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“Oh, Lenard, do you really think he’s going to let you tag along to Thailand?” Jacquie shouted as they sat in opposite armchairs. “Or maybe the real question is: Why do you even want to go with him?”

“He's stuck. He doesn’t know what’s going on.”

“But the plan was for Rabah to be exposed as a traitor and eliminated. Now, just when we thought it was almost over, we’re back to square one.”

Lenard sighed. “Then we'll craft a new narrative.”

“But she's here, and she's pregnant, Lenard! She's not even aware of it yet. That worries me. Dragon must be having Rabah tailed, so he must know she's here, and he knows Dolunay's mixed up in this. Get her back to Turkey if you're going to go to Thailand with Rabah. Remember, Dragon's sniper targeted you at the airport. Your life is at risk too. Everything's falling apart. Rabah isn’t dead, you’re a target, and Dolunay is here! None of this was part of the fucking plan.”

“We merely informed Dragon that Rabah was the traitor,” Lenard said. “There is no reason for him to turn on Dolunay. He’s after me and Rabah.”

Jacquie wasn’t as calm as him. “We staged those photos to spread the lie that Rabah fell for the cop and spilled everything! The pictures of Dolunay with Rabah, the ones of Vang Nham with Dolunay... Have you forgotten? She just arrived on the plane with Rabah, and now you’re saying you’re heading to Thailand with him, leaving her here with me. They killed Vang Nham in no time, almost got Rabah, and tried to take you out at the airport. There’s a real chance they’ll come after her too. This house isn’t a fortress—I can’t protect her! Why are you so fixated on Rabah? He’s going to get you killed. Going to Thailand is a terrible idea. Rabah’s already in contact with you by phone, and he’ll keep calling, letting us track his every move. Sooner or later, he’ll lead us to Dragon—you don’t need to be there for that. Besides, you hate him. How are you going to stand being around him? The moment you get the chance, you run straight to him. I just don’t get it!”

At that moment, they both noticed Dolunay leaning against the door frame and observing them. She looked at them wordlessly, her eyes a bit swollen from sleep. They had been speaking in French, so she couldn’t understand, but she could tell they were arguing and had mentioned her name, as well as Vang Nham’s and Rabah’s. 

“What’s happening?” she asked.

Lenard approached her. “Nothing.”

She looked up at him. "You're lying.” 

“When do you plan to tell her?” Jacquie asked with frustration. “After your departure to Thailand?”

Now that she was speaking in English, Dolunay took a step back. “What is she talking about? Thailand?”

“Don’t do that,” Lenard retorted, turning towards Jacquie.

However, Jacquie, who clearly didn’t want the burden of Dolunay’s safety—and was afraid of it—knew exactly what she was doing. 

“Then I will tell her, Lenard” she snapped, shooting Dolunay a sharp glance. “The two of them are heading to Thailand together. Supposedly to resolve matters.” 

“Two?” Dolunay was astounded. “Who’s the other?” Rabah wasn’t even a possibility in her mind at that moment.

“Rabah and Lenard!” she yelled before leaving the room.

Lenard approached Dolunay, but she brushed him off with her hand. 

“Going to Thailand with Rabah?”

“Dolunay, listen first...”

“Well,” she said with an uneasy smile.

“Rabah’s trying to figure out how to deal with Jonas Dragon,” Lenard said, his voice a little rough. “You know, that guy’s tried to have me offed too. He’s dangerous. We need to stop him. And, I was the one who volunteered to go with Rabah—he didn’t ask me to.”

She shrugged and mumbled, “I need a shower,” before dashing off toward her room without waiting for him to continue.

Lenard followed her in, watching as she tossed her things around. “What am I gonna wear?” she asked, a little irritated. “And where’s my damn handbag? My contraceptives are in it.”

Lenard pulled open the mirrored wardrobe door. Inside, there were jeans, T-shirts, tops, underwear sets, shorts, lingerie, and some dresses. On the bottom shelf lay a pair of sneakers and pink ballet flats. She had never expected to miss her own clothes so much; she grabbed a pair of white shorts, a white top with straps, and pink ballet flats.

The warm water and the scent of shampoo felt like heaven after everything that had happened. When she returned to the room, Lenard was sprawled on the bed, arms crossed, watching her intently. She dried off, got dressed, then grabbed a contraceptive pill from her bag and washed it down with a sip of water from the bedside table. 

“Dolunay... Listen to me.”

“Don't even go there.”

“You don't get it.”

“Why the fuck am I here then?” she exploded. “I might as well bounce back to Turkey. But guess what? But I can't even do that without your help because I don't have a passport. Oh, and there's something else on my mind.”

“What's up?”

“Don't think I haven't noticed. Why would Vang Nham spill the beans to people who could easily snitch to traffickers or Dragon? Didn't he know he could end up six feet under for what he had done? And more than that! Even if it was Vang Nham who talked, why on earth does Dragon think Rabah's in the mix? If Vang Nham did blab, would he really drag Rabah into it? Rabah wasn't even in on Vang Nham's schemes until I, myself, told him at the hotel. Someone made the other party believe Rabah, along with Vang Nham, cooperated with the police. And tell me, do you really expect me to believe it was Vang Nham himself who did it?”

Lenard knew he couldn’t say a word. If he admitted that they had fabricated the story about Rabah and Vang Nham working with the police and fed it to Dragon, he’d lose her in an instant. So, he stayed silent.

“You always have an answer for everything,” she remarked, eyeing him. “Why the sudden silence?”

“Maybe there are spies in the mix, working for Dragon, among the bodyguards both Vang Nham and Rabah have,” he said.

But she laughed cynically. “That sounds like a stretch.”

“You should call Turkey. Just let them know you're taking an extended leave of absence.”

“I already did that! But I didn't mention my own departure. Do you really think the special forces whisked us to the airport without informing their superiors? I texted Mr. Ozcan Rabah was going to France, and he needed protection. But now, it doesn't matter anymore because I'm heading back to Turkey regardless.”

“Please don't.”

She walked over to the balcony door. Outside, beyond the hill they were perched on, the deep blue sea stretched endlessly. Among the lush green trees, a few villas like theirs stood out, and yachts dotted the water in the distance. She frowned. “Where the fuck are we exactly?” 

“Nice. Rabah's estate is in Nice too. It's up on a hill north of us, and there's an army surrounding it now.”

Her eyes lit up. “Tell the folks outside to give me a lift to Rabah's mansion. I need to talk to him.”

Lenard sat up, tense. “Absolutely not!” He hadn’t seen this coming—feeling cornered, overwhelmed, and watching her more determined than ever. 

“Where's my phone?” she asked. 

“You can't push like this, Dolunay. Not in these circumstances, at least!”

“What's the difference if I'm here or there? Maybe he's got the answers I need. You just said there's an army around him.”

“Rabah's got his own guards. But this place is protected by special forces. It's safer here.”

“Then send me back to Turkey.”

He felt trapped. He wasn't entirely sure if the traffickers would not come after her too. Besides, it was only a matter of time before Rabah would assume that Dolunay was also complicit in their scheme. If their plot was exposed, he didn't want her wandering kilometers away from him, oblivious to everything. “Alright. I'll call Rabah then. Maybe it's our lucky day, and he won't let you come.”

“No!” she bellowed. “You can't do this to me! Give me my phone.” She tried to slip out of the room, but he caught her, holding onto her arms firmly, trying not to hurt her. “Don't, Dolunay!”

Ultimately, though, he let her go, seeming to concede. Maybe it would be better if Rabah saw him and became sure she wasn't involved in anything, he thought.

She stormed into the bathroom, her eyes blazing with fury, and stood there for a while, leaning against the firmly shut door. No one could stop her. When she emerged from the bathroom, Lenard was nowhere to be found, but her phone lay on the bed. She flung open the balcony door and was met with the sight of several armored vehicles and several men in gear wielding automatic weapons, patrolling the area. One of them spotted her and gestured for her to go inside. Though she hesitated at first, she eventually retreated into the room.

Rabah's voice was hoarse when he answered the phone after a few rings, and Dolunay could hear underground music playing in the background, the bass reverberating through the line.

“Are you planning to go to Thailand with Lenard?”

“What a tattletale he is,” Rabah chuckled. “He suggested it, and it's in my best interest to have the backing of the French Intelligence.” 

“Do you really believe Lenard will help you?”

“As far as I can tell, he believes he can get to Jonas when he's with me and take him out. He's got a strong instinct for self-preservation. So, I'm all for it. Let's see how it goes. I'm considering taking him up on his offer.”

Deep down, she felt certain that Lenard was the one who had orchestrated the whole story about Rabah being the snitch. And she knew Rabah would find out sooner or later. When that moment of reckoning came, Rabah would be with Lenard—possibly alone.

She hated Lenard for what he had likely done to Rabah, but the thought of him being killed for it—especially by Rabah—was something she couldn’t bear.

“But I’m the only surviving witness,” she said. “Vang Nham passed everything on to me. I have it all—my texts with him, the wired money, those emails with the lists he sent me...”

He chuckled softly. “Listen, dear, my goal isn't to clear my name from these false accusations. My goal is to take out Dragon, no matter what that bastard believes. But, you know, being labeled a rat in our world isn't exactly a walk in the park. So, before I make my move on Dragon or let Lenard handle it, I’ll set the record straight with him and the other traffickers. Lenard has all the info you do. I can obtain it from him too. I’m not going there to negotiate; I’m going there to kick some ass. And under these circumstances, I can't risk taking you along. There's a threat of attack every damn second.” 

She sighed in frustration, “I'm to blame for all of this.” 

“You've done your part, and for that, I can't blame you. But someone's been scheming against me. It's not normal for everything to point back to me; someone's made it look that way. But like I said before, 'it's always over.' You've already forgotten about that guy you killed, haven't you? It seems like you have. Look, it's all in the past.” 

She realized that the memory of the accident had truly vanished from her mind.

“I want to come over,” she suggested, breaking the silence.

“Okay, honey. Of course you can. Despite my current situation looking pretty grim, once you're here, you'll be safe. I can send someone to pick you up.”

She glanced at the armored vehicles surrounding the villa. “That sounds unlikely. This place doesn't seem like the kind where I can just wait for your guys to pick me up at the gate.” 

“Then try to convince that imbecile Lenard to do it. I'm sure you can manage.”

“He even hid my phone!”

“It seems that you have it back now, considering that you are able to call me. Hence, you can do that as well. Go ahead.”

And so, she did. 

Even if Lenard had chained her, she would not have relented. 

Later, as Lenard escorted her into the armored vehicle, he fastened the gun belt around her waist. However, she promptly removed it and handed it back to him. “You know I don't need this. I don't have any beef with him like you do.”

“You can't stay in there for too long,” he cautioned, as he was about to shut the rear door after she got into the vehicle. “Make up your mind and get in touch. I've told Rabah not to think about going anywhere other than the mansion.”

“When I come back, I'm heading straight to Turkey. If you and Rabah take off, I can't just sit around waiting for updates.”

“We'll talk about it more later. Right now, we're in a bit of a jam.”

Then came the most crucial question. “Why spend years working on Rabah if you were just going to give in to him and side with him in the end?”

Lenard tensed, caught off guard. Did she already know too much? “It’s because of that guy they call Dragon. Jonas. He’s the one we didn’t plan for.”

“I don’t buy it.”

The vehicle pulled away. Questions swirled in her mind as she leaned against the barred window, watching him stand there—arms folded, clad in black operational gear that made him look even more formidable than when he wore sand-colored paratrooper pants and pastel V-neck T-shirts.

Now, she could better grasp the world he belonged to—a dark, shadowy realm.

She shifted her gaze to the coastline, where the Mediterranean met the Alps, faintly reminiscent of the southern Turkish coast. Her eyes then drifted to the countless yachts speckling the sea.

Meanwhile, Lenard called Rabah as he strode onto the porch, having retrieved his number from Dolunay's phone. “She's on her way.”

“Very well,” Rabah murmured icily.

“When are we leaving?”

“I'm waiting for calls from certain individuals, and in the meantime, I'm holding video conferences with others to explain what really happened. It shouldn't take long. A few days at most.”

“Be quick,” Lenard impatiently ordered, but Rabah held him on the phone as he was about to hang up. 

“Wait,” Rabah said. “Did she discover she's with child? She hasn't mentioned anything to me.” 

“I doubt she'd have confided in you, you son of a bitch, even if she had,” Lenard retorted sharply.

“Hey, ease up on the language, okay? It's not helping. We need to handle this delicately,” Rabah said with a chuckle. “Anyway, my girlfriend is coming over. Give me some space for a few days.”

Lenard was fuming, while Rabah kept on giggling. 

“Don't forget, she's almost a decade younger than us and acting like a child, Rabah. It's starting to get on my nerves. At least you act like the mature adult you are. She'll only stay there for one day, and then you'll send her back right away. That's the deal.”

“Go to hell!” Rabah exclaimed. “Now you're saying she's being childish? After everything you've done with her? You nasty child abuser!”

Lenard finally let out the real source of his anger. “Why did you even let her come to your mansion, you jerk? Was that really necessary during all this mess? You could have just said no.”

“Maybe I enjoy driving you insane. You could have just said no to her, too, back in Istanbul!”

“Oh my God! Rabah! What’s your problem with me? Are you getting back at me like some psycho ex? Who the hell are you?”

Rabah’s voice sharpened with irritation. “At least I’m not sneaking onto people’s balconies like a stray cat to seduce them and then running off to screw someone else! I do everything out in the open!”

Lenard froze. Rabah knew...

“Am I right?” Rabah pressed.

“Fuck you!” Lenard spat before hanging up, his hands trembling with anxiety.

At the same time, Jacquie watched from the living room as Lenard clenched his fist on the porch. She was certain he had lost his mind, making a grave mistake by blurring the lines between his personal life and his work.

As the panzers drove past the town perched on the hill, Dolunay admired its medieval architecture, surrounded by dense cacti, which made for an impressive sight. The stone houses with their orange roofs stood out against the lush greenery. The panzer turned onto a side road and began climbing a hill. Through the barred back window, she watched as the sea, appearing like a flat sheet, gradually became more distant.

The vehicle came to a stop on a flat area, and one of the armed men quickly jumped out to open the back door for her. Nearby, two black GMs were parked in a nose-to-nose formation. She hurried over to one of them and found Alexei behind the wheel. The two GMs started their ascent up the hill towards the estate, and with each step, the number of vehicles and armed men guarding the path seemed to multiply. 

At the top of the hill sat the massive black three-story mansion, its shiny facade gleaming in the sunlight. It boasted a huge balcony made of black glass, offering a commanding view of the sea and the surrounding woods. Perched on one of its expansive flat roofs was a helicopter, neatly parked on a helipad.

Her heart raced as she observed the armored vehicles, armed guards, and tire traps being dismantled and then restored after their passage. It was just like Lenard had described; protected by an army. At the sight of the men with their leashed dogs, she couldn't help but miss her own dogs.

Alexei turned his head towards her, his movements stiff and mechanical. “May I tell you something?”

“If I say no, will you keep it to yourself?” she snapped.

He didn’t even crack a smile. “He’s not in a good state at the moment. Please be kind to him.”

“What do you mean? Is he unwell?”

“He’s a little confused and dealing with some health issues. Don’t create a tense atmosphere,” he explained before lapsing into silence again.

In the mansion, she spotted Rabah reclining on a black L-shaped sofa, its wooden frame adorned with intricate carvings that hinted at Eastern design. The sofa sat in the expansive balcony known as the Eagle's Nest, just in front of the main hall. Her gaze drifted to the grand piano and the extensive library within the hall, and she couldn’t help but remember Lenard’s remarks about Rabah in Istanbul—that he was a polyglot who had never attended school.

The impressive Cane Corsa sat upright with its spine straight, while its ears perked up at the sight of her. On the coffee table in front of Rabah, there was a plate of cocaine and a whiskey glass. Hearing her footsteps, he sat up abruptly, and she noticed the whites of his ice-blue eyes were bloodshot. He pulled her down to sit beside him. He was silent, and his gaze was fixed on her, while he tilted his neck from side to side and traced the contours of her face with his index finger. His Alice in Wonderland syndrome was obviously at work again; he leaned in, studying her features intently, and then leaned back, as if to take in the bigger picture.

She was about to speak, but he silenced her by placing his finger on her lips and whispered, “Quiet.” Lost in thought, his mind seemed to wander far away, perhaps as distant as India. She caught a whiff of the spicy Egoiste fragrance.

The atmosphere was eerily silent, devoid of any sounds, not even the chirping of birds or the rustling of leaves in the warm Mediterranean breeze. They sat there in silence for around five minutes, until Rabah suddenly leaned over the plate of cocaine. 

“Wouldn't it be better to stop, Rabah?” she asked. “Is it safe to get high now?”

Snorting his line, he lifted and placed her legs on his lap, then reclined, resting his head on the sofa’s back. After closing his eyes briefly, he turned his head slightly towards her. “Do I seem like the kind of guy who screws up in business?”

He didn't seem to, but only while he was on business.

“Don't worry,” he added, then stretched his arms wide open. “Welcome to my humble abode.”

She glanced around. “So humble... And I didn't exactly come here as a guest.” Then, she couldn’t wait and asked, “Who would want Jonas Dragon and the traffickers to think like that about you?”

Rabah looked pensive. “I have many enemies. It could be someone who was privy to Vang Nham's schemes and knew of my close association with you. They either genuinely believed I was cooperating with the police or intentionally fabricated a lie.” 

“In fact, you did collaborate with Vang Nham on the container issue. Have the traffickers been informed about that too?”

“No,” he shook his head. “The narrative presented to Dragon is entirely different. It seems whoever tipped him off made it sound like only Vang Nham and I leaked information to the police, and they must have come up with some evidence to back it up.” 

“In short, someone out there wants you six feet under,” she said.

Rabah glanced away. “Anyway. But it'll take more than a hitman to bring me down. Remember the day that sniper took a shot at me? My head was somewhere else. It was my own dumb mistake that left me open. Usually, I wouldn't be sitting there like a sitting duck at that time without my guards watching my back.” 

“They were indeed watching your back,” she murmured, her eyes briefly flickering towards the armed guards stationed around them. “Thanks to one of them, you were saved.”

Rabah brushed off the topic. “Stop thinking about it. Now that you're here, what are our plans for the day?”

She gestured towards the guards, “Our options appear to be rather limited.”

“This is the Côte d'Azur. I won't let you leave until we've at least spent some time on the yacht,” Rabah asserted confidently. “By the way, you seem to have lost weight,” he observed, squeezing her lean calves. “You ought to gain some weight.”

“I will do so when I have the opportunity to eat.”

“In that case, I will have the most exquisite king prawns prepared for you.”

She grimaced. “King prawns?” 

“Not the type that come in containers,” he chuckled. “Rest assured.”

“So, you're really planning to go with Lenard. Don't you have any suspicions about him, Rabah? He seems like the kind of person who's in the know about everything and could easily drop some fake evidence to Dragon. Why let him tag along? You're not a stupid man. Or do you... do you plan to kill him?”

Rabah remembered giving up Lenard’s assassination at the last moment and let out a hearty laugh. “He's now the last guy I'd even think about doing that to, no matter what he pulls. Trust me. If anything, he'll try to sweet-talk me into giving up Dragon's hideout so he can do some ninja stuff in his black gear and lop off his head.” Then, his expression turned serious. “Listen girl, whoever's trying to kill me... it's just one more headache in my book. I always have a horde of bodyguards because, well, you know, the Mexicans always have a vendetta. I’m used to living like this. One less enemy, one more... couldn't care less. But your situation's a bit uncertain. Whether it was Lenard or someone else who cooked up this mess, the important thing is whether the traffickers' side has some plans for you too. So, we've got to be careful about your situation until this is over.”

Alexei appeared on the balcony, sharing a glance with Rabah, silently gesturing for him to come over. 

“Alright, now get some rest,” Rabah said. “I've got a few loose ends to tie up.”

She couldn’t resist the allure of a short nap in the tranquil atmosphere, with a soft breeze gently drifting through. When she stirred from her rest, she spotted Rabah, wearing loose black pants and a short-sleeved black tang shirt embroidered with gold-colored Thai writing. He was engrossed in a phone call in a language she didn’t recognize. A maid, clearly from the Far East, stood nearby with her hands clasped in front of her, offering a polite smile in her direction.

Noticing she was awake, Rabah paused his conversation and gestured toward the smiling maid. “She’ll help you get ready. Go with her.”

Later, as she stood ready, looking at the convoy of eight GMs and two vans waiting at the entrance, an uneasy feeling settled in. She was dressed in unfamiliar clothes: a bikini, a long white pareo, and flip-flops. She still hadn’t gotten used to the sensation of constantly wearing unfamiliar attire, as though she were floating in space.

Shortly after the convoy moved, Rabah's phone rang. Dolunay recognized Lenard's voice shouting over the line, but she couldn't understand their quarrel as it was in French. However, she involuntarily laughed at the last thing Rabah uttered before ending the call, which was undeniably a profanity. 

“What is so amusing?” he asked, smiling. 

She was still giggling, not saying a word.

Rabah, realizing she was amused by his interaction with Lenard on the phone, muttered, “He’s getting angry. Bitch,” before leaning back.

“I can’t imagine the two of you in the same place,” she murmured.

He quickly shifted the topic. “We’ll be very swift from now on, alright? The drivers are all professionals. I don’t want that bastard catching up with us at the port.”

Meanwhile, Lenard was already in the panzer and cursing everything in sight.

“We can't stop them from hopping onto that yacht. They've timed it too perfectly. According to my calculations, we just can't keep up. Do you believe he is planning something?” Jacquie, who was sitting across from him, asked.

“He's just being a jerk. That's not what he promised,” Lenard muttered. “And since we can't ring up the port police and tell them to put a pause on some lady boarding a yacht worth hundreds of millions, it seems like I'm the only one who can halt them.”

“Worried he'll make a run for it to some other country?”

“Beats me, Jacquie.”

“Why are we even bothering? He won't just bolt. He'll probably have a blast with her for a while on that yacht. You're sweating over nothing.”

By the time Rabah's convoy arrived at the port, Dolunay was feeling queasy from the speed and had left fingernail marks on Rabah's arm, which she had clasped to avoid being thrown around in the car. The black megayacht, Black Eagle, to which Rabah promptly escorted her, was 119 meters long, designed by French designer Leon Johannes, and built in Luxembourg. She couldn't shake the thought of the blood on his hands to attain so much wealth, and it nagged at the back of her mind.

The colossal yacht set sail, and Rabah burst into a boisterous laugh upon seeing the two panzers that had just arrived on the shore. His genuine joy at Lenard's predicament was infectious, and Dolunay couldn't help but join in the merriment. “He'll soon be summoning his chopper to flaunt his power,” he remarked as he slumped onto a seat adjacent to her at the dining table.

“What do you suppose he's apprehensive about?” 

“Perhaps he's concerned that I'll flee to another country and leave him stranded in this mess.”

She chuckled, “Seriously, are you planning to pull that off? You're such a wildcard.”

“I just need a breather for a few days, that's all. Then, off to Thailand as planned.”

“I’ll head back to Turkey then.”

“Let's mull it over, okay? If I could, I'd keep you under lock and key. But alas, that's not an option. I'll have to go along with what makes the most sense. However, I do have high standards.”

“High standards? Like what?”

“Top-notch security,” he said. “How safe is safe? In that context.”

She noticed the king prawns on the table, glanced around, and watched as Rabah dished them onto her plate. For some inexplicable reason, she started feeling queasy and lightheaded. No alcoholic beverages were present on the table. 

Rabah turned to her, catching her eye, and offered her a fruit cocktail. “Here, this has all sorts of vitamins. From cranberries to ginger. Take a sip.”

“You don't drink alcohol?” she asked, surprised.

He shook his head. “Maybe later.”

“I'm really in the mood for some wine.”

“First, you need to compose yourself and regain your strength,” he said, continuing to serve her, but she felt uneasy since he avoided eye contact. Suddenly, the dishes he placed on her plate appeared quite appetizing, so she picked up her fork and began to nibble on them.

“You feeling okay?” Rabah asked.

“I'm just seeing stress, anxiety, threats, and tension all around, like a crimson haze, and it's giving me a bit of a head spin, I guess.”

He held her hand firmly. “Hey, at least you're not grilling me about it anymore. That's a weight off my shoulders.” 

“You’re still the cartel, Rabah. You've built your life on drug and weapon trade. You avoid human trafficking, which balances out your good and bad deeds, I guess.”

“And yet, here you are.”

“This is only temporary.”

“I contemplate it from time to time,” he said pensively. “It's not that I lack aspirations of someday being entirely free.”

Dolunay could hear the helicopters whirring and gestured to the sky. “Is that really Lenard coming? Is he fucking mad?”

“Yeah, that's him. But they can't land on the yacht. No authorization, no right. They're just showing off.”

For the next two days, the same helicopter kept buzzing around every morning, noon, and evening. Rabah and Dolunay were chill, acting like they were on vacation. Whether on purpose or not, Rabah avoided talking about Dragon or Lenard, or just brushed it off when she brought it up. They didn't have sex; instead, they hung out like close friends, with Rabah constantly making her laugh with his eccentric antics. The more she got to know him, the more she couldn't help but feel sympathy for him.

On the morning of the third day, Rabah said, “You'll be safer in Istanbul,” as he shoved a slice of bread with strawberry jam into her mouth.

“You finally understand.”

“But you don't.”

“What do you mean?”

“You'll stay at the Conrad and my security detail will be with you. It's safer than your place. It should only be for a short time until everything gets sorted out, one way or another.” ​

The helicopter's buzz grew louder as it approached again. Lenard couldn’t spot them at first, but after a few turns, he saw Rabah leaning against one of the railings, staring directly at him. Dolunay was nowhere in sight. Rabah waved at him, and Lenard couldn’t take it. He kept hitting his forehead with his clenched fist, unable to shake the frustration building inside him.
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At the end of three days, which felt like an eternity to Lenard, Dolunay exited one of Rabah's vehicles in the convoy and found Lenard waiting at the gate. There were no armored vehicles around. She no longer trusted him at all, and Lenard was aware of her avoidance of his eyes. “You should have told me when you'd be here,” he snapped. “I've rearranged everyone's patrols. Come inside.”

She settled into an armchair in the living room and immediately began, “You did all of this just to have Rabah killed, didn't you?” The hazel of her eyes had turned green like leaves, her cheeks were flushed, and the veins in her temples were bulging with anger. “What a scheme! You made him seem like a traitor. Then why did I kill the Flemish?”

He finally decided to stop lying, knowing it was useless. “We had to wrap up the official investigation. It was the final act in the script...”

“Numerous syndicates had already collapsed. Wasn't that enough? Why are you so hostile towards Rabah, Lenard? What in God's name are you doing? What did he do to you? There are plenty of criminals out there, right? Are you planning to take down every single one of them? Why Rabah?”

He sank into the couch. “I just hate him.”

“And where does that leave you now?” she continued. “You couldn't get rid of Rabah. And then what? Suddenly, they tried to take you out too. Now you're a target yourself, and you have to look out for your own skin. So, your plan is to off Dragon, and you want to do it with Rabah's help. Are you going to off Rabah next?”

“If I manage to reach Jonas and take him out, I'll have knocked off one of Rabah's enemies, and I bet you'll be the happiest person alive!”

“Oh, for God's sake!” she snapped, rising from her seat. “You're not behaving like an intelligence officer, Lenard; you're a Rabah in your own right, where death is always lurking. I'm heading back to Istanbul. I can't believe you've dragged yourself, me, and Rabah into this mess. Snap out of this obsession with him. It'll ruin your life if you keep this up. Or give in to him. Maybe that could be your salvation.”

Lenard immediately rose from his seat, stepped forward, and gripped her arms tightly. “That day, at that party, all you had to do was plant the bug in his house and leave. And what did you do? You fucked him! And before that, you shouldn't have even gone to his house when he called you! You got drunk, hit and killed a man, and then disposed of the body thanks to Rabah! You've screwed up everything, Dolunay. How did you expect me to stay calm about it? Do you think I'm a robot? Okay. Okay! I'm not normal, but what about you?”

“He's not your enemy, Lenard. You're just as wrapped up in him as he is with you! Admit it! How many times did you fly over us in that helicopter while I was on the yacht? How obsessive is that? There's something between you and Rabah, but it's got nothing to do with me. Somehow, he's figured out that you're behind everything, I’m %100 sure, but he won't even point the finger at you, like he's trying to protect you! Do you hear me? Despite you trying to have him killed, he won't accuse you! That's how much he cares about you. His eyes still light up whenever you're brought up.” 

Lenard forced her to sit back; his gaze was intense as he placed his gun on the coffee table. “Have you had sex with him again?”

She smiled bitterly. “You're consumed by pride. Believe me, he's much more humble than you. He's sick, Lenard. Sick. You don’t get it. You know nothing about him, even though you've watched him for years. Life has already punished him enough with all his physical ailments. Why do you keep tormenting him?”

He took a step back, his expression softening with concern. “What kind of ailments are you talking about?”

“Now, I need to take a shower,” she said, trying to escape. “Then we can talk.” But as she rose to her feet, a sharp pain gripped her chest, and she let out a faint, high-pitched whimper.

“What's wrong?” Lenard asked.

Her breathing was rapid. “My heart,” she muttered. “It's beating too fast.”

“Sit,” he instructed firmly. “Wait until it slows down.”

Just then, the sound of the door opening echoed through the house. “That must be one of us,” Lenard remarked. But it was Merricat who appeared at the entrance of the living room, the clicks of her high heels on the parquet floor preceding her arrival. She wore a strapless purple mini-dress and high-heeled sandals. A woman in her thirties, sun-kissed and almost luminous, her long blonde hair cascaded down to her waist. 

“What in God's name are you doing here, Merricat?” Lenard bellowed, switching to French, leaving Dolunay completely in the dark about the conversation.

“I heard you were here from Mat's wife. With her,” Merricat replied, her lips painted cherry-purple to match her dress, her gaze fixed on Dolunay. “And I wanted to witness history for myself.” 

“You've witnessed it, now get the hell out of here,” he muttered. “This is the secret house, Merricat. How dare you come here?”

“Just look at her, all young and petite,” Merricat drawled, eyeing Dolunay up and down. “Is she the lucky lady who broke your long streak of abstinence from women?”

Dolunay just stared at Merricat, who continued to hold her gaze.

“Leave now!” Lenard snapped, and Merricat, flinching, obeyed with a proud air. Lenard, still fuming, watched her leave from the porch and drive away before returning to the living room.

“What was that all about?” Dolunay demanded, rising to her feet in fury. 

“Believe me, it has nothing to do with me,” Lenard said. “Whenever we have a mission on the Cote D'Azur, we stay in this house. She knows the address and probably guessed I was here.”

“What did she say?”

“She said she was just passing by.”

“Stop sticking to the script, Lenard!” she exclaimed. “I don't believe anything you say anymore.”

A few minutes after Dolunay stormed out of the living room and into her room, Lenard’s phone buzzed. He shot a glare at the screen, cursing under his breath. It was Rabah calling.

Rabah's voice crackled through the phone, sounding upbeat, “I've arranged for a plane. She is going back to Istanbul. Sort out her passport stuff. You know she's travelling without one. I've arranged for an entire floor at the Conrad, and some of my security staff will accompany her. At least she'll be safe and in her country until this is over. And I'll catch you on my jet tomorrow, ten sharp.”

Lenard couldn't bite his tongue any longer. “You've been shagging her for three days, knowing she's pregnant?” He knew Dolunay wouldn't understand their conversation if she was eavesdropping—they were speaking French. “I made it clear it was a one-day deal, and she had to be sent back here pronto!”

Rabah sounded surprised, “Whoa, whoa, hold on. Calm down. Hold your horses. I did not have sex with her.”

“I don’t buy that.”

“And since when do I need your green light?”

“You said it would only last for one day, Rabah! Three days have gone by. You didn't even bother to tell me when she was coming back, and she has returned during a time when security is lax because I have sent everyone to switch duties.  For three days, you've just been partying it up on your damn yacht like it's spring break. What a reckless, wild, vile, fucking uncivilized... pig you are!”

Rabah chuckled. “Chill, Lenard. We're out tomorrow. Just you and me. I didn’t realize you were missing me so much. Don't be so mad, okay?”

He was about to let rip with another curse when he heard the sound of helicopters whirring above them, and then bullets started raining down, ripping through the roof. “Fuck!” he yelled, lunging for his gun on the table.

“What the hell is happening?” shouted Rabah.

He jammed the phone into his pocket and bolted into the corridor. From Dolunay's room, he could hear screams blending with the escalating whirr of helicopter rotors. Gunfire rang out, deafening, as if the very roof of the house was trembling. Crawling forward, he reached the room just in time to see them trying to hoist her from the balcony, pulling her up the rope ladder to the helicopter.

Without hesitation, he charged into the chaos, shooting one of the men dangling from the chopper’s rope. But before he could react further, gunfire erupted from another helicopter, forcing him to dive under the bed for cover.

Amid the storm of bullets, Dolunay was pulled up the ladder and disappeared over the roof like a bird in flight. He couldn’t pursue. Instead, he huddled in uncertainty as the gunfire continued to tear through the air. 

Rabah’s curses filled the phone’s speaker, snapping him back to reality. He yanked the device from his pocket. 

“Is this real?” Rabah shouted at him. “Talk to me!”

“They're kidnapping her in a helicopter! Hang up!”

He rushed into the garden, his eyes scanning the sky. Seven red helicopters buzzed and juddered in unison, vanishing behind the hill. Without wasting a second, he dialed Mat.

“A group of red helicopters started firing on the house. They took Dolunay in one of them. I couldn’t stop it—there was too much gunfire,” Lenard said with urgency. “They’re heading towards the sea. They'll likely land on different yachts or spots on land.”

On the other end of the line, Rabah's frantic calls echoed.

“Think, Mat!” Lenard urged. “We’re running out of time.”

Mat knew that executing an operation like this, with so many helicopters involved, required meticulous planning. They had likely come in a fleet of seven identical helicopters, designed to slip past detection before dispersing to different yachts or land spots.

“I’ll have you extracted, Lenard. The Zodiac will be ready at the port. I’ll also check satellite footage. There's a slim chance we might pinpoint which helicopter they took her in, but we can't search every yacht where a red helicopter lands. Still, I’ll do everything I can.”

Lenard sighed in frustration before switching to Rabah's call.

“Which way did they go?” Rabah's voice cut through immediately. “And what kind of helicopters were they?” 

“Toward the sea. I counted seven, but they vanished behind the hill in a flash,” Lenard said, sounding pretty hopeless. “They were all red.”

“We all have helicopters on our yachts, and these days, practically everyone prefers red, you idiot!” Rabah’s voice erupted. After a moment, he forced himself to calm down. “This is Nice! In the last five minutes alone, at least three red helicopters have flown over. Anyway, I’m on my yacht, heading toward the port at a slow pace. I’ll keep an eye out for yachts with red helicopters.”

Almost fifteen minutes later, Lenard and his team, outfitted in body armor and tactical gear, armed with automatic weapons, stormed the shore. As they emerged from the vehicle and sprinted toward the waiting Zodiac, they drew a mix of reactions from the onlookers—those lounging at the opulent cafés, those walking along the beach, and the curious crowd. Some pointed and smiled, while others looked uneasy. Among the women, a few giggled and exchanged whispers, their eyes tracking the team’s imposing presence. Meanwhile, a group of handsome, likely gay men tossed playful gestures in their direction. They lowered their sunglasses, whistled, and beckoned with exaggerated movements, some even giving cheeky twirls and calling out, “You make me so hot, babe!”

Helipads dotted the yachts anchored in the bays of the French Riviera, a region home to countless megayachts. Lenard's thoughts were interrupted by Rabah's call. “Where are you?” he asked.

“We're on a Zodiac,” Lenard shouted, his voice barely audible over the wind. “They couldn't have landed on a yacht in the bay with all the traffic. The yacht must be in a secluded cove, away from other vessels.”

“How could they kidnap her, damn it? Weren't you there as fucking officers?” Rabah seethed.

“The guards had left for a shift change. I told you, you bastard! You didn't even inform me when she was coming back. The house was empty!”

Rabah knew he was right to a certain extent, so he didn’t press further. “Okay... Okay... Where are you now?”

“We're coming towards you from the opposite direction,” Lenard said before hanging up in frustration.

As they passed the 280-meter yacht owned by Greek tycoon Papandreou, complete with luxurious private decks, outdoor Jacuzzis, and a red helicopter on the helipad, Lenard felt a knot of confusion tighten in his stomach. The gunfire had prevented him from getting a clear view of the helicopters involved in the kidnapping. But then, it hit him—he remembered the tail of the helicopter that had taken Dolunay up the rope ladder, marked with a dark, triangular pattern, faint but unmistakable.

In the next cove was the 84-meter yacht, La Boucher, whose helicopter was entirely black. Rabah called again. 

“God damn it!” Rabah exclaimed, clenching his phone tightly. “A yacht is getting ready to set sail from here. The helicopter on it is red. We're near it now.”

Zooming along at full speed, the Zodiac sliced through the water until Rabah’s yacht appeared on the horizon, with the one he had mentioned nearby. Even after spotting the helicopter, its red tail adorned with a faint triangular pattern, Lenard still wasn’t entirely convinced it was the right one.

Mat's voice buzzed through his earpiece, “We tracked their movements on satellite using past footage. They split up and took different paths through the valleys before blending into air traffic from various directions, and in some coves, we lost track of some of them. It'll take a couple of days to sift through the data and pinpoint which one the girl was in and where it touched down, Lenard.” 

“The tails had a triangularish pattern!” Lenard shouted.

“Many of them did, Lenard! That's the logo of a famous brand.”

Within moments, Lenard, with a task force in tow, was on board Rabah's 119-meter Black Eagle. He found Rabah on the mid-deck, staring through binoculars at the yacht he’d mentioned. When Rabah turned to him, their gazes locked in a tense moment, and their eyes’ shades of blue and turquoise collided heavily. The air was thick with anticipation, and both Lenard's team and Rabah's guards instinctively held their weapons tight. Some of Rabah's guards also held fully automatic rifles.

Lenard couldn't take his eyes off Rabah's enigmatic and gorgeous figure for a few seconds. It was the first time they had seen each other so clearly, live, and in broad daylight. “Tell your dogs to relax,” he snapped as he walked towards Rabah, composing himself immediately.

They were standing next to each other now. Rabah slammed the binoculars against his steel vest. “Take a look. Could that be the helicopter?”

Lenard, glaring at him for a moment before grabbing the binoculars, studied the yacht and then hesitantly shook his head. “All are so similar that I can't be certain.” Then, just like Rabah had done, he slammed the binoculars against Rabah’s chest. “Here you go.”

There were no crowds on the yacht across, except for attendants preparing to weigh anchor. 

“Do you have any idea whose yacht this is?” Rabah asked.

“Whose?”

“Sheikh Bin Baz, son of Emir Abdul Aziz. He's a Kuwaiti dopehead.”

“Any connection to Dragon?” Lenard asked curiously.

“They used to do some business together. Besides, he hates me because we had a small altercation once.”

“How small?”

“Fifteen men died. Don't even think about getting on his yacht.”

Lenard scratched his forehead. “The pattern on the tail looks very similar.”

“Hundreds of them have the same fucking pattern, Lenard.”

“I know.”

They're about to set sail,” Rabah muttered, peering through the binoculars at the yacht. 

Lenard pulled out his phone from his pocket. “I need to reach out to someone.”

He stepped away from Rabah and made the call, but Leva, the Director of International Affairs, practically shouted after hearing him out. “No way!” he bellowed. “Not on the Riviera! Are you out of your mind, Lenard? If you were sure, I’d say go ahead, but you’re not. Do you have any idea how many red helicopters there are on the Riviera? This could cause an international crisis with Kuwait.”

“Am I just supposed to let it sail away?” Lenard asked. “What if that's the one? Rabah says that Bin Baz used to be associated with Dragon.”

“Don't make me go crazy! Your eyes have gone blank, and your mind's gone blank. You're already doing whatever you want. Nobody interferes with you, but don't shatter the trust in you. Use that hybrid deity you're with now to track her down. Intelligence is always behind you. Act rationally. They won't kill her immediately. If that were the case, they wouldn't have abducted her from the villa; they would have simply killed her.”

“But she could be on that yacht!”

Lenard could hear Leva take a deep breath before she erupted. “Do the Turks know she’s here? You got special, very special permission to let Rabah and his crew into the country without passport checks, remember? For safety reasons, and because everything had to be quick! And from what I’ve found, the girl left her home country without a passport and entered France the same way!”

“Yes,” he muttered with desperation. “Turkish authorities don’t know she flew here. They only thought Rabah was running away. She told me so.” 

“So, Lenard, officially, this girl isn't even in France! She's like a ghost now. You let her enter the country without a passport. You had special forces fly a cartel leader on a military chopper to his mansion. We always grant you all the privileges you ask for without making you explain anything. And now you're saying that the girl was kidnapped by a human trafficking organization for revenge, and you want a search warrant for a Kuwaiti dopehead’s megayacht. It could create a political crisis between us and the Turks. Between us and Kuwait. Between us and the whole world! It’s scandalous after such an important collapse of a human trafficking network! It's humiliating! How can we explain to the world how and why she ended up here, or why she was kidnapped? Are we just going to let these fucking traffickers seem more powerful than us? You're in charge of the search now, and you're on indefinite leave. Find the girl and get her home before it becomes a crisis. You've got the strength and smarts, and we'll give you all the equipment, personnel, time, and, most importantly, the friendly support you need. And if you can't manage to retrieve her, dead or alive, then come up with a new fucking plan to cover it up!”

Lenard hung up and punched the railing with his fist.

“Don't punch my yacht!” Rabah yelled. “You're making me tense. If it's Dragon who had it done, and it seems like it is, Baz is just a middleman. Your friends say they can't do anything, right?”

Lenard nodded.

“They really can't. You can't touch any of these super-rich, especially foreigners, on the Riviera unless there's something concrete.”

Lenard glanced at him, surprised that he was talking as if he weren't one of them.

Rabah continued, “You can't force anything out of that yacht. Never mind. Dolunay is ultimately meant for Dragon. One way or another, he'll get her to the Mekong. We won't be able to reach her in the meantime.”

Lenard stormed towards him, grabbed him by the arm, and pulled him close; their chests collided with a thud. Rabah's guards immediately took aim, but Rabah just smiled at Lenard and gestured for his guards to chill out. 

“What are you going to do to me, Lenard?” he whispered as the two stood nose to nose. “It's your fault. You're to blame. I warned you they could be after her too. Your plan to off me failed, didn’t it? Your God is punishing you because you slandered me and wanted me dead, even though I did nothing to you personally. Isn’t slandering a damn sin in your holy book?”

Lenard realized that Rabah, as Dolunay had said, was aware of everything that had gone down. After staring at his face for a long moment, like suddenly getting sober, he backed off without saying a word and left the yacht with the crew. He fixed his gaze on Bin Baz's yacht, a strange sensation swirling in his gut, his temples throbbing with exhaustion.

Rabah immediately called Rayah in Bangkok, who was acting as a middleman to arrange affairs between Jonas and him, after Lenard left the yacht. “I'm going to kill him. Sooner or later, I'll screw him, I swear! I’m flying to Bangkok tomorrow.”

Rayah remained silent.

“Rayah!”

“I see.”

“Get the message through. I'm dead serious. Let him deal with me.”

“I can't believe what the two of you have turned into,” Rayah replied. “I'll tell him, but you know he won't listen to me.”

“Tell him I'll be more ruthless than ever!”

Meanwhile, in the temple, Dragon, who lay on the floor before the Buddha statue, heard his phone ringing. “We've got her. We'll transport her to the plane tomorrow,” the voice on the other end said, calling from Bin Baz's yacht.

“I am waiting.”

“The special forces pigs and Rabah's yacht were nearby, but they've departed.”

“Is that Rabah bitch still in contact with the pigs?”

“The team arrived on the Zodiac. They boarded his yacht and stayed for a while.”
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When dawn broke, Lenard found himself aboard Rabah’s private Boeing, reunited with him. Meanwhile, Jacquie and the rest of Lenard's crew were airborne in a government jet, their equipment securely stowed. Their bloodshot eyes, a testament to a night of heavy drinking, locked in a silent gaze, their intensity rivaling the stars. From another lounge at the end of the corridor, laughter and chatter echoed, signaling the presence of Rabah's bodyguards.

Alexei had vacated his seat across from Rabah when Lenard arrived, leaving them alone. Tension hung heavily in the air as Rabah clenched his fists, his temples throbbing in time with Lenard's anxious heartbeat.

Baby Jane, Rabah's beloved dog, emerged from the aisleway, ambled over to Lenard, and sniffed his legs. For a moment, the vibe in the lounge changed as Lenard stroked the dog's large head and gently kissed her forehead, prompting her to rise and place her paws on his lap. Rabah smiled faintly as Lenard patted the dog. However, the tension returned as the dog finished her welcoming ceremony and lay on the floor.

Driven by a long-standing desire to observe him more closely, though not anticipating the emotional intensity it would stir, Rabah often found himself silently staring at Lenard. Lenard's reserved demeanor, with his ash blonde hair, turquoise eyes, and sun-kissed skin tinged with pink, had a soothing, almost angelic effect on him.

Sensing Rabah's intense and curious gaze, Lenard attempted to deflect it, yet their gazes frequently intersected. 

“Why did you come to Turkey?” Rabah finally asked. “I've been dodging you and your cursed country for years. So, what made you follow me to Turkey and drag me into this mess again?”

“Maybe because you’re always the life of the party, and I couldn’t bear to miss it,” Lenard muttered. After a deep breath, he finally let it out. “Okay, I can't keep the truth from you anymore. We were the ones who framed you as a traitor—or, more accurately, I was the mastermind behind it.” 

“That aligns with what I've been thinking,” Rabah replied, his voice neutral. There wasn't a trace of surprise in his expression, as if he'd known all along, which made Lenard frown slightly. “Even Dolunay had similar suspicions. But, tell me, do you really understand the hell she's going through now because of what you did?”

A pulsing throb echoed in Lenard's head, and he instinctively rubbed his forehead.

“I get the torment she's facing,” Rabah said, a cold glint in his eyes. “She's probably begging for death every second, but it won't come. You know why I don’t throw you off this plane, claiming you took your own life? It's because you're likely bugged up with listening devices—maybe even one up your ass. That's why. If I thought I could get away with it, I wouldn't hesitate.”

Lenard threw his arms up in mock surrender. “Don’t worry, I’m clean. Feel free to check and toss me out if you can.”

Rabah averted his gaze. “Doesn’t matter. I’m not taking that risk.”

Baby Jane snuggled up to Lenard again, and he gently caressed her head. “Back to sleep, beautiful,” he said, gesturing to her spot at his feet, and she obediently curled up. Rubbing his eyes, he sighed and asked, “What are our options?”

At Rabah’s signal, the flight attendant brought over two glasses of whiskey and set them down on their tables. Rabah’s gaze locked on Lenard. “First, tell me—why haven’t you alerted the Turkish authorities about her kidnapping?” 

“To do that, I'd have to lay bare all the schemes we pulled off in Istanbul, Rabah. How could I even do that? We cooked up a whole scenario, and Dolunay’s superiors were in on it too, willingly. But if that scandal comes out now, you know everyone will be scrambling to save their own skin first. Dolunay’s dealings with Vang Nham were kept off the record. How we got the info was a total lie. There was never any Flemish informant. It was all a damn fabrication. Dolunay turned things into a network collapse, and she didn't even consult me before she went ahead and did it. I only found out after she'd already set everything up. Our fates are tangled up in this mess because, like I said, a lot of the stuff we did in Istanbul was shady. And don't forget, you had Nehir bumped off, not to mention all the business with the containers you arranged with Vang Nham. That's a whole other part of the story.”

“Oh, you really care for me,” Rabah retorted sarcastically. Then he asked, “You offed those two, didn’t you? The lawyer and Karim? I’ve seen the reports of their shootings leaked by my informants. That kind of super precise shooting could only be your handiwork.”

Lenard just stared at him without saying a word, silently confirming.

Rabah sighed in apparent discomfort, “So let me tell you what the plan is. We're going to pay a visit to His Majesty, and you're going to confess to him what a screw-up you've been. We'll probably take some royal soldiers with us and head for the Mekong Delta. We need military backup to wipe out the village where Dragon lives. The other villages are already under my control. Dragon's village is technically mine too, but his crazy villagers will probably put up a fight—they're too high to even recognize me. And you, cut out the mind games. We're talking about a massive drug-producing region here, and the Golden Triangle is a no-go zone for the authorities. I'm talking about the kind of villages where you'd risk your neck to raid in your professional career—the labs where all the famous drugs that go to Asia are made, even to other parts of the world if necessary! My labs! No more playing around. You won't be playing spy when I'm with you. Forget about offing Dragon. He'll slip away. We need to focus on Dolunay. That is, of course, if we can pull this off before she dies.”

Lenard was a bit shaken to hear about the involvement of the army and the likely support of the King, who was his father’s long-time close friend.

“I've been in touch with my superiors,” he said. “They don't want to spark a crisis with Turkey. They don’t want a scandal, either. They've given me their full backing and want me to handle this discreetly.”

“I'd sooner eat a stone than trust you, Lenard! I warned Dolunay from the onset that such a threat always loomed. I saw it coming. You two carried on playing cops. She's a young woman after all. But what about you?”

“She's the one who set up that deal with Vang Nham, a deal I had nothing to do with! And you're the one who introduced them at that fucking party. What's more, I nearly fell prey to an assassination attempt at the airport. It's not just you and her whose lives are in jeopardy.”

Rabah exploded, “And you're the one who sent her to that fucking party!”

Lenard turned away, avoiding eye contact, his mind racing over how much Rabah really knew about the true reason they had sent Dolunay there.

Silence hung in the air for a while. 

“Shouldn't you have let go of everything, Lenard?” Rabah's voice pierced the silence of the cabin, his words sharp. “Couldn't you have returned to Lyon when you realized my involvement in this trafficking business didn't match your assumptions? Of course you could not, because you were bewitched like a naive lad entranced by his first love! Appalling! Like intoxicated by the fervor of youth and lust!”

Lenard observed Rabah’s ability to use language so skillfully and perfectly whenever he wanted, like a highly educated man. He had always sensed that Rabah was exceptional, yet this surpassed his expectations. 

“You slept with her as well, Rabah. Am I the only one accused of pubescent behavior?” He then couldn’t help but add, “I was there for you, and my intimacy with her was just a subplot that occurred during my pursuit of you. It had nothing to do with me being there from start to finish.”

Rabah bit his tongue, holding back his urge to delve further. “Okay. Our priority now is Dolunay, trapped in this dire situation. They're taking her to the Mekong region. Your plan proved remarkably cunning and effective, to the point where Dragon now views her as the beloved of his traitor ex-associate.”

“It's a dire situation, but there's still hope,” Lenard said.

“What might that be?” Rabah asked, downing his whisky and tossing the empty glass onto the floor furiously. The flight attendant waiting at the end of the aisle ran to pick it up.

“Such discourtesy,” Lenard muttered under his breath, observing him.

“Is it? Really? I’m sorry,” Rabah countered. “Would you have preferred me to throw it at your head?”

Lenard’s gaze scrutinized him for a while. “Perhaps Dolunay possesses the strength to withstand this suffering.” 

“Not a chance!”

“You are aware of her strength-”

“I'm familiar with Jonas as well,” Rabah interjected. “No matter her actions, I know he will make her endure torments. You couldn't safeguard her; you should have left her in my care.” A shiver coursed through Rabah, as if the chill of impending doom had brushed his spine.

Lenard wouldn’t stop, “She came to France because of you, just to ensure your safety. She's so naive that she cared about the well-being of a demon like you, unaware that you can even manage the hell on your own flawlessly!”

Neither would Rabah. “All of this chaos is your doing, Lenard! If you hadn’t schemed against me, no one would have needed to worry about my safety!” 

“You fucked her!”

“Because she wanted it!” Rabah asserted. “Moreover, you fucked her before I did!”

Lenard chuckled nervously. “Do you feel compelled to copy whatever I do?”

“I didn’t force her into anything!” Rabah shifted in his seat uneasily. “And in fact, I resisted.”

“I tried to free her from your grip.”

“Did your noble intentions to save her from evil me pay off, Mr. Good Samaritan?” Rabah exploded again, his plump lips twisting into a bitter smirk. “You sparked a war. She's been kidnapped! Now, I'm tempted to take out Jonas for the insult he threw at me. And I find myself forced to team up with you, who see me as a demon! Inform your superiors that you'll be taking part in an unprecedented operation in the Mekong Golden Triangle... You revel in it, don't you? It's like you bastards—or gentlemen, as people call you, and you seem to enjoy being called—shy away from indulging in narcotics, women, or even each other... On the contrary, that's the core of your world.”

Suddenly, the pilot's voice crackled over the speakers. “Rabah, there's a French military jet nearby.”

“Really, Erol!” Rabah yelled. “And why am I being told about it? Do you expect me to shoo it away like an insect?” He downed his whisky, and as if the fiery liquid coursed through his veins, his temples throbbed. “Then execute a reverse dive maneuver!” he bellowed, and his laughter following was tinged with tension.

“My team’s jet,” Lenard muttered quietly.

“To you, it's all about the theatrics, the performance. Team, jets, equipment!” Rabah spat. “Anyway... Are you happy with my presence next to you, Lenard? Do you enjoy it?”

“Shut up!” Lenard yelled, fixing his eyes on the clouds outside the window.

In moments, emerging from the aisleway, Alexei cast critical glances at each of them in turn. “Rabah, maybe you need to take a rest,” he suggested.

“No!” Rabah's response was sharp, and a tense silence followed. 

Lenard watched Rabah, noting his restless shifting in his seat, the occasional sighs, and the way his eyes darted around the cabin, as if zooming in and out of focus. In those fleeting moments, he seemed unexpectedly vulnerable—almost childlike—a sensation Lenard had never anticipated feeling towards him. He remembered Dolunay mentioning Rabah's ailments, though their conversation had been abruptly cut short when she was kidnapped. 

Rabah's phone rang, breaking the tense silence. It was a call from the King.

“I didn't ever expect you to fall into such a dire predicament, kiddo,” His Majesty said quietly, fanned by his maids lazily in his opulent palace. “It seems as if someone in your close surroundings has really screwed up.”

Rabah glanced at Lenard and nodded. “Yes, someone has indeed, Your Majesty. The situation is quite serious. I'll brief you further when we arrive.”

“You haven't really crossed any lines, have you, my son? I’ve always warned you against such foolishness all your life.”

“Never, Your Majesty. All made-up, as I’ve mentioned before.”

“It was quite okay until the girl was kidnapped. Oh, kiddo. Never mind. I trust your word. Don't worry. I'll grant whatever your heart desires. I look forward to your arrival. Have you heard anything about her condition?”

“Not yet.”

“That's bad.”

“Jonas won't give up easily,” Rabah stated firmly.

“Keep her safety in your prayers. That's all you can do for now.”

Rabah grimaced. “I’m stuck dealing with an aristocratic clown instead of finding peace in prayer. Anyway...”

The King's laughter boomed through the line. “Ah, you
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