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    For all the children around the world who are suffering in this very moment, may they find comfort, strength, and the love they deserve.
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The next morning, sunlight poured into the room as Rachel cautiously opened the door—then froze. Her gaze locked on Rabah and Lenard, tangled in a heap of disheveled sheets. Their bodies gleamed in the golden light, almost too picturesque to be real.

At the creak of the door, Lenard jolted awake. He lunged for the quilt and pulled it over himself and Rabah. “Really, Rachel? Ever heard of knocking?”

“We need to move,” Rachel said quietly. “Unless you’re okay with someone else walking in next.”

Rabah stirred, yawning, and lazily reached for Lenard. “What time is it?”

“Ten,” Rachel barked, louder this time.

Scrambling out of bed, the two headed to the bathroom. Rabah tossed Rachel a cheeky grin and a peck on the cheek. “Ten minutes,” he promised.

“More like an hour if you’re showering together,” Rachel shot back, rolling her eyes as the bathroom door clicked shut.

By the time they emerged, damp and draped in towels, Rachel sat waiting, arms crossed. She gestured to the military gear laid out on the bed. “Here’s your kit. Get dressed. The battalion downstairs is getting restless.”

“Where did this come from?” Rabah asked, picking up a vest.

Rachel’s eyes narrowed. “I sorted it while you two were busy in the shower. Earlier, I ran into the royal soldiers outside your room—the room you were supposed to be alone in—and they dropped it off. I’m well aware you dragged me to the Delta for this, Rabah. I can’t always be the one saving your ass. I’m not your mom. I’m your fucking doctor! Have your guards handle it. And if you’re going to let everyone in on your little secret, at least ease them into it. No need to give them all a heart attack. Now suit up. Everyone’s waiting.”

She headed for the door but paused to trace her finger over Lenard’s damp abs. “Good morning to you too, toy boy,” she teased.

“That’s gross, Rachel,” Lenard muttered, pulling his towel tighter, and slammed the door.

Rabah tried to keep a straight face but burst out laughing, so Lenard tackled him onto the bed. “Stop laughing, Rabah.”

“Alright, alright,” Rabah said, grinning wickedly, and suddenly shoved Lenard’s head toward his crotch. “Go on, show me your moves, toy boy. Mr. Saxobeat!”

Before Lenard could respond, Rachel poked her head back through the door. “Knew it,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Now move! A whole battalion’s waiting!”

Outside, in a clearing bathed in the soft light of morning, majestic raven-black horses stood poised for the journey. Their glossy coats shimmered, muscles rippling with each gentle sway, while rhythmic breaths flared their nostrils in the still air. Some stamped their hooves impatiently, breaking the camp’s murmurs with occasional neighs, while others stood motionless.

Rachel and Dolunay moved among the soldiers, who worked with practiced efficiency, engaged in deep conversation. Both were dressed in steel vests and proper Delta attire: sturdy boots, fitted pants, and long-sleeved shirts. Their laughter rang out briefly before dissolving back into the camp’s steady hum.

Two soldiers approached Rabah and Lenard, their footsteps muted on the soft earth and handed them their weapons. Rabah exchanged a brief, cheerful conversation with them before they walked away. Then, scanning the crowd, Rabah nudged Lenard. “Pax will be staying in the Delta to help with the region’s restoration after we handle Dragon. His Majesty gave last-minute approval. Pax has been ready for this duty for years.”

Lenard frowned. “Pax? Whoa, you’re just telling me this now?”

“The decision came through right before we left France,” Rabah said. “I skipped telling you earlier. Just wanted to give you a heads-up before you run into him today.”

At that moment, Ayaz, Alexei, and Pax rode through the gate on horseback, drawing everyone's attention instantly. The horses pranced to a stop, and Pax, leaping off his horse, rushed toward Rabah. Ayaz stayed mounted, while Alexei dismounted with smooth ease.

Pax and Rabah embraced warmly, spinning in enthusiastic circles.

“I've missed you,” Pax said, his eyes alight with excitement. “It’s been over a month, Pa. I heard you retreated to your room early last night, so I didn’t want to intrude.”

Catching Lenard’s unmistakable look of jealousy, Rabah stepped back from Pax and glanced quickly at Ayaz, still on his horse. “So, where did you and this guy go?”

“I met this brave soldier this morning,” Pax said, pointing at Ayaz. “He wanted to explore the area, so we went riding together. And let me tell you, his riding skills are top-notch.”

Rabah muttered under his breath, irritation flickering across his face, “I’m sure. He even rides our daughter’s mother.”

Lenard and Pax exchanged a look, their expressions a silent reprimand to Rabah: Cut it out. Pax quickly turned to Lenard, pulling him into a friendly hug.

“Glad you’re here, Lenard.”

Lenard, still processing the news about Pax overseeing Delta’s production villages, mustered a faint smile. “I just found out about your role in all this. Honestly, I’m a bit shocked.”

“This is my hometown, Lenard,” Pax replied with a proud smile. “I’m here to serve my people. No need to be shocked—it’s an honor for me.”

Lenard nodded, offering a weak but genuine smile. “Well then, congratulations.” He couldn’t have imagined that Pax—the sharp young Thai soldier he’d met in a beautiful Bangkok Garden three years ago—would now be a high-ranking officer overseeing entire drug production villages.

Meanwhile, Rabah noticed Rachel struggling to help Dolunay onto a horse. “No, Rachel!” he shouted. “She’s not experienced enough for this. It’s going to be a rough ride. She can’t go alone.”

Before Rachel could respond, Ayaz rode up and dismounted with practiced ease. “She’s not ready for this,” he said firmly. Without hesitation, he scooped Dolunay up and settled her in front of him on the saddle. “She’ll ride with me.”

Rabah watched the scene unfold, sipping the coffee he’d just been served. His gaze lingered on Ayaz for a moment before shifting to Lenard, who had grown unusually quiet. Something was off. They mounted their horses, and he leaned over with a soft smile. “When you get hungry, we can take a break.”

Lenard gave him a faint smile. “I can go days without food, Rabah. I can live off frogs or bugs if I have to. No need to fuss. Remember, I’m a soldier.”

Rabah could sense Lenard’s words carried tension—it wasn’t about food but about Pax’s new role and the army’s increasing involvement in the Delta. As their horses moved side by side, he leaned in, lowering his voice. “Isn’t our plan to make it look like the government has wiped out the production villages?”

Lenard whispered back. “What’s up with the army taking over? That wasn’t part of the plan! Elijah and the crew were supposed to handle it—a much better setup. Even if word got out that production was still happening, people would just think new folks are running things. Civilians, not fucking soldiers!”

Rabah frowned. “The army will make it look like the facilities are shut down. Nothing’s changed. The villages will just look like military camps for now. The army stays to secure things until we train new villagers and managers. What’s the problem? It still fits the plan.”

Lenard shook his head, his frustration boiling over. “It screws everything up, Rabah! The production will still be going, and you’re the one pushing the stuff. We had a plan to get you out of this—Elijah running things because he knows the ropes. But now? This new ‘damn plan’ puts everything on you again! It’s not the government turning a blind eye anymore. It’s straight-up collusion. If that leaks, it’s not a scandal—it’s a full-blown crime! You’d be finished, Rabah. Absolutely finished. Do you get that now, or do I need to spell it out for you?”

Rabah sighed. “I’m already doing that. Look, this is about putting someone reliable in charge to keep my operation secure. I’ll take the heat if I have to. But I won’t leave Elijah and the others here to fend for themselves while I worry about whether they’re alive.”

Lenard shot Rabah a glare, rolling his eyes. “Oh, here we go again with your soft spot for your crew! Chill out. They’re tough-as-nails guerrilla fighters. They can handle themselves just fine.”

Just then, Rachel rode up on her horse, drawing their attention. The conversation fell silent as they straightened instinctively.

Lenard’s gaze lingered on her, admiration plain on his face. Her long, slender legs moved in perfect rhythm with the horse’s stride, and her chestnut hair tumbled freely down her back. “When did you get so stunning?” he asked with a grin.

Rachel smirked. “Why, thank you! High praise coming from a god like you, Lenard,” she replied, tossing him a playful wink.

Across the field, Pax called out to Rabah, “Pa, let’s kick it up a notch!”

Rabah’s eyes lit up with a mischievous gleam. “You sure about that? You’re just gonna eat my dust again.”

Without a moment’s pause, Pax and Rabah spurred their horses into action. The sudden burst of speed sent a thrill coursing through both of them, and their faces broke into wide grins. The horses lunged forward with powerful strides, their muscles rippling as they launched off their haunches. A rush of wind tore past, tugging at Pax and Rabah’s clothes as they raced neck and neck.

Rachel beamed, watching them thunder across the plain, while Lenard’s eyes flickered with a hint of concern. “Rabah seems... a bit down sometimes, Rachel,” he said. “Is his condition getting worse? Alexei mentioned that the seizures are happening more often when I’m not around.”

She nodded. “You’re right, Lenard. Rabah’s already got a lot going on health-wise, and being lovesick on top of that doesn’t help. Love messes with brain chemistry. I spoke with a doc friend in New York who told me that people who lose a loved one or are apart from them a lot end up with high levels of corticotropin. It’s a brain chemical that causes real physical symptoms. It makes the hypothalamus go haywire, leading to things like faster breathing, racing heart, and a weakened immune system. Basically, Rabah’s dealing with that kind of love-induced meltdown. He loses control and gets a bit disoriented when you’re not around. Some people just feel emotions more intensely.”

“When was the last time you checked up on him? He still doesn’t talk to me about his health—hasn’t for years.”

“I keep track of his check-ups, tests, MRIs—everything. Don’t worry. But as I’ve told you before, his conditions are incurable and tend to trigger each other. He refuses to take medication because he hates being sedated all the time.” She smiled softly. “In medical terms, there’s only one treatment that really works for him—Lenardanax, Lenardcillin, or as he calls it, ‘Katyusha.’”

Lenard chuckled. “He calls me Katyusha when I’m not around?”

“Not all the time, but everyone’s heard him call you that once.”

“Where did he do that?”

“He and Alexei were in a heated argument. I think Rabah was planning some big surprise for your birthday—something really out there. What was it again?”

“That zeppelin stunt?” Lenard asked.

Rachel’s eyes lit up. “Yes! Alexei told him they couldn’t fly a zeppelin with ‘I love you, Katyusha’ over Lyon. That’s when it stuck, and now everyone knows you as Katyusha.”

Lenard rocked back and forth in his saddle, watching Rabah gallop alongside Pax. Finally, unable to resist, he spurred his horse into action, thundering down the plain and leaving the army behind. He quickly caught up with Rabah and Pax and overtook them. Rabah and Pax adjusted swiftly to match his speed, and their laughter echoed across the wide expanse of the plain.

Meanwhile, Dolunay watched from a distance as they raced, kicking up clouds of dust in their wake.

“What did they say to you last night in the room?” Ayaz asked. “You haven’t told me yet. What was their reaction?”

She held onto his embrace. “They grumbled as usual. That’s about it.”

Meanwhile, Lenard and Rabah, their enchanting ice-blue and turquoise eyes gleaming even from a distance, circled around each other on galloping horses. Their otherworldly beauty was undeniable, their faces almost resembling ancient warriors in their Siamese military gear.

Ayaz, trying to shift Dolunay’s focus from the movie-like moment, said, “Last night, I smoked some weed around the campfire with a few soldiers after you went to bed.”

She smirked. “You shouldn’t do that; it messes with your brain cells.”

He couldn’t help but glance at Rabah and Lenard racing again, then asked, “Doesn’t their relationship seem... I don’t know... a bit like a bromance? Really close, like best friends?”

She suddenly laughed nervously. “Forget about them. They’re like an endless abyss—once you fall in, you’ll float forever, never touching the ground—neither dead nor alive.”

“And are you falling now?”

She nodded.

“So how did you end up with me?”

Dolunay moved her hands like a bird’s wings. “Because you’re like a bird—swift and able to fly free with me.”

Once Pax, Rabah, and Lenard rejoined the group, Rabah rode over and locked eyes with Ayaz. “If you’re feeling worn out, I can take over for a bit. After all, she’s the mother of our precious daughter.”

Dolunay shot him a sharp look. “Knock it off, Rabah.”

Ayaz remained calm. “I’m not tired at all.”

“The ride to our first stop is going to take hours,” Rabah said.

“You could always sit on my lap too,” Ayaz suggested smoothly, a playful glint in his eye, which Rabah caught immediately. “I’d be more than happy to hold you.”

Rabah’s eyes sparkled with mischief, and he laughed out loud. “I hope you won’t regret that offer if I decide to take you up on it.”

Dolunay’s frustration bubbled over, aware of their insinuations. “Where’s Lenard? Why aren’t you with him, Rabah?”

“He’s behind us, of course. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’d be better if I could ride a horse myself,” she said nervously.

“That’s because you’re prone to falling off. Convince your boyfriend to let us give you a ride for a while. Riding like this is exhausting, no matter how much he denies it.”

Dolunay nodded her thanks, and Rabah rode his horse up to Lenard. 

“What did he say?” Lenard asked.

Rabah, whose eyes were still fixed on Ayaz with palpable disdain, blurted out, “He said I could sit on his lap too.”

“What?” Lenard turned to him, pulling his horse’s reins. “How dare he say that?”

“Didn’t Dolunay mention he doesn’t know about our relationship?” Rabah replied nonchalantly. “He must’ve been joking. How the hell would I know why he said that?”

Lenard noticed Rabah’s gaze lingering on Ayaz. “Why do you keep staring at him?”

“Maybe it’s his audacity that’s caught my eye, Lenard!”

Rachel rode up behind them, a grin on her face. “If he weren’t so audacious, Dolunay wouldn’t have picked him.”

Lenard jumped slightly at her sudden voice. “Are you eavesdropping, Rachel?”

She shrugged with a playful smile. “As Rabah’s doctor, it’s kind of my job. Plus, there’s not much else to do around here.”

Hours drifted by as they rode across the vast plain and into a thick bamboo forest. Hundreds of horses plodded along a narrow trail, flanked by towering trees where civets and long-tailed macaques swung through the branches, making eerie growls, hisses, whistles, and screeches. The forest buzzed with colorful birds whose feathers shimmered with vibrant, iridescent hues. The humidity was so heavy it clung to their skin, making everything feel sticky.

Dolunay, in the meantime, shivered at the memory of running into a civet in this forest three years ago. Her recollections of her encounters with Dragon were still a foggy mix of reality and illusion.

Rabah signaled to Lenard as he and Pax veered off the trail, waving for him to follow. Lenard did so, while the army continued along its path. A couple of meters later, they stopped beside a medium-sized tree covered in bright pink berries and began picking them. Rabah handed a few berries resembling tiny apples to Lenard. “You’ve got to try these,” he insisted.

Lenard bit into the berries, savoring their sweet and tangy flavor, which reminded him of raspberries. He glanced at Rabah and Pax, who were struggling to hold back their laughter. “Tastes like cake. What are these?”

Pax flashed his trademark grin. “In the Delta, when they hand you food, just eat it and don’t ask questions. Most of the time, nobody really knows what it is.”

Rabah kept picking more berries. “Don’t worry, they’re not poisonous. Pax and I found these ages ago. We’ve eaten loads, and as you can see—”

“We’re still kicking!” Pax added with a chuckle.

Lenard nudged his horse closer and began picking berries himself. 

“But there are some side effects,” Pax said, his grin widening.

With his mouth full of berries, Lenard glanced over and mumbled, “Like what?” 

“It’s a powerful aphrodisiac. You might feel the effects for days.”

Lenard choked on the berries, eyeing them with alarm. He quickly turned to Rabah, who was still munching away. “That’s enough, Rabah!” He grabbed Rabah’s horse’s reins. “Stop eating. No more. We’ve got a long way to go.”

Pax, well aware of the dynamics between Lenard and Rabah, burst into laughter as Lenard tried to steer them back onto the path.

Two hours later, they arrived at a two-tiered temple, the ancient stone walls of which stood proudly against the landscape. The temple’s roof and balconies were adorned with graceful bird sculptures, whose wings were outstretched as though mid-flight, reaching for the sky. The façade gleamed with intricate gold details, reflecting the sunlight in soft, shimmering waves. The walls, weathered by centuries of relentless wind and rain, held an aura of timeless reverence. Moss clung to the stones like a second skin, soft and vibrant.

Beside the temple stood a guesthouse that mirrored the same grace and architectural flair. The entire complex was nestled in a peaceful forest, surrounded by a quiet campground. The atmosphere was so serene that it felt as though the only sound was the echo of the horses' hoofbeats.

Monks in saffron robes approached them with warm smiles, their steps light and their presence calm and welcoming. Rabah immediately dismounted and reciprocated their greeting. It was clear they had been expecting him, and their joy at his arrival was evident.

The soldiers immediately began setting up their tents after tying their horses to nearby trees. Rabah walked over to Ayaz and Dolunay, who were still mounted. Though he wasn’t thrilled about it, he felt responsible for looking after them. For Rabah—their precious Pa’s—arrival, every temple they would stay at on their journey would be staffed with people to serve and tend to their needs. “The rooms are ready,” he said. “Help yourselves to food or drinks whenever you like. The staff will take care of the rest. We’re staying here tonight.”

Later, in their room, Rabah was spoon-feeding Lenard, who typically ate very little when he was exhausted, if left to his own devices. In these moments, Rabah would insist on feeding him, almost as though he were a parent caring for a child.

“In Lyon, you'll be the one cooking for me,” Lenard said as he swallowed a mouthful of soup. “No one’s food even comes close. Those stuffed grape leaves are amazing.”

“Just finish the broth. This is the last spoonful,” Rabah urged.

Lenard’s excitement was palpable, like a child anticipating something special. “I’m really curious about what kind of house you’ll choose for us.”

Rabah fed him the final spoonful, then began stacking the empty dishes on the trays. “Whatever we end up with, one thing’s for sure: it has to be spacious.”

“I’d love some antique furniture, like carved wooden drawers or something,” Lenard said.

“Whatever you want. You can pick everything.”

Lenard watched as Rabah opened the door and called for the maid to take the trays. He couldn’t shake the feeling that Rabah wasn’t exactly enthusiastic about moving to Lyon, which left him feeling frustrated. He wanted to ask if he was having second thoughts, but he hesitated, not wanting to pressure him.

“I need to have a quick chat with the Colonel,” Rabah said after the maid took the dishes.

Lenard immediately protested, “No!” 

Rabah, however, was already slipping on his sneakers. “I have to. It’ll only take a moment.” 

“No!” Lenard insisted, tugging him toward the bed. 

“But—”

Before Rabah could finish, Lenard had already drawn him close, silencing him with a firm embrace. “You're staying here with me until we go out together.”

As night descended, the soldiers gathered around the campfires, unwinding and swapping stories. The low murmur of voices, punctuated by bursts of laughter, blended with the rustling leaves and the crackling of burning branches. Rabah and Lenard lounged beside one of the fires, sipping whiskey, joined by Pax and Rachel, who had become caught up in a playful photo session. Rachel struck a variety of poses, while Pax, tipsy from the whiskey, made silly faces at the camera.

Rabah leaned closer to Lenard, a sly grin tugging at his lips. “How about a stroll through the forest?”

Lenard shifted his gaze from the flames, studying Rabah for a moment. “Just chill. We’ve been at this for hours, and I’m beat. And seriously, why the hell did you gobble down those damn berries like you're not always itching for sex?”

“Please,” Rabah muttered, prompting Lenard to raise an eyebrow. He sat up, scanning their surroundings. Laughter and jokes filled the air as nearly everyone was tipsy, and the warmth of the fire made the scene seem almost surreal. In the flickering light, the shirtless soldiers’ muscular chests and sculpted abs shimmered as they joked and laughed. Meanwhile, the sober guards were scattered throughout the dense forest, keeping a watchful eye.

“Where are Alexei and the rest of your guards?”

“They’re keeping it sober,” Rabah replied.

With a mischievous grin, Lenard leaned in and murmured, “This is too tempting to pass up.” He stood, and Rabah followed suit, the two of them heading into the bamboo thickets to the left of the temple.

Just as they were about to disappear into the shadows, Ayaz, who had just come down the marble steps of the guesthouse, caught sight of them. Driven by sudden curiosity, he veered to the left and quietly followed them into the thickets.

They soon reached a small pond, whose surface was illuminated by the moonlight, with a cascading waterfall creating the only sound that broke the tranquil silence. The water, once a bright turquoise by day, had deepened to a darker shade, though it still held a subtle greenish hue. Under the moon's glow, it shimmered like a field of stars; its surface was enchanting with the minerals that danced beneath the surface, reflecting the soft light.

Rabah wasted no time removing Lenard's T-shirt, his gaze lingering on the contours of his torso before continuing.

Half-smirking, Lenard said, “Beware of snakes.”

Rabah's hands moved with familiar ease as he began delicately loosening the strings of Lenard's T-shirt. “I'm the only serpent here you need to worry about.”

Lenard’s hands wrapped around Rabah’s neck as Rabah began to pleasure him. In a matter of moments, they quickly undressed each other. Once they were both naked, Rabah gently laid Lenard face down on the shore of the pond, positioning himself above him. His lips traced along Lenard’s shoulders and back.

From behind the woods, Ayaz watched, transfixed. His body trembled at the first strong, penetrating thrust into Lenard. Each time Rabah thrust into him, Lenard gasped, clutching Rabah's wrists while Rabah kissed the nape of his neck.

Minutes passed, and after Rabah reached his peak, he flipped Lenard onto his back. They locked lips in a hot kiss, and he continued to pleasure Lenard with his hand.

Enchanted by their moonlit silhouettes, Ayaz realized he had been gripping his own arm in awe. Shocked, he quickly composed himself and quietly retreated, having never witnessed anything so intense and captivating.
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Rachel sat cross-legged, spotting Ayaz striding over with an uneasy look. As he reached them, she extended him the whiskey bottle, her eyes taking in his ghostly pallor under the flickering light. “You look like you've seen a ghost. Got spooked by any of the local spirits?”

Ayaz managed a faint smile, quickly grabbing the bottle and taking a hearty gulp. He was clearly unnerved, the eerie atmosphere making him feel disoriented.

Pax knelt beside him as he took another swig. “They say Jonas went a bit nuts because of those spirits... he’s been living in these woods forever. I wonder if I’ll end up like him.”

“You?” Ayaz asked, raising an eyebrow at Pax.

“Yeah,” Pax said, sipping from the bottle and handing it back to Ayaz. “I’m thinking of making this forest my new home.”

“Replacing Jonas, huh?” 

Pax grinned. “It’s a whole new adventure, man.”

Ayaz shook his head, still incredulous. “But you’re a soldier!”

Pax’s smile was hard to read—genuine or just his usual upbeat self. He grabbed and raised the bottle in a mock toast. “Rabah showed me the world outside the Mekong communities where I grew up. Just like he gave me a shot at something better, I want to help kids build a brighter future.”

Rachel clapped and gave Pax a hug. “You’re a hero, you know that?”

Ayaz, observing the scene, suddenly saw the bizarre web of connections around him. Rabah and Lenard, an intelligence officer, were clearly wrapped up in a relationship that was both emotionally charged and sexually intense. Meanwhile, his girlfriend, a former cop, had a daughter who was the biological child of both these men. The royal soldier next to him was eagerly looking forward to stepping into his role as the head of the cartel's villages, a major player in Asia's drug trade. And the woman across from him, a professor and surgeon, was the personal doctor to a cartel leader...

He burst out laughing, unsure whether he was the odd one out or if everyone around him was a bit off their rocker. Strangely, Rachel and Pax joined in, their laughter mixing with his without even asking why, which only made him laugh harder. He laughed so much that his abs started to ache, but that just made him laugh even more.

Once the laughter subsided, Rachel glanced around curiously. “So, where are Rabah and Lenard? Have you seen them? They were just here.” The firelight painted her face in orange and red hues, making her chestnut hair glow.

Ayaz remained silent.

Pax’s eyes twinkled with mischief. “How about a swim in the pond?”

Ayaz winced. “Not sure that’s a great idea.”

Soon, Lenard and Rabah showed up, their wet hair and playful grins making them even more captivating. Ayaz tried to look away as they took their spots around the fire, but he couldn’t help but stare.

The firelight softened their features, and when their icy blue and turquoise eyes met, it was like watching celestial bodies collide. Even in silence, their gazes exchanged something deep and unspoken—too complex to fully grasp. Ayaz remembered Lily’s heterochromia and now understood why her middle name was Aurora.

Rachel asked, “Did you guys go for a swim in the lake?”

Lenard nodded and glanced at Ayaz, who took a swig from the bottle. “What about Dolunay? Where is she?”

“She’s out like a light. Totally exhausted,” Ayaz said.

Rabah noticed Ayaz’s strange looks and approached him. “You look a bit pale. Everything alright?”

Ayaz shuddered as his arm brushed against Rabah’s, catching a tantalizing blend of spicy and sweet. “I’m fine,” he mumbled. 

Rabah stepped back and rejoined Lenard.

Suddenly, Rachel shouted, “Let’s play spin the bottle!”

Lenard groaned. “No way!” while Pax’s eyes lit up with excitement.

Despite Lenard’s protests, Rachel pulled everyone into a circle around the bottle she’d set down in the middle. “Since I started the game, I’ll go first.”

She spun the bottle, and it landed on Lenard, who groaned again. “Oh, come on!”

Laughter erupted, and Rabah grabbed Lenard’s arm. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

Reluctantly, Lenard peeled off his T-shirt, revealing his bare, tattooed torso, which looked like a work of art in the flickering firelight. Ayaz couldn’t help but admire the intricate designs of roses, poker cards, and swords etched across Lenard’s body.

Now it was Lenard’s turn to spin. Rachel burst into laughter when the bottle pointed at herself. “My real intention was to undress the men,” she joked as she quickly removed her shirt, revealing her bra.

When the bottle pointed at Ayaz, he closed his eyes and murmured, “Please, not me,” as everyone cheered him on.

Meanwhile, a soldier delivered a fresh bottle of whiskey to Pax.

Ayaz reluctantly pulled off his black V-neck T-shirt, revealing a classic dragon tattoo on his right pectoral muscle, similar to Rabah’s. A knife scar marred his left shoulder. At 1.85 meters, he was shorter than Rabah and Lenard, but his well-built, muscular physique was a testament to his regular training.

Rachel’s eyes widened. “Wow!” she exclaimed as the firelight played over Ayaz’s body, creating captivating shadows. Ayaz smirked, rolling his shoulders with a casual air. “I’ll get my revenge now.”

When the bottle landed on Rabah, he instantly put on a dramatic, playful expression. He stood up, swaying his hips like a pro dancer, and with a fluid motion, peeled off his T-shirt and let it flutter to the ground. His muscles adorned with Thai and Arabic scripts rippled under the flickering light, while his chiseled abs gave him a near-mythic allure.

Lenard reached out, pulling Rabah closer by his arm while Ayaz watched intently. Amid the jokes and laughter, Lenard’s hand gently brushed Rabah’s arm. Their eyes exchanged a complex mix of emotions—jealous glares and sweet smiles, and an unspoken conversation that nobody else could quite decipher.

Pax was the next one to face the bottle’s spin. As he pulled off his T-shirt, his Far Eastern charm became apparent, with his slanted eyes, captivating smile, and a sculpted physique decorated with intricate Far Eastern designs.

Rachel, thoroughly enjoying the scene, cheered, “Finally, you’re all half-naked!”

Rabah handed Ayaz the fresh bottle of whiskey they’d been passing around. Ayaz took a swig, and when the bottle, spun by Pax, landed on Lenard again, Rachel shouted, “Damn!” She clapped her hands and urged, “Let’s see it, toy boy!”

Lenard flashed a coy smile. “Count the flip-flops. I’ll take them off.”

“No way!” Pax and Rachel protested in unison. “That’s not part of the game.”

Lenard glanced around quickly. “I can’t do that—I’m not wearing any underwear!”

Rachel, wearing a mischievous grin, sidled up to Lenard and whispered, “Then you have to show it. It’s part of the game.”

Lenard briefly glanced at Rabah, then surveyed the rest of the camp. Everyone seemed absorbed in their own conversations, drinks, and card games, too distracted to notice. His eyes met Rabah’s once more, and Rabah nodded, giving him the go-ahead.

Ayaz flinched, both curious and shocked, wondering if Lenard would really go through with it.

Lenard straightened slightly and slowly untied the strings of his sweatpants. Rabah’s eyes remained fixed on him, like a cat preparing to pounce. When Lenard cupped his penis, his gaze met Ayaz’s, and a slow, angelic smile spread across his face. For Ayaz, that smile felt like a burst of light, cutting through the haze of the moment and leaving him breathless, brightening everything around him.

Rachel and Pax’s applause shattered the spell, snapping Ayaz back to reality. His heart thudded in his chest, and he quickly averted his gaze, but it was already too late. Rabah, noticing the shift in Ayaz’s expression—the lingering stare and the sudden break in his trance—shifted uncomfortably. His usual confidence wavered, just for a fraction of a moment.

When the bottle spun by Lenard pointed at Ayaz again, all eyes turned to him. He took a long swig from the bottle, a nervous laugh escaping him, before removing his sweatpants to reveal only his black underwear. A sudden hush fell over the group as the atmosphere shifted. It was unmistakable—he was aroused. Rachel’s eyes widened, and Rabah and Lenard exchanged surprised glances, clearly taken aback by his erection.

The bottle then pointed at Rabah. With a teasing grin, he shed his sweatpants, revealing a noticeable bulge under his underwear. The nearby soldiers responded with whistles and applause. Rabah playfully wiggled his body, like a striptease dancer, before sitting back with a laugh.

Ayaz’s gaze remained fixed on Lenard, his expression intense, as if he were captivated by something rare and ethereal—like a lotus blooming under the moonlight, drawing him in with an undeniable magnetism.

The moment was abruptly shattered by Dolunay’s furious shout: “What the fuck are you doing!” She stormed back to the guesthouse, and the rest of the group immediately sat up straight, trying to stifle their laughter at her visibly angry demeanor. They scrambled to retrieve their scattered clothing, and Ayaz, who hastily threw on his clothes, muttered, “I’d better follow her,” before hurrying after her.

Back in the guesthouse, Dolunay didn’t ask any questions. She sat in silence, leaving Ayaz alone with his thoughts, which were consumed by Lenard—Lenard, and more Lenard...

Meanwhile, Rabah and Lenard were already tangled up in one of the expansive bedrooms. After a moment, Rabah pulled back, a questioning look in his eyes. “Why did you give him that smile? What was that about?”

“Stop rambling,” Lenard breathed heavily, his body bouncing up and down. “Continue.”

Rabah wasn’t convinced. “He was staring right at you. It was like he was hypnotized.”

Lenard’s response was dismissive. “He doesn’t know what’s between us. Maybe he just thinks we’re odd. Come on, go on, Rabah!” He pressed his body against Rabah’s, literally craving his push.

“Come on, he was totally turned on after you showed off, Lenard! You saw that, right? It was hard to miss!”

Lenard kissed Rabah with an intensity that seemed meant to erase everything else, as if brushing off a memory that lingered too close to the surface. But Rabah, well-acquainted with Lenard’s moods, sensed it. As their bodies rocked, Lenard was more passionate than usual—so much so that he kept pressing his head into Rabah’s chest to muffle his moans. His mind seemed elsewhere, and his movements no longer felt familiar. Rabah couldn’t ignore the unease creeping in—something was off, something he couldn’t quite grasp.

After they both finished, they lay wrapped up together, panting, for a while, and Rabah gently ran his fingers through Lenard’s ash-blonde hair. Lenard felt anxious, his heart heavy. After a long moment, he finally met Rabah’s gaze and asked, “Was I too loud?”

“Not at all,” Rabah whispered. “I actually wish you’d been louder. When you moan like that, it’s like you need me in a way nothing else can fulfill.”

Lenard sighed, his voice quiet. “You’re right. I really do need you.”

Rabah cuddled closer, inhaling the familiar scent of Lenard’s hair. “What’s bothering you?”

“Nothing,” Lenard murmured, but there was an edge to his voice that Rabah couldn’t ignore.

“Then why do I feel like something’s off?”

“Maybe you’re just reading too much into it.”

Rabah took another deep breath, savoring the closeness, but his concern didn’t fade. “I could never let you go. You know that, right? No matter what happens.”

“Don’t stress about it. I love you.”

“But... he seemed really interested in you.”

Lenard’s body stiffened, and he quickly turned his head away. “I didn’t feel the same way.”

“Still, he stirred something in you.”

“No. I want no one but you,” Lenard snapped, his voice rising.

Rabah nestled closer, his breath soft against Lenard’s ear. “Should I take him out? You smiled at him in a way you hardly ever do with anyone else.”

“Rabah, stop it.” Lenard pulled away slightly, frustration in his eyes. “Maybe it’s just because we don’t meet new people often, or you’ve never seen me with strangers, especially guys. It was just my usual smile.”

“That wasn’t—” Rabah began, but Lenard cut him off, his voice sharp now.

“Rabah!”

Rabah paused, taking a deep breath. “When we were around the fire, I had this image of you and him... together. I can’t shake it off. It’s like it was really happening.”

“Were you actually there in that vision while I was with him?”

“No, I wasn’t.”

Lenard clenched his fists. “It’s no wonder you thought I was drifting away. If you keep this up, you might end up single!”

“Do you want him?” Rabah pressed.

“Rabah, no!” Lenard’s eyes flashed with intensity. “Definitely not. Right now, I just want to cuddle and get some sleep. Stop with these fucking crazy thoughts.”

Rabah’s mind was still spinning from the vision. Once Lenard was deep in sleep, he quietly dressed, tucked his gun into his waistband, and slipped out of the room. The cool night air greeted him as he stepped outside the guesthouse. The dim glow of campfires flickered through the trees, casting long shadows. Soldiers huddled in small groups around the fires, some murmuring, others lost in their thoughts. Rabah’s guards were nearby, their faces illuminated by the orange light of the flames. When they noticed him, they stood up immediately, but Rabah waved them back down with a single gesture.

As he moved further into the night, he caught sight of Ayaz sitting on the stairs, puffing on a cigarette. Ayaz’s eyes flicked up at him, the glow of the ember briefly illuminating his face. After a beat, Ayaz offered him one.

“But I don’t have a lighter,” he said, holding out his lit cigarette. “Use this.”

Rabah lit his cigarette from Ayaz’s and took a long drag before letting the smoke swirl into the crisp night air. “Why aren’t you asleep?”

Ayaz shrugged, his gaze drifting off. “Can’t relax.”

“Dolunay?”

“Out cold.”

Moonlight washed over them, soft and quiet. “How old are you?” Rabah asked.

“37. You and Lenard too?”

Rabah nodded, his fingers tracing the veins on Ayaz’s arm without warning, making him twitch. “You’re a damn sight, you know that?”

Ayaz glanced at Rabah’s fingers, a little taken aback. “Didn’t know that.”

“What do you want from us?” Rabah asked, leaning in just a little. His icy-blue gaze locked onto Ayaz, making him feel more uncomfortable by the second.

“Nothing...”

Rabah’s hand slid down to Ayaz’s crotch, his touch sudden and blunt. “You probably do...” He gave a quick squeeze before pulling back. “If you’re eyeing the guy inside, I might have to step in. Get your head straight. I’m definitely not the good guy here. Look around you. I’m the bad guy, no question about it.”

Ayaz’s eyes widened. “You’re in love with him, aren’t you?”

Rabah stood up abruptly, his posture stiff. “I hope I’ve made myself clear.”

Ayaz grinned and reached out, grabbing Rabah’s leg. “How about a trip to the lake?”

Rabah shot him a cold, suspicious look. “Why?”

“I’ve seen you two there.”

“And you want to go there now?”

“Yeah. Just come along.”

After a brief moment of hesitation, Rabah stubbed out his cigarette and followed Ayaz into the bamboo grove. The air was thick with the scent of moss and damp earth, the rustle of bamboo leaves above them punctuating their footsteps. The path led them to the edge of the still pond, its surface reflecting the dim glow of the moon. The water was perfect, undisturbed—just like the tension hanging between them.

“So, you bi or something? Does Dolunay know?” Rabah asked as they stood face to face.

“No, nothing like that,” Ayaz quickly responded. “But tonight... watching you two? It was way different than I expected.”

Rabah tilted his head in his usual sign of confusion, squinting at Ayaz as if trying to see him clearly. His Alice Syndrome was acting up again, making Ayaz seem like some rare stone he had just discovered. “So?”

Ayaz’s body brushed against his, and Rabah flinched, stepping back. “Better not,” he muttered.

“Okay, I just wanna talk about him,” Ayaz pressed.

“Stop talking about him!” Rabah snapped, his voice hardening.

“But I admit... I did want him.”

Certain that killing him would enrage Dolunay, Rabah struggled to keep his cool. His Alice Syndrome made everything around him appear larger and more intense, so Ayaz seemed even bigger and more threatening than before. Everything felt more vivid—the trees, the pond, Ayaz—more imposing, more overwhelming than before. Even the cool breeze against his skin seemed to buzz with the intensity of the moment. He took a few more steps back, and his hand instinctively grazed the gun in his waistband, though Ayaz didn’t notice. His mind was buzzing.

“Stop talking like that.”

“I watched you with him, and no one has ever aroused me like you did. You were incredibly seductive.”

Rabah, caught off guard and barely holding his temper, was saved by Alexei’s sudden appearance from the shadows. Alexei, who had followed them into the grove after sensing something was off, immediately noticed Rabah’s hand hovering near his gun.

“Rabah, what’s happening here? What are you up to? Where’s Lenard?”

Rabah shifted uncomfortably, trying to regain his composure. “Nothing. We were just about to leave,” he replied.

Back in the bedroom, Rabah found Lenard still snoozing away. He quickly hopped in the shower to wash off the cold sweat that had settled on him, then slipped back into bed, wrapping his arm around Lenard’s waist and breathing in his scent. The thought of losing Lenard made him feel disoriented and uneasy.

Lenard stirred, feeling Rabah's arm tighten around him to the point of discomfort. He turned to face him, mumbling, “Are you trying to smother me? And why are you still awake?”

Rabah stayed quiet, a knot tightening in his stomach.

“You smell incredible,” Lenard murmured, nuzzling Rabah’s shoulder.

“I just showered. This heat’s unbearable.”

Lenard’s brow furrowed as he noticed something off. “Look at me.”

In the soft glow of the moonlight filtering through the window, Lenard could see the bloodshot strain in Rabah’s eyes. “What’s going on with you?”

“Nothing,” Rabah answered flatly, trying to brush it off.

Sensing Rabah’s tension—something he knew could stem from a million different things—Lenard tried to lighten the mood with a playful tone. “Does someone want me to play with them?”

Rabah didn’t respond right away. His fingers brushed over Lenard’s shoulder. “I don’t know.”

With a gleam in his eye, Lenard teased, “Are you sure?”

Burying his head deeper into the pillow with a sigh, Rabah finally gave in. “How can I resist your tempting offer?”

Lenard smiled and began undressing him, admiring every inch of his body. “You’re absolutely delicious. It’s hard to choose where to start. I’ve got a weakness for six-packs.”

And so, they continued until dawn.

Before setting off in the morning, Rabah was so focused on avoiding Ayaz’s gaze that he didn’t notice the Colonel pulling up beside him.

Lenard, busy fiddling with his horse’s bridle and reins, glanced up at Rabah and asked, “Rabah?” while nodding toward the waiting Colonel. 

Rabah looked up, meeting the Colonel’s gaze.

“The Dragon’s gone completely off the rails,” the Colonel said. “We’re nearing a tipping point. We need to be extra cautious.”

Rabah immediately turned his attention to Ayaz, who was mounted on his horse with Dolunay in front of him. Avoiding eye contact, Rabah instructed, “From now on, ride with us, Ayaz.”

Rachel, trotting up behind on her own horse, said sarcastically, “I’m always here. You don’t need to worry about me.”

Rabah chuckled and gave Rachel’s hand a quick, tender kiss. “I have no doubt you're always by my side.”

Out of nowhere, Rabah yanked Dolunay off Ayaz’s horse and dropped her onto Rachel’s mount, the sudden move jolting Ayaz. Without missing a beat, Rabah mounted his own horse, nudged Ayaz’s mount to get it galloping, and shouted, “Take this as your head start!”

Lenard shot Rabah a sharp look, his voice snapping, “Rabah, what the hell were you thinking? There’s thick forest ahead!”

Rabah met his gaze with vacant eyes, offering no response.

By the time Rabah, lost in the chaos of the moving troops, processed Lenard's words, Lenard had already vanished deep into the woods.

Racing to catch up with Ayaz, Lenard called over his shoulder, “Slow down!”

Ayaz was breathless with excitement and shouted, “Why?”

The two of them raced side by side, the horses galloping fast.

“I don’t want you to break a bone,” Lenard called out.

“I’m a soldier!  Are you babysitting me?”

“Yes, especially with Dolunay involved!”

As they drew closer, Ayaz teased, “No other reasons?”

Lenard’s expression remained serious. “The soldiers know this delta well, but you don’t.”

Ayaz scoffed. “Come on!”

“It’s the Mekong. I’ve heard you’ve been to Libya and Syria, but this place is different.”

“Then hold my hand,” Ayaz flirted, stretching his hand out and laughing.

Lenard pulled back on the reins as the army’s horses closed in. “Stop this nonsense. Trot, don’t gallop!”

Ayaz slowed his horse and shot Lenard a look. “When we stop tonight, come find me. I’ll be waiting.” With that, he gave his horse a little nudge and sped off, kicking up a cloud of dust.
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Hours later, upon arriving at a monastery that bore an uncanny resemblance to the previous temple, Lenard dismounted and immediately demanded the monks show him to his room. The oppressive heat, stifling humidity, and relentless buzzing in his head had left him gasping for air, each breath feeling heavier than the last. The strain of being physically separated from Rabah gnawed at his nerves, amplified by Rabah’s increasingly peculiar demeanor throughout their last journey and the unresolved tension surrounding Ayaz.

Bursting into his assigned room, Lenard vented his frustration with a swift kick to the wall, the dull thud reverberating through the sparse chamber. He cursed under his breath before yanking off his steel vest with a ferocity that made it seem he intended to destroy it. He collapsed onto the bed, tossing his sweat-drenched T-shirt carelessly onto the floor, and buried his face in the pillow.

Rabah had felt it—the sudden, unbidden temptation that flickered through Lenard's mind about Ayaz. Lenard was certain of it. Throughout their journey, Rabah had been uncharacteristically aloof, his silence laden with unspoken meaning. The distance between them had grown like a chasm, deepening with every mile, every sidelong glance left unanswered. It was unbearable. Lenard’s chest constricted at the thought, fear clawing at him—the fear that Rabah was slipping further and further from his grasp.

Why hadn’t Rabah touched his hand, even once, the entire way? That simple gesture, the one Lenard had relied on as a lifeline, had been conspicuously absent.

He was losing Rabah, and the thought was driving him to the brink of madness.

Rabah strolled in a moment later, shrugging off his steel vest and tossing it onto a chair without a second thought. “You totally wiped out, huh?” he said, glancing at Lenard sprawled out on the bed.

Lenard’s eyes locked onto him, as if Rabah was the only thing holding his world together. “Better now that you’re here.” His gaze wandered, taking in how Rabah’s khaki-green T-shirt made his mocha-toned skin glow even in the dim light. “What kept you?”

“Had to sort some stuff with the Colonel,” Rabah said with a casual shrug.

“Come here,” Lenard said softly, reaching out. His chest tightened at the thought that Rabah might brush him off.

Rabah paused, just for a second, before crossing the room and sitting on the edge of the bed.

Lenard wasted no time, pulling him close and kissing him deeply, almost desperately, like it had been far too long since the last time. But Rabah leaned back just as suddenly, his brows knitting together. “Hey, what’s going on?”

“You’ve been so distant all day,” Lenard blurted out, his words spilling over in a rush. “Why?”

“Lenard, we’ve been riding all day. It’s not like that. I’ve got a lot of people to talk to out there—it’s part of what I do.”

Lenard wasn’t having it. He grabbed Rabah’s hands, kissing them with a fervor that bordered on desperation. “I just need you close when you’re around. That’s me. That’s how I work. You love me, don’t you?”

Rabah froze, momentarily thrown off. “What’s with all the drama?” he asked, his voice tinged with confusion. But as he took in the tight set of Lenard’s shoulders and the vulnerable look in his eyes, his expression softened. He let out a resigned sigh and gave Lenard’s shoulders a firm, reassuring squeeze. “Alright, alright,” he said. “You’re probably just wiped from the heat. Let’s get you sorted. A bath will fix you right up. How’re your thighs holding up after all that horseback action? I know old-school riding must be a shock for someone used to gadgets doing all the heavy lifting. You’re like a superhero with all that fancy tech, right? Now, let’s grab some cream for those chafed spots before you go full drama queen on me.”

In the bathroom, Rabah filled the tub, adding the monks’ aromatic essences until the water frothed luxuriously. The fragrant steam curled into the air as he returned to guide Lenard from the bed to the inviting warmth of the bath. Once Lenard was settled, Rabah began massaging him, his hands gentle as they worked over every inch of Lenard’s tense body.

“The Mekong’s no joke,” he said as he kneaded the knots in Lenard’s shoulders. “Even for someone like you.”

Lenard’s cheeks flushed, partly from the soothing relief, partly from the warmth of Rabah’s touch. “Overheated,” he mumbled.

Rabah gave a small chuckle and stepped out of the bathroom to call for one of his guards. “Bring me some ice,” he instructed briskly.

When the bucket arrived, he fished out a piece, returned to Lenard, and gently rubbed it along his face. “Refreshing?” he asked, his lips quirking in amusement.

“A bit much,” Lenard muttered.

Rabah smiled as he admired Lenard’s serene, exhausted face. “Don’t worry. You’ll sleep like a happy puppy tonight.”

Later, after gently laying Lenard on the bed, Rabah called for some ointment from his guards. Sitting beside him, he carefully applied it to the blisters and chafed spots on Lenard’s inner thighs, the result of their long hours of horseback riding. His movements were tender, his touch deliberate and soothing, as he tended to every irritated spot with practiced care.

“This’ll help a lot,” he whispered at the end. “You’re my baby, and my baby gets cranky when he’s overtired.”

Once the ointment had absorbed into Lenard’s skin, Rabah helped him into a pair of comfortable sweatpants. Exhaustion etched into his own movements, Rabah finally climbed into bed beside him, his body aching from the day’s journey.

As Lenard drifted toward sleep, his voice broke the quiet. “Do you love me?”

Rabah’s answer came without hesitation, low and soothing. “Of course, I do. Now rest. Close your eyes.”

With a soft exhale, Lenard did as he was told, the tension in his frame easing as Rabah’s presence wrapped around him like a shield.

Later, Alexei knocked softly and slipped into the room. Seeing Lenard fast asleep, he said, “In Vietnam, they caught three guys working for the CIA against us.”

Rabah, sitting up with a look of frustration, grumbled quietly, “I want them dealt with. I’m so sick of this. Can’t these CIA guys pick on someone else? Why me? Do they not have anything better to do?”

In the dead of night, just before dawn, Lenard woke with a start. Trying not to disturb Rabah, he gently slipped his arm from beneath him, pressing a soft kiss to his cheek before quietly rising. Holding his T-shirt in one hand, he stood still in the corridor for a moment, listening to the sounds of the camp. The hallway stretched long and shadowed, its polished wood floors creaking softly underfoot. Rich tapestries adorned the walls, their deep reds and golds soaking in the dim, flickering light from sconces that lined the way. The scent of aged wood mixed with incense, thickening the air with an almost tangible sense of calm mystery.

Taking a steadying breath, Lenard slipped on his T-shirt and ventured outside.

Under the ink-black sky, the camp was quieter than it had been before. He spotted Ayaz talking with some Siamese soldiers gathered around a bonfire, beer in hand. Lenard hesitated, then started to retreat back inside. But Ayaz had already noticed him and quickly made his way up the stairs. “Hey, look who’s up,” he called, a grin spreading across his face.

Lenard shrugged nonchalantly, though the irritation simmered beneath the surface. “It’s not about you. I just woke up and needed some fresh air.”

Ayaz reached for him, attempting to pull him toward the guesthouse, but Lenard yanked away, snapping, “Don’t touch me!”

“Why not?” Ayaz asked. “I want to show you something. Come on.”

Reluctantly, Lenard followed as Ayaz dragged him into the guesthouse, and they crossed the hallway. At the far end stood a glass greenhouse, bathed in the soft glow of lantern light. The air inside was thick with the heavy, clove-like fragrance of carnations, their vibrant pinks and oranges nearly glowing in the muted light.

A magnolia tree stood in the corner, its delicate white blossoms a striking contrast against the darkened backdrop of the greenhouse. Lenard spun around, absorbing the scent, his senses momentarily overwhelmed. “Such a lovely smell,” he murmured, his voice almost reverent. It was a scent he knew well—the scent of Rabah. 

“I never thought carnations had anything to do with reincarnation,” Ayaz mused.

“Who said that?” Lenard asked, not looking up from the flowers. 

Ayaz stepped closer, his eyes flickering with a mischievous gleam. “A monk. This place is pretty mystical, don’t you think?” 

Lenard knelt by the red carnations, taking in their scent deeply. “Definitely.” As he stood, Ayaz moved in even closer, making Lenard instinctively take a step back.

“What do you want?” Lenard asked.

“You,” was the reply.

Lenard hesitated. “Aren’t you supposed to be into Dolunay?”

Ayaz’s smile deepened. “I’ve seen you,” he said cryptically.

“Seen what?” Lenard asked, his stomach twisting. 

“By the pond.”

Lenard froze, his pulse quickening. He hesitated, searching for the right words. “You’ve got it all wrong,” he finally said, his voice sharp with discomfort. “There's no way we can be like that. I don’t know what your preferences are, but I believe intimacy should be with someone you genuinely want.”

Ayaz stepped closer, his hand now brushing against Lenard’s arm. He ran his other hand over Lenard’s waist, tracing the line of his abs and chest with a deliberate slowness. “You mean... someone like you.” 

Lenard flinched but refused to back down. “Someone who actually appreciates you. That’s not me.”

Ayaz’s smile never wavered as he pressed his palm against Lenard’s crotch, his touch insistent. “Just give me a kiss, like you did with him.”

The words struck a nerve, and Lenard’s stomach twisted. He had only ever been intimate with Rabah—no one else, not men or women, had ever crossed that line. His work and social circles were full of flirtation, but no one had dared cross that boundary. Feeling rattled, he quickly composed himself, his voice a little harder now. “Can’t you get it? I can’t do this.”

He hurried out of the greenhouse, made his way back to his room, and found Rabah still sound asleep. As soon as he lay down beside him and curled up against his warmth, a profound sense of relief washed over him.

Rabah stirred almost immediately, yawning lazily. “How long have we been asleep?”

“Long enough for me to miss you,” Lenard replied softly.

Rabah, deeply attuned to the greenhouse—a haven he had meticulously cultivated in his youth to envelop himself in the scent he would later discover in Lenard—detected the faint aroma of carnations clinging to him. “Did you go to the greenhouse?”

Lenard froze, startled by Rabah’s uncanny intuition. He hesitated, his response a hesitant shake of the head.

Rabah’s expression darkened, his unease palpable. “Would you ever lie to me?”

Lenard’s lips curved into a small, reluctant smile. “Maybe. Little white lies... if I thought they’d bring you peace.”

“So, you are lying to me. What were you really doing?”

After a brief pause, Lenard confessed, “I was in the greenhouse.”

Rabah propped himself up on one elbow. “With whom?”

“Just... alone,” Lenard stammered.

Rabah’s fingers began to thread gently through Lenard’s hair, but the tenderness was laced with an unspoken tension. The silence between them grew heavy, dense with unvoiced suspicions. Then, his grip tightened around Lenard’s hand, his fingers firm and unyielding. “Your heartbeat’s racing, your cheeks are flushed, and it’s barely dawn. What the hell have you been up to?”

Lenard, realizing Rabah’s instincts were too precise to deny, finally admitted, “I was with him.”

“What happened?” Rabah demanded.

“Nothing.”

“And after doing ‘nothing,’ why did you rush back here? Because you thought you’d done something wrong?”

“No,” Lenard whispered. “It was because I missed you.”

Rabah’s eyes narrowed, his suspicion undeterred. “What did he do?”

“He made advances,” Lenard admitted reluctantly. “But nothing happened.”

“Cut the crap. Did something happen or not?”

“Nothing happened,” Lenard repeated.

Rabah exhaled sharply, releasing his grip on Lenard’s hand, though the weight of his words lingered. “We need to keep our distance from him,” he said firmly. “It’s time we did.”

His thoughts wandered briefly to Dolunay, wondering if she remained oblivious to Ayaz’s behavior. But when Lenard pressed closer, his body seeking solace in Rabah’s presence, Rabah softened. He let his hand trail along Lenard’s face with quiet affection.

“So, do you want to?” Rabah murmured. “Right now?”

Lenard nodded, his answer unspoken but unmistakable.

Rabah satisfied Lenard’s needs, his eyes never leaving him, watching every subtle shift in his expression. But it didn’t take long for him to notice that Lenard seemed distant, his mind elsewhere, even as their shadows flickered erratically on the wall in rhythm with their movements.

When it was over, Rabah flopped onto his back with a frustrated sigh, his words sharp and repetitive, like a needle stuck on a record. “Why did you two go into the greenhouse?”

Lenard’s response was tight, his eyes squeezing shut as if trying to block out the memory. “He did a few things, nothing major. He... he touched me.”

Rabah’s expression darkened, a storm brewing behind his eyes. His fingers grazed the tattoos on Lenard’s chest, tracing them absentmindedly. “Where did he touch?” he asked, his voice low and dangerous. His hand slid deliberately down to Lenard’s abdomen. “Here?”

Lenard flinched, his body betraying him with a faint, involuntary shiver.

Rabah’s hand moved lower, pausing over Lenard’s penis. The touch was featherlight, yet it carried an edge, more accusation than affection. “Here?”

Lenard’s hesitant nod and anxious expression spoke louder than words.

Rabah’s voice cut through the heavy silence. “Why the hell did you let him do that?”

“It was really quick,” Lenard murmured.

“And that’s supposed to make it okay?” Rabah snapped. “He still did it. Did it—” he hesitated, the question almost sticking in his throat—”turn you on?”

Lenard swallowed hard. “Just for a moment.”

Rabah recoiled, yanking his hand away as though he’d been scorched. The silence that followed was suffocating, each unspoken thought hanging in the air like a weight.

“Rabah... nothing happened,” Lenard said, trying to bridge the chasm opening between them.

But Rabah’s gaze was elsewhere, his voice unsteady when he finally spoke. “He saw us by the pond.”

Lenard’s brows furrowed. “What? How do you know?”

Rabah stiffened, realizing his slip. “I mean... he must’ve seen us,” he corrected.

Lenard’s sharp gaze pinned him in place, his scrutiny relentless. “Are you sure?” he asked. The moonlight illuminated Rabah’s face, his features betraying him like a guilty child caught in a lie. “Rabah, you’re hiding something. I can see it in your eyes.”

Rabah shifted uncomfortably, avoiding Lenard’s piercing stare. “Come on, don’t drag this out. I’m... I’m really sorry.”

“Sorry for what?” Lenard pressed.

Rabah turned onto his side, his back to Lenard. “Let’s just sleep.”

“No way,” Lenard insisted, sitting up and leaning over him. “Not until you tell me what’s going on.”

Rabah hesitated, caught in the agonizing pull between denial and confession. Three years earlier, they had vowed never to keep secrets, and he loathed the idea of breaking that promise now. Yet fear gnawed at him—fear that if he spoke the truth, he would lose Lenard forever.

“No matter what we do, no matter what mistakes we make, you won’t leave me, will you?” he asked.

Lenard’s reply came sharp and bitter, slicing through the room like a blade. “We’ve been a fucking mistake from the start. Why would I leave now?”

Rabah exhaled shakily and finally admitted, “I saw him the night before, too.”

Lenard froze, his jaw dropping in disbelief. His eyes clenched shut as if trying to block out the words. “What...?” He shot up from the bed and retreated to the windowsill, where he rocked back and forth as though trying to steady himself.

Rabah reached out, his hand desperate to close the gap between them. “Lenard, please—”

“Don’t touch me!” Lenard snarled, shoving him away with a force that made Rabah stumble.

Rabah’s words spilled out in a rush, panicked and pleading. “He asked me to come to the pond while we were talking, and I went, but nothing happened! You’ve got it all wrong—nothing happened! You’re misunderstanding everything!”

Lenard refused to meet his eyes as he yanked a T-shirt over his head, his movements stiff with anger. “We have Jonas ahead of us,” he said coldly. “Let’s focus on him.” He grabbed the door handle, pausing only to add, “I need space. I don’t want to see you for a while.”

The door slammed shut behind him, the sound reverberating through the room. 

Rabah stood there, heart pounding, his breath caught in his throat as silence swallowed the space.

Outside, Lenard caught a fleeting glimpse of the monks, wearing necklaces adorned with thick blue beads, gracefully riding into the camp on their brown and white horses, which were embellished with intricate ornaments. He approached Pax and the Colonel, who were nearby standing by a horse. “What’s with the monks?”

“They’re rehabilitation monks,” the Colonel explained. “They help addicts in the area. They’ve been traveling from village to village for the past two years, trying to save whoever they can. They heard Rabah was here and came to visit him. Speaking of which, where is Rabah?”

“He’s asleep,” Lenard said, quickly stepping away from them. He vanished into the thick woods, weaving through the rustling bamboo trees towards the pond. As he surveyed the area, he envisioned Rabah and Ayaz standing there, which made him draw a sharp breath and nearly lose his balance. He collapsed onto the ground to let the dizziness pass. He was convinced that what had happened between Ayaz and Rabah was the same as what had happened between him and Ayaz, though he was unaware that it wasn’t. He closed his eyes and lay there until morning, even though sleep wouldn’t come.

In the morning, he made his way back to camp and saw Rabah wrapped in a warm embrace with one of the elderly monks. Watching the old man’s gentle hands on Rabah’s back and his fingers softly stroking the nape of his neck, Lenard felt a surge of emotions hit him hard, as if his whole world was at stake. Each time Rabah glanced around, Lenard was sure he was searching for him. Seeing Rabah’s downcast face, he ached to run to him and pull him close.

He trailed behind as Rabah and the monk strolled toward the guesthouse. Once they reached the greenhouse filled with carnations, they settled into two elegant white wrought-iron chairs, sitting close. The monk cradled Rabah’s bowed head, occasionally smoothing his forehead with a calming touch. Lenard chose to hang back, peeking in from the corridor.

“What’s troubling you?” the monk asked.

“It sucks, and let me put it in your terms: I'm constantly slammed by the first noble truth.”

The old man giggled, his eyes crinkling. “You never change... But still, haven’t you made peace with that by now?”

“How can I? How do I get past this?” 

“The causes of Dukkhas must be eradicated. To overcome suffering, you must first understand it. That is what I have always preached to you. Stop clinging to things—whether pleasurable or painful—that causes suffering. To attain pure love and happiness, one must first let go of everything. Over the years, I guided you towards the fourth noble truth. How did you drift so far?”

Rabah sought guidance. “Tell me what to do.”

The old man smiled mischievously. ‘Do you want my personal advice or Buddha’s?’

Rabah couldn’t help but smile back, though faintly. “Yours might be more up-to-date and useful.”

“Return to Mekong for good. That is where you truly belong. The more you avoid it, the more you distance yourself from your true self. Eventually, you will have to come back to Mekong. It’s better to do it when you’re ready, not out of obligation.”

Fearing that Rabah might be swayed by
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