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Foreword
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Every death leaves behind sorrow. But not all deaths leave behind mysteries.

"Trending Before You Die"is a story about the traces left behind after a life is taken too soon—and too suspiciously. The novel depicts the death of a young diplomat who suddenly goes viral, not for his services, but for the mystery surrounding his death.

In the digital age, truth is no longer pursued solely by the law—but by likes, retweets, and public scrutiny. When the law is silent, social media speaks. When authorities are slow, netizens act. But who can be trusted?

As a writer and lawyer, I want to raise a big question through this story: Will justice only come if the public demands it? Or will it come even if no one cares?

This novel isn't just a work of fiction. It's a reflection of the times. It's about how a single life can become a trending topic, yet still lose its voice. And how a lawyer—our protagonist—fights through the fog of manipulation, conspiracy, and injustice, only to prove one thing: that truth must never die in silence.

Happy reading,

May every page make your heart beat faster — not out of fear, but out of compulsion to think.

Muhammad Ari Pratomo (MuhammadAriLaw)

Advocate, Writer, Songwriter

Speaking out for justice for the silenced — through law, music, and writing
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CHAPTER 1
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The Light Behind the Stage of Diplomacy

The Jakarta sky that afternoon was gray, but Arka's heart was bright. In his hand he clutched an official, enveloped letter bearing the Ministry of Foreign Affairs logo. His hands were trembling, not from nervousness, but from the dream he had been chasing, finally arriving without warning.

"Congratulations, Arka. You've officially been promoted. Your assignment is overseas. Your name has been included in the Ministerial Decree. You'll be leaving next month," said the Director of International Politics, patting him on the shoulder.

Arka Mahendra, 31, a young diplomat often considered too idealistic for such a pragmatic world. He is known not for his connections, but for his hard work, his incisive writings on human rights, and his courage to speak out on issues often censored by protocol. Now, he is assigned as a diplomat in a Southeast Asian country—a country known for being “investment-friendly” but also a hub for transnational organized crime syndicates.

But the promotion came with conditions.

“This isn’t just a regular diplomatic deployment, Arka,” the director continued, more quietly. “We’re asking you to discreetly monitor... the alleged human trafficking and online gambling networks that allegedly involve our citizens. The latest data shows a surge in human trafficking cases, and we’ve lost access because all formal doors are closed. We need an idealist like you... who can get in unnoticed.”

Arka fell silent. Not out of fear. But out of realization: this was no ordinary promotion. This was a reconnaissance mission, not through the prism of intelligence, but through the sensitivity of a diplomat wielding two weapons: words and conviction.

“Will I have protection?” he asked quietly.

The director glared at him. “You’ll have a diplomatic passport. But not many will know your true mission. You yourself must be careful. This world isn’t a world of seminars or conferences. It’s a world where lives are risked for money and power.”

Arka returned home that night with his head full of questions. On his desk lay a draft report on the misuse of Indonesian migrant worker visas in their destination countries. He had just realized: all the clues were there. He just hadn't realized that the threads would soon drag him into a pit he couldn't escape.

Outside, it began to rain. And when his phone's notification rang—an email with the subject line "Mission Initial Step Instructions"—Arka knew his life would never be the same again.

Three weeks before departure, Arka's routine changed drastically. He was no longer just attending embassy meetings or drafting diplomatic notes. Now, he was being privately trained by two members of a special unit—not from the military, but from a unit not even officially registered with the ministry. They taught him how to read signals, recognize transnational crime patterns, and basic self-protection techniques if surveillance turned into an escape.

“Never trust anyone there, not even the local staff. Especially if you stand out,” his coach said. “You’re not a spy. But you’re not a typical diplomat either. You’re the middle ground—and that’s the most dangerous part.”

Meanwhile, Arka began collecting preliminary documents: declassified intelligence reports, complaints from Indonesian migrant workers who failed to return home, and data from NGOs reporting the existence of "digital labor camps" hidden behind grand buildings. Some of the victims were identified as victims of human trafficking, ensnared through job advertisements on social media, then forced to operate online gambling sites and defraud others using false identities.

The more he read, the tighter his chest became.

How is it possible, in this supposedly transparent global era, that so many people have disappeared without a trace, without justice?

But Arka knows that justice can't just be written. It must be fought for—even if secretly.

The day of departure arrived. The diplomatic terminal was deserted as usual. There was no send-off ceremony. There was only one suitcase, one carry-on bag, and a red passport with Arka Mahendra's name on it.

His mother didn't accompany him. Since his father's death, his mother had always worried whenever Arka went abroad. But this time, Arka simply said it was a "regular placement." He didn't want her to know that in the next few months, he might be living among criminals who could kill him simply by asking the wrong question.

An airport official escorted Arka to a special waiting area. In his hand, Arka held a piece of paper with a small map and a single, cryptic sentence: "What looks legal, is not necessarily clean."

He didn't know who sent it yet. But he knew the puzzle had begun.

As the plane took off, Arka closed his eyes. He knew he wouldn't just be representing his country. He would be representing the voices of those who had been unheard. And perhaps he would face things he couldn't officially report.

The plane landed just as night was falling. The city lights lit up like thousands of man-made stars, welcoming Arka to a new country—one he had previously known only from diplomatic reports and human rights seminars.

But as soon as he set foot in the airport, Arka immediately felt a different atmosphere. Too calm. Too clean. Too... controlled. It was as if all the immigration officers' smiles were part of a long-memorized script.

An embassy car had been arranged to pick him up, but Arka politely declined. He chose not to stay in the diplomatic compound, preferring to integrate with the migrant community, especially Indonesian migrant workers. His primary target was the gray zone—a place where law and crime often coexist, almost invisible.

After days of trawling through apartment rental signs written in a mix of foreign languages and digital script, Arka finally found a small unit in an old building—three floors with no elevator, no security guard, but filled with Indonesian sounds that couldn't be masked by the aroma of spices from the small kitchen in the narrow hallways.

This is where he began masquerading as a "representative office administrative worker." His last name was shortened. His neat attire was replaced by casual attire. His diplomatic laptop was ditched, replaced by a small notebook and a phone without apps.

The first three days passed uneventfully—just small talk on the stairs, the cries of migrant children, and the laughter of mothers cooking over video calls. Until the fourth night, when someone knocked softly on her door.

A young woman, her face gaunt, her eyes sunken, and her appearance as if she hadn't slept in days, was Maya, 26, from Sidoarjo. She worked as a cashier at a fast-food restaurant and lived one unit below Arka's apartment.

“Sorry, bro... I just wanted to let you know. Be careful at night,” he said, his voice trembling.

Arka turned his head, wary. “Why?”

Maya swallowed hard. Her eyes scanned the empty hallway behind them, as if worried someone might be eavesdropping.

"In the past two months, four Indonesians have gone missing in this block. All of them were men. Two worked in online gambling customer service, one was a runaway migrant worker, and the other recently moved. There were no police reports. No one was looking for them. That's it..."

Arka remained silent. Listening, assessing. But his heart began to beat faster.

“Some say,” Maya continued, now half whispering, “...they're being sold. Their organs. Kidneys, lungs, even hearts. They say there's a syndicate that works with an illegal hospital on the outskirts of town. But who can prove it? The police here turn a blind eye. If an Indonesian citizen goes missing, they just say: they probably ran away. But...”

Maya couldn't continue. Her eyes started to water.

Arka nodded slowly, trying to calm himself. But his mind was already wandering to the map he kept under his mattress—the locations of trafficking hubs, the syndicate's movement points, and now, this apartment had to be marked red.

"Maya, if anything strange happens... please let me know first. Not anyone else."

Maya nodded, then disappeared into the dark hallway. Arka closed the door slowly, then stood staring out the window.

The streets looked deserted. But he knew, beneath the layers of neon lights and flashing advertising banners, something was moving silently. And that night, Arka noted one important thing:

They don't just traffic in humans. They trade bodies that are still warm.

This mission wasn't about gambling or forced labor anymore. It was a matter of life and death. And he had just gotten in too deep.
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