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1 – Game On
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My assailant came at me fast, his right fist clenched, his left arm extended. He was taller than I was, bigger, and stronger, and I felt an adrenaline-laced surge of fear as his beefy arm wrapped around my neck in a choke hold.

But I remembered my lessons, lowered my head so it was below his jaw, then surged upward.

He broke the hold as his head slammed back, and he staggered for a moment. But there was no room for me to escape, and he came at me again, this time keeping his head down. I couldn’t help noticing the two brown coins of his nipples against his sleek, bare chest, the way his biceps rippled and his broad shoulders led down to his narrow waist.

He wrapped an arm around me, pulling me close to him again, though keeping my head down. His skin was slippery from oil and sweat, and it was hard to get a purchase on him.

I was shirtless and slippery too, though, and I tried to slide out of his grasp. But he was too quick, and he kicked my legs out from under me. We fell to the faded mat below us, him on top, pinning me to the ground. With one last surge of energy, I brought my knee up to his groin. 

“Not that again,” he said, moving out of reach at the last minute.

He was focused on my knee, so he wasn’t watching my mouth. I grabbed one nipple between my teeth and bit down.

“Oh, you fucker,” Liam McCullough said, pulling back, then flopping down next to me on the mat. “You can’t turn every fighting lesson into sex play.”

“It got you hard,” I said, reaching over to stroke his dick through the skimpy nylon shorts we both wore for practice. I could feel the vein that ran down the side of his dick and the mushroom cap, already leaking juice.

“Everything about you gets me hard, Aidan,” he said, leaning back against the stucco wall of the living room in the small house we shared. “But if you want to learn to be a bodyguard, you’ve got to focus on training, not on sex.”

“Maybe train some more later.” I reached over and skinned down his shorts, letting his stiff dick bang up against his belly. His flesh was hot and smooth, the muscles of his abdomen rippling. I leaned down and licked my tongue up the length of his dick, which made him shiver. He rested his hands on my shoulders – a subtle pressure to let me know he liked what I was doing.

He shivered as I took the head of his dick in my mouth, pursed my lips around it, and inhaled, creating suction. His dick tasted of sweat and the lemon soap we used in the outdoor shower behind our small house, a few blocks off the Avenue Habib Bourguiba in Tunis, the capital of Tunisia.

We had met a few months before, when I fled a failed relationship in Philadelphia and ended up following Liam, a professional bodyguard, into the desert on a crazy adventure. We fell in love against a backdrop of terrorists, camels, and endless sand, and I decided I wanted to be a bodyguard too.

Since my only previous work experience had been teaching English as a Second Language, I had a lot to learn when it came to self-defense, weapons use, and moving silently the way Liam did. I had just returned from a five-day training course in Atlanta, where I renewed my CPR certification, learned defensive-driving skills, demonstrated excellent marksmanship, and studied close-protection tactics.

I didn’t need any training, though, when it came to sucking dick. I’d been doing that since I was nineteen, and though I’d been out of practice for a long time, going through a dry spell with my former partner, riding a dick was a lot like riding a bicycle. It came back to you.

Liam sighed deeply as I licked long strokes up and down his dick. I buried my nose in his pubic hair, the rough bristles brushing against my nostrils, and inhaled. I loved Liam’s scent. I took one of his big, hairy balls in my mouth and sucked it, then released it and repeated with the other. 

“Stop teasing,” he panted. “Suck me.”

I looked up into his light green eyes and smiled to see the need in them. He was incredibly handsome, from his laughing eyes to his square cheekbones to the light stubble on his chin. Sometimes I looked at him and couldn’t believe how lucky I was that this Greek god come to life was my boyfriend.

I wrapped my hand around the base of his dick and felt his sweat and precome lubricate it. As I sucked and licked and teased the sensitive head, my hand slid up and down on his shaft. Heat rose from his skin, and beads of sweat made glowing tracks down his chest.

He tugged down my shorts and boxers as he rolled me over onto my back, looming above me on his powerful forearms so that I could see every muscle in his naked body rippling. It was one of my favorite positions, though hell, almost every position that involved me and Liam naked was a favorite. He scooted up so that his dick was level with my mouth, and began doing push-ups.

Down his dick came into my mouth, driving into my throat. Then he pulled back as he rose above. Down and up, down and up. I grabbed his round, muscular butt cheeks, holding him so that his dick stayed in my mouth, only letting go when I needed to catch my breath.

Feeling his raw power over me was the greatest aphrodisiac. My own dick was stiff and leaking, so hard it was almost painful. Liam shuddered, moaned, and then came in my mouth, the salty fluid dripping down my throat.

Then he lowered his body onto mine. Maybe that was my favorite position—feeling all his weight on me, the heat rising from his body. He rubbed his belly against my dick, the pressure of his smooth skin grinding against my erection, bringing me off so fast, I couldn’t keep up with my own feelings as the passion of my orgasm swept through me. A fire boiled up in my gut and then exploded. I clenched my eyes shut and saw fireworks against my lids. I felt and smelled Liam so close to me that it was like we were one person.

We lay there, enjoying each other’s bodies, the Tunisian heat already drying the sweat from our skin. We had pushed the furniture around in the living room to make this impromptu workout area, though sometimes, when it was cooler, we also worked out in the courtyard behind the house, giving the men at the Bar Mamounia across the way a private show.

I was just about to suggest a joint shower when the phone rang. Liam rolled off me and motioned to the iPhone, which sat on the desk, vibrating and rocking to the tune of “Who Let the Dogs Out” by the Baha Men.

“My little secretary,” he said as I scrambled up.

“Bigger than you.” I did have the bigger dick, though just by an inch, and we had measured each other many times before we finally agreed. What can I say, there’s a lot of free-floating testosterone in our relationship, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

At six-four, Liam was three inches taller than I was, with broad shoulders and ropy muscles in his arms and legs. His hair was a light blondish brown, cropped short; mine was darker and shaggier. I had a Mediterranean complexion that was a natural olive, while Liam’s skin was deeply tanned from hours in the sun.

“McCullough Protection Associates,” I said after noticing the call was a local one from Tunis, from a number I didn’t recognize.

The man began speaking quickly in Arabic. I’m good with languages, and I’d started taking Arabic lessons already, but he was much too fast for me. “One moment, please,” I interrupted him in Arabic. I’d learned that much, along with “You are speaking too quickly for me” and “Please hold on.”

“You’ve got to take this one,” I said, handing the phone to Liam. “Too much Arabic.”

“I have to do everything,” he said theatrically, then took the phone from me. “Aywa,” he said. That meant yes. “Aywa. Aywa. Mumkin.” The last meant “maybe” or “I’ll see.”

“You want to go to Djerba?” he asked me, holding his hand over the phone. “Bodyguard work?”

Djerba is an island off the coast of Tunisia, renowned for its beaches. “Aywa,” I said. “You bet.”

He motioned for a pen and paper, which I handed to him, as well as his reading glasses. He looked so sexy there, sitting naked on the rubber mat, a tiny bubble of leftover come dribbling from the top of his soft dick. The half-round reading glasses were an incongruous touch for such a big, strong, handsome man. I could only stare at him and think how lucky I was.

He slipped me a piece of paper with the name “Karif Al-Fulan” and the word “Google.” I grabbed my shorts and was about to pull them on when Liam tapped me on the shoulder and shook his head.

Rather than pull a chair up to the simple wooden desk and sit, I stood by the computer, presenting my ass to Liam, and started typing. The top link was to the French-language Tunisian newspaper La Presse. My French had always been pretty good, and since moving to Tunis, I had been getting a lot of practice speaking and reading the language, which was the country’s second. I scanned the article and said, “Holy shit,” as Liam hung up the phone.

“Who is this guy?” he asked, pulling his glasses off and leaning back against the sofa.

“Pop singer. He won the Eurovision song contest a couple of years ago.”

“I thought I recognized the name. What’s the article say?”

“He came out of the closet two days ago. This morning an imam in Cairo issued a fatwa on him.”

Most Westerners, familiar only with Salman Rushdie, thought a fatwa was a death sentence, but for the most part it meant a clerical ruling. In this case, Karif Al-Fulan had been deemed unclean because of his sexual identity. Faithful Muslims were instructed to destroy his records and abstain from listening to his music or attending his concerts.

I read the article out loud, translating relevant parts for Liam, whose French was not as good as mine. I shifted the computer monitor so he could see the picture of Al-Fulan that accompanied the article.

He had a long face, with hazel eyes and skin the color of a very light café Americano, the kind with lots of milk. His black hair draped in sexy curls over his forehead, and he had the hint of a five-o’clock shadow.

As I read and translated, our dog, Hayam, rose from where she had been sleeping and nosed up against Liam’s legs, hoping for a treat. He reached down to scratch behind her ears.

Through the open windows, we heard the sounds of a motorcycle gunning down the street and men laughing in the Bar Mamounia. The air smelled like curry and car exhaust. “Who is it that wants to hire us?” I asked when I was finished.

“Al-Fulan’s manager. He called Roberto – you’ve met him, the Italian guy who handles security at a bunch of nightclubs. He offered the job to Roberto, but the job’s too big for him. All he knows how to do is hire bouncers.”

Liam preened; after finishing his military service with the US Navy SEALs, he had moved to Tunis and set himself up as a private bodyguard. He had built a clientele slowly, protecting prominent people from kidnapping, assault, assassination, stalking, and so on. He was obviously pleased to get the referral from Roberto.

“What’s in Djerba?”

“Private villa owned by the record company. Al-Fulan has gotten some death threats, and he’s retreating there. The manager wants someone to keep an eye on him.”

Liam crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back against the sofa, his dick nestled in the thatch of his pubic hair. “You sure you’re ready to take on a client like this?” he asked. “It’s a big job, living in, being on the alert 24-7. If you’re not, I can find somebody else to help out, and you can hold down the fort here.”

Like I was going to let Liam go off to a private villa with a good-looking gay guy like Karif Al-Fulan. I trusted him—but I still wondered sometimes at the fate that had brought him to me when he was so gorgeous, with a body built for sex. He laughed at my insecurity, telling me that he loved me and thought I was handsome and that I was the only guy for him. But I still worried.

“I’m in,” I said. “How soon do we leave?”

Liam stood up. “This afternoon. We’re meeting Al-Fulan and his manager at the Hotel Africa at three. They’re chartering a plane to take us to Djerba.” He smiled. “Game on.”

​
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2 – Threatening Note
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While Liam showered, I pulled on my shorts and read everything I could find online about Karif Al-Fulan. He was twenty-five, popular in Tunisia and throughout the Arab world. I watched a YouTube video of his Eurovision-winning song and found myself drawn in. Even though I didn’t understand all the words I enjoyed watching him croon to a succession of beautiful young women against a sweeping background of sea and sky.

His official biography said he had been born in Monastir, a seaside town on the Gulf of Hammamet to the south of Tunis. He had been orphaned at twelve and went to live in Tunis with an uncle. He’d begun singing on the streets to earn money, and by the time he was seventeen, he’d moved to Beirut and started performing in nightclubs.

When his debut CD went platinum, he began traveling the Arab world, giving concerts. His second CD had been released to great acclaim, and he had just completed a major tour, which included a series of concerts near the pyramids in Egypt.

“Find anything?” Liam asked, coming into the living room from the backyard shower, drying his hair with a towel, his dick half-hard and hanging to the left.

“There’s a hint that there might be compromising photos of him and another man,” I said. “That may be what made him come out now.”

“We’ll have to ask about that. Spurned lovers are always worth investigating.”

“I could have figured that out for myself,” I said. Liam was still teaching me what he knew about the bodyguard business, but sometimes he treated me like I had no common sense or experience of the world, and that made me cranky.

We were finding our way toward a good working relationship, though. After our return from the desert, I’d helped him with a few cases, standing point or searching for Internet information. I liked the work a lot and liked being with Liam even more. I had decided if I wanted to be Liam’s full partner, in love and business, I needed a firmer grasp of executive protection technique and strategy.

I’d begun reading everything I could about the bodyguard business. I had learned a lot from books by a British woman named Zoë Sharp, a series about a female bodyguard working in Britain and the States named Charlie Fox. Then I’d signed up for a weeklong executive protection course in Atlanta.

I hadn’t been the best at physical tasks; many of the other guys had been bodybuilders or serious athletes. But I’d gotten the highest marks on any written tests and surprised myself by learning I could shoot almost as well with my left hand as I could with my right.

Most of my classmates had had no real field experience, and I’d entertained them with G-rated stories of my desert adventure with Liam, when we had taken down a remote training school for terrorists.

Liam wrapped his towel around his waist and ran his fingers through his short brown hair. “What else do you have to do?” he asked. “We’ve got a lot to accomplish if we’re leaving town this afternoon.”

“I need to pack and get the house secured, and I want to spend some time searching the gossip Web sites. What are you going to do?”

“I’ll do some online recon on the island and what we can expect there while you take your shower,” Liam said, motioning toward the courtyard.

“Yes, sir,” I said, standing up and saluting. The military effect was muted, though, because I was still naked.

“I like that,” Liam said, swatting me on the butt. “A little more obedience, a little less attitude.”

“I’ll give you attitude,” I said, reaching for his towel.

“Go.” He picked up his reading glasses and sat at the computer.

I grabbed a towel from the hall closet and walked outside. The first time I had seen Liam, I was in the Bar Mamounia looking out at the courtyard, where he showered under a hose from a cistern on his roof. When I’d moved in with him, the first thing I did was hire a guy to build a simple wooden fence around the shower. I was no exhibitionist, and I had wanted to make a public statement that Liam’s naked body would no longer be on display. The patrons of the bar had not been happy.

Even with the fence around me, it gave me a sexual thrill to be showering outdoors. I’d made sure the enclosure was big enough so that Liam and I could share when we wanted, and we’d already made love out there under the broad blue Tunisian sky.

While I was in the shower, Liam pulled on a pair of nylon running shorts and a tank top. By the time I finished, he had downloaded and printed maps and satellite photos of the island, and he had a car rented at Djerba Zarzis airport in Melita.

“Do you know where the flashlights are?” he asked, standing up from the computer and stretching his shoulders. I loved to watch the way his muscles rippled when he did that.

“The plastic hamper on the floor of the bedroom closet. How many days do you think we need clothes for?”

“Make it a week.”

I followed him back to the bedroom, my eyes focused on the way his ass moved in his skimpy nylon shorts.

“Put your tongue back in your mouth and get to work,” he said, laughing.

He dug through our supplies, pulling out flashlights, maps, night-vision goggles, two-way radios, cell phones, chargers, both our GLOCKs, and a host of other tools. As he laid everything out on his side of the bed, I used my side to put together a pile of shirts, shorts, slacks, and tank tops.

We shared most of our clothes, though our body types were dissimilar. Liam wore tight shirts that stretched across his muscular chest like a second skin, while I was slim and preferred my shirts baggy. We had the same waist size, so I couldn’t identify a particular pair of shorts as his or mine.

We couldn’t share slacks, as his legs were so much longer than mine. We both favored pants from a US company called 5.11 Tactical, with reinforced knees, ample pockets, and other features that came in handy if you found yourself crawling over rough ground, loaded down with guns, phones, and other tools of the trade.

When it came to underwear, I liked boxers, while Liam stuck to jockstraps and thongs, the skimpier the better. I’d always had locker-room fantasies, and seeing Liam in a fresh white athletic supporter, the pouch cupping his dick, the straps tight against his ass, was enough to make my dick start oozing.

“I’ll get Fadi to look after Hayam,” Liam said as we were finishing. Our dog was pretty self-sufficient, but whenever we were away, the bartender at the Bar Mamounia made sure she got food and water regularly. “You call the cab.”

By two thirty we were en route to the Hotel Africa, one of the biggest and most luxurious hotels in Tunis. I hadn’t been inside since I had impersonated a dead guest there, one of the first things I did for Liam.

The lobby looked much the same as it had then; 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 oversize poppies, with yellow centers and fringed petals, clustered in vases on the tables.

Liam and I stopped just inside the glass doors, a wall at our back, and surveyed the room. In one corner, an African man in a bright yellow and green dashiki sat hunched over a laptop. A man in a business suit and starched white shirt, with black skin as dark as ebony, paced nearby, a cell phone clasped to his ear.

A bellhop stood next to the concierge desk, while a tourist couple was checking in at the front desk. The left-hand elevator opened, and a middle-aged Arab man in a navy business suit stepped out. He spotted us and crossed the lobby.

We had both dressed to convey our specialties. Liam wore a loose leather vest that showed off his powerful chest and biceps, with drawstring shorts and leather sandals. He was big and muscular, using his physical presence to warn off anyone who thought about messing with him.

I wore khaki slacks and a dark green polo shirt with deck shoes. I was the guy who could blend in with the client. In many situations, you didn’t want anyone to know there was a protection specialist present, because it could up the tension level.

In a suit I could sit in on a business meeting or at the next table in a restaurant. In a ball cap and jeans with a sweatshirt to cover the gun at my waist, I could be an ordinary tourist.

The man approached us and immediately began speaking in Arabic to Liam, who stopped him. “You speak English?” he asked. “My associate’s Arabic is not as good as mine, and I would like him to hear what you have to say.”

“Of course,” the man said, his accent heavy but understandable. “I am Yaroush Harootunian, Karif’s business manager.”

Liam introduced us both. “Come with me,” Harootunian said. “Karif is upstairs. He wishes to meet with you before we leave.”

As we waited for the elevator, Harootunian said, “This is a terrible thing. I do not know what will happen, but Karif must be safe.”

“What kind of threats have you received?” Liam asked.

“Many very bad postings on the Internet,” Harootunian said. “Those, not to worry about. A lot of crazy people are out in the world. More troubling are the phone calls to Karif’s personal cell phone. This number is not published anywhere.”

“Were you able to see the number the calls came from?”

Harootunian shook his head as the elevator arrived and we stepped in. He pushed the button for the fifteenth floor. “The number was blocked.”

“I understand there may be some pictures of Mr. Al-Fulan,” I said.

“No, no. Karif is not a virgin or a saint, but he has been careful, and there is no one he has been involved with for some time.”

As the elevator rose, Harootunian pulled a folded piece of paper from his jacket pocket and handed it to Liam. “This note was delivered to the hotel this morning,” he said. “It is why I decided Karif must have protection.”

Liam opened the paper, and we both looked at it. Though it was scrawled in Arabic, I recognized the word mamhoon, a derogatory word for homosexuals. The other word I recognized was wafat —which meant death.
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Liam translated the rest for me as the elevator rose. “Makrooh means reprehensible,” he said, pointing at one word, “and janabat means an unclean state caused by sexual intercourse.”

He looked at Harootunian. “As far as I can tell, this says that Karif is unclean based on sex acts he has committed, and the only way to cleanse him is death. Close enough?”

Harootunian nodded as the elevator doors opened. We passed a uniformed policeman in the hallway in his pale blue shirt, black slacks, and white cap, then Harootunian led us into the living room of a suite. Two sofas sat perpendicular to floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out at downtown Tunis, with the spire of the Zitouna mosque in the distance. Framed photos of desert scenes hung on the walls, and the carpet was thick enough to camp in.

“The police will only protect Karif for so long,” Harootunian said in an undertone as he closed the door behind us. “That is why we must go somewhere safe as soon as possible.”

He shepherded us to the sofas and called out, “Karif, I have brought the bodyguards to meet you.”

The man who came out of the bedroom was taller than I had expected—my height, just over six feet. His black hair was tousled, and he had not shaved; there was a haunted look to his eyes as well. But he was just as handsome in person as his pictures had promised. His English was quite good, almost without accent. “You are the bodyguard?” he said, walking to Liam. “Thank you for coming.”

I didn’t like the way he looked at Liam, his admiring gaze sweeping from Liam’s shoulders down to his crotch. I knew Liam dressed the way he did to demonstrate his physical strength, but I still got jealous when someone eyed him hungrily. I had an absurd desire to do something to stake my claim.

We put our bags down on the floor, and Liam introduced himself and me. It wasn’t the client’s business to know we were lovers as well as coworkers, but I was so accustomed to being out in my past life in Philadelphia that it always made me feel a bit like I was lying not to come clean.

Karif motioned us to sit, his eyes still lasered on Liam. “You can protect me?” he asked.

“Yes,” Liam said. “We will secure the property where you’ll be staying, monitor who comes and goes, and neutralize any threats.”

Karif smiled broadly. “That is very good.” To Harootunian, he said, “They will do.” Once again he looked wolfishly at Liam.

Many clients saw bodyguards as members of the servant class, there to take care of anything that came up. I’d seen Liam fend off advances from one client’s wife and another’s daughter. But would he hold on to his principles and keep his dick in his pants when a good-looking man made the overture? I didn’t want to risk anything and made a mental vow to keep an eye on Karif Al-Fulan.

As we sat on the overstuffed sofas, Liam asked Harootunian, “You have a place lined up already in Djerba?”

“The record label owns a villa in Mezraia, on the northeast coast, the Zone Touristique. Very private, with its own swimming pool. Karif will wait there until we are able to make sure he can be safe.”

“I will be a prisoner there,” Karif said, crossing his arms over his chest and pouting. “I have exchanged a closet for a jail cell. This is my freedom.”

Liam smiled at him with thin lips, then turned his attention back to Harootunian. “I reserved a car at the airport,” he said. “It’s better for us to have our own wheels. That way no one knows where we’re going.”

“The record company will pay. Karif is very valuable to them.”

Liam looked at his watch. “Then if we’re agreed, are we ready to go?”

“My bag is in the bedroom,” Karif said. He rose from the sofa and walked toward the door.

“I’ll get it.” We were being very well paid for this babysitting job; if it meant I had to carry a suitcase, I didn’t mind. Liam went over the contract details with Harootunian as I walked into the bedroom.

The sheets of the king-size bed were tousled, as if Karif had endured a sleepless night. His suitcase was on a luggage rack by the entrance to the bathroom, its contents crumpled and bulging.

I quickly smoothed the shirts and pants, noting that our client wore bikini briefs so tiny, I couldn’t imagine they covered much. Then I zipped the case and towed it back to the living room, where Liam was calling downstairs for a bellman. When he arrived, we loaded our bags as well as Karif’s and Harootunian’s onto the cart. “We’ll meet you downstairs,” Liam said to the bellman in Arabic.

Once the bellman had gone, Liam stepped out into the hallway and spoke to the policeman on duty. I caught only half the Arabic and figured out the rest as the officer accompanied us in the elevator down to the lobby. The five of us stood crowded together in the small compartment; when we stopped on a lower floor, the policeman held up his hand and told the family there they would have to wait for another car.

Despite the crude message and the threatening phone calls, I wasn’t too worried. I’d learned from Liam and my course that most death threats were toothless, intended to sow fear and despair rather than foretell real danger. But Karif Al-Fulan didn’t feel the same way. The arrogance he had shown in the suite melted away, and he began to sweat as the elevator descended. He moved close to Liam, and his shoulders shook as the doors opened to the lobby.

I tried not to feel jealous. He was just a scared kid. Of course he would gravitate toward the big, strong bodyguard for protection.

The officer went first, then Harootunian. I put my arm around Karif’s shoulders and walked out next to him, with Liam behind us, and I tried to project a sense of calm and control for the client. We moved quickly through the lobby, and I felt attention focused on us like lasers. Conversations stopped, a small boy pointed at us, and a European couple stared. Even the desk clerks stopped what they were doing to watch.

The bellman hailed us the next taxi in the line and loaded the bags in the trunk. As the officer stood next to the vehicle, I got in the backseat and scooted over behind the driver. Harootunian tipped the bellman as Liam directed Karif into the taxi next to me. Once our bags were secure in the trunk, Harootunian got in the backseat too.

Liam was the last to get in, taking the front seat next to the driver, a young guy in a Rolling Stones T-shirt. The driver waved to the bellman and pulled into the Avenue Habib Bourguiba.

I noticed that a black Toyota pulled out behind our cab. But it’s not unusual to see cars tailgating one another or speeding past, darting in and out of traffic as if the drivers were practicing for Indianapolis. The Avenue Habib Bourguiba was a busy street, with six lanes of traffic separated by a thick verge of trees in the center, and there were bound to be cars all around us.

Karif began arguing with Harootunian in Arabic. I couldn’t follow most of the conversation, though I could tell from Liam’s body language he was listening closely. I got the feeling that Karif didn’t want to go to Djerba; he thought he would be safer in Britain or America. Harootunian didn’t agree; they had no contacts in either place, he said, and the record label wanted Karif to stay close.

The black Toyota remained a few car lengths behind us as we drove through heavy traffic toward the city center. Motorcycles and tour buses competed with passenger sedans and taxis for space in the narrow streets. I lost sight of the black Toyota, and I thought we’d lost it, but when the cab turned onto the P9 toward the airport, it was behind us again.

I thought about mentioning it to Liam. But he was so focused on the argument between Karif and his manager that I didn’t want to disturb him. As we approached the turn for the airport, the black Toyota accelerated, gaining rapidly on us. Our cab driver was nodding along to the internal soundtrack in his head, taking the turn, when the Toyota pulled up on our left and tried to force him off the road.

“Liam!” I said. “Black Toyota, nine o’clock.” I turned my body to the window, wrapped my arm around Karif, and pushed him toward the floor, shielding him from possible gunfire.

The cabbie erupted in a stream of Arabic invective as he wrestled the wheel, slipping away from the Toyota at the last minute, making the turn and leaving the Toyota skidding into the grassy median.

“What was that?” Harootunian demanded of me as I helped Karif get up. “Was that an assassination attempt?”

The driver was shouting, and Liam tried to calm him down and direct him to the private terminal where our charter flight waited. Karif shook like the leaves of a palm in the desert sirocco. I patted his shoulder as I said to Harootunian, “Probably just bad driving. But with our nerves on edge, it seemed worse.”

Liam caught my eye. I could tell that wasn’t what he thought, but he was happy I’d tried to calm the client rather than aggravate the situation. The driver argued the rest of the way to the terminal, and he only shut up when Harootunian handed him a sheaf of bills.

The breeze coming in from the Gulf of Tunis did little more than wash hot, heavy air over us as we walked to the Tunisavia departure lounge in a one-story building with a corrugated metal roof. It reverberated with the sound of jets taking off and landing nearby.

A young guy in a shirt with the Tunisavia logo of a stylized bird in flight came to meet us and arranged for our bags to be transferred from the cab to the plane. Karif was still shaky on his feet, and I had to keep my arm around him as the Tunisavia rep led us into a large room with open windows and a couple of lazy overhead fans.

“We have a twenty-passenger DeHavilland Twin Otter ready for you,” he said. “I will need some signatures, and then we will have you on your way.”

A young woman in a matching Tunisavia shirt brought us bottles of cold water, and Karif huddled with his in the center of a row of molded plastic seats. While Harootunian signed the necessary forms, Liam pulled me aside. We stepped over to the big windows that overlooked the tarmac.

A dark-skinned man in a T-shirt and shorts loaded our bags into the back of a small jet with large call numbers painted on its fuselage and a staircase extended from the door. “What did you see?” Liam asked in a low voice.

I looked over my shoulder at Karif. He leaned forward and clutched the water bottle. “A black Toyota pulled out after us when we left the hotel. I can’t be certain it’s the same one that tried to knock us off the road.”

“Why didn’t you say anything? We can’t work together effectively if we don’t communicate.”

The building shook with the reverberation of a jet passing overhead. “I’m well aware we have to share information with each other, Liam. You don’t have to talk to me like a child. You were busy listening to Karif and Yaroush argue. And besides, I didn’t want to worry the client.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make it sound like you did something wrong. You’re right, saying something in front of Yaroush and Karif would have upset them even more. But we could have been better prepared if we had known about the black Toyota earlier.”

“You’re right. But it wasn’t a danger until the driver made his move.” I knew I sounded petulant and that it was our responsibility to anticipate problems, not just react to them. But I still didn’t have enough confidence in my own skills, and I tended to second-guess myself too much.

“We’re going to have to be on guard from now on,” Liam said. “There may be some real substance to these threats.”
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4 – Private Villa
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I’d never been on a chartered plane before, but I had always expected them to be nicer. This one was ratty around the edges—no carpet on the floor, stains on the seat covers. There were six rows of seats, singles on one side of the aisle, doubles on the other. Not the lap of luxury, but as long as the engine worked, I was okay with it.

The pilot was a portly man in his fifties, with skin the color of weak tea and a white shirt that was too tight around the neck. He repeated his welcome to us in Arabic, French, and heavily accented English. His copilot—who looked barely out of his teens—doubled as a flight attendant; once we had taken off, he came into the cabin and handed out more bottles of water, along with peanuts and granola bars.

“The flight is not long to Djerba Zarzis airport,” he said. “The captain will keep the seat belt sign on because we will not go very high at all.”

We arced out over the Gulf of Tunis, then turned south, crossing the peninsula that ended in Cape Bon. We flew so low that I saw houses and farms below us, the occasional car or truck crawling around the base of a mountain that rose out of the plains. When we reached the Gulf of Hammamet, we began to follow the coastline. Below us, waves crashed against a long strip of sandy beach. I saw a couple of surfers down there, dancing with the waves, and envied them that joy and freedom.

I imagined us frolicking on a beach like that, the client in the water, perhaps, Liam and me stretched out on the sand, relaxed but alert. We had just finished a very stressful case the week before, protecting the daughter of a wealthy family while her divorce from an abusive husband was finalized. The man had made numerous threats against his wife and her family, and we had to be constantly on the alert. The case ended when her father paid the ex a lot of money to leave Tunisia and start over again in Canada.

We could both use the break after that case, and I hoped that this job would turn out to be little more than babysitting, despite that near accident on the road to the airport.

I looked across the plane at Karif. His agitation had been replaced with a sort of catatonia. He slumped in a window seat, staring forward. Liam sat next to him, speaking in a low voice, reaching out to put a hand on his knee. I sat across the aisle and one behind, trying not to notice the way Karif shifted closer to Liam and rested his head on Liam’s tanned shoulder.

I reminded myself that Liam was treating Karif as a VIP client. By the time we crossed into the Gulf of Gabès and prepared for our approach to Djerba Zarzis airport, Karif was laughing at some joke Liam had made, and the atmosphere inside the plane lifted.

The white arcs of kite-surfer sails blossomed below us against a backdrop of bright blue ocean water. Small fishing boats rocked in the current in the tiny bays that ringed the island. I struggled to keep a vision in my mind of a nice vacation, a few days in a luxury villa with swimming and water sports.

When we landed, we climbed out of the plane to temperatures that were at least ten degrees cooler than in Tunis. There was hardly a cloud in the sky, and the sun was bright but not blinding. Liam and Harootunian went off to get the rental car, and Karif and I walked into the beautiful new terminal, with its huge arched windows and hanging red pennants. We could have been in any large city in Europe, surrounded as we were by couples and families on holiday. The chatter around us was a mix of French, German, and Arabic.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
DANCING
WITH TlilE TID






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg
DANCING
WITH THE TIDE






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





