eyes rolled back in his head.

      His limbs went completely limp.

      And like a hunk of steel, his unconscious body collapsed in a heap on the floor, legs buckling, knees thumping, torso crashing to the floor.

      Passport still in hand.
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      Groggily, he opened his eyes.

      He blinked and squinted.

      Slowly the room came into focus, and despite the cracker of a headache, Jake sat up sharply.

      He was still on the floor of the hotel room.

      Still naked.

      Alone.

      And folded neatly on the end of the bed was a recently-pressed pink shirt.

      Jake jumped to his feet.

      The Mancini Rare Treasures, Lost and Loved exhibition was being held in the courtyard of the Palazzo delle Prigioni, the last known home of thousands of prisoners who crossed the Bridge of Sighs over the Rio di Palazzo to meet their fates.

      Marco Mancini was one of the richest men in Italy. Like his now imprisoned colleague Pierre Perron, Signor Mancini enjoyed hosting lavish parties to show off his latest treasures—one of which was the recently salvaged Devil of Kahna Toga, a twelve inch tall diamond statue forged from the fires of a South Pacific volcano, an artifact that had been lost, then found, only to be lost again.

      It was a relic that Mancini spared no expense in rescuing from the watery rubble and ruins beneath the Grand Canal after Perron’s arrest.

      It was a statue that had slipped in and out of Jake Stone’s grasp so many times he had lost count.

      But now he wanted it back.

      Jake raced through the narrows streets, across the piazzas and over the bridges of Venice, buckling up his belt, pulling on Scott’s pink shirt, tying his tie as he ran, until he arrived panting and sweating at the entrance of the Palazzo delle Prigioni.

      Men in suits and women in stilettos stepped aside as Jake hurried up the steps and into the vestibule of the palazzo that led to the exhibition courtyard. Inside the vestibule was a young brunette in a black dress, clipboard in hand. She had large beautiful eyes and diamonds to match, dripping from her ears.

      “Good evening, sir,” she said as Jake approached. “I’m Signor Mancini’s personal assistant. My name is Elisa. Elisa Rolle.”

      Jake was panting, still blinking back the effects of the drugged chocolate, trying his best to compose himself. “Pleasure to meet you. I hear Signor Mancini’s latest collection is somewhat impressive.”

      “The centerpiece is the Devil of Kahna Toga, never before exhibited in the western world.”

      “He must have spent a fortune to acquire it. You don’t find treasures like that just sitting on the bottom of a canal in Venice.”

      Signora Rolle eyed Jake a little suspiciously. “No, you do not. But when you have more money than morals…” Elisa stopped herself before she said too much.

      Jake smiled. “You sound like someone in the market for a new employer. My name’s Jake, by the way. Jake Stone.”

      The Italian brunette eyed him quizzically, but not unapprovingly, before checking the list on her clipboard. “Mr. Stone, I’d like to say it’s nice to meet you. But I’m afraid we’ve met before.”

      Jake looked at her, confused. “We have?”

      “Yes. About twenty minutes ago.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Jake Stone is already here. May I please see your invitation pass?”

      Jake felt his jacket pockets, realizing the pass was gone. “I must have left it back at the hotel.”

      Mancini’s assistant raised one eyebrow, amused and dubious.

      Jake wiped the sweat from his brow, flustered and frantically trying to keep his hopes of stealing the Devil of Kahna Toga alive. “Okay, maybe I didn’t leave it at the hotel. You see, there was this guy. He was tall and dark and handsome, and well, one thing led to another and⁠—”

      Elisa smiled and put a finger to Jake’s lips to stop him. “As handsome as you are—whoever you are—I prefer to read my stories in a novel. For now though, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

      “But I⁠—”

      Jake didn’t get to finish his sentence.

      Suddenly, a shrill alarm sounded throughout the entire palazzo.

      “The Devil,” Jake and Elisa both uttered at the same time.

      Invitations no longer mattered.

      As guests rushed from the alarm, fearing a bomb, Jake and Mancini’s assistant pushed their way against the tide of the exiting crowd, into the courtyard.

      Elisa stopped sharply, staring at the smashed, empty display that had contained the Devil of Kahna Toga. “It’s gone.”

      Instantly, Jake looked up. He caught sight of a figure in a suit scaling the courtyard wall and hoisting himself up onto the roof of the palazzo before disappearing from sight. “Not yet it isn’t.”

      He turned and grabbed Elisa by the arm. “What’s the fastest way to the roof?”

      Mancini’s assistant gathered herself quickly, thinking only of the precious relic. “Through those doors, up the prison stairs. It’ll take you directly above the Bridge of Sighs.”

      Jake bolted.

      He launched himself up the same stone stairs that thousands of doomed prisoners had staggered, stooped and sullen, centuries before. But there was nothing stooped and sullen about Jake’s ascent. He rocketed up the steps and burst out through the roof exit, slipping on the roof tiles of the Palace of Prisoners.

      Up ahead he saw the distinctly handsome silhouette of Scott Sapphire peeling off his jacket—the same jacket that Jake had peeled off him an hour before.

      For a moment, Scott glanced back and saw Jake. And Jake saw the shimmering Devil of Kahna Toga under Scott’s arm.

      He also saw Scott wink back at him with a smile.

      “You can keep the shirt,” he called. “Pink’s your color.”

      With that he leaped off the edge of the building.

      Recklessly Jake scrambled and slid down the tiles of the palazzo’s rooftop to see Scott land like a cat on top of the Bridge of Sighs before sprinting across it.

      Without a second’s hesitation, Jake jumped from the palazzo’s roof to the top of the bridge. He hit the side of the bridge’s arched roof and grabbed desperately as his feet swung wide. He held on tight to the cornice, his legs dangling down the side of the bridge as tourists in slowly-passing gondolas below looked up and gasped.

      Jake ignored them, glancing up just in time to see Scott slip the idol into a black velvet sack, sling the sack over his shoulder, and scale up the wall of the Palazzo Ducale to the roof above.

      With a determined grunt, Jake hoisted one leg up onto the arched roof of the Bridge of Sighs before leaping onto the wall of the Ducale and pulling himself upward.

      Pigeons were only just resettling on the roof after Scott’s startling appearance when suddenly, one elbow, and then another, slammed against the roof tiles. The flustered pigeons took flight once more as Jake’s face appeared. He coughed and spluttered as a flurry of fluffy down-feathers swirled around his face, before hoisting his legs up onto the roof.

      As his feet slid on the 17th century tiles, trying to find their grip, Jake caught a glimpse of Scott disappearing over the peak of the slanted gothic roof.

      He charged, dress shoes skidding, fingers pulling him along until he found his momentum. He hit the crest of the roof and saw Scott’s silhouette against the vast glow of Piazza San Marco. He was headed for the rooftop of San Marco Basilica without hesitation or fear. Indeed, Scott was agile. Confident. And seemingly quite cunning. The man who had stumbled innocently into Jake’s arms earlier that afternoon was now making a world class getaway that even Jake had to admire.

      He didn’t have time to admire things for too long though.

      At that moment, Jake slipped on the peak of the rooftop and hit the tiles—hard— sending him into a slide down the other side of the roof.

      Jake’s fingers clawed and hooked at the crusty old tiles and managed to stop his slippery descent, mere feet before it could jettison him out over the Piazzetta where so many of history’s rogues and rustlers had met their fate. Another second and Jake would have joined their ghosts. But not tonight.

      He pulled himself to his feet once more and glanced toward the Basilica.

      Scott had leaped across three adjoining rooftops before making one final jump onto the upper viewing balcony of the huge, multi-domed church.

      Jake heard the surprised screams of tourists taking their early evening photos from the viewing balcony.

      Racing for the Basilica, he jumped from one adjoining rooftop to the next before

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/orchid-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/orchid.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        1. Venice, Italy
      


      		
        2. Paris, France
      


      		
        3. Monte Carlo, Monaco
      


      		
        4. Nice, France
      


      		
        5. Rio de Janeiro, Brazil
      


      		
        6. Manaus, Brazil
      


      		
        7. The Amazon River, Brazil
      


      		
        8. Covent Garden, London
      


      		
        9. The Amazon River, Brazil
      


      		
        10. Covent Garden, London
      


      		
        11. Lago Acarituba, Brazil
      


      		
        12. Deep in the Amazon Rainforest, Brazil
      


      		
        13. Rio de Janeiro, Brazil
      


      		
        14. Yorkshire, England
      


      		
        Want More?
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Want More?


    


  


OEBPS/images/scott-sapphire-and-the-emerald-orchid_new-cover.jpg





