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				Chapter One

			


			

				Yangon, Myanmar (formerly Rangoon, Burma) 2021

			


			

				Vika wrapped three loaves of freshly baked naan in “forests,” “freedom,” and “love,”—words on the pages of his father’s poems now used to enfold the most staple food in Myanmar.

			


			

				Even as he worked to make perfect creases, Vika could feel his father, Dampa, standing next to him, nodding and taking coins from a customer, a portly man buying his daily Sanwei Makin. Vika’s mouth watered. He smiled with thoughts of his favorite cake and the way his father baked their special family recipe with a perfectly crispy crust and a soft fudgy center. He could almost taste it. His father had promised to teach him its secret, one he had learned from his own father, both men Vika deeply loved.

			


			

				He ran his finger along the last paper crease and tapped the naan gently. Vika inhaled the sweet scent of Dampa’s breads and cakes; one day he would be following in his father’s footsteps, providing for the family. If the world smiled upon Vika, he would become a poet like his father. For good luck, he touched the head of the serene Buddha statuette whenever he entered the shop.

			


			

				But all of that faded when the bells above the door chimed, and he saw his father watching the customer leave. These days Dampa’s forehead often creased with worry, and his eyes narrowed with suspicion. His father almost never spoke of it, but Vika saw that his father had changed since the coup in February. Where before he offered a friendly greeting, “Nei kaurn thala,” welcoming everyone who entered the quiet shop in Yangon, now he viewed strangers with suspicion. And Vika, who was twelve (but who felt much older now that he was helping his father after school), heard the whispers late at night when his parents thought he and his younger sister were sleeping. His mother, rightfully fearful of the changes, spoke of friends who had disappeared and arrests for those who resisted.

			


			

				Some nights, dreams of those dangers nagged Vika’s sleep. Now, as he finished folding another of Dampa’s poems over a loaf of bread, he gazed at other poems fluttering on the wall just inside the door to the shop. Vika knew his father was both stubborn and brave to post the poems where waiting customers could read them. As directed, Vika tacked each day’s poems, one over another, creating a wallpaper of verse that was eagerly consumed by the regulars. That hadn’t changed after the coup.

			


			

				Dampa’s poetry reflected the world around him—Vika and his father had discussed poetry man to man ever since Vika was old enough to ask his father to share with him. So, when their world had suddenly become terrifying, violent, and chaotic, Dampa’s poetry reflected what he saw. And once the wall overflowed with his eloquent simplicity, he had instructed Vika to wrap each order of the evening’s naan with a copy of a poem from the wall.

			


			

				It was while he was performing just that task, handing the wrapped naan over the countertop to the customers who had purchased it, that his best friend and classmate, Khu, walked into the shop. Vika stepped out from behind the counter and gave his good friend a quick hug, as they always greeted each other. Then he quietly handed him two poem-wrapped toddy palm pancakes, Khu’s favorite sweet.

			


			

				“I should be done before seven for study,” Vika said. “I’ll ask my father. We’ve been busier than ever.”

			


			

				Khu, happily munching one of his cookies without reading its wrapping, quickly Kaebraced his friend in parting and pushed his way out the door.

			


			

				Had Khu taken the time to read the toddy palm pancake wrap he tossed aside he would have read a poem that called into question what Dampa and many others saw happening around him. They weren’t screeds against the powers of the coup but clear poetic observations of the world Dampa saw. Nonetheless, no questioning was safe. That is which is why it shouldn’t have been a surprise when, right after Khu had made his way out onto the street, the shop at its busiest, the window at the front of the shop shattered abruptly. Glass and confectioneries sprayed everywhere, covering the now screaming patrons.

			


			

				Dampa pushed Vika under the cover of the counter before he rushed to help a woman bleeding from glass shards. But only seconds later, a half dozen soldiers crashed into the shop, breaking display cases and smashing cakes with the butts of their guns. Two of them turned to the wall of poems and began ripping away Dampa’s gentle verse.

			


			

				Three others tackled Dampa to the ground, kicking him and wrenching his arms behind him into manacles.

			


			

				Vika knew he was disobeying his father, but the fire inside him drove him from beneath the counter, and he began shouting at the soldiers to release his father.

			


			

				One of the soldiers hit Vika with an armored forearm, slicing the side of his face and knocking him to the ground. He was quickly shackled. His eyes clouded by blood, Vika heard customers, pushing over those who were slower, escaping through the narrow door.

			


			

				It was finished in seconds, but terror lingered in the air, an acrid burning smell.

			


			

				Shivering with pain, Vika called out for his father, but all he heard in response was a soldier cursing.

			


			

				Khu, huddling behind a cart on the street, caught a last glimpse of Vika and his father being pushed into a white police van that drove off in the direction of the dreaded Insein Prison—often the last place on Earth those who protested the coup would go.

			


			

				 

			


			

				The phone call jarred the air at the home of U Min Kan Nyan. He answered, knowing it would be urgent, and he was told of the raid at Dampa’s bakery. Within an hour of Dampa’s and Vika’s arrests, U Min reached the prison. As a former police officer, and now the chief Article 5 Public Defender in Myanmar, he knew minutes could mean the difference between life and death.

			


			

				U Min’s first job was to make sure those arrested were not tortured into confessing something they hadn’t done, especially if they were children.

			


			

				A phalanx of guards stood outside the walls of Insein, separating the entrance from the hundreds of desperate family members trying to get some word, any word, about their relatives thrown inside this vast hall of horror. U Min, a slight man in his mid-forties, moved haltingly, jostled by the panic-fueled push of the crowd.

			


			

				When he finally made it to the entrance, he raised his ID to a scowling guard. Prior to the coup, that card identifying him as a chief defender had provided instant access. But things had changed. Now, there was a discussion among the guards until one stepped forward.

			


			

				He took U Min’s ID and examined it carefully, checking the picture on the card with the person standing resolutely before him. “Even if you have permission from the Viper himself, my orders are no one enters.”

			


			

				Such were the times in Myanmar. The mere mention of the country’s most treacherous military chief, known poisonously as the Metal Viper, was enough to stop most people dead in their tracks. Between him and the Viper’s many cronies, dead in their tracks was as much sport as policy. But the invocation of the Viper did not intimidate U Min.

			


			

				“Yee Ohmar, you know me,” U Min said to the guard. “And as the local justice defender you know by law, I am to be admitted to see my client.”

			


			

				The guard laughed derisively into the face of the lawyer. “By law? I am the law here now!”

			


			

				Min took a step back, held out his arms to include the crowd, and said, “Sir, we all have our jobs to serve the greater good. Please let me do mine. You know it is right.”

			


			

				Yee Ohmar thrust the ID back into U Min’s hand and, grabbing him by the arm, pulled him roughly forward. The guards closed ranks around them. He then yanked U Min through a door that took them beyond the outer walls of the prison.

			


			

				 

			


			

				Inside the large, concrete cell, Vika couldn’t stop shuddering. He had tried and failed to find his father amid the sweating, fearful throng, but the cell was overcrowded with men equally as frightened as Vika.

			


			

				Terrified and overwhelmed, he pressed his back against the furthest corner of the teeming cell. The best thing to do was to make himself as small as he could. Huddled on the bare concrete floor, he pulled his knees close to his chest and laid his head on top of his hands. He could barely breathe. He tried to disappear.

			


			

				To his shock and great fear, he was kicked by a large, unshaven, and battered prisoner who towered over him. “Are you Maung Vika Win?”

			


			

				Vika slowly raised his head, his body still shuddering. He nodded meekly. The prisoner grabbed him by the arm and raised him up. Vika saw something shift in the man’s eyes; they seemed to soften.

			


			

				The big man lowered his voice and spoke into Vika’s ear. “They’re calling your name up front. Stay next to me. Your father meant a great deal to all of us, and this is no place for a child.”

			


			

				With eyes wide, hearing the reference to his father, he asked, “Is my father here?”

			


			

				“Just stay very close to me,” the man said as he began pushing forcefully through the crush of men.

			


			

				When they had almost reached the bars at the front of the cell, the man shoved Vika forward before vanishing back into the swarm.

			


			

				Vika stared through the bars. A man stared back at him. In a soft, calm voice that seemed completely foreign in this terrible place, the man said, “I am U Min Kan Nyan from Article 5, and I will be your advocate and hopefully get you out of here quickly. You can call me U Min.”

			


			

				He chose words carefully, and Vika knew this man named U Min meant to calm and reassure him. His face was gentle, and it reminded Vika of his father.

			


			

				Vika took a deep breath and held back tears that pressed hot behind his eyes. He must be brave. He asked the only question he could speak, “Are you helping my father?”

			


			

				“I’m doing everything I can to help you first because that is what your father wants,” U Min said.

			


			

				Vika knew it was a careful answer. It was also true that his father would fear only for his beloved son. “Can I go with you now?” he asked. If he were free, he could do something to help his father.

			


			

				The man shook his head. “You must stay until I return. Is there anyone you recognize or who recognizes you?”

			


			

				Vika made fists and brushed away the tears streaming down his cheeks. “I hid in the back in a corner,” he told U Min, speaking as softly as he could and still be heard. He did not mention the big man.

			


			

				U Min’s face pressed against metal, and his breath brushed Vika’s ear. “Find your corner again until I can return. You are Dampa’s son, and you are brave, Daivika.”

			


			

				Vika reached his hand through the bars and held onto U Min. He looked deep into U Min’s gentle eyes as he tried to will away the tears streaming down his cheeks. A guard immediately pulled his hand away and pushed U Min from the cell.

			


			

				U Min was forced roughly down the long hall, but still, he called out over the din. His loud Burmese voice carried over every prisoner in every cell, “Article 5! Article 5!”

			


			

				As Vika crouched and wove through the crowd of men to reach the back corner, the chant went up in the cells: “Article 5! Article 5! Article 5!”

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				Chapter Two

			


			

				The phones at the Article 5 office in Geneva, Switzerland, rang for three hours from five a.m. to eight a.m. when Neenie arrived. They picked up the call and knew immediately this was a call for Kae Zhang, Kae to all who met her, and Article 5’s founder and guiding light of its operations.

			


			

				As Neenie forwarded the call to Kae’s home in Genthod, Kae kissed her youngest son, Ishi, on the top of his head and tugging his cap around his ears amidst his smiling protests. “Ma!”

			


			

				Hiding a smile, her older son, Albert, rolled his eyes and placed his arm onto his little brother’s shoulder. Both boys turned to walk to their friend’s car, which would take them to school. Unable to turn away from her sons—and still waving goodbye—Kae answered the call.

			


			

				“Neenie, where’s the fire?” She listened to Neenie’s words—and the first details of this emergency—only returning to the house when the car disappeared down the tree-lined street.

			


			

				As Kae walked in her front door, her husband Peter saw her face. “Where?” was all he asked.

			


			

				“Myanmar.”

			


			

				“Oh, shit.”

			


			

				Oh, shit was right. With Kae leading its charge, Article 5 had spent years persuading and cultivating officials in Myanmar to curtail the common practice of torture as a so-called investigative tool and restore the rule of law they had all agreed to in their charter. It was dangerous work. Very dangerous. And Kae, barely five feet tall and slender, knew others called her fearless, relentless, and persistent. They were right about relentless and persistent. Fearless, no, but after years of doing this work she could read people very quickly—her superpower—and she almost always knew what moved them. Almost always.

			


			

				Before the coup, they, at least, had listened. Now, they did nothing to stop what had quickly, and once again, become common practice. Kae got it to change once. It was what she did. But it had all been lost in a flash of military ego. Lost in the senseless and needless slaughter of the disposable. It was never enough. But despite the coup, and the odds against her, she knew it needed to change again.

			


			

				People were always amazed at her ability to keep going, at her dedication to picking up and going again. At her attempts at humor to mask the burning inside her. “I just channel my inner Sisyphus and start rolling that damned rock again.”

			


			

				And out of the dust, the warrior would arise, and she would do her best to shake off her fury and rekindle her resolve.

			


			

				“You don’t have to go. We’ve agreed, Kae,” Peter said, already seeing her response in her eyes. “I mean, you have folks on the ground there, don’t you?” he asked, touching her arm gently.

			


			

				“I wish they could handle it,” she said, feeling the guilt already. Peter and she had agreed—after painful disagreements. This trip would be hard on her family. On Peter and her boys. But the life of a twelve-year-old boy was at stake. “But I’m afraid they’ll only make themselves subject to what they’re trying to stop.”

			


			

				“You won’t be subjected?” Peter responded, his worry and frustration showing in his eyes.

			


			

				“Je suis, Suisse!” Kae replied smiling for him, her distinct almond eyes telling only part of the story of her Chinese and American origins.

			


			

				“Via Los Angeles,” Peter amended.

			


			

				She met his blue eyes, tipping her head. Her smile faltered. “I know it’s hard on all of us.”

			


			

				Kae knew she had found her distinctive calling after first opening the doors of Article 5, named after the UN Human Rights resolution that prohibited its signatory members from torturing those who opposed them.

			


			

				Kae was used to standing out in the crowd, despite her barely five-foot height. 4’11-1/2”, she had always been the smallest girl in her class. The height had come from her mother, Katrina “Kat” Elias, who had inherited the genes of her 5’4” father and swore to anyone who asked that she was 5’1/2” tall. Kae also claimed she was5’1/2” but also like her mother, what she lacked in vertical inches, she made up with her large and incredibly perceptive brain.

			


			

				But unlike Kae, Kat had grown-up in Bly, Oregon, a tiny town in southeastern Oregon. Kae, was definitely a product of Los Angeles. Her father, Arthur Zhang had met Kae’s mother in a pre-med applied biology course at the University of Southern California. According to Kae’s mother, she and Arthur, her husband to be, barely spoke during that first semester. But when it was announced at the end of the year that she was number one in her class and he number three, Arthur began to take more notice.

			


			

				A year later, after a hasty marriage, Kae Zhang was born in Huntington Hospital in Pasadena, California. Kat had been compelled to leave school by both Arthur and her parents. It would be a continual source of tension between Arthur and her, and because of it, she made sure her daughter developed her own identity.

			


			

				Sixteen years later, when Kae accepted a scholarship to UCLA, her father was incensed. Kae knew exactly what she was doing. She then deepened what her father considered “the insult” when she went to UC Irvine to become a lawyer. Kae loved her father, as daughters will do, but at twenty-two she was doing what she wanted despite her father’s disapproval. Unfortunately, in the middle of studying for the California Bar Exam, the house she was renting with two other women students at Irvine burned to the ground. She was forced to move back in with her parents in San Marino, a wealthy city next to Pasadena.

			


			

				Within four months, she had been accepted into the Yale Divinity Program and left southern California for New Haven, Connecticut. She had thought it would make her father proud that his daughter was becoming an ordained minister, but he didn’t even show up at LAX to see her off.

			


			

				Shortly after her ordination, Peter Lang, whom she had met on a United Nations-sponsored tour of Southeast Asian detention centers, asked her to marry him. He had just accepted a job in Geneva, Switzerland, working for the United Nations Economic and Social Commission. She had barely said, “I do” at St. Edmunds Episcopal Church in San Marino, where her father insisted they wed, before they were on a plane to Geneva.

			


			

				Kae’s urgency charged the air as she walked through the door of Article 5’s third-floor office, in a converted bank building on the Rue de Lausanne. The building was about a half a mile from Palais des Nations, the former home of the League of Nations and the United Nations current Geneva location. The office staff was used to Kae’s powered entrances and knew not to bother her once she closed the door to her private office. That was true for all but Anan. After years of working as Kae’s number two, he knew her mind and how to function as her guardrail. “Kae, where are we going to get the money for this?” As Article 5’s financial officer, he knew their NGO operation, working now in dozens of countries, was more than strapped. He also knew that just saying “Article 5” in the jails and prisons of most of those countries could make officials sit up and take notice, forcing them to remember that they were bound by their constitutional rules of law. This was the case until the coup in Myanmar, where they had decided Article 5 would no longer hold any power and they were no longer bound by such rules.

			


			

				Anan shook his head, his eyes focused on an imaginary spreadsheet. “There’s nothing left—”

			


			

				“We’ll find it,” Kae said, cutting him off but not harshly. “Did you speak with U Min?”

			


			

				“Of course I did, Kae, but we shuttered our operations in Myanmar. Everyone we’ve worked with there has been arrested.”

			


			

				“Except, U Min.”

			


			

				“And this would put him into more danger.”

			


			

				“He reached out to us, Anan. He knows the risks.”

			


			

				“We don’t have the funds to take on a project like this.”

			


			

				“Find it,” Kae said firmly.

			


			

				Anan left her office shaking his head as he often did when faced with the impossible task before him. It was not the last time he would leave Kae’s office doing that.

			


			

				Kae stared through her office window at the bustle of Geneva, the streets below filled with restaurants and shops where nothing was cheap. The glint coming off the lake and the steady stream of diplomatic traffic heading toward the UN complex. Kae often looked at the scene below and saw only what was foremost on her mind.

			


			

				Outside Kae’s door, Neenie danced their dance between computers, printers, phones, Zooms, and FaceTimes. A genius at their work, Neenie kept the office running in so many ways. Like every member of the A-5’s team, they wore multiple hats. No nonprofit could afford the luxury of dedicated workers who only filled one position. Neenie was also nonbinary or gender-fluid, and their pronouns were they/them. They added an invaluable viewpoint to the Article 5 team; their life experiences had often been of hardship, even violence. Their heart was tender, their spirit generous and loyal, almost to a fault.

			


			

				Kae sat at her desk, surrounded by what she called, with all reverence, her “power trinkets,” talismans given to her by world leaders, local police, and shamanic brujas she had served. She saw her work as service. It contributed to Anan’s constant exasperation around trying to find funding. “If only those trinkets of yours paid the bills,” he implored, always quietly knowing he wouldn’t work anywhere else but Article 5.

			


			

				Kae booted up her computer and sent off a quick message to the only email she had for an old friend in the Myanmar Parliament. Not surprisingly, it bounced back almost immediately.

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				Chapter Three

			


			

				Ten minutes later, Kae walked into the Article 5 conference room to talk to her team and the chatter that had filled the room came to an abrupt end.

			


			

				“Good morning, everyone,” Kae said looking around the room. “Our work today, as I’m sure you’ve already guessed, is about building a working strategy.”

			


			

				David Manasian sat at one head of the table, running his hand through one unruly shock of black hair that had escaped his good cut. It rarely stayed in place, which meant he was constantly brushing it from his eyes. He was Article 5’s bureau coordinator, the most recent member of the team but also one of the most important. With his schematics and spreadsheets spread before him, his knowledge of electronics, communication networks, and media was now a crucial aspect within each of their operations. Operating in locations where electronic communications had been shut down to the public had become David’s forte. His access to a matrix of satellites confounded the protocols of most power systems. His gentle demeanor belied his strategic understanding, as did his Oxford education and his deep comprehension of international law. David was one of those rare lawyers who could comfortably discuss the latest digital gadgetry, contemporary English literature, or the legal intricacies of police procedures.

			


			

				 

			


			

				Neenie, who sat to his right, served as connective tissue, staying behind in Geneva to keep order in the office. They coordinated all logistics both at home and in the field. They were surprisingly adept at finding the unfindable in locations from the Democratic Republic of Congo to the highlands of Laos. They always did so with complete confidence and a friendly, if crooked, smile. To them, impossible was not a word in the lexicon.

			


			

				Did Neenie long to be in the field with the rest of the team? There certainly were times when they did. But then they also were more than aware of the dangers of a person of their constitution and the prejudices of the world toward the other or what was often referred to as “queer.” When Kae first met Neenie they had been jailed and beaten for being nothing more than different. They, like others, never covered the jagged scar just above their right eye with makeup. Instead, they wore it as a reminder—and a badge—of the fear, cruelty, and injustice they had lived through. Article 5 had given them the opportunity and means to counter such hatred and refocus the lens of biting, absurd humor through which they had always viewed the world. And by which they could always be counted on to deliver whether the time was appropriate or not.

			


			

				Like the time the head of a United States contingent on equal justice had visited the office, and they had served him coffee in a rainbow mug with the bitter slogan “Be Free and Die” on its side. Neenie had conspicuously turned the mug to make sure the message wasn’t lost.

			


			

				Anan, ever erstwhile, invariably sat next to Neenie, repeatedly flicking a red marker into the air and catching it at the same time one knee jiggled a bit frantically. He sat across from Kae in front of a half-filled, wall-sized whiteboard with names of contacts and photos of people who had been on the ground in Myanmar. No one was sure who remained. Anan had recruited many of them, having worked alongside Kae since she opened the Article 5 doors.

			


			

				Kae and her colleagues exchanged looks—marking the Emergency nature of the meeting. Then David sat back in his chair, eyebrows pulled together as he began to speak. “Kae, have you found Reinhardt?” He knew Kae would be the one to connect with him.

			


			

				“No. But leave him to me,” she said staring at the board as if it held some special message. “The question I have: doesn’t it make more sense to fly directly to Yangon? It just seems to me that trying to drive in from Thailand would be incredibly dangerous. Who knows who owns the roads in Myanmar anymore?

			


			

				“There are two problems with flying in,” Anan said from the far side of the table. “First the cost to get everything in would be too high, and second, if you recall, we’re no longer what they’d call welcome guests.”

			


			

				Kae frowned. “I know the rules have changed, but we’ve been there dozens of times with no problem.”

			


			

				“We were always invited by the head of the government,” Anan said. “She’s currently under arrest, and they’ve invariably got you on their blacklist too. I would think that’s going to make all of us pretty much persona non grata. As you might imagine, we’re no good to anyone if we get locked up ourselves. And from my perspective, there’s only one thing worse than visiting Insein Prison, it’s being locked inside. I, for one, would like to avoid that.”

			


			

				Insein Prison made the infamous Black Hole of Calcutta seem like vacation time. Anan, too, had known how unjust the world could be. As a young boy from a Persian Zoroastrian family, he was forced to flee Iran with his mother and sister after the Ayatollah’s minions imprisoned his father, a wealthy banker. He was Kae’s key ally. His financial background and acumen allowed him to draw the guardrails that kept Article 5’s doors open despite Kae’s constant optimism that the money would always arrive if the cause was right. It usually did, but that didn’t mean Anan didn’t make sure they had a safe margin, just in case.

			


			

				“You really think it’s better to risk the drive?” Kae asked, trying without much success to avoid what she saw as the most dangerous aspect of their trek.

			


			

				“Without something from the coup leaders in writing, yes,” Anan said, once again flipping and catching the red marker. The border is still open in places from Thailand, and a low profile is better than Kae Zhang waltzing into customs at Yangon International in her fashionable boots, saying “Hi, boys, remember me?”

			


			

				“Anan, you’re exaggerating,” she said, tugging a black scrunchie from her hair before pulling it back again “They probably won’t remember me.”

			


			

				“I adore you, Kae. You know that. But part of my job is to make sure you get where you need to go without being jailed, or worse, killed. So you can be Kae being Kae and do your magic. Perhaps Reinhardt will have some connections.”

			


			

				The final member in the room, Sahir, a burly, bearded Baha’i, had found sanctuary in San Jose, Costa Rica, after leaving Turkey with his family while in high school. Sahir had not stayed in San Jose for long. Accepted to the University of Mexico’s famed Anthropology School, he studied the ancient philosophies of the Mayans in Guatemala. He had met his mentor, a remarkable curandero (shaman) he simply called Buzz, in the jungles of the Yucatan while doing field studies along the border of Mexico and Guatemala. Buzz offered him an entrance into the non-ordinary world, which he readily accepted. Buzz also shared with him some of the deepest secrets he held about hallucinogenic fungi. While the team knew him as Article 5’s resident shaman, Sahir referred to himself as Article 5’s cultural attaché. He also could read Kae often better than her husband, Peter.

			


			

				“Kae. I think in this instance,” Sahir said, stroking his full beard, as was his wont, “Anan is correct. My intuition tells me that by driving in, you at least have a chance to get a real sense of what’s happening on the ground. And it’s, what, a seven-hour drive to Yangon from just about anywhere in Thailand?”

			


			

				With an Anglo mother and a Chinese-American father, Kae had learned early what it meant to live and thrive outside the dominant culture. That understanding grew over her years attending UCLA and Yale, where she slid between worlds. There were times when she felt neither nor, her features never fully defining who she was. Of course, knowing what it meant to be “the other” was why she was doing the work she did. She had learned to welcome all beliefs and to meet people where they were. Without the ability to recognize both sides and know when to not hold on, she realized nothing would ever get done.

			


			

				“OK, we drive for now,” Kae said, thinking it was the least of two evils.

			


			

				Three hours later, they had covered the whiteboard with action items, contacts, and possible routes in and out of Myanmar through Thailand. Neenie had already arranged for the team—Kae and “her guys” as the interns had already tagged them—to leave the next morning. Neenie, not too pleased with the moniker that had been applied, was quick to let them know it. However, Neenie did not refuse anyone access to the small candy bowl they kept on their desk.

			


			

				After the meeting broke up, Kae returned to her office, closed the door, and WhatsApped one number: Reinhardt Allen, her own longtime mentor. She had only a vague idea of where in the world he was. She figured he was still in Thailand, a place he loved. And when Reinhardt answered it was clear, at that moment, he was even vaguer regarding his whereabouts. He looked awful, like he had been drinking all night. Which, of course, he had been. Someone next to him murmured, pulling up the covers as he stumbled from his bed.

			


			

				“Kae! I need to see you!” he blurted out before she could say a word, wiping his eyes with his free hand.

			


			

				“I need to see you too,” she countered.

			


			

				“So, how soon can you get here?”

			


			

				 

			


			

				Reinhardt had just returned from Libya, escaped might be closer to the point. His presence was not welcome in that failed state.

			


			

				Some years earlier, Khaddfi’s eldest son, so much like his father he was two chips off the old block, had decided Reinhardt’s efforts to enact a peace accord between two warring Bedouin chiefs was a not-very-veiled attempt to undermine his father’s authority. Reinhardt had missed that both of these fief lords paid large annual tributes to the Khaddfis for their protection from each other. So, any peace deal between them would eliminate the need to pay tribute. That was unthinkable to the Khaddfis.

			


			

				Once the error of his ways had been pointed out to him, at the sharp end of a bejeweled Bedouin jambiya, a knife that had been in the Khaddfi household for generations, Reinhardt decided a different venue was in his future. He took the first available opportunity he could find that was far away from Libya, as a visiting lecturer at a small community college in Torrance, California. He figured it was in his best interest to lay low for a while, out of the sight of the Libyan’s long knives. So, giving a series of lectures at an obscure community college made sense. Torrance was a long way from the Libyan tent world and the machinations of the Khaddfis. And Reinhardt had no desire to be lashed to the back of a camel for interfering in the family business.

			


			

				This sudden redeployment had the fortunate consequence of facilitating Reinhardt’s introduction to young Kae Zhang. She had traveled south from Westwood to Torrance, a mere nineteen miles and twenty-six minutes, to hear the famed Reinhardt Allen talk about his exploits ending torture and mayhem.

			


			

				At twenty years old, Kae’s pale skin and soft Asian features had subjected her to the lustful desires of half her junior class at UCLA, both men and women. She wasn’t oblivious to the attention but definitely not interested. She was at school to study and learn and would not be distracted by the sexual longings of her fellow underclassmen and women.

			


			

				Kae had been running late when she arrived at the lecture hall at which Reinhardt had been scheduled to talk. Time had always been a challenge for her, at least being on time. She knew there were those who thought it rude or self-centered, but that was never her intent. Reinhardt, who was also notoriously late, never intended to arrive on time.

			


			

				As Kae and Reinhardt both arrived at the door to his speaking engagement simultaneously, it was not how she had envisioned their meeting. She figured when she saw the time, she could sneak into the back of the hall unbeknownst. That was not to be. Kae awkwardly bumped into Reinhardt as they both transited through the main door, apologizing profusely when she realized who she had bumped into.

			


			

				He, on the other, had intuitively recognized a kindred spirit in this attractive young woman. His first response to her apologies was to forgive her and suggest they meet afterward for a drink or coffee or whatever it was she did. She hesitantly accepted but then was unsure of what she had done. It needs to be made clear that Reinhardt was never one to take advantage of a young student, even a beautiful young student. Not only did he know better, but what Kae would eventually discover, he preferred maturity to innocent pulchritude.

			


			

				Reinhardt’s talk was well received by the audience, although later, Kae remembered very little except a story about a particularly harrowing escape into Brunei. Reinhardt and his team had been chased out into Brunei by a band of irate North Kalimantan headhunters on the island of Borneo. Reinhardt had struck a deal with the neighboring Malaysian Sarwakans, with whom they shared the island, resulting in a shrinking of their ancestral land. This displeased them.

			


			

				“I’ve discovered you’re always bound to piss someone off,” he said, his tongue planted firmly in his cheek, “when settling an ancestral land dispute. My advice: make sure the aggrieved party isn’t 1) tossing poisoned spears or 2) eyeing your head size.”

			


			

				It was undoubtedly because of this story, which had struck Kae as particularly funny, that as they stood outside the lecture hall trying to decide where to go Reinhardt confessed, “I gotta tell you, Toots, I got no idea where I am. As should be clear, I’m not from around here,” She, of course, began to laugh.

			


			

				She quickly covered her mouth to try and quell her involuntary response, mustering a rather weak reply, “It’s Kae, sir.”

			


			

				Reinhardt appreciated her reminder by laughing too. “OK, Kae sir, what’s it to be? Looks like we got a Carl’s Jr or a Baskin-Robbins.”

			


			

				Kae, still unable to control herself, giggled. “I love ice cream.”

			


			

				“Who doesn’t?” Reinhardt said. They carefully crossed Imperial Highway to the brightly lit 31-Flavors on the other side of the street.

			


			

				Sitting under the harsh fluorescent lights, Kae meticulously downed her single cone of black walnut, making sure not to drip her favorite flavor onto her well-starched white blouse. Reinhardt had chosen a cup of black licorice ice cream, a flavor doomed for the Baskin-Robbins ice cream graveyard after being voted the worst flavor by a popular magazine survey. It, of course, turned both his lips and tongue black as night.

			


			

				It’s not easy to have a serious conversation with a real hero when their lips are so unnaturally colored. “I hope you don’t think me a frivolous undergrad for not being able to stop laughing, sir, but …” She paused, pulled a mirror from her purse, and held it up for him.

			


			

				“You know there are some societies,” he said, unsuccessfully wiping his stained lips with a napkin, “where this kind of pigmentation is a sign of great power and authority.”

			


			

				“I’m sure there are, sir,” she said as straight-faced as she could until they both started laughing again.

			


			

				Needless to say, Kae and Reinhardt knew that they were, henceforth and forever, bonded in the mutuality of this moment. Interestingly, it would never be mentioned again, although the exact location would be debated for years.

			


			

				 

			


		




			

				Chapter Four

			


			

				His grin took up much of the Zoom screen—Kae had that effect on him. Seeing her filled him with something akin to happiness.

			


			

				She smiled too. “Reinhart, are you still in Bangkok?”

			


			

				He blinked, considering her question. “Somewhere near the border between Thailand and Myanmar … I think.”

			


			

				“Perfect.”

			


			

				“Happy to please, as always.” He ran his palm across his forehead, pushing back his scant hair so it stood straight up. “I need to see you.”

			


			

				“And I you.” Kae entwined the fingers of her hands and tucked them under her chin, surveying him. “Time for your tomato juice, tabasco, and horseradish? And don’t you add a raw egg?”

			


			

				“Eye of newt and toe of frog, et voila—hair of the dog, absolutely—” Reinhardt rushed on without pausing, “when will you be here?”

			


			

				“As soon as possible. With luck, day after tomorrow.”

			


			

				“Good. I’ll send my location.” And he promptly hung up.

			


			

				His phone rang again. “Reinhardt, where do we fly into?”

			


			

				He turned to the woman lying next to him. “What airport do they fly into?” Before she answered, he told Kae, “If you can arrange it, Mae Sot.”

			


			

				He hung up, rubbing his face and the top of his head, hair thinning and disheveled. He looked at his bedmate. She lay still. He looked at the ceiling, following the trail of a gecko moving quickly beyond the lazy ceiling fan. Kae Zhang. She was a mass of contradictions—fierce one moment and shakingly insecure the next. He’d met her father once, a wiry man with a piercing gaze, strict and demanding to the point of cruelty because Kae—daughter, not son—could never be enough. And then there was Kae’s hunger for approval ...

			


			

				It had crossed Reinhardt’s mind to strangle the man who was her real father. Reinhardt adored Kae. And, honestly, he feared her—feared her ruthless focus and drive and courage when it came to protecting the innocent.

			


			

				He had that same drive once, that obsession with ending the bitter and undeserved suffering men, usually men, placed onto others. Was there deserved suffering? He sneered thinking of the men who relished such deeds. “They deserved it,” he thought briefly, then, “No, not even them.” He had seen too much of it to wish that on anyone.
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