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​1 – Too Old For This
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Aidan Greene stood at the foot of a staircase in the Stade Olympique El Menzah as a hot sirocco blew through the northern suburbs of Tunis. It brought with it a fine coating of sand, which stung Aidan’s face. He turned sideways to avoid the brunt of the wind, but there was no escaping the hot June sun, which beat mercilessly down on the stadium and the two soccer teams on the field.

The Carthage Eagles led the Millwall Football Club by three goals. Millwall had a reputation for having some of the most dangerous supporters of any soccer club, and that had prompted the organizers of the exhibition game to hire as much security as they could.

Looking around the stadium, Aidan recognized several other bodyguards who regularly worked in Tunis. Liam McCullough, his partner in love and business, stood a few hundred feet away, guarding a different staircase. Off-duty officers were stationed at each exit, wearing white pinneys with POLICE printed on the front and back.

The mostly male crowd was yelling obscenities at the field, shaking fists and waving placards imprinted with Milwall’s logo of a lion rampant. No alcohol was sold in the stadium, but Aidan could see that many of the fans were drunk anyway.

The Eagles scored a goal, and the opposite side of the stadium erupted in cheers. As Aidan watched, a heavyset man in a wifebeater T-shirt stood up in the front row in Liam’s section and yelled, “Bloody wankers!” waving his fist at the field.

“Sit the fuck down!” another man yelled from behind him.

The man in the wifebeater turned around and said, “I’ll stand if I bloody well want to! And you can kiss my bloody arse if you don’t like it!”

The men around the front row laughed and cheered, but the man behind said, “I wouldn’t kiss your bloody arse because I don’t know what’s been shoved up it!”

His mates laughed and high-fived him. Aidan couldn’t help smirking himself. But then he watched in horror as the man in the front reached down and grabbed a bottle from the floor, then turned around and heaved it at the man behind. “Shove that, you bloody poofter!” he yelled.

Liam moved in to quash the dispute, but he was too late. Friends of the man in back began throwing programs, bottles, and empty food containers at the men in front. In the middle of the melee, a skinny, tattooed Brit in an oversize Millwall T-shirt hurled an empty beer bottle down to the playing field, where he hit a Tunisian player square in the head.

Tunisians in the opposite stands began swarming down onto the field, aimed at the British, as Liam waded into the crowd in search of the bottle thrower. Aidan abandoned his staircase and pushed against the swarming British fans. He had to leap across a couple of rows of chairs toward Liam, who had disappeared in a sea of chaos.

“Liam! Where are you?” Aidan yelled, his adrenaline surging. Ahead of him, Liam rose from the bleachers, two supporters clinging to him. It was a majestic sight, seeing his tanned, toned body appearing like Hercules.

The air smelled of spilled beer, sweat, and testosterone, and it excited Aidan in a way that frightened him. The roar of angry fans, yelling in English and Arabic, rose and fell, punctuated by the sound of breaking bottles and fists hitting flesh.

The police formed a line just behind the advertising banners, holding up shields against the debris and the onrushing supporters. Unfortunately the police keeping the British and Tunisian fans apart meant the Millwall supporters were confined to the stands, where they continued to slam into each other.

Aidan saw Liam shake off one of the British fans as easily as swatting a mosquito, but two more assailed him, and he began swinging his fists. Aidan knew then that things were serious. Liam avoided using brute force whenever possible, preferring to outthink or otherwise intimidate his opponents. He was a master fighter, though, his skills honed through years of SEAL training, and intellectually Aidan knew Liam could fight his way out of this trouble.

But his head wasn’t ruling things as he jumped over the last row of chairs and waded into the fight. His partner, his lover, was in trouble, and Aidan couldn’t stand by and wait to see how things shook out. He elbowed his way past two men throwing punches at each other, and used his head to butt the side of an older man with a shaved head who was trying to slam his fist into Liam.

With a roar, the man turned to face Aidan. He ducked, grabbed the man’s sweatpants, and jerked them toward the ground. The man’s rage turned to surprise as he stood bare-assed in the stands, his skinny dick hanging loose. Men around him began laughing, and he stumbled as he tried to pull his pants up. He lost his balance and fell into a seat.

Liam had another man in a Millwall jersey in a headlock, and the man was pummeling Liam’s stomach. Sweat pouring from his forehead in the heat, Aidan reached for the man’s waist, aiming for his belt buckle, but missed. Another man swung at him, and he had to turn and aim a kick at the man’s groin. “Yaah!” he yelled as his foot made impact, and the man’s mouth popped open and he howled in pain.

Aidan ducked a bottle of Celtia, a local beer, that went flying past, the pale liquid streaming in an arc that splattered a pair of brawlers just below where he stood. He jumped back into Liam’s battle, finally managing to get his partner’s attacker’s belt unbuckled. He had the baggy jeans down before the man realized what had been done. He was wearing faded white briefs with a yellow stain at the pouch.

The man stopped punching Liam and grabbed for his pants. Liam released him from the headlock, slammed him in the abdomen with a roundhouse punch, and spun him away. Aidan stepped forward and turned so his back faced Liam’s. Both of them crossed their arms and glared at the men around them.

He felt the heat from Liam’s body against his own. Both of them were sweating, their faces and underarms slick with perspiration, but the hot, dry wind helped wick away some of the sweat.

The pantsing episodes had taken the fight out of the Millwall supporters; they were so busy laughing at the men who’d been embarrassed that they forgot to be angry. More police swarmed the stands, forming a cordon to empty the stadium row by row.

Aidan’s heart continued to pound as the police ushered the Millwall supporters down the stairs. The man in sweatpants took a swing at Aidan as he passed, but Aidan anticipated the move and ducked, leaving the Brit swatting empty air. Aidan struggled to remain as impassive as Liam, resisting the urge to smirk or make a smart-assed comment.

The police took a couple of the rowdier men away in handcuffs, one of them continuing to shout racist epithets as he was pushed down the stairs. The stadium’s loudspeakers repeated warnings in Arabic and heavily accented English as the sirocco continued to blow, surrounding them in a maelstrom of wind, sand, and the smell of beer and urine.

Aidan and Liam waited until their staircases had been cleared, then joined the cordon at the field’s edge until the stadium had been emptied. By the time they left, the adrenaline surge Aidan had felt when the riots began had dissipated, and he was exhausted. “You just can’t keep your hands off other guys’ pants, can you?” Liam asked with a smile as they waited for a chartered bus to take them back to the city center.

“It worked, didn’t it?”

“Yes, it did.” Liam flexed his arms and stretched his back, and groaned.

Aidan stretched too. Though he hadn’t strained any muscles, he was bone tired. The hot wind had dried most of his sweat, and he was very thirsty. “And you always tell me that we each have to play to our strengths. I’m never going to win a fistfight, so I have to outthink my opponent.”

“I wouldn’t call pulling a guy’s pants down outthinking him,” Liam said.

“But it’s an unexpected move, right? Straight guys don’t want to touch other men down there.”

An old airport van pulled up, and they got on in a crowd of police and additional security. They both grabbed a pole halfway to the back and stood there, rocking with the motion of the bus.

Neither of them spoke on the long ride. Aidan struggled to remain upright; his muscles ached and his hair was stuck to his head with dried sweat. He wanted to get home, to their courtyard shower, and wash away the sand and the stink in a rain of hot water. He yawned a couple of times and was grateful when the bus pulled up at the central station, a few blocks from their house.

“I’m getting too old for this kind of work,” Liam said and groaned as he stepped down from the bus.

Aidan laughed. “You’re only thirty-six.”

“Today I feel seventy-six.” Liam flexed his back and rotated his head.

“I’ll give you a back rub when we get home. You’ll be good as new.”

In his past life, teaching in Philadelphia and living with his ex-partner, Aidan had taken courses in massage, gourmet cooking, flower arranging, and a host of other skills, most of which proved useless in Tunis. The massage lessons, however, had been invaluable.

Hayam, their brown, mixed-breed dog, was waiting to greet them at the front door of the little stucco house they shared behind the Bar Mamounia. She jumped up and placed her forelegs on Liam’s knee. He reached down to pet her, then groaned again.

“Shower first, then bedroom,” Aidan said.

“I love it when you get bossy.” Liam walked out to the courtyard. A wooden tub on the roof of the house collected rainwater, which was warmed by the glaring Tunisian sun. A pump on the roof channeled the water down a hose and into a shower stall. The tiled floor was slightly canted so that the water flowed into a drain that led out to the street.

By the time Aidan joined him, carrying a big square cake of lavender soap, the water was already warm and Liam had rinsed off the sweat and sand. Aidan stood under the showerhead for a moment, letting the water cascade over his head, then opened his eyes and slicked back his hair.

Aidan lathered up and began scrubbing Liam’s back, massaging the trapezius muscles just below Liam’s shoulders. They were drawn tight, and it took strength and skill to get them to relax.

Aidan inhaled the lavender scent as he pressed his fingers against Liam’s warm, bronzed skin, pushing against the tight muscles, then releasing them. Touching Liam’s body was always a heady experience for him, and his dick stood at attention as he focused on the muscle groups beneath the skin. Liam groaned and twitched as Aidan found a tight tendon and massaged it into relaxation.

Liam stood with his legs straight, without locking the knees, the weight of his body resting equally on the heels and balls of his feet. He let his arms hang loose at his sides, so that Aidan could manipulate them with ease.

Aidan lifted Liam’s right arm, hefted it, then let it loose again. He began working the biceps. “You get too tense out in the field.”

“It’s called being alert,” Liam said. “You should try it sometime.”

Aidan dug his knuckles into the tender spot just below Liam’s shoulder, and the big man winced. “Watch your mouth, sailor,” Aidan said, laughing. “Or there’s a lot more where that came from.”

He lathered his hands again and moved down Liam’s back to the latissimus dorsi of Liam’s sides. Those muscles weren’t as tense, and Liam sighed with pleasure. “Man, that feels good.”

“I know how to take care of you.” Aidan squatted down and began rubbing the adductor muscles of one thigh, the sartorius and the quadriceps.

“You do indeed,” Liam said.

Aidan could feel the precome oozing out of the tip of his dick as he ran his hands gently over Liam’s massive thighs, skirting his balls and ass crack, giving the calves a quick rubdown. “Feet later,” he said, standing up.

He pressed against Liam’s back, his dick nestling in Liam’s ass crack. He reached around Liam with the soap and began to lather his partner’s stomach and chest. Liam took the soap and scrubbed his arms. Then he turned around, leaned down, and pressed his lips against Aidan’s. Their dicks rubbed against each other as they shared breath.

“I should get tense and dirty more often,” Liam said into Aidan’s ear.

“As often as you want, baby,” Aidan said, kissing Liam’s neck.

Liam pulled away and gave Aidan a quick scrubbing. Then they shut the water off and wrapped themselves in big towels. Liam walked into the bedroom, pulled an old bedspread from the closet, and tossed it onto the king-size bed. Then he lay down on his stomach, sighing contentedly. Aidan was there a moment later, still naked himself, holding a bottle of massage oil.

He climbed onto the bed, settling on his knees with Liam’s body beneath him, his semihard dick resting in the crack of Liam’s ass. Aidan squeezed some oil into his hands and rubbed them together to warm it. Then he leaned down and placed his palms flat on Liam’s shoulders.

“Oh,” Liam sighed. “That feels good.”

“Just you wait. You’re going to feel awesome by the time I get done with you.”

He continued the massage he’d begun in the shower, rubbing the oil into Liam’s shoulders. The muscles had been loosened by the hot water, and they responded under his touch. He moved down Liam’s body with ease and grace, coating Liam’s skin with the oil. He paid particular attention this time around to Liam’s ass crack, squeezing a dollop of oil directly onto the puckered hole and then massaging it in with first one, then two fingers.

“You’re torturing me again,” Liam moaned. “But I love it. Don’t stop, baby.”

The oil was a special blend Aidan bought in the souk in the old city of Tunis, formulated so that it could serve for both massage and lubrication, and he squeezed another few drops into his hand and oiled up his dick, which was still rock hard.

Balancing on his hands, he positioned himself behind Liam, pressing his dick against Liam’s hole. Since moving to Tunis, he’d begun working out every morning with Liam, and though he still couldn’t match the bigger man’s strength or endurance, he was able to do a hundred push-ups at a time.

He began moving his body down and forward so that his dick slipped into Liam’s waiting ass. His circumcised dick was an inch longer than Liam’s but thinner, with a mushroom cap that pulsed an angry purple when it was fully engorged. Liam’s dick was thicker and uncircumcised, with a fleshy cowl that Aidan loved to lick and suck.

“Oh yeah, give me your dick,” Liam mumbled into the pillow, pressing his ass up off the bed in time with Aidan’s thrusts.

“Yeah, you like that, don’t you.” Aidan panted, sliding his dick in and out of Liam’s oil-slickened chute. He ramped up his pace, pulling out, then slamming in. As always, the emotion rose in him as they fucked; he could not believe how lucky he was to have found this man, so handsome, smart, and kind, who loved him and gave him such pleasure.

Liam growled and began humping the bedspread beneath him as Aidan whimpered with pleasure. He pulled his dick out and turned Liam onto his back. He slid down, rubbing his dick against Liam’s stomach, his partner’s dick against Aidan’s thigh.

He lowered his face to Liam’s, and they kissed, lips against lips, tongue against tongue. Aidan could feel that Liam was as close to orgasm as he was. Both of them pressed together, rubbing and kissing until the smell of the lavender soap and the massage oil merged with the sharp tang of semen as Aidan ejaculated, followed almost immediately by Liam. The come pooled on their skin as Aidan collapsed onto Liam, then rolled to his side.

The laptop on the bedside table buzzed with the receipt of an incoming e-mail, but neither man had the energy to reach for it and read the message. “It’ll wait,” Aidan said, snuggling into Liam’s side. “Love you, sweetheart.”

“Love you too, babe.”

Within minutes they were both asleep.
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After a nap, another shower with Liam, a simple dinner, and a walk around the neighborhood with Hayam so she could sniff the messages left to her by other passing dogs and leave a few of her own, Aidan logged in to read his e-mail. He was surprised to see a message from Madame Habiba Abboud, BA.

Aidan had a complicated relationship with Madame Abboud. She ran the École Internationale de Tunis, which was not, as its name promised, an actual school, but merely a placement service for teachers and tutors. He had first come to Tunis in response to one of her online ads, only to discover the job he believed he’d gotten didn’t exist at all.

He thought she was a deceitful woman who preyed on unsuspecting educators. But without her, he’d never have come to Tunis or met Liam, and so he’d maintained a relationship with her. She had hired him to substitute for instructors on vacation or out sick on a few occasions, when things were slow in the bodyguard business.

My dear Mr. Greene, she wrote. I trust that this finds you well. I am working with a client who is in need of the unique services that you and your partner can provide. Could you please contact me at your earliest convenience?

She concluded with a phone number. It was too late by then, but the next morning, Friday, he called Madame Abboud shortly after nine o’clock. “It is a most curious situation,” she said. “I would like to speak about it with you in person. Could you and Mr. Liam come to my office?”

She was reluctant to go into details over the phone, she said. But it involved both a teaching and a security assignment.

Aidan was sufficiently intrigued to make an appointment for later that morning. When he hung up, he looked out to the courtyard, where he spotted Liam doing jumping jacks. He wore no shirt and only the skimpiest of nylon shorts, most likely putting on a show for Fadi, the stocky, bald bartender at the Bar Mamounia, and any early morning customers.

Aidan shook his head. Liam was an exhibitionist; if he thought Aidan wouldn’t mind, he’d probably be out there in the courtyard naked. But what the hell, he had the body to show off. From the French doors that led outside, Aidan watched Liam spring up and down, his strong calves bearing his weight as he slapped his hands together over his head in midjump, then brought his arms back to his sides.

Even though they’d made love twice the night before, Aidan’s dick sprang to attention as Liam’s muscles flexed and dripped with sweat in the morning sun. His internal count finished, Liam stopped jumping and dropped to the hard sand of the courtyard for a series of push-ups.

He could have been the star of a workout video; his form was perfect, his back stiff and his legs straight. After a dozen reps, he began clapping his hands together on the rise.

Aidan left him to his exercise and went back to the computer, where he tried to see what Madame Abboud could be up to. She maintained a Web site for her business, and the most prominent feature was an ad for a six-week intensive English language institute in Bizerte, on the northern coast of Tunisia. It was to begin on Monday, two days ahead.

Did she need a teacher for that program? But why would that involve Liam?

Though he had been living in Tunisia for a year by then, Aidan had never been to the country’s northern coast. Tunisia stuck out like a thumb on the left hand of Africa, nestled against the Mediterranean on its north and east sides. He had been to the south several times, including a stint trekking through the desert on his first adventure with Liam, and to the resort island of Djerba as well.

He pulled out a map of the country. It was about an hour’s drive from Tunis to Bizerte on the Cairo-Dakar Highway, but since he and Liam had no car, they would most likely take the train, which would take about an hour and a half. The geography of the area was interesting; there was a large lake just inland of the city, and a canal that led from it to an impressive harbor on the Mediterranean.

More research revealed that Bizerte was known as the oldest and most European city in Tunisia, founded around 1000 BC by Phoenicians from Tyre. The harbor had been built by the French after they occupied Tunisia in 1880. France had held on to Bizerte, and its harbor, after granting Tunisia its independence in 1956, not surrendering it until after an uprising in 1963.

As he read, he heard Liam showering outside. A few minutes later, Liam appeared, his skin glistening with water and a towel wrapped around his waist. “Whatcha doing?” he asked, pulling off the towel to dry his hair.

The sight was enough to distract Aidan for a moment. “You ever been to Bizerte?” he asked when Liam had wrapped the towel around his waist once more.

“On the north coast? Long time ago. Why?”

“I spoke to Madame Abboud this morning. She wants to hire us for a job, and I think it’s up there.”

“I don’t see why you keep working for her after she tricked you.”

“It was as much my fault as hers. I did misunderstand her. And besides, we need the work. The phone isn’t exactly ringing off the hook.”

“We can get by.” Liam started toward the bedroom, once again removing his towel.

“I want to hear what she has to say,” Aidan said. “We have an appointment with her at eleven. Both of us.”

Liam shrugged as he walked into the bedroom, which Aidan took for agreement. They didn’t talk about Madame Abboud again until they were a few blocks from her office. “Just remember she can’t be trusted,” Liam said.

“I know. But I’m curious. Aren’t you?”

“I don’t get curious until someone starts paying me.”

Madame Abboud’s office was in the old city of Tunis, a few blocks from the Zitouna mosque. The run-down building’s stucco walls were pitted and dirty, and the blue paint on the ornamental grillwork was still as faded as it had been a year ago, when Aidan first met Madame Abboud. Hopping over the cracked stone stoop, they climbed the narrow staircase to the second floor.

“Very impressive,” Liam muttered as Aidan led him to a wooden door where ÉCOLE INTERNATIONALE had been painted in a flowing, Arabic-style script.

“Bonjour!” Madame Abboud said as they walked in, jumping up from her dented metal desk piled haphazardly with papers. She was a small, dumpy lady in a black silk American-style business suit. “It is so good to see you again, Monsieur Greene.” She took both his hands and, leaning up, kissed him on both cheeks.

“And you must be Monsieur Liam,” she said. “I am sorry, but your last name is too difficult for my Tunisian tongue.”

“A common problem,” Liam said, submitting to kisses from her as well.

The drab room was brightened by posters of American sights: the Grand Canyon, the Statue of Liberty, and the Golden Gate Bridge. They sat down across from Madame Abboud in a pair of spindly metal chairs.

“I have a problem and I need your help,” she said. “I am facilitating an intensive English course which begins on Monday, with many young people from prestigious backgrounds. One of them, sadly, has been threatened by someone who wishes money from his father. He needs to have security in order to attend the institute.”

“Who is this person?” Liam asked.

“Will you take the job? I cannot share such information unless it is so.”

“I’m not comfortable taking a job when I don’t know who I’m going to be protecting or what the circumstances are.” Liam crossed his arms in front of his chest.

Aidan watched the conversation with a small smile. He knew Liam wouldn’t back down, especially given his distrust of Madame Abboud. But she looked equally determined. “Why don’t you tell us something about this institute,” Aidan said after the silence had grown uncomfortable.

Madame Abboud smiled and pulled a pair of brochures from the mess on her desk, handing one to each of them. “Six weeks intensive study of English,” she said. “An excellent facility, on the Mediterranean coast. For many centuries it was a monastery, founded by St. Augustine of Hippo. Bizerte was called Hippo Diarrhytus once, you see.”

“St. Augustine, patron saint of brewers,” Liam said, looking at the brochure.

Aidan stared at him.

“Catholic school upbringing,” Liam said. “We had to pick a favorite saint and research him in sixth grade. I picked Saint Augustine.”

“The nuns must have loved you,” Aidan said.

“There are still monks there, but only very few,” Madame Abboud said. “They organize retreats and rent facilities.”

“Are the threats against the whole program, or just this one student?”

She sighed. “The boy’s name is Maksat Bazarov. His father is very wealthy in their home country of Turkmenistan. Monsieur Bazarov says Maksat cannot come to the institute unless I can guarantee he will be protected.”

“I understand that,” Liam said. “But the threats? Specific?”

“Monsieur Bazarov does not say. Just that Maksat must be safe.”

“How old is this boy?” Aidan asked.

Madame Abboud looked through some papers. “Seventeen.” She looked up at them. “You will take the job? Monsieur Aidan, you can be a teacher with your excellent credentials. The institute offers courses in speaking, reading, and writing in English, preparing students for college. Monsieur Liam, you could be director of security.”

“I’m not sure,” Liam said.

“Monsieur Bazarov has authorized me to pay for your services on his behalf,” she said. She named a figure that was significantly more than the two of them had earned so far that year.

“What do you think?” Liam asked Aidan.

“I’d like to teach again,” he said. “Do you think you could manage the security part?”

“How many students?” Liam asked Madame Abboud.

“There are fifty. We prefer to remain small, to provide more individual attention.”

Aidan glanced at the brochure. Students took an hour-long workshop each day in reading, as well as one in writing and one in speaking. There were two different levels, beginning and intermediate English. In the late afternoon and evening, they attended conversation groups, British and American movies, and other cultural activities to allow them to practice what they were learning.

“They all live at this monastery?” Liam asked.

“Yes. Meals served three times a day.”

He turned to Aidan. “I’ll do it if you will.”

“Sign us up,” Aidan said.

Madame Abboud beamed. While she printed out contracts for both of them, Liam said, “We’ll want to meet Maksat’s plane at the airport and drive him to Bizerte. And I’d like to talk to his father myself about any specific threats that have been made.”

“Yes, yes, that is fine,” Madame Abboud said. “I have his telephone. He will be happy to have such fine security guarding his son.”

She pulled out the teaching schedule. “Can you teach advanced reading and advanced writing?” she asked Aidan.

He agreed, and she scheduled him for the first and third periods of the day. “Breakfast, then two sessions,” she said. “Then lunch, one more class session, and then free time in the afternoon for local sightseeing and informal English conversation. Then dinner, and movies in the evening.”

They signed the contracts. “I will pay Monsieur Greene as my instructor, and Mr. Bazarov will pay Mr. Liam for the protection. I have Mr. Bazarov’s authority to pay you both today for your first week. Is that acceptable?”

They agreed, and she wrote them each checks. Normally all payment went to their business, which they owned jointly, but in this case they were each being employed individually. They took the checks and a copy of Maksat Bazarov’s application, which included his father’s contact information.

Once they were back on the street, Liam said, “Bank first. Let’s make sure her checks clear before we get too involved.”

“I think this is going to be fun,” Aidan said. The sun was exceptionally bright, and both put on sunglasses. Aidan’s were aviator-style, while Liam’s had big circular lenses that reflected a kaleidoscope of colors.

“I wouldn’t call it fun,” Liam said. “I’d call it a job.”

“Yes, but I haven’t taught in a year. I’m looking forward to getting back in the classroom. And this is going to be an interesting challenge, since I don’t know anything about the students or their backgrounds.”

“As long as I don’t have to sit in on these classes,” Liam said, shuddering.

“You never know, you might have to. To keep tabs on the client.” Aidan laughed at Liam’s discomfort.

“That’s not part of the deal,” Liam said, opening the door of the bank.

​
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3 – An Unexpected Encounter
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Liam expected the checks to bounce, figuring that would cancel the assignment. But they cleared, and he accepted the fact that he’d have to work for Madame Abboud, even if he didn’t trust her. Back home he opened the front door of the little house, and Hayam trotted right past him, heading for the single palm tree in front.

“I’m going to dig out my old textbooks,” Aidan said, walking toward the bedroom. “I have to put together a syllabus. Six weeks isn’t a lot of time, and who knows what Madame Abboud considers an advanced student. I should have asked her if there are placement tests. And how do I know what the other instructors are doing?”

“Aidan, you’re babbling,” Liam said, but Aidan was already gone. Liam snapped his fingers for the dog, but she ignored him, sniffing around the base of the tree as if she was about to discover the secrets of the doggie world.

“Nobody pays attention to me around here,” Liam said, sighing. He waited for the dog to do her business then trot back inside, right past him without even a sniff. “After you, Madame.” He closed the door behind her.

He usually left the computer work up to Aidan, but Aidan was so busy, so excited to be teaching again that Liam opened the laptop himself and did some basic searching on Maksat Bazarov’s father.

Nuryagdy Bazarov was quite the business leader, he learned within a few minutes. His company, Maximum Gaz, controlled at least twenty-five percent of the natural gas production and distribution in Turkmenistan. The country contained the fourth largest reserve of national gas within one nation’s borders; however, it was landlocked, with limited means of transporting its vast resources to markets. The long Soviet occupation had stifled natural competition, and the country’s arid deserts were largely uninhabited.

He looked around for his cell phone. He and Aidan shared a plan, though each had his own phone. “Aidan, where’s my cell?” he called after hunting unsuccessfully through the living room and kitchen.

“Where did you leave it?” Aidan called.

“Not helpful.”

“I’ll call you.”

Liam’s ringtone sounded like a waterfall. Aidan complained that hearing it made him want to pee, but Liam liked it. He strained to hear the sound, which was very faint. “Where are you, phone?” he said.

Hayam looked up from her wicker basket, then buried her head under her paw.

“Hayam? Do you have Daddy’s phone?” He dropped to the floor, but the ringing had stopped. “Aidan, call me again.”

Sure enough, the sound was louder down there by the dog. Liam lifted her up, and the phone was there where she had been lying. “Bad dog,” he said, putting her down on the floor and scooping up the phone. “You are not on our cell plan, so you can’t make calls. Do you understand?”

Hayam sat up on her hind legs, her mouth open, her tongue lolling out, as if she was expecting a treat.

“Fine. Have it your way.” He stood up, grabbed one of the bone-shaped treats from the canister on the kitchen counter, and fed it to the dog. “Watch my fingers,” he said as she gobbled it greedily.

The phone was uncomfortably warm as he dialed the number from Maksat Bazarov’s application form. A woman answered in what sounded a lot like Turkish. Liam knew some basic phrases in a number of languages, but his Turkish was pretty limited. “Ingilizce?” he asked.

“Yes, may I help you?” the woman replied.

“I’m trying to reach Nuryagdy Bazarov,” he said and explained the circumstances.

“Mr. Bazarov is not in the office,” she said. “But you are in Tunis?”

“Yes.”

“He comes to Tunis tomorrow,” she said. “You would like to speak with him then?”

“That would be great.”

She put him on hold for a minute, and when she returned, she had the details of his flight arrival and departure. “He does not speak English much,” she said. “But his assistant is with him who can be his translator.”

He made arrangements to meet the man at the airport restaurant the next morning at eleven, and hung up, satisfied with his progress. When he met Bazarov, he would find out when the boy was arriving in Tunis, and make plans to escort him to Bizerte.

Aidan was still immersed in his books and papers, so Liam walked across the courtyard to the Bar Mamounia for a glass of wine.

He had just ordered when Abdullah, a young Tunisian he knew, scampered up to him and kissed his neck, wrapping his arms around Liam’s torso. “Liam!” he said. “You have come to see me!”

“No, Abdullah,” Liam said, prying the boy’s arms away. “I came in for a drink.”

“But Aidan is not with you. He has left? Gone back to America?”

Liam laughed at the boy’s hopeful face. “No, Abdullah, he’s still here.”

Abdullah crossed his arms and pouted. “Why can you no love me?”

“Because I love Aidan,” Liam said gently. “Now be a good boy and go play with your friends.” He shooed the Tunisian away.

Not that he wouldn’t consider a quick roll in the sack with Abdullah. The boy had some definite talents, and Liam had availed himself of those in the past, before he met Aidan. But he was a good Catholic boy, after all, and he believed in monogamy, even if he doubted the principal of his Catholic school, Father Bernard, would approve of who he was being monogamous with. Another man—and a Jew at that.

He smiled as he tipped the glass to his face. He’d come a long way from St. Mary and St. Peter Academy in New Brunswick, New Jersey. It had been a series of big jumps—from a sheltered Catholic school upbringing to boot camp at the Great Lakes Naval Training Center on the western shore of Lake Michigan, halfway between Chicago and Milwaukee. Though his father often swore, Liam had made a pledge in eighth grade never to curse himself. That pledge went out the barracks window during his first week.

He’d never been the brainiest kid, but his intellect shone in basic training. He was accustomed to all-male environments, but not the kind of closeness of men thrown together twenty-four hours a day. He had struggled to understand why his dick rose every time one of his bunkmates stripped down, and he channeled all his fear and confusion into a determination to succeed. Nobody could suspect him of being a faggot if he was the best sailor in the platoon.

He had memorized the eleven general orders for a sentry, the Navy chain of command, and the Navy core values before arriving at boot camp. He had a natural talent for weapons, and his marksmanship scores were the highest in his squad. He was a strong swimmer, had run cross-country in high school, and could go for long periods without sleep—especially if his father was drunk and rampaging around the house.

He had learned to drink in the Navy. As a teenager, he’d been scared shitless of ending up an alcoholic like his father. But once he had mastered boot camp and settled into life as a sailor, he found he could have a couple of beers or share a bottle of wine without danger. Even at thirty-six, he was still careful about what he drank, how much, and when; there was no way he was ending up like his old man.

His father had been sure Liam would flunk out of basic training, but Liam had thrived in the military, eventually being accepted for SEAL training. That was another whole world shift, one that was almost as life-changing.

He drained his wine and left a few dinars on the bar for Fadi, then walked back across the courtyard to the house. “How do you feel about pizza?” Aidan asked. He was sitting at the kitchen table, with a stack of books and a pile of papers around him.

“In general? Or for dinner tonight?”

“I meant to go grocery shopping this afternoon, but I got distracted.”

“I’ll take Hayam and pick something up while we’re out.” Liam grabbed the dog’s leash, setting her into paroxysms of jumping and slavering, and once he had her hooked up, they walked out. The sun was sinking below the horizon, and the muezzin at the Zitouna mosque was calling the faithful to evening prayer.

The old lady from next door was sweeping her front step, and he nodded to her and said, “Salaam alaikum,” as they passed.

She glared at Hayam and only returned Liam’s greeting when the dog had moved on to the next house.

He smiled and waited for Hayam to squat in a patch of brown grass and relieve her bladder. He liked Tunis, had found a home there, but there was still so much of the world to explore, he wasn’t sure he’d stay in Tunis forever.

The SEALs had opened his eyes to the larger world. He had come to the Navy with most of an associate’s degree from a community college back in New Jersey, and he’d finished his remaining courses stationed at a base in Florida. Then he had shipped out to the Persian Gulf, where he had begun to study Arabic, just to pass the time, and that had helped when he applied to the SEALs.

In his years as a SEAL, he’d seen many of the more dangerous parts of the world, and he’d learned how to get by on his wits and his strength. He had discovered he could endure pain, sleeplessness, dehydration, and a host of other problems more easily than most men. He’d accepted the fact that he was considered handsome just as he accepted that he’d never be the most accomplished SEAL in the service, because there was always a small part of his brain that was focused on hiding his attraction to other men.

He crossed the street and turned the corner, to a takeout place run by a pair of Italian brothers. He ordered a large quattro stagione and said he’d be back to pick it up. The older of the two brothers handed him a piece of sausage for Hayam, who gobbled it greedily from his hands.

Leaving the café, he ran into a pair of French-speaking male tourists, laughing and chattering. One dropped to the ground to pet Hayam. “Quel mignon!” he said.

Liam knew enough French to understand that was a compliment. He smiled, and the man who’d remained standing returned the smile wolfishly, licking his lips.

Liam shook his head slightly, pulled on Hayam’s leash, and kept walking. That was not an interchange he’d share with Aidan.

He wondered what his life might have been like had he admitted to himself earlier that he was gay—maybe even before going into the Navy. Where would he be? Still in New Brunswick? What else could he do besides be a soldier or a bodyguard?
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