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1 – For Honor
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UNTIL HE TURNED TWENTY-two and everything changed, Arseny Vishinev lived in his father’s shadow.

Slava Vishinev was big, loud-mouthed, and successful in business. He was so comfortable in his body that he had no trouble swaggering naked around the banya, the bathhouse in their Moscow neighborhood, his big dick nestled in an unruly bush of pubic hair. He had taken Arseny there nearly every week from the time he was a small boy, and as such, Arseny had grown up surrounded by naked men of all ages, shapes and sizes.

Arseny took after his beautiful, blonde mother, and when Slava introduced him, men were surprised that this skinny towheaded boy was the son of this burly bear with a pelt of dark hair. He remembered a day when one of the elders at the banya had put his finger under Arseny’s chin, noting the cleft that matched his father’s, then shifted his head from side to side. He had nodded, pronounced his judgment, and after that the crowd accepted the resemblance. They called him malen'kaya ten', little shadow.

One day when he was about nine, shadowing his father as always, Slava had leaned in close and whispered, “Do you see that man? Look at his xuj!”

Xuj was a slang term for penis—as well as a bad word to call someone. He pointed to a slim, older man with a scattering of short white hair on an otherwise bald head. He was naked, as was everyone else in the banya, with saggy tits and a pouchy belly. But there was something wrong with the head of his penis—it looked like it had been mutilated.

“What happened to him?” Arseny whispered back.

“Too much drochit!” Slava said, and mimed jacking his dick. Then he laughed uproariously.

Arseny was horrified, and it wasn’t until much later that he realized the man had simply been circumcised.

He had always known it was wrong to stare at the wide variety of penises, from tiny to huge, slim to chubby. But it wasn’t until he was a teenager that he had realized that his fascination with male genitalia was because he was gay, and because he wanted to do much more with those dicks than just look at them.

He had kept it a secret, sure his father would immediately disown him. But once freed from his parents’ home, he had found men who appreciated his skinny frame, his height, his flowing golden hair, and finally unleashed his desire to touch, to lick, to suck, and to be penetrated by those xuj that fascinated him.

Soon after graduating from the university, Arseny discovered that his father had a secret of his own – that he shared the desires his son had kept hidden from him. Arseny had felt betrayed, and that led him to an ill-fated connection with a nationalist group with a very dark agenda—but eventually he had reconciled with his father, revoked his membership in the group, and sought to create his own identity.

It wasn’t easy. Slava Vishinev was a big presence, no matter what he liked to do with his xuj, and knowing that his father had lied to him threw Arseny into an abyss of existential doubt. Was he gay because his father was, or because of all that time spent among naked men as a child? Who was he, anyway? He questioned every interest, every taste, in light of his father. He had majored in business at the university so that he could take over his father’s companies and fulfill a dream of succession his father had often reiterated.

What if he’d been free to be himself from the start? Would he have begun to fuck boys and men as soon as he learned why his dick got hard, and how good it felt when he shot off? Indulged an interested in literature or art? Dropped out and earned his rubles on the street, purveying his slim dick, his generous mouth and his tight ass?

He experienced periods of extreme ennui, unable to think of anything he could do that wouldn’t be a pale imitation of his father. He surfed news sites endlessly, trying to find a place he could make a difference in the world.

He grew more and more interested in Chechnya, one of the spin-off Russian republics. Chechnya was a dark and dangerous place, though, and he couldn’t just walk in and carry out the mission he had styled for himself. He needed an in, a reason to be there.

Then one day he was surfing YouTube videos and he came upon a parade of Chechen men wearing papakhas, tall hats made of lambs’ wool.  In many of the photos he saw, it looked, in fact, like a small wooly lamb had landed on someone’s head. They shaded from white to auburn to black, masses of curls shaped around a tall tube.

They were silly, but apparently a big part of Chechen heritage and pride. Could he use an interest in those as a way toward his true goal?

It took him several weeks from the first moment he heard about what was going on in Chechnya until his arrival that morning in Grozny, the Chechen capital. Within an hour after landing at the airport, he checked into his hotel, a sprawling modern palace barely older than Arseny’s newest pair of boxer briefs. His room, on the twelfth floor, was as luxurious as any he’d seen. A queen-sized bed, which unfortunately he had no one to share with. The dresser, desk and love seat were as ornate as the furniture in his mother’s home in Moscow. The large window gave a panoramic view of newly built apartments and commercial buildings, the elaborate mosque down the street.

The far-flung Russian province reminded him of the one where his father had made his first success. Arseny hoped that was a good omen for the plan in his head, which was still evolving. As he rode the elevator down to the lobby to meet a man who wanted Arseny to invest in his business, his stomach flip-flopped and he had to take a couple of deep breaths.

His was a daring plan, fraught with danger, and he was sure his father would never have had the nerve to carry it out. But Arseny? He was young and strong and no longer hiding who he was. He would succeed, no matter the cost.

He was a few minutes early for his appointment, and he lingered in the lobby, where the floor was a pattern of green and white marble, the chandeliers overhead made of crystal. It was hard to believe he was so many miles and time zones from Moscow. About to embark on the adventure of his life.

A stocky man in his fifties approached him, with a grizzled chin and dark-framed glasses. He shook Arseny’s hand effusively. “I am so glad you are to come,” he said, in heavily accented, somewhat awkward Russian.

Khamza Dudin was a native Chechen, a survivor of the two wars that had ravaged his country, a pragmatist. They had connected through an online forum of exporters seeking capital to develop their business. Dudin was from a small village in the Caucasus Mountains that specialized in the production of the papakha. He was looking for someone with connections in Moscow to sell the hats there, and Arseny had contacted him and made arrangements to meet in Grozny and drive together out to the village, about an hour and a half from the city.

Arseny was taller than Dudin, much skinnier, and nearly thirty years younger, and he felt like a child playing at a pantomime. But he smiled and said the things he was supposed to, about how glad he was to have connected with Dudin, how eager he was to see the hats and how they were made.

Though Arseny had his own rented car, Dudin insisted on driving. The Chechen drove like teenager who had just learned, his hands gripping the steering wheel, his foot heavy on the gas and then the brakes. Driving through the city, they passed ruined buildings that reminded Arseny that only a few years before this country had been wracked with war, towns and cities destroyed, citizens and soldiers killed by the thousands.

Once outside the city, the landscape transformed into verdant mountains, a river that sparkled in the sunshine, patches of snow on the highest elevations. Their destination, the town of Vedeno, looked relatively untouched by the destruction Arseny had seen in the outlying neighborhoods of Grozny. Neat red-roofed houses clustered along the main street, with the occasional blocky new building. The local mosque was a large square building in yellow sandstone, with a dark green roof and a single minaret. Huge photos were everywhere, of Vladimir Putin, the bearded Chechen dictator Ramzan Kadyrov, and another man that Arseny didn’t recognize, an older man in a fur papakha.

Dudin drove them through the town and up a switch-backed road lined with trees, until they reached a cluster of small houses nestled against the side of the mountain. “Here you see the papakha,” he said.

He knocked on the front door of one of the small houses, and without waiting for an answer led Arseny inside, where a gap-toothed elderly woman in a floral head scarf and a long dress sat cross-legged on the carpeted floor, sewing felt for the lining of a hat. There were several completed ones on a rack beside her, and Dudin handed one to Arseny, who took it, surprised at how heavy it was.

From the first moment that he balanced that hat on his head, Arseny figured out that this venture was not going to work. The hats were too big and too heavy for a fashionable Muscovite. Surprisingly, Dudin believed that was one of their selling points. “We have saying, here. ‘A papakha is worn not for warmth, but for honor.’ You cannot bow down to anyone with a papakha on your head. Go on, try it.”

Arseny tried bending at the waist, but the hat teetered dangerously and he didn’t want it to tumble to the ground. “You come from a very proud people,” he said, straightening up.

Dudin beamed. “You understand.” He grabbed Arseny’s hand and shook it again. “We will do excellent business together.”

Arseny had no intention of buying hats from the man—nor did he think Dudin had any ability to provide them. There was something untrustworthy about him, the way he evaded certain questions and was more interested in Arseny’s finances than in how he would sell the hats.

But they could not leave so quickly. Dudin led him to a different house, where a man Dudin called his brother served them shots of cheap vodka. Other people joined them, including several men and women of Arseny’s age. One of the women was particularly interested in Arseny, kissing his cheek and touching him.

She was quite pretty, with dark hair that reached halfway down her back, and wore a low-cut blouse and a short skirt, with a stack of silver bangles on her arm. But without a penis, she wasn’t Arseny’s type at all.

She placed her hand on his crotch and he backed away in revulsion. He was afraid that he’d be either required to have sex with her, or that if he refused he’d be marked as a gay man. One of the other men said something about a cousin who had been discovered to be gay. His father had taken him out into the woods and executed him with a pistol, and the crowd seemed to agree that was the appropriate behavior.

Arseny was increasingly uncomfortable, between the anger of the young men, the attention of the woman. But Dudin had driven, and he couldn’t demand to be taken back to Grozny without causing offense. So instead Arseny said that he had a very jealous girlfriend back in Moscow, and mimed her slicing off his penis if she found out he’d cheated. The men laughed uproariously and Arseny felt a bit more comfortable.

Fortunately the woman of the house brought out a platter of food, and they ate, and by the time the meal was finished the girl had switched her attention to one of the other men.

Dudin drove them back to Grozny, even more recklessly than on their outward journey, considering he was drunk and the roads were narrow and poorly lit.

They parted with vague promises on both parts to continue negotiations. Arseny was glad that things had worked out the way they had. Now he was free to concentrate on the real reason for his visit to Chechnya.
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2 – Implications
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“I THINK WE’RE MAKING a mistake,” Aidan Greene said.  He stood up in the office he shared with his partner and began to pace around the big room. They had furnished it with two large desks that faced each other, and a conversation area in the middle with four roomy armchairs where they could meet with clients, or sit across from each other and brainstorm.

“The client has asked us for this kind of security,” Liam said. “Where’s the mistake?”

“The mistake is that we have moved from protecting people to controlling them, and I don’t like that.”

“We aren’t bodyguards anymore,” Liam said. “Don’t you see that sign on the door when you come to work? Integrated Security. It means we’ve expanded from simply protecting clients from exterior threats. That we design—and here’s that word again—integrated security systems for individuals and companies.”

A year before, they had both agreed that as they were both in their forties, they were too old for the close protection business, and at the impetus of their friends, they had joined together to form a business that brought together all their varied expertise.

“I agree with that,” Aidan said. “But this plan, this goes too far.”

“Sit down, Aidan. That pacing is getting on my nerves.”

Aidan sat in one of the wingback chairs and stared pointedly at Liam. They had been partners in love and work for nearly a decade by then, and together they had faced dangers from Tunisia to Turkey to much closer to their home in the hills above Nice. But working together in an office, eight hours a day, five days a week, often proved more than they could handle.

Liam stood up and crossed the room. He had aged some in the years they’d been together, but he was still tall and broad-shouldered, his biceps bulging and his waist narrow—a physique that reflected his earlier career as U.S. Navy SEAL.

Aidan was not nearly as perfect a specimen of male beauty, but he was happy with the way he was aging. He was as slim as he’d ever been, his stomach still flat. He was four inches shorter than Liam’s six-four, and yet they still fit together well. When he looked in the mirror he saw laugh lines around his mouth, a wrinkle on his forehead, and yet his brown hair was full.

Liam sat across from Aidan, his legs wide, his posture open. “Tell me why you have a problem with this project,” he said. “And why you’ve waited until this long in the process to tell me about it.”

Aidan resented the implication that he’d been lax in voicing his opinions, so that’s where he began. “I waited this long because it wasn’t until you put together your recommendations that I realized the implications of the technology.”

Six months before, the firm had been approached by the developer of a new office building in the Sophia Antipolis technology park, southwest of the city. The company wanted to use state-of-the-art security as a selling point for tenants, and Aidan, Liam and their other two partners had been immersed in research ever since.

“Which implications, specifically?” Liam asked.

“I have no problem with key card systems in general,” Aidan said. “They make it easy to make sure only the people with the right credentials can access the property. But when you add in this kind of RFID tracking to each badge, so the company can tell who’s where, I think you’re going too far.”

“It’s not like they’re monitoring bathroom breaks,” Liam said. “But there’s no reason for someone from accounting to be in the controlled production area, for example. This system will protect against industrial espionage.”

“But where does it stop? How do we know, for example, that they won’t use this data to penalize people who spend too much time in the bathroom?”

“I think you’re getting way ahead of where we need to be,” Liam said. “Right now we’re just reviewing different systems. Nobody says that the client will even choose the most intense package. But we have a responsibility to provide them with all the relevant options. That’s what they hire us for, after all.”

Liam leaned forward. “And this system is the most resistant to hacking as well. The company has developed proprietary quantum computing software that makes it nearly impossible to break into.”

They had spent a good deal of time learning about the basics of keycard systems, including adding extra layers of security, such as keypads and personal identification numbers, or biometric identification systems, in order to provide the level of security that the building developer was promising his tenants.

Some of the simpler systems were surprisingly easy to break into, relying on basic databases, often with little or no encryption. With the help of a British hacker they’d occasionally called upon for help, they’d been able to get an understanding of how vulnerable some of those legacy systems were.

They talked for a while longer, and Aidan got frustrated at his inability to convey his problem with the system. He had spent nearly a dozen years teaching English as Second Language back in Philadelphia before he met Liam and joined him in close protection, and during that time he had taught many immigrants to the United States who were fleeing government persecution, restricting their ability to worship as they chose, earn a living, feel safe in their own homes.

This kind of Big Brother approach to security seemed too close to what his students had experienced in their homelands for comfort, but Liam didn’t see things his way. Eventually they gave up and went back to work at their desks, but their discomfort followed them home that evening.

It didn’t help that their next-door neighbors were expanding their home, and their once quiet corner of town was now buzzing with construction vehicles, contractors banging and sawing, piles of old drywall and outdated bathroom fixtures on the street in front of their house.

“I’m going to talk to Slava about all this mess,” Aidan said, as Liam pulled their Jeep into their driveway. “This is getting out of hand.”

“Let it go, Aidan. The construction will be finished soon enough. And Slava has been very good to us.”

Indeed, their neighbor had been so grateful for the way Aidan and Liam had saved him from death threats, and introduced him to his lover Thierry, that he had paid for much simpler renovations to their own home after some damage by a mistral wind the year before.

Slava and Thierry had kept to themselves for some time, nesting, getting accustomed to their new relationship, and privately Aidan thought it had been a mistake encouraging Slava to move in next door with Thierry. Thierry could have joined Slava in his oceanfront condo in Monaco, and he and Liam would have been spared all this aggravation.

Aidan unlocked the front door and was immediately assailed by a twenty-pound ball of fur and enthusiasm. “Yes, we’re home, Hayam,” he said, picking up the lion-faced dog. Hayam had adopted Aidan back in Tunis, and they’d never been able to quite figure out her parentage—part Schnauzer, part Brussels Griffon perhaps. She had fluffy light brown hair that often fell in front of her black button eyes, and an aggressive tongue that loved to lick the face of whoever held her.

Aidan carried her into the living room and sat on the overstuffed couch Thierry had acquired for them from a furniture store in Nice. The small house showed Thierry’s touch everywhere, from the worn oriental rug beneath Aidan’s feet to the bookcase made by a local carpenter out of leftover bits of olive wood.

Liam went into the room they used as an office, and Aidan played with Hayam for a few minutes, stroking her fur and tossing a red rubber ball for her to fetch.

When she grew bored, and settled beside him, he picked up his Kindle to read for a few minutes. He’d always been an avid reader, carrying a book with him wherever he went, and he loved the fact that he could keep dozens of books on a single device, and that he could even pick up his phone and come back to the same page he’d left on the Kindle.

After a half hour, though, his stomach began to grumble, and he moved into the kitchen, trying to figure out what to make for dinner. As he stared into the nearly empty refrigerator, the produce tray the only thing that contained food beyond condiments and bottled water, he heard Slava’s distinctive rap on the front door. “Christ, what now?” Aidan muttered to himself as he walked to the door.

“Hello!” Slava boomed, adding a guttural “ch” sound to the beginning of the word. He embraced Aidan, who smelled his spicy cologne and felt the comfort of his broad chest and strong arms. Hayam yipped excitedly around their feet.

He pulled back from Aidan after a moment. “Thierry has outdone himself again with a huge paella. But what he forgets is that we have no dining room table. If we bring over to you, you will help us eat?”

“I love paella,” Aidan admitted. He called to Liam, who replied that he’d be happy to eat anything Thierry cooked.

As if I can’t cook just as well, Aidan grumbled to himself. But he smiled and said he’d make a quick salad and set the table, and Slava said he would return with Thierry and the paella in a few minutes.

Liam had taken off his work khakis and polo shirt and replaced them with a pair of cargo shorts and his favorite leather vest, which hung loose, revealing his impressive chest, and the shiny gold rings in each nipple. “You’re going to be nice, aren’t you?” he asked. “No complaints about noise or trash.”

“I’m not a child, Liam. I know how to behave when someone prepares a meal for me.”

Liam set out four places at the table and opened a bottle of white wine, and Aidan began chopping up a fresh head of sweet butter lettuce from their garden—which Thierry helped them cultivate. He was being mulish, he thought. Slava and Thierry were their friends, and he couldn’t let his irritation from the office leach over into their home life.

“I found beautiful fresh shrimp at the marché in the old city this morning,” Thierry said as he walked in, carrying a huge paella pan. “They were crying out to me, and when I found beautiful onions at the stand next door I knew I had to make paella.”

Liam took the pan from him and walked toward the kitchen, and Aidan hugged Thierry hello. “You are looking so happy and healthy these days,” Aidan said. When he and Liam had first moved to Banneret-les-Vaux, they had met their next-door neighbor. Still suffering from the loss of his long-term lover, Thierry had been a wisp of a man with graying hair and a perpetual hangdog expression.

Since meeting the big, effusive Slava, Thierry had blossomed like a rose that had been thirsty. He’d put more meat on his bones, as Aidan’s grandmother would have said, and now a smile hung perpetually on his face. Instead of faded gray slacks and shapeless tunics, he wore bright colors and designer clothes lavished on him by Slava.

They all settled at the rectangular oak table, Hayam attentive beside Slava, who was the most likely to slip her bits of food.

Liam served the wine, Aidan finished the salad, and they sat at the table and ate, all of them talking and laughing. It was hard to be sad or angry around Slava, who radiated a force of life from his wide, Slavic face to his broad shoulders, all the way down to his big feet, encased in simple black slip-on loafers that Aidan knew had to have cost more than he could ever imagine spending on a pair of shoes.

“How are your children these days?” Aidan asked, between bites of the delicious paella.

“Galina finish business degree at University of Moscow next year,” Slava said, beaming. “She is major shareholder in small beauty company I started years ago, one of few that government did not take from me. She goes to office once each week, to learn business. She has her father’s head.” He tapped his forehead and smiled.

“And Arseny?” Aidan asked. He knew that Slava’s son had taken more time to find his own path.

Slava shrugged. “He go his own way. Maybe it was mistake to give him same money as Galina, but I want to be fair. He does not work. He lays around his apartment, only going to parties and to meet men.”

Aidan wondered if Slava was jealous of his son’s ability to come out of the closet while he was still so young, when his father had been trapped in a marriage for decades, only able to express his desires clandestinely.

“He’s a good kid,” Liam said. “Give him time, he’ll find his way.”

“I hope. I talk to him once each week but he never tell me much.”

After dinner, Liam steered Thierry out into the back yard, leaving Slava to help Aidan clean up. Through the big window that looked out at the garden, Aidan saw Liam leaning down to speak with the much shorter Thierry.

“What’s that about?” Aidan asked Slava as he loaded plates and glasses into the dishwasher.

“Thierry is probably asking his advice on something,” Slava said, as he scrubbed the big silver paella pan.

“It looks like Liam is doing the asking,” Aidan said.

“Liam always interested in things.”

That was true, but Aidan couldn’t imagine what his partner was asking the Frenchman. Thierry’s expertise was in design and gardening, two things Liam showed little interest in. When he asked Liam later that evening, though, his partner had been evasive. “We were talking,” was all Liam would say.

That was his partner. He wouldn’t lie—but he’d find a way to say something to shut down the conversation without actually providing any information. Just like at the office, it was Liam’s way or the highway.

When he looked back on their decade together, Aidan admitted it had usually been that way. Liam was the more experienced bodyguard, and while he was always willing to listen to Aidan’s ideas, he was usually the one who made the final decision.

What was brewing now? Aidan could only wait to see.
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3 – Clear Intent
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THE REAR OF THE CAVE looked to have been a burial ground, and the presence of so many bones, carelessly tossed aside by the Chechen men digging up artifacts, made Giovanni Voltaggio shiver. It didn’t help that it was cold and clammy this deep underground, with a nasty smell of unwashed bodies and disturbed earth.

He had arrived the night before after a long series of flights from Rome to Grozny, and then a drive through an unimpressive collection of rolling, tree-lined hills. The cave was a few kilometers outside the town of Bamut, where local treasure-hunters had discovered a cache of artifacts crafted by members of the Kura-Araxes culture of the third millennium BC.

The cave mouth was perhaps ten meters tall, high enough for Giovanni and the Chechen men he worked with to enter without stooping. The men had set up camp just inside, in a flat area where they could store their tools and lay out their sleeping bags. The artifacts came from an area farther back, accessible by a narrow tunnel.

Through a complicated series of connections, the locals had gained funding for the dig from an Italian collective, and Giovanni was ostensibly there to make sure that what came out of the ground went into the crates to be shipped to Rome.

It was awkward work, because he spoke no Chechen and only a few words of Russian, and the Chechen men with him spoke no Italian. Using an app on his phone he was able to make himself understood to the head man, a burly, bearded Chechen named Mirza, though the signal in the area was so weak he could only use it outside the cave.

The money from the Italians had allowed the Chechens to purchase high-intensity battery-powered lanterns to illuminate the cave, and Giovanni leaned against a wall, watching the men work. The two strongest wielded big shovels, dropping piles of earth into sieves which Mirza and the other man used to search for artifacts.

Giovanni was watching Mirza when he noticed the light from the lantern flash against something in the dirt. Mirza noticed it too, grabbed it and stuck it in his pocket.

What was that? Giovanni wondered. He made a note of it, and when the men broke for lunch in the sunshine outside the cave, he pulled Mirza aside.

He typed into his app and then said, in what he was sure was mangled Russian, “What is that ring in your pocket?”

Mirza pretended not to understand. “Ring?” he repeated in Russian.

Giovanni mimed slipping a ring on his finger, then sticking his hand in his pocket, and still the Chechen shrugged.

But Giovanni persisted. “You took a ring from the ground. Give it to me.”

The Chechen snarled and for a moment Giovanni was worried he would get physical. Mirza was bigger than he was and certainly stronger, though he probably did not know all the self-defense training that Giovanni had undergone. He planted his feet firmly on the ground and stared at the man.

Finally, Mirza pulled a small ring from his pocket and handed it to Giovanni.

“Spasibo,” Giovanni said. At least he’d mastered the word for thank you, among a few others, without having to resort to the app.

Mirza turned and stalked away, and Giovanni held the copper ring up so that it caught the sunshine and glittered. He was stunned to consider that a metalsmith had made this ring hundreds of years before. It looked as beautiful as any he could have seen in the jewelers of Rome.

Giovanni wasn’t a large man—shorter than average among his peers, with hands proportional to his size. The ring was only large enough to fit on his pinky finger, carefully incised with a rippling pattern.

He looked at Mirza. “You cannot take any of the items you dig,” he said forcefully in Italian, sure that the Chechen would get the idea from his tone.

The man simply shrugged and went back to his lunch.

After he finished eating, Giovanni walked up the side of the hill that covered the cave, pushing aside low branches and avoiding the mud from a recent rain. The area was accessible only by a narrow path barely wide enough for their vehicles to pass through with branches scraping on both sides.

In preparation for his trip, he had researched the tribes of that area and how they had mastered the entire cycle of bronze production from copper ore mining to foundry. The carelessness of the Chechen diggers went against everything he had learned about archaeology—the men ought to be sectioning off areas and keeping careful records of what they found where. Instead, they simply grabbed whatever caught their eye and left it in a pile, eventually to be packed and shipped to Rome.

He pulled the ring from his pocket and examined it once again. Along with the flints, the stone scrubbers and the shards of black pottery with pink interiors, the ring was destined for no museum. At least not one that cared about the provenance of its artifacts. No, these would enter the black market and be sold to the highest bidders.

A Russian military airplane flew overhead, just beneath the layer of clouds, and out of reflex Giovanni dropped to the ground, seeking cover in the bushes. It moved slowly across the sky, and he was able to identify it as a Sukhoi SU-24, a powerful long-range, low-level strike attack aircraft with real all-weather precision attack capability.

What was it doing cruising over Chechnya? Was there a target nearby? Or was it just a warning to the Chechen people, that they had been pulled back into the Russian yoke, and they would do well not to forget that.

He pulled out his red-bound pocket notebook and wrote down the time and place of his sighting. He’d learned through the course of his training and his work that you never knew when a piece of information would be useful.

When the plane was gone, Giovanni stood up and walked back down the hill to the cave’s mouth. The area was nearly silent except for the calls of a few birds and the muffled sound of digging from inside the cave. The air smelled fresh out there, and he was reluctant to go back into the dank cave. But it was his job.

Over the next week, Giovanni compiled detailed manifests for each item, including a description and a photo. Everything was done old school, on paper, because there was no power out there beyond the lanterns. Since the success of his operation depended on those reports, he was extra careful, making a second copy of each document and hiding that in a recess in the cave.

It was tiring, uncomfortable work. None of the men bathed, and the smell of old sweat and muck that rose in the cave stuck in his sinuses and nothing could dispel it. He was tired of bending over so much, of feeling trapped in that cave, of supervising men he could barely communicate with.

He was glad when the last day of his assignment dawned. He watched as the last artifacts were wrapped in cotton and slipped into plastic bags, then surrounded by piles of shredded newspaper. He’d had no further problems with Mirza since the incident with the copper ring, though he couldn’t watch all four of the men all the time, so it was quite possible they’d pocketed a few artifacts on their own.

But as long as he had these five boxes of artifacts to take back to Rome, he was happy. He watched as Mirza packed the last box, then smiled a gap-toothed grin and gave Giovanni a thumbs-up.

Giovanni watched as the man duct-taped the box together, then pasted the label Giovanni had written on it. He would follow Mirza into Grozny, where they would drop the boxes at a shipping company.

He was tired, sweaty and hot. He hadn’t had a bath or a good meal in a week and he was ready to head back to the hostel in Grozny where he’d left most of his luggage. After seeing the boxes off, he’d take a long, hot shower, eat a good meal, and then the next morning board a flight out of Grozny airport.

He was surprised when Mirza drove off before Giovanni could follow him. But before he could get to his rental and follow the Chechen down the narrow path, the three remaining Chechens began to chatter excitedly in their language, their conversation quickly fading, as if they were running away.

The last of the three men disappeared over a hill a few meters away. “What is going on?” he said out loud in Italian, though there was no one to hear or answer. Then he looked down the narrow track that led out to the main road and saw a pair of police cars approaching, their lights flashing.

Though he didn’t understand a word that the cops said once they arrived, their intent was clear. Mirza had double-crossed him, run off with the artifacts and left Giovanni to face the authorities.
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4 – The Foolish and the Dead
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ARSENY DROVE SLOWLY through the pre-dawn gloom of Grozny. There were few other cars out this early, and only an occasional streetlight. He followed the directions he’d been given, turning from one street to the next, until he spotted a teenage boy with a pink streak in his black hair standing on the corner ahead of him.

He pulled the rented sedan up at the curb and pushed the button to lower the passenger window. He leaned across and said, in Russian, “Good morning. Would you like to come with me?”

He hoped the boy would understand, because he didn’t speak a word of the Chechen language.

The boy understood well enough. He opened the back door, tossed in his overflowing knapsack, then slid in beside Arseny.

“How old are you?” he asked the boy, as he slipped the car back into drive. There was surprisingly little traffic in this residential area of Grozny, and he was able to pull out easily.

“Fifteen,” the boy said. “Do you want me to suck your cock?”

“No, thank you.” Arseny looked over at the boy, whose face was impassive. “Do you do that? For men?”

“For money.” He screwed up his face. “Not for love, though. Love is stupid.”

“Not if you have ever been in love,” Arseny said. Not that he had much experience himself, beyond a few teenage crushes and a couple of short-term relationships that had crashed and burned under all the secrets of gay life, even in a Moscow that was more open than ever—certainly more open than a backwater like Grozny, where gay men had to worry that their own families would put them to death if their sexual orientation was discovered.

“Love is for fools and for the dead,” the boy said. “I am not going to be either.”

The fake passport Arseny had been given said the boy’s name was Kerim, and that he was an ethnic Russian from Dagestan, which probably would have been more convincing had the boy not looked a hundred percent Chechen, with coal-black hair, matching eyebrows and a square chin.

The bootleg Lady Gaga T-shirt said that he was gay, and Arseny could see why the boy had to flee his family and his country. Fortunately, Kerim had been Internet-savvy enough to reach out to the Russian LGBT Network, who had arranged the false passport and the pickup by Arseny.

“What did they tell you will happen?” Arseny asked.

The boy shrugged. “That a man would pick me up and take me to Moscow. Will I live with you?”

Arseny shook his head. “I do live in Moscow, but I am just the driver. My job is to drive you and two others to the airport in Dagestan and put you on a plane to Moscow. Someone else will meet you there.”

“I have never been to Dagestan,” Kerim said. “They say it is a bad place.”

Arseny was surprised that the boy had never been to the next-door Russian republic, only a few hours’ drive. But Kerim’s reaction was symptomatic of the xenophobic attitude of these rural republics, at least as far as a native Muscovite like Arseny knew. The conventional wisdom was that if word got out that one group was doing better than its neighbors, things could get ugly.

The sun began to rise as Arseny drove past the Heart of Chechnya Mosque, with its central dome and four skinny minarets reaching toward the heavens. It was just down the street from his fancy hotel.

The whole city looked new—and indeed it was, since the fighting during the Second Chechen War had destroyed most of it. Whatever existed today had been rebuilt under the leadership of the Moscow-backed dictator Ramzan Kadyrov, who had recently been given dispensation by the government to allow Muslim clerics more sway. That had resulted in the crackdown on gay men and the subsequent creation of a concentration camp for those lucky enough to have escaped murder by their families.
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