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Chapter 1


          

          
            The Bar Mamounia

          

        

      

    

    
      If Aidan Greene had stuck to the main streets, he probably would have been fine. But he was restless, walking all day, killing the three days between his arrival in Tunisia and the start of his teaching job. Though he loved the contrast between the stark white buildings and the bright blue, often cloudless sky, the plazas strung with tiny red flags, and the narrow cobblestone streets of the medina, he didn’t want to think of himself as merely a tourist; he was going to be living in Tunis, working there, starting a new life.

      He passed the broken remnants of the Roman aqueduct, confusing signs in Arabic that might have been warnings or simply directions, pavements stained with centuries of sewage, rows of low whitewashed buildings with exposed wires leading to decaying poles.

      Men approached him asking for cigarettes, children for baksheesh. He ignored them all, and wasn’t even nervous, until the dark-skinned boy in the torn T-shirt approached him as he walked down a narrow alley. The two and three-story buildings leaned in toward him, blocking the sky, making him feel like a caged animal. “American?” the boy asked. “You give me dollars?” He was eight or nine, wearing sandals and a pair of ragged shorts.

      Aidan shook his head, said “No” in a firm voice, and kept walking. Behind him, he heard a second voice, speaking what he assumed was Arabic. When he glanced back, he saw a second boy in his early teens.

      He remembered the way he’d felt sometimes walking through the gay neighborhood of Philadelphia, afraid of being bashed by random toughs. But in other parts of the city, he’d felt safe-- he was often mistaken for Italian or Greek because of his olive skin, and his deep-set eyes and dark eyebrows made people think he was more dangerous than he really was.

      At the end of the alley, two more boys were waiting, both in their early teens. “American,” one of them said. “Dollars.”

      Aidan’s heart accelerated. The street ahead was wider than the alley, but nearly deserted. It was late in the afternoon, the sun broiling above, and most sensible people were inside somewhere waiting for the night to cool things down. Somewhere in the distance he heard the heavy back beat of Arabic music. A man’s voice, high and almost whiny, twisted through the rhythm of the strings. It reminded him that he was in a foreign place, one with lurking dangers.

      He had no idea where he was. His usual strategy was to keep walking, and eventually he’d run across a landmark, refer to his guidebook, and orient himself.

      Looking ahead, he saw one of the older boys holding something that glinted in the bright sun—probably a knife. Another alley branched to the right, toward a broad plaza, so he took off at a run. He was wearing sneakers, carrying his passport and a few dollars’ worth of dinars in a travel wallet strapped to his waist under his shorts, so he could be light on his feet.

      Back in Philadelphia, Aidan had walked everywhere—to his job, teaching English as a Second Language to recent immigrants at a private college in Center City, to the grocery, the dry cleaner, the gay bookstore where he went to readings now and then. But he hadn’t run much, and he knew he couldn’t hold out for long, especially not in the heat, when he was dehydrated from a day on the pavement.

      What a stupid idea it had been, he thought as he sped toward the plaza, the boys behind him. Giving up everything he had known back home to run away to a strange country, just to distract his broken heart. He had thought he could put aside the waste of eleven years on Blake Chennault, a man who had probably never loved him.

      Years before, right after graduating with his master’s degree in English as a Second Language, he had traveled through Europe teaching, jumping from job to job and country to country as the mood took him. Then he had gone back to the States to visit his family, met Blake, and settled into a succession of tedious part-time jobs and a dull life that had never satisfied his desire for adventure. Once Blake had kicked him to the curb, he’d thought he could resume that itinerant life. But had he gotten too settled, too sedate, to survive on his own again?

      The boys shouted and chased him, and it was sheer panic that kept him moving. He rounded a corner onto the plaza and saw that it was nearly empty, too.

      His heart was pumping, and sweat was pooling under his arms, dripping across his forehead, streaming down his back. Where could he go? He didn’t know a soul in the city—he hadn’t even met his boss-to-be, Madam Habiba Abboud, having communicated with her through email.

      Aidan kept running, his heart thudding, his feet slamming against the rough concrete pavement. He rounded another corner and saw a blessed sight—a neon beer bottle glowing beside a curtained doorway.

      One of the teenagers was gaining on him. Aidan could almost feel the boy’s breath on his back as he reached the beadwork curtain that led into the bar, and pushed through. His guidebook had indicated that the few bars outside hotels were often seedy, and not recommended for tourists. But it was too late to be squeamish.

      The walls of the dim, high-ceilinged room were whitewashed stucco, the floor an indecipherable mosaic tile pattern. Three slim-hipped Tunisian men in jeans and cotton shirts sat at rickety metal chairs around a small square table painted bright blue and inlaid with chipped tile patterns.

      He flashed onto high school, the way he’d often run into the library to escape bullies. He felt the same sense of sanctuary. The men looked up as he burst into the room, panting and sweating. He rushed to the bar, where a dark-skinned bald man in a clean white t-shirt was working behind an elaborate brass coffee urn. Aidan slid onto one of the three barstools and pointed at a bottle of lemon soda.

      He looked behind him. None of the boys had dared follow him inside, which was good. He worried that they might be waiting outside, though. It would be dark in a few hours, and he had no idea where he was or how he could get back to the little apartment he’d rented.

      He took a long drink of lemon soda and waited for his racing heart to calm. How could he have been so stupid? Not just to get himself lost and in trouble in Tunis—but to have ended up there in the first place? He didn’t speak the language, didn’t know more about the country than he’d read in his Lonely Planet Tunisia Travel Guide. It had all been a knee-jerk reaction to being dumped.

      When his heart rate had returned to a manageable level, he paid for his soda, then walked over to an opening in the back wall—you could have called it a window, if there had been a frame around it, a piece of glass. But it wasn’t that kind of bar.

      He looked out at a small dirt courtyard—and a naked man standing under an open showerhead, water cascading off his muscled body. The sight was startling enough that for a moment Aidan forgot the boys who had been chasing him. His dick surprised him with an erection as he watched the water cascade over muscles and gleaming skin. The man had close-cropped brownish blond hair, high cheekbones, and a few days’ growth of beard. One small gold ring pierced each fat brown nipple, which sat on a pair of almost square pecs. From there, his body formed a V down to a narrow waist. He was tanned a deep brown, all over, almost as dark as the Tunisian men in the bar.

      Wouldn’t it be wonderful to fall in love again? Aidan lounged against the wall, enjoying the sight of the naked body, daydreaming about touching and being touched. The roughness of another man’s cheek against his, the taste of another man’s lips. That initial intoxication with someone new, learning the ins and outs of his body, what turned him on, and the things he would do that would surprise Aidan with his own responses.

      But that led him to the pain of breaking up. Was it worth it? To have your heart torn open when a man you thought loved you enough to last forever walked in one day and said it was time for you to move out?

      Aidan looked into the courtyard again. Damn, the guy in the shower was sexy. His biceps flexed as he bent to soap himself. His groin was flat, with a mound of bushy black hair at the root of his thick, semi-hard dick. He scrubbed himself with no self-consciousness, enjoying the soap and the clean water. When the man turned his back, Aidan salivated over a perfect bubble butt, with a narrow trail of dark hair running between the cheeks.

      He closed his eyes and imagined the man’s big hands roving over his own naked body, the feel of fingers wrapped around his dick, a tongue lapping at his puckered asshole. Bee-stung lips on his, kissing him, in a way he hadn’t been kissed in years. The scent of another man filling his nostrils. The taste of a man, as his tongue roved from collarbone to belly button. And how much more wonderful all that would be if he was in love.

      Then he remembered he was in a Muslim country. They stoned gay people here, didn’t they? He turned away from the window, afraid someone would see him staring, and realized that his erection had given him away, tenting his shorts. He adjusted himself, but one of the men at the table had already noticed.

      As the man approached, Aidan marked his bushy eyebrows, gold front tooth, black hair slicked back from his forehead. He was older than he’d appeared at first; lines creased his dark skin. Muscles bulged from his upper arms. Aidan’s pulse raced again. Would the man accuse him? Hit him?

      Instead, the man smiled broadly and placed his hand on Aidan’s groin. He said something in a language that had its roots in French. Though the words were unknown, the meaning was clear.

      Equally clear was Aidan’s reaction to the man’s touch. His dick deflated faster than an escaping hot air balloon. The man looked puzzled, and Aidan dropped the soda bottle on a nearby table and hurried out of the bar, forgetting the danger that lurked outside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Two Glasses of Vieux Magon

          

        

      

    

    
      Fortunately, by the time Aidan left the bar, the boys who had chased him had given up and disappeared, and after walking a few blocks he found a sign leading to the Avenue Bourguiba, a broad boulevard with thick stands of trees along one side. The presence of tall buildings and taxicabs was reassuring, and he walked the remaining blocks back to his apartment without incident.

      The next morning, he awoke with an erection, and realized he’d been dreaming of the naked man showering behind the bar. He’d seen handsome men in Philadelphia, of course, and sometimes been physically attracted to them, particularly when it had been a while since he and Blake had made love.

      But those men had never invaded his dreams, never engendered the sense of longing Aidan felt when he remembered that naked body under the cascade of water. As he went into the bathroom to relieve himself, he thought it was probably just a knee-jerk reaction to losing Blake. It was silly, but he needed to feel he could be attractive again.

      Then why had his dick deflated the minute the Tunisian man had touched him? Was he only interested in the unavailable? The naked man had looked as straight as any Aidan had ever seen—from his short military-style haircut to his muscled body. None of the gay men he knew back in Philadelphia had physiques like that, even the ones who spent every available minute at the gym.

      He sighed. He thought he’d gotten over longing for straight guys when he found Blake, who was tough and demanding, a football fan who disdained opera and ballet. In a way, Blake was a gay man’s fantasy—a straight-appearing guy who was willing to have sex with another man.

      But the naked man behind the bar was another story. He was a show-off; why else shower in a quasi-public place? But there had been a “look, don’t touch” message from his body language.

      Maybe that was what he found attractive, Aidan thought, as he fixed himself breakfast. A man who could satisfy his fantasies without any danger of emotional involvement. Sex without all the messiness of love. No more heartbreak. Just a little fun in an exotic location. Would his fantasy man, when dressed, wear one of the hooded white robes Aidan had seen on men in the medina? Did men wear anything under those robes?

      He kept thinking of the naked man all morning, and at least to shut up his subconscious he retraced his steps to the place he discovered was called the Bar Mamounia. A pair of Tunisian men sat in one corner of the bar as he pushed through the beadwork curtain once again; he couldn’t tell if they were the same men who’d been there the day before. The same bald bartender was behind the bar, this time working on what looked like accounting, rows of numbers interspersed with sprawling Arabic script. He looked up at Aidan and said, “Salaam Alaikum.”

      Aidan knew that meant hello, and that the proper response was “Alaikum Salaam.” But just so the bartender didn’t get the wrong idea, he said the only other Arabic phrase he knew, “Mish bakalum arabee,” which meant “I don’t speak Arabic.”

      The bartender just looked at him. Aidan pointed at a bottle of Sidi Rais, which the guidebook had said was a dry white wine, and asked for a glass in his schoolboy French.

      The bartender seemed to understand. Aidan asked, continuing in French, about the man he’d seen the day before.

      “Monsieur Liam,” the bartender said, pronouncing it Lee-ahm. In French, he said, “Yes, he stays across the yard.” He pointed out the window to a small stucco one-story house, hemmed in on both sides by taller buildings. A faded off-white, it had rough walls and windows that were merely slits. Closer examination showed a cistern on the roof, with a hose that ran to the shower.

      Aidan drank his wine while thinking how stupid he was to have come back this way. He had a picture of the sexy, naked man imprinted in his brain, and that would have to be enough for a while. He sipped from his glass and then a voice behind him said, “The white wine in this place tastes like horse piss. You’ve got to drink the red.”

      He turned around and saw Liam there. He was even better-looking up close than he had been across the yard, sexier somehow in clothing than he had been naked. His sheer physicality was awesome—his height, his brawn. Aidan’s dick sprung to attention. “Have you tried it?” he asked. “Horse piss?”

      Liam laughed. “You bet. Camel piss, too. Horse is saltier.” He beckoned to the bartender and said something in Arabic. Aidan caught the words Vieux Magon, which he assumed was the name of the wine.

      Then Liam turned to Aidan. “Don’t get many Americans down this way. I’m always pleased to meet another.” He extended his hand. “Liam McCullough.”

      Aidan was too astonished to even tell the man his name. The fact that his fantasy had come to life, and was talking to him, was so surprising, so erotic, that all he could do was nod along. The bartender brought two balloon glasses of rich, ruby-colored wine, and Liam said, “Let’s take a table.”

      He led Aidan across the room to the far corner and sat down, straddling the metal-backed wooden chair. He wore a vest of supple leather, which hung open, exposing his muscular chest, though Aidan noted that the two nipple rings were gone. Liam’s dun-colored cotton drawstring shorts reached just below his knees. On his feet, he wore a pair of brown leather sandals.

      Up close, he smelled like lavender. Aidan could see that Liam’s hair was longer than he’d thought the day before, and a fuzz of light brown hair covered his chin, like a scruffy Hollywood movie star. Aidan took a sip of his wine. It tasted as rich as it looked, with notes of cherry and lemon. He’d taken a wine appreciation course back in Philadelphia, but he didn’t remember tasting anything like that.

      “We’re going to be spending a lot of time together,” Liam said. He smiled, and Aidan’s heart did a quick flip-flop. “So let me spell out some ground rules. I have to know where you are all the time, and if I say you can’t go somewhere, you can’t go. You don’t know Tunisia like I do.”

      He took a drink of wine. Aidan just stared at him. Who the hell did he think he was? And he’d thought Blake was controlling. Maybe he’d been wrong the day before. Suppose this handsome god of a man was gay, and he’d noticed Aidan staring at him. Or not—Blake had always said Aidan’s mannerisms gave him away as gay. The guy could have come into the bar and pegged Aidan for a quick fuck.

      He had goose bumps up and down his arms at the thought of this man touching him, holding him, entering him, and he couldn’t help smiling back. It was gaydar, he thought. A straight man wouldn’t look you in the eyes, wouldn’t return a glance of interest.

      Aidan’s dick, which had stiffened as soon as he laid eyes on Liam, was still jammed against the fabric of his shorts. He longed for some physical contact to confirm his feelings—perhaps just pressing his leg against the other man’s in passing, the casual touch of Liam’s fingers on Aidan’s shoulder.

      They talked for a few minutes—what Aidan thought of Tunis, the sirocco wind, the taste of the wine. It had been a long time since a man flirted with him, and Aidan felt like one of the Roman ruins the guidebook said had been covered by centuries of sand, finally exposed by the desert wind. His heart beat faster and his dick pulsed in his shorts. The wine was going to his head, and he enjoyed the sense that he had no idea what was going to happen next.

      Then Liam drank the last few ounces of his wine in a single gulp. “Let’s go,” he said. “I want to see your place.”

      He stood up. Aidan couldn’t help it; he thought the guy was incredibly sexy. He’d always been attracted to take-charge men, though Liam was coming on stronger than any guy he’d ever met. But hey, he’d been out of the dating pool for eleven years, so maybe the rules had changed. He tossed down the rest of his wine and stood himself, unsteady on his feet.

      The bartender called Liam over, and Aidan stepped out into the intense sunshine ahead of him, his eyes wincing at the brightness. It was earlier than when he’d visited the bar the day before, and there was a lot of activity on the street, young kids playing noisily, two women in head scarves and floral print dresses arguing, a motorcycle gunning just ahead.

      Coming toward him, Aidan saw a man, obviously American, about his height, age and build. Looking at his face, Aidan felt a shock of recognition. It was almost like looking in a mirror, distorted a bit by age and coloring.

      The man wore a dark suit, a white shirt and navy blue tie, and sweat dripped down his forehead. Tunis was hot, hotter than any place Aidan had ever been. He was sweating himself, and he was wearing a lightweight cotton T-shirt and shorts.

      The man’s eyes darted left and right, as if he was scanning the street for danger, and Aidan wondered if that’s the way he looked, roaming around the streets of Tunis with only half an idea of what was going on. The traffic of the street eddied and swirled around the American, but there was an invisible barrier around him that no one wanted to cross.

      The motorcycle Aidan had heard gunning came up close behind the American, and with horror Aidan watched as the cyclist raised a hand holding a gun. Three short bursts of noise blasted across the street, and the American fell to the street as the motorcycle sped away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Out of the Dating Pool

          

        

      

    

    
      Liam stepped out of the beaded curtain from the Bar Mamounia to the street. “What’s going on?” he asked Aidan.

      “That man…” Aidan pointed to the body on the street.

      All around the man, women were screaming and running, men were cursing in Arabic and shaking their fists. But no one moved to cross that invisible barrier around him.

      “Come on,” Liam said, grabbing Aidan’s arm. “We’re not running, but we’re walking fast.”

      “What?” Aidan said. “That man was just shot. We have to try and help him.”

      “Not our business.”

      Looking back at the man lying motionless in the street, Aidan felt helpless, carried away by the moment and the gorgeous guy tugging his arm. Liam was a few inches taller than Aidan, with longer legs, so Aidan had to hustle to keep up. They hurried through a maze of narrow alleys as police sirens rose and fell in the distance. They came out by the open plaza of the Jardin Habib Thameur, where mothers pushed babies in strollers along the broad avenues and young couples sprawled in the shade of the tall palms. Liam said, “Which way to your place?”

      The guy was single-minded, Aidan had to give him that. Some poor man had just been gunned down in the street, and Liam still wanted to get sexy. There was a real urgency in his voice, too. Fortunately, the building where Aidan had found an apartment was just a few blocks farther away.

      Aidan led the way to the six-story building, It was about fifty years old, and wouldn’t have been out of place on a Paris side street. It hadn’t been painted in years, so the bright sun had faded the color to a dirty off-white. The walls were thick and the blue-framed windows small, and the hallways smelled of cumin.

      As Aidan unlocked the front door Liam said, “Not bad. Though I expected you to be staying in a hotel.”

      The tiny, metal-grilled elevator had been out of service since Aidan had moved in, so they climbed the two flights to his apartment. Aidan’s pulse was racing, all thoughts of the dead man in the street gone. He imagined how quickly he and Liam would strip their clothes off, how good it would feel to be in the big man’s arms, how much he wanted to kiss those full, dry lips. The hell with Blake, he thought. He was about to embark on a new romance, and it felt amazing.

      The skinny brown dog was lying in front of Aidan’s door, as she had been every time he’d come home since he moved in. He wondered if she had lived with whoever had the apartment before him, or if she’d adopted him as a soft touch.

      “Your dog?” Liam asked, as Aidan bent down to scratch behind her ears, and she rolled over.

      “I guess. I feed her, and she sleeps with me, but she’s on her own during the day.”

      “Dogs are good,” Liam said. “She bark?”

      “Don’t know,” Aidan said, opening the door.

      Liam’s cell phone rang as they walked inside, and he stepped over to the French doors that led out to a narrow balcony to take the call. While he did so, Aidan pulled bottles of cold water from the half-size refrigerator. He poured some water into a bowl for the dog, and she lapped it up eagerly.

      His dick strained against his shorts and he felt trapped by his T-shirt. He was ready to strip naked and offer himself up to Liam as soon as the big man got off the phone.

      As Aidan returned to the living room, Liam snapped his phone shut and looked at him. “Who the fuck are you?” he asked.

      Aidan’s romantic fantasies evaporated in an instant. They had been too foolish to come true anyway, he thought.

      What kind of mental case was this guy? First the take-charge attitude, now this about-face to anger. And Aidan had done the stupidest thing imaginable. He’d brought this stranger back to his apartment. This was what being out of the dating pool did; it dulled your senses, let you get caught up in a moment too easily. You wasted your time on fantasy when you should have been alert.

      And wasn’t that the problem with Blake, too? Aidan hadn’t been paying attention to possible problems with Blake, just as he’d ignored all those warning signs with Liam—running away from the dying man, the desperate urgency to get to Aidan’s apartment.

      Aidan remembered a personal safety training course he’d taken at one of the colleges where he’d taught. If a student became angry or violent, you had to talk to him calmly, try to defuse the tension.

      “I’m sorry. I guess I never told you my name. Aidan Greene. I’m from Philadelphia, and I just got to Tunis three days ago. I start teaching ESL at the École International on Monday.”

      “Fuck me,” Liam said, but from the tone of his voice Aidan could tell it was an expletive rather than an invitation. “No chance you’re also a courier from New York planning to head out into the desert? Go by the alias Charles Carlucci?”

      “I think you should go,” Aidan said, trying to keep the tremors out of his voice. He walked over to the door and put his hand on the knob. “I won’t say anything or do anything. I promise. Just don’t hurt me.”

      Liam looked disgusted. “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said. “I’m a bodyguard, and I thought you were my client.” He stood framed in the bright glare from the French doors, the same stance he’d used in the shower.

      Only this time, it was light cascading off his perfect body instead of water, though Aidan could see that square chest under the loose vest. He even thought he could make out the shadow of a semi-erect dick beneath the loose cotton of Liam’s shorts. His own hardened as he remembered seeing Liam naked, even as it was clear their connection was about to end.

      So much for falling in love—or even lust. He’d just run halfway around the world to escape the pain of a breakup; how had he even considered starting up with someone else so quickly? It was stupid, despite how wonderful he had felt for those few minutes in the bar, and on the desperate rush back to the apartment.

      Aidan stepped toward Liam. The light in the living room was beautiful, dazzling and slightly yellow. Behind Liam, through the French doors, Aidan could see the sunlight glinting off the dome of the Zitouna mosque. In the distance he heard a muezzin calling the faithful to prayer.

      “You always meet your clients in bars?”

      “This one was twitchy. He wanted to meet me on my turf. Didn’t trust anybody.” He grimaced. “Turns out he was right. That must have been him who got shot in front of the bar.”

      Aidan was confused. “Then you’re not gay?”

      Liam snorted. “What the hell does that have to do with the situation?” He looked at Aidan, and then burst into laughter. “You thought I…” He laughed again.

      Aidan thought he would fall through the floor with embarrassment. What a fool he’d been to consider that this god of a man was gay—and interested in him. Not only had Blake betrayed him—now he knew for a fact that he couldn’t even trust his own body, his own instincts. Look at how he’d narrowly escaped danger the day before, running from those boys.

      He needed to lock himself up in his apartment, play with the dog and teach his students, and shut down everything else. “Thank you very much for that charming opinion of my sexual attractiveness,” he said. “And now, like I said before, I think you should leave.”

      Before Aidan realized Liam was moving, the big bodyguard was right next to him, his arms wrapped around Aidan, his lips on Aidan’s lips.

      Aidan hadn’t kissed anyone but Blake in years, and it had been a long time since Blake had really kissed him. Liam’s lips were chapped, and his beard was rough, but there was such passion in the kiss that Aidan’s head spun. With his big hands, Liam pulled Aidan close, their bodies meshed together, and Aidan felt the smooth leather of Liam’s vest, the heat rising from his bare chest.

      Aidan understood the meaning of the word swoon. He felt light on his feet, his heart racing, all sensation gathered at those points where his body met Liam’s. Inhaling Liam’s lavender scent, mixed with sweat and musk. Those lips! Pressed against his own, at first confused, now yielding, his mouth opening a little against the assault. Liam’s arms wrapped around him, pulling their bodies close.

      How was it possible he’d never felt something like this before? He’d been no virgin when he met Blake—and he’d thought what he felt with Blake was so much deeper than it had been with any man before.

      That had been love, he thought. Despite all Blake’s flaws, Aidan had loved him—and that made any contact between them, however brief, feel deeper and richer. And yet, with this stranger, he felt more than ever before—the sense that he could fall into this handsome man’s arms and stay there forever.

      Liam broke the kiss first. “That should answer any questions you might have,” he said, backing away. “And now, I’ve got to figure out who killed my client. See you around.”
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            The Hotel Africa

          

        

      

    

    
      After Liam left, Aidan walked around the small apartment in a daze. He believed in monogamy, so he had remained faithful to Blake even as the intervals between their sexual encounters grew longer and longer. Until the moment he saw Liam showering behind the Bar Mamounia, he thought his own libido had all but disappeared.

      He opened the French doors and stepped onto the narrow balcony. Below him, Liam exited the building, then stopped and opened his cell phone. At the fruit vendor’s stall across the street, women in faded floral print dresses, with kerchiefs around their heads, shook melons and argued with the owner. Old men in white robes with the round red chechias on their heads sat in the shadows of doorways. Birds screeched in the trees and somewhere Aidan heard a donkey braying. In the open lot across the road, young boys in T-shirts and brightly-colored athletic shorts congregated to kick around a soccer ball.

      Below him, Liam spoke for a moment, then looked up. He spoke again, then closed the phone. “I need to come back up,” he called.

      “I don’t know how to work the door from up here,” Aidan said.

      “Then come down.”

      Aidan hesitated. Liam had behaved so strangely, at the bar and then again just a few minutes before. Did he want to get involved with this guy, no matter how his body reacted to Liam’s touch?

      “Please,” Liam called up.

      Aidan had always been a sucker for manners. And then there was that kiss. He went downstairs and opened the door.

      “I need a favor,” Liam said. “You have any nicer clothes?”

      Aidan was wearing a Tiffany window T-shirt he’d bought at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, cargo shorts and sandals. “Nothing I have will fit you,” he said, as he led the bodyguard back upstairs. “You’re bigger than I am.”

      “I’m sure,” he said. “But it’s not for me, it’s for you. I need you to be Charles Carlucci.”

      Here we go again, Aidan thought. Was this guy ever going to speak a language he could understand?

      “The man I was supposed to protect,” Liam said as they reached the apartment door. The dog, whom Aidan had yet to name, was sitting in the doorway waiting for his return. “He was supposed to be carrying something. My contact says that it wasn’t on his body—which means it may be in his hotel room.”

      “What does that have to do with me?”

      “I need you to go up to the desk at the Hotel Africa, tell the clerk you were mugged and your ID and room key were stolen. He’ll make you a new key card.”

      Aidan had passed the Hotel Africa as he walked. It was big and modern; its flat façade would have fit in any big city. It wasn’t the kind of place Aidan would ever stay—too impersonal, too corporate—too Blake. “Can’t you just pick the lock?”

      “Not as easy as it looks,” Liam said. “And those electronic locks keep a record of every entry. There may be an alarm that goes off if someone gets in without a card. I don’t have time to waste finding out if that’s the case.”

      “Why would the desk clerk believe me?” Aidan asked. Then he remembered that shock of recognition when he had seen Carlucci on the street. They did look enough alike to pass for each other among strangers.

      “Trust me, it happens all the time in Tunis. Plus, they have Carlucci’s passport in the safe.”

      Aidan wondered if he owed Carlucci something, because they had looked alike, and because Aidan had witnessed his death. He felt a strange connection to the dead man—as if looking at him was like looking at himself in a funhouse mirror. Perhaps this was a service he could perform to honor Carlucci’s memory, or appease his spirit.

      He had one lightweight suit with him, navy, and a single white dress shirt, and he stepped into the bedroom to get ready, while Liam spoke on the phone again in the living room. A few minutes later, Aidan was fully dressed.

      “You’ll do,” Liam said appraisingly. “Come on, we’ve got to move.”

      “What about you?” Aidan asked. “Do people parade through the Hotel Africa dressed like you are?”

      “You’d be surprised,” he said. “Remember, I’m not the businessman from New York. I’m a bodyguard. I’m supposed to stand out.”

      As they walked downstairs, Aidan asked, “Why?”

      “I want anybody who’s considering harming my client to know that I’m there,” Liam said. “Your ordinary street criminal, the pickpocket, the guy with a rusty knife, he’ll back right away.”

      “You think you could have protected this Carlucci guy?”

      Liam shrugged. “If he’d agreed to meet me at the hotel, he wouldn’t have been out on the street like that, vulnerable. Somebody must have either known he was coming to meet me, or been following him. I might have been able to ditch the tail, or protect him from the gunshots.” He frowned. “But I couldn’t.”

      Outside, he hailed a cab and gave the driver the address of the hotel. “He’s in room 1801,” Liam said. “As you pointed out, I’m pretty visible. If I’m with you, the clerk is going to wonder how come I didn’t protect you from the mugger. So I’m going to head to the elevator. I’ll meet you on the 18th floor.”

      “You make it sound so easy,” Aidan grumbled, but when the cab pulled up in front of the hotel and the bellman opened the door, he stepped out and walked directly toward the desk, hoping to channel Charles Carlucci, even though he’d only gotten a brief glimpse of him outside the bar.

      But Aidan had lived with Blake Chennault for eleven years, and on occasion, when he’d had to argue on Blake’s behalf, he’d been able to be him—to assume the air of privilege that surrounded him, the idea that he was better than anyone else and that the world was there to accommodate him.

      Aidan had to wait while an overweight, sunburned British couple got restaurant suggestions, and out of the corner of his eye he saw Liam glide across the lobby to the elevator bank. A shiver ran through him as he remembered that amazing kiss in his apartment, the feel of Liam’s body against his. Would there be any more? Having felt such ecstasy once, could he go back to his boring old life?

      The young, blond clerk behind the counter was German; his name badge read “Heinrich.” Treating him the way he knew Blake would, Aidan explained that he’d been mugged and his key card stolen, and that he’d need a new one, please. “Carlucci. 1801.” He said it with a tone of exasperation, that somehow, by living here in this lousy country, Heinrich was responsible for his problems, and he expected the clerk to make things right as soon as possible.

      “May I see some identification, please?” Heinrich asked.

      “Weren’t you listening?” Aidan asked. “The bastard got everything.”

      He frowned. Then, as if remembering, he said, “But you’ve got my passport in your safe. I warn you, though, it’s a terrible picture. Those shots always are.”

      “Just one moment, please,” Heinrich said, and he disappeared into the back office. As Aidan stood there, he had the feeling he was being watched. He scanned the lobby, keeping his lip curled in the attitude of disdain Blake demonstrated in even the most luxurious of settings.

      A tracery of Arabic curlicues ran just below the high ceiling, and each of the doorways into other parts of the hotel was surmounted by a pointed arch. The floor was marble, the overstuffed sofas upholstered in dark brown leather. Bright red flowers like oversized poppies, with yellow centers and fringed petals, clustered in vases on the tables.

      In one corner, an African man in a bright yellow and orange dashiki sat hunched over a laptop. Two Japanese men in business suits stood near the front door. The superior complained, in guttural tones, and the lesser man bowed frequently and said, “Hai!”

      A Tunisian in a beige djellaba spoke on a cell phone near him, but Aidan couldn’t understand a word he said. The other clerk, an Indian woman in a bright blue sari, continued to check in new customers. No one seemed to be staring at him, but Aidan couldn’t escape the feeling of being watched.

      By the time Heinrich returned, five minutes later, Aidan was sure that he’d summoned the cops, who were going to arrest him for Carlucci’s murder. Or that one of the men in the lobby was going to come over and demand whatever it was Carlucci was supposed to have, or strong-arm Aidan out of the hotel. With Liam gone, Aidan would be on his own. Sweat was pooling under the arms of his suit and across his forehead. He struggled to keep channeling Blake Chennault.

      Heinrich held the passport up, looked at Aidan, looked down again, then up again. “Thank you for waiting, Mister Carlucci.” He took a plastic card from a stack, typed a few keys into his keyboard, and then swiped the card through a slot. “Here you go, sir.”

      The Indian woman was checking in the Tunisian who’d been on his cell phone. She was apparently having a problem with his reservation, and said, “Heinrich, can you help me here?”

      While Heinrich’s head was turned away, Aidan slid the passport across the counter and pocketed it. He took the elevator to the 18th floor, where the doors opened on a hallway that reminded him of luxury hotels where he’d stayed with Blake. The carpet was plush, patterned like an Oriental rug, and light came from a cove just beneath the ceiling. At the far end of the hall was a housekeeping cart, but otherwise the hallway was empty.

      He didn’t see Liam, so he walked over to room 1801 and pulled the key card from his pocket. Without a sound, Liam was beside him. “That’s creepy,” Aidan said. “The way you move around so quietly.”

      “Put these on,” Liam said, handing him a pair of thin rubber gloves, the type nurses use. Aidan wondered if Liam had lifted them from the maid’s cart.

      “You’re always prepared,” Aidan said. “Were you a boy scout?”

      “Navy SEAL.” Liam took the card and slid it into the door. He put his finger to his lips and very slowly pushed the door open.

      It looked like Carlucci had left in a hurry. The mahogany-framed king-sized bed was unmade, a pair of Brooks Brothers pajamas strewn over the covers. The top of the credenza was covered in a messy pile of newspaper sections, the New York Times and the International Herald Tribune.

      Ornate Arabic scrollwork decorated the bed, the bureau and the nightstand. On one wall hung a portrait of a Tuareg man in the traditional blue robes, silhouetted against golden sand dunes.

      “Start packing Carlucci’s suitcase,” Liam whispered, pointing to the open roll-on bag on a small luggage stand by the closet. “Everything goes in the bag. Leave nothing behind.” He began a systematic search of the room.

      Aidan wiggled his hands into the plastic gloves and got started. He didn’t ask what Liam was looking for; he just did what he was told. Blake had traveled a lot for work, and they’d taken a fair number of pleasure trips as well, so Aidan was a fast and experienced packer, even though his heart was racing at about double its normal pace.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Liam bend to the floor, the leather vest slipping aside to show a tantalizing glimpse of flat, tanned skin, and it was like an electric shock to Aidan’s groin. He nearly moaned out loud with longing. Just to touch that skin again. To be held in those arms.

      Aidan folded Carlucci’s slacks carefully, maintaining the creases, though the man would never wear them again. He saw Liam bent over the bedside telephone, taking it apart, his shorts stretched taught against his round ass. Aidan licked his lips and tried to concentrate on packing.

      “Thought so,” Liam said, holding up the phone’s entrails. “Bugged. Somebody knew Carlucci was meeting me at the bar.”

      “Which means they know who you are.”

      “And they know we’re here, if they’re paying attention. Which means we need to get out of here as fast as possible.”

      Liam put the phone back together, replacing the bug. They passed each other often, never touching, as Aidan folded Carlucci’s clothes, slid the shoes into their cloth bags, wrapped up the complimentary toiletries from the bathroom. It took him under ten minutes, but the time felt like it was going so slowly—and he worried that hotel security would burst through the door any minute.

      Aidan admired Liam’s economy of movement. Everything he did was deliberate and careful. He seemed hyper aware of the space around him, and despite his size and musculature his moves were precise. He didn’t drop anything, bump into the furniture, or second guess himself. Aidan felt butterflies in his stomach. Was it the tension of the situation, or the memory of the handsome man’s hands on him? He didn’t know.

      In addition to the roll-aboard bag, Carlucci had a leather portfolio filled with papers and maps. Aidan slid the newspapers into the portfolio and zipped it. He picked both pieces up as Liam gave the room one more pass, and then carefully opened the door.

      Liam held a small mirror out through a crack, manipulating it left, right, up and down. Aidan hovered behind him, wanting nothing more than to be in his arms again. Heat rose from Liam’s body and Aidan wondered if they would ever embrace or kiss again.

      Once assured, Liam opened the door wider and did one more visual check before giving Aidan an all-clear sign and stepping into the hallway.

      Liam slipped the door to Carlucci’s room closed. He peeled off his rubber gloves, and Aidan did the same. “Now, we get out of here,” Liam said. “Casually. Not attracting attention.”

      They were heading for the elevator when they heard the chime that indicated it was coming to a stop on 18. “Change of plans,” Liam said, and he grabbed Aidan’s arm and moved him down the hall to the exit stairs. With his hip, he eased the door open.

      “Eighteen floors?” Aidan said as they entered the stairwell.

      Behind them, Aidan heard excited conversation in Arabic, and a quick glance over his shoulder revealed Heinrich, the desk clerk, and two uniformed police.
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      Liam body-checked the door to keep it from slamming behind them. They waited there for a moment, until Liam was sure they hadn’t attracted any notice, then he took the suitcase from Aidan, leaving him the portfolio, and started down the stairs fluidly, moving almost without effort.

      After about ten flights, Aidan found himself toiling. “Can you move faster?” Liam asked from below. “I want to get away from this hotel.”

      “Working on it,” Aidan panted.

      Finally, they reached the ground level. “Give me your jacket and tie,” Liam demanded as they stood just inside the door to the ground floor. Despite the circumstances, as he peeled off his jacket and undid his tie, Aidan wished he could strip even further down, get naked with Liam right there in the cinderblock stairwell.

      As Liam folded the jacket and tie and stuffed them into the top of Carlucci’s roll-on bag, he said, “Open your collar and roll up your sleeves.” Aidan did as he was told as Liam repeated his mirror trick with the fire door.

      Liam handed Aidan his sunglasses and said, “Put these on top of your head. Then walk next to me.”

      He opened the door, and Aidan followed him out. Each step on the marble floor sounded as loud as a rifle shot, and Aidan couldn’t believe they wouldn’t attract attention. They were at the far end of the lobby, and he could see another pair of uniformed policemen at the front desk, talking to the Indian woman who had been working with Heinrich.

      “Slowly,” Liam said. “We’re just two guests having a conversation. Keep your face turned toward me.”

      He put his arm around Aidan’s shoulder and laughed. Aidan felt the heat of Liam’s skin radiating through his body, felt his dick stiffening once again in his navy suit pants. He said something mindless, and they walked across the lobby to the front doors. One of the policemen looked at them, then turned back to the Indian woman. The bellman called over a cab and held the door open.

      Liam ushered Aidan in and then followed. He gave the cab driver Aidan’s address. “I’m going to drop you at your place, and then I’ll get out of your hair,” he said. “Don’t tell anyone you know me, or say anything about what we did today.”

      “Are you going back to that little house behind the bar?”

      “Don’t come looking for me,” he said. “It’s not safe for you.”

      “Liam. If someone knew Carlucci was going to meet you, isn’t it likely he knows who you are and where you live?”

      “Fuck.”

      “Come to my apartment. You can figure out what to do from there.”

      “All right.” He leaned forward and spoke in Arabic to the driver. When he came back to Aidan, he said, “I’m going to need some stuff from my place, and we’ve got to move fast. I want to know if somebody’s watching me already.”

      The ride was bumpy, the driver taking curves so rapidly that Aidan was tossed against Liam, and he reveled in the brief moments their bodies touched. If this was all he was going to get, he was going to enjoy it. The heat of Liam’s bare leg against Aidan’s suit pants; Aidan’s hand brushing the leather vest, the tip of his index finger grazing Liam’s smooth, tanned chest. He wanted to close his eyes and savor every bit of contact, inhaling Liam’s lavender scent, now overlaid with a musk of sweat. He stole a glance at Liam’s dick, which was semi-hard under the thin fabric of his cotton shorts.

      A few minutes later, the driver pulled the cab over in front of a shop selling elaborate metalwork. “Wait here,” Liam said. “If I’m not back in ten minutes, go directly to the American Embassy and give Carlucci’s luggage to a guy named Louis Fleck. Got that?”

      Aidan nodded. Liam spoke to the driver in Arabic again, and then got out of the cab. Aidan tried to watch where Liam was going, but his whole body language changed as he walked, and despite his height, he melded into the crowd.

      Aidan stared into the window of the shop. Elaborate silver trays and swords lined the front, along with an array of knives. He said to the driver, “You speak English?”

      “Non, Monsieur. Arabe ou Francais.”

      “Attendez-moi, s’il vous plait,” Aidan said, asking him to wait, and the driver nodded.

      Aidan looked around before he got out of the cab. No snipers appeared perched on any of the low rooftops, so he scurried into the shop. The proprietor was a fat old man wearing an embroidered cap. “A knife,” Aidan said, pointing to the display in the window. “Small.” He motioned with his hands to simulate the opening of a switchblade.

      The old man got up and shuffled to the display. Aidan kept looking out to the window, expecting to see Liam rushing to the cab in a rain of bullets. His raised adrenaline level made him twitchy; he couldn’t stop shuffling from foot to foot. The old man pulled a selection of knives from the window, and one caught Aidan’s eye. It was a simple silver case, with a delicate scrollwork of Arabic lettering on the hilt. It popped open easily, exposing a wickedly sharp blade.

      Aidan took a quick glance to the street. No menacing characters had appeared near the cab.

      The knife held six blades in total, a kind of Arabic version of a Swiss Army Knife. Aidan had had one of those for years, so he knew how they worked. “I’ll take it,” he said. “How much?”

      While the man figured the price, Aidan took one more look outside. Still clear.

      Aidan splayed out some paper money, and the old man took a few bills. Aidan thanked him, pocketed the knife, and stepped to the door.

      Trying to calm his heart, he did what he thought Liam would do. He looked left, right, up and down. All seemed clear, so he ducked back into the cab.

      He looked at his watch. It had been nearly ten minutes, and Liam still had not returned. He scanned the passing crowd for the big bodyguard and couldn’t see anyone his size, anyone who was so conspicuously American. He kept switching his glance between the street and his watch, waiting for the seconds to count down, until he saw two soldiers approach, carrying rifles.
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