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PROLOGUE
 
Betrayal defined Kelemete Koloi. Those he trusted most always turned their backs in the end. Dad left when he was four, never to return. In sixth grade, he and Joey stole a neighbor’s car and took it for a joyride. When the cops came, Joey pointed the finger. That was the first time Kelemete went to juvenile hall.
The microwave beeped. When he opened it, fragrant steam billowed out. Careful not to scald his hands, he removed the flimsy plate piled high with meat. Baby back ribs were his favorite.
Juvie sucked. The day he got out was the best day of his childhood. It put Christmas morning to shame. But in freshman year of high school, one of the varsity football players asked him to carry a backpack out to the bus. The cops were waiting just outside the gym. There was enough weed, coke, and meth in that backpack to supply the neighborhood for a month. That was the second time he got sent inside. When you’re a repeat offender, nobody believes you.
But Kelemete learned his lesson. If you wanted to get ahead in life, you needed to take control. Back at juvie, he threw in with the Crips. It was a brotherhood built on total commitment, absolute loyalty, and shared Tongan ancestry. For the first time in his life, he had people he could rely on. Now that he was out, he and his brothers ruled the streets of Salt Lake City.
“Yo, Kele, where those ribs at?” called Marco from the living room.
“Chill out man, this ain’t room service.” Kelemete sucked the meat off a rib, relishing the sweet, smoky flavor of homemade barbecue sauce.
“Don’t be stuffing your face all by your lonesome. I heard the microwave go off.”
Tossing the bone in the trash to cover his tracks, Kelemete joined Marco and Tanx in front of the TV. They wolfed down the ribs and guzzled a two-liter of Coke while watching the local news on KUTV. A gaggle of baby geese had wandered onto the freeway. Highway patrol officers were slowing traffic and herding the wayward birds back to safety.
“That’s some cute shit right there,” said Tanx, the normally reticent leader of their three-person crew. “I want one of them geese.”
“Oh damn,” said Marco. “Tanx only opens his mouth for ribs and fuzzy little animals.”
Tanx glared at Marco. “And some folks open their mouths too damn much.”
“Alright, alright.” Marco threw up his hands. “Just trying to spark some conversation, you know? This babysitting gig is some dull bullshit. We should be out there slayin’ foes and pullin’ hos. Am I right or am I right?”
Kelemete guffawed through a mouthful of ribs, but Tanx just raised a single eyebrow, unimpressed. They had been assigned to guard this safe house, a cookie-cutter single-family suburban home that was stuffed to the brim with a new shipment of coke in from Crip central distribution in Los Angeles. The extended network got it across the border into California and then sent it out through a complex web of capillaries to feed the junkies of the nation. The Tongan Crips ran Utah. A franchise was a franchise.
He had to agree with Marco though, however big his mouth was. This was boring. Kelemete hadn’t had time to rise through the ranks yet, but he knew he needed to build serious cred before he’d earn anyone’s respect. Honor. Fellowship. Loyalty. Those were the things that really mattered. Sitting around in white-picket-fence-ville wasn’t going to win him any glory, nor was it going to impress his hot new girlfriend. And damn, was she hot. She was more than he had ever imagined a woman could be. He grinned, remembering their recent picnic up at Twin Peaks and the frenzied lovemaking that followed. But it wasn’t just the sex. He had never felt this way about anyone—
“Earth to Kele.” Marco was waving a rib in front of his eyes. “Jeez, serious space cadet over here. Probably dreaming about that new piece of ass.”
Kelemete flushed. “No, I—”
“Shut up,” said Tanx, voice abruptly stern. “Both of you, shut the fuck up.”
Kelemete and Marco looked up, confused.
“—just in,” said the coiffed news anchor. “Infamous Tongan Crip don Lakepi Helu and a number of his captains have been arrested in a targeted raid by federal law enforcement officers.” A camera feed cut in, the view shifting as the cameraman jostled for position to get a shot of a procession of shackled men being hustled out of a police vehicle by SWAT personnel. 
Kelemete’s heart froze in his chest. He recognized those faces. Lakepi himself had welcomed Kelemete into the family after he survived the trials of initiation. Lakepi was a legend, an OG. He had built the organization from the ground up, filling the top positions with grizzled, trusted homeboys. Theirs were the places Kelemete hoped to one day take. They were his brothers. A truer family than his kin had ever been.
“What the fuck?” Marco’s eyes were wide.
“Shut up,” said Tanx, eyes fixed on the screen.
“The sting was based on evidence laid out in a shocking new report from an independent investigative journalist,” the news anchor’s voice continued as the scene changed again, now showing the DA preparing to address a press conference. “The story, largely based on the testimony of an unnamed inside source, not only implicates much of the Crips’ senior leadership but also exposes questionable connections to influential members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.”
An unnamed inside source. It had to be a mole. One of the Crips, one of his brothers, had gone rogue and sold out the family. It was unprecedented, unthinkable. Betrayal. Kelemete’s hands clenched into fists. The plate of ribs lay forgotten on the table.
Tanx snatched the remote and muted the TV, tilting his head. Kelemete and Marco heard it too. 
Engines revving in high gear.
Kelemete jumped up and rushed to the front window, carefully pulling aside the closed curtains a few centimeters. They were on the second story and there was a good view of the street outside. He was just in time to see five police cars careen around the corner into their cul-de-sac, tires screeching on pavement and lights flashing. Adrenaline surged through him and his heart threatened to burst out of his chest.
“They’re here!” he yelled back to the others. 
“How old are you?” Tanx was opening up his black duffel bag.
“What?” asked Marco. “Dude, the cops are right here, right now. We gotta do something.”
“How old are you?” Tanx repeated.
“Twenty,” said Marco, desperation creeping into his voice. “I’m twenty, alright? Now, what are we gonna do?” 
“You?” Tanx turned his hard gaze on Kelemete.
“Nineteen,” said Kelemete.
Tanx nodded. “I only got two pieces,” he said, pulling two handguns from the duffel and tossing one to Marco. “Marco, you’re the oldest—you stand with me. Kele, you get the hell out of here and warn the others while there’s still time.”
“No!” yelled Kelemete, horrified. “Fuck that. I ain’t running. No way. We stand together.”
Tanx slapped him hard across the face, and Kelemete reeled back.
“You do what I tell you to do,” said Tanx. “And right now, I’m telling you to hightail it and make sure the family’s okay. Or do I need to point the way for you like a motherfuckin’ baby goose? You nineteen or a goddamn child? Go out the back way, and hole up in one of the neighbor’s yards till shit cools off. Then get back to town and figure out what the hell’s happening.”
Marco’s hands shook as he checked the gun, confirmed it was loaded, and released the safety. A police loudspeaker blared outside, demanding immediate surrender. Tanx pushed the couch over to block the front door and upended the table, sending ribs scattering across the floor. He looked back at Kelemete. “Go!”
Rage, fear, and frustration boiled inside him, but he pushed the feelings away and ran through the kitchen to the back door. Emerging onto the second-story back deck, he took a moment to assess his options. The neat backyards of the subdivision were separated by wooden fences. He wouldn’t have time to make it through many of them before the police came around back. He needed to find cover quickly.
He took the stairs two at a time and dashed across the lawn. Channeling his years playing linebacker, he sprinted to the fence, hooked both hands over the top, and pushed off with his legs. His momentum carried him over into the adjacent yard, where he landed awkwardly in a patch of blooming tulips. Getting his feet under him again, he charged around the pool and vaulted over the next fence. Gunshots and shouts echoed from the safe house. He sucked in huge breaths as he pushed himself through another sprint. Tripping on a hose, he hit the dirt and slid across the lawn. More gunshots. He didn’t have much time. Leaping to his feet, he made it into the next yard.
Cover. He needed cover. Now. His legs burned and his lungs ached. There. An enormous pink bouncy castle filled this backyard, left over from some lucky kid’s birthday party. He rushed around to the entrance and threw himself inside, bouncing to a stop along the edge of the inflated structure. Hundreds of colorful plastic balls filled the interior. Kelemete burrowed under them and then poked his head up to look out through the mesh wall.
From this angle, he could see the second story of the safe house above the intervening fences. A flurry of gunshots went off, and a window shattered into a thousand shards. A scream sounded from inside the house, but Kelemete couldn’t tell whether it was Tanx, Marco, or someone else.
This couldn’t be happening. There had to be some mistake. They were careful. They were professional. They didn’t just get blindsided. A mole. Someone had ratted them out. Someone had broken their sacred vows and betrayed the entire brotherhood. They needed to be found. They needed to suffer. The family would have its vengeance, and the organization would be rebuilt. But who would do such a thing? Names and faces cycled through his head. Whoever it was, Kelemete must have met him, drunk with him, fought with him. Whoever it was, he needed to die.
He needed a plan. Not some half-baked, adrenaline-fueled delusion. A real plan. He had to find out what happened and think things through. That meant seeing who made it out of this raid and what evidence the DA was presenting. He needed to go back to his apartment and make sure his girlfriend was okay. He didn’t want her getting dragged into this mess. She was smart—smarter than he was, if he was honest with himself. She would help him figure out what to do next. Maybe once he talked to her, things wouldn’t appear so desperate. Maybe he’d finally admit to her what he had only just admitted to himself, that he thought he might love her.
Marco burst out of the back door and onto the deck of the safe house, tearing Kelemete back into the present moment. Blood poured from an open wound on Marco’s shoulder, and a wild laugh escaped his lips. He raised the handgun, screamed, “Say hello to my little friend!” and emptied the clip, firing shot after shot back into the house.
Then Marco’s throat exploded as a round hit him straight in the larynx. His body jerked back and landed at an unnatural angle, legs still on the deck but the upper half of his torso hanging over the railing. His head dangled from remaining strands of tendon, skin, and muscle. Blood gushed down onto the manicured lawn in a waterfall that pumped to the rhythm of his failing heart.
As officers rushed out of the house and onto the deck, Kelemete vomited inside the bouncy castle. Bile burned his throat. Half-digested meat covered the plastic balls in front of him. He tried to wipe the viscous puke from his mouth, but his fingers were still covered in sticky barbecue sauce and the smell made him retch again. His entire body began to shudder.
He wouldn’t be betrayed again. He would fix this. He would make them pay.
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Sweating and out of breath, Asha Amarasuriya inserted the key and unlocked the door. Everyone else was having the time of their lives. They achieved their wildest dreams with practiced ease. Romance, success, and adventure sought them out rather than the other way around. Adversity was just a learning experience. “Eye of the Tiger” would be featured on the soundtrack of their inevitable biopics.
Asha’s life was following no such trajectory. 
She had started strong. When she’d been accepted to a university in California, it had seemed like the opportunity of a lifetime. She’d left her family’s tea estate in the alpine region of central Sri Lanka and flown to San Francisco. But shortly after arriving, she realized that attending Cal State East Bay in Hayward wasn’t quite the same as going to Stanford. The high cost of living in the Bay Area meant that when she wasn’t in school, she was working her butt off to afford her studio apartment in East Oakland. Since graduating in June, she found that her degree in political science wasn’t doing her career as many favors as she’d originally hoped. 
Instead, she was working the same job she’d had since arriving four years before. Surrounded by friends and colleagues who were vaulting the milestones of life like so many Olympians, she was back to square one, wading through the tepid swamp of ennui.
The smell of leather, sweat, and tenacity greeted Asha as she stepped through the door. She closed her eyes and inhaled. That sour funk was an anchor in a world unmoored. She went to the changing room, removed her small backpack, untied her running shoes, peeled off her socks, and stuffed it all into her locker, which was adorned with theatrical poster prints of The Chinese Connection, Drunken Master II,
and Ong-Bak.
Back in the gym, she hung her hoodie on the back of a chair and began a full stretching routine. Her breathing was still hard and fast from the run over here. The mat was cool and firm beneath her bare feet. Lactic acid sizzled in her muscles as she worked out the knots and tightness. 
This was her favorite part of the day. The gym was empty. The only sound was her own panting. The sun peeked up from behind the hills to illuminate the calm waters of the San Francisco Bay just beyond the glass walls surrounding her. It reminded her of training sessions on the beaches of Arugam Bay and solitary routines in the midst of mountainous tea fields.
Stretching complete, Asha attacked a heavy bag with a relentless stream of punches and kicks. The rhythm, pace, and intensity stayed random and unpredictable. She transitioned seamlessly from a few quick jabs to a flurry of vicious assaults. Her feet danced the entire time. Back and forth, left and right. Dropping to the floor, she pressed out a series of push-ups and then popped back up for another round with the bag.
Asha found peace in violence. During training, individual thoughts loosened their death grip on consciousness. Memory lost its razor edge. Neuroses faded into irrelevance. Ideas floated through her mind like colorful helium balloons, buoyant and playful. 
The alarm on her phone chirped, signaling the end of her workout and the beginning of her workday. 
She wiped the sweat off her face with a towel, wolfed down a banana, and grabbed a coconut water from the little fridge in the entrance area. Drinking it made her think of shinnying up palm trees and opening huge king coconuts with a machete on family vacations to the coast.
Students began to filter in, and Asha greeted them as they entered. The crack-of-dawn class was serious and pushed Asha to the limits of her abilities as an instructor. Jed was a former Navy SEAL who had done tours in Iraq and Afghanistan. Francesca led a SWAT team in Richmond. Natalie had a black belt in judo and aikido. Dennis and José competed on the semipro mixed martial arts circuit. Denise ran a self-defense program for large corporate clients around the Bay Area. Lynn… Asha did a double take. 
Lynn had been taking classes for only a month now. She was gregarious and won people over quickly, especially with her thick tumble of brown hair and intense green eyes. Her sharp intellect and sarcasm had amused Asha, but this class wasn’t for Lynn.
Lynn flashed her a smile. “I couldn’t sleep,” she said. “And when I saw you open at six, I decided I might as well get a workout in early and spend the rest of the day sore.”
“I admire your sense of mission,” said Asha. “As you can see,” she gestured back to the other students, “not many people get out here for this one.” She shrugged apologetically. “Unfortunately, this is an advanced class. I’m sorry to let you down, but we’re doing techniques that you’re just not ready for yet.”
“Ah well, no good deed goes unpunished,” Lynn rolled her eyes. “I figured I might be out of my depth when I saw SEAL tattoos all over that one guy’s arm.” She leaned in and dropped her voice to a faux whisper. “His biceps are the size of my thighs.”
Asha couldn’t suppress a grin. “Yeah,” she said, “Jed does a lot of weight work. You’d be surprised though—extra muscle mass doesn’t matter as much as technique in a fight. Of course, he’s got both in spades so I’m not too worried about him walking home by himself at night.”
Lynn did a quick scan of the gym. “Well, now that I’m here anyway, would it be cool if I get in a solo workout? I promise I’ll stay out of the way. I don’t want a Navy SEAL punching me in the face by accident.”
“Of course. You can use the weights, the bags, anything you want.” Asha checked the time. “Look, I’ve got ten minutes until the class gets started. If you get changed quickly, I can give you some drills to practice.”
“That would be stellar, thanks.” Lynn saluted and dashed off to the changing room. 
Now that everyone was signed in, Asha lined up the playlist of Ghanaian percussion on the speaker system. No vocals, just beats. When Lynn returned, Asha corrected her fighting stance and ran her through a series of exercises. 
Whenever Asha was working with a beginner, it reminded her of Dov. His craggy face and brutal realism had terrified most of the other children when he moved to their small hometown of Haputale. It was odd for Sri Lankans from other areas to relocate there, let alone a foreigner from a country she hadn’t been able to point out on a map. Israel was a long way from South Asia. But Asha found his strangeness fascinating. Ever since her first childhood visit to Colombo, she had been aware of how far outside of the mainstream Haputale sat. It was a tiny hamlet hidden in the mountainous interior of Sri Lanka. Almost the entire population worked on the surrounding tea estates, one of which was owned by her family. Dov, a retired Israeli Defense Forces commander, was a precious novelty. It wasn’t long before he became a mentor.
“Like this?” Lynn threw a punch into the heavy bag.
Asha reached out and adjusted her alignment. “Keep the wrist straight. You want the force to carry straight through—otherwise you’re more likely to injure yourself. Also, remember that a punch starts with the hips. You want it to ripple up through your center of gravity and down your arm.” In her peripheral vision, Asha could see her other students filing in. “Alright, I think that gives you enough to work with. Practice makes perfect.”
“Thanks,” said Lynn. “You go do your thing. I’ll be over here showing this bag who’s boss.”
Asha stepped away and got the class started. They jogged around the gym and did some calisthenics to get their blood moving. She called Jed forward and demonstrated a defense that translated into an incapacitating hold that slammed them both down onto the mat. They broke up into partners to practice, and she wandered among them, tuning techniques here and there. 
Over the course of the next ninety minutes, Asha led them through the entire curriculum that she’d prepared for that day. Just like in her own personal workouts, she randomized the tempo of the routines. Attackers didn’t wait for you to warm up. Real-world combat didn’t conform to any kind of structure, and training was only useful to the extent that it prepared someone to deal with an actual crisis. Learning that lesson had cast a shadow across Asha’s life. Catastrophe had paralyzed her before. It wouldn’t happen again.
The playlist ended. Time to wrap up.
“Remember, we have the advanced tactical shooting seminar next weekend,” she told them. “Oh, and at the end of September we’re renting a bus to do the full-day hijacking workshop. The sign-up form is over by the door.”
Asha traded jokes and gossip with her students as they collected their things, guzzled water, and got ready to face the day. Even though she was the nominal instructor, they were the real heroes. Each and every one of them had risked their lives for what they believed in time and again. It made her question her own life, her own choices. Had she come all the way to California just to wind up coaching krav maga? If so, why had she poured so much time, money, and effort into completing a college degree? She had landed this instructor gig to help finance her tuition and living expenses. Four years and a bachelor’s degree later, she was still here. Denise, Jed, and Francesca were pushing themselves to the limit and making a real difference out there in the world, while she came to the gym day after day and taught people how to punch straight.
She gave Natalie a wave as she followed the others out the door. The next class didn’t start for another forty-five minutes. Asha taught three groups today, and then she’d hand it over to Noah for the evening shift. Unwrapping a granola bar, she cued up a classic rock playlist and settled in to spend a few minutes browsing the internet and ogling the endeavors of the social media cognoscenti.
“Phew, my muscles feel like they’ve been through a sausage grinder.”
Asha leapt to her feet and spun around to see Lynn wiping the sweat from her forehead with a towel.
“Holy crap,” said Asha. “You scared me. I thought everyone had left.”
Lynn’s eyebrow quirked up. “I seem to remember you evangelizing situational awareness in quite a few classes…”
“Ha-ha, touché. Always more to learn. You definitely took me by surprise.”
“Speaking of learning,” said Lynn, “I couldn’t help but notice that sweet takedown move you guys were practicing today.”
Asha cycled through her mental catalogue of the techniques they’d honed this morning.
“You know,” said Lynn. “The one where you did this.” She mimed slamming an opponent down on the mat.
“Oh yeah,” said Asha. “That’s a good takedown. Useful if someone’s attacking you at close quarters and you want to end it quickly, especially if they’re physically bigger than you.”
“Can you show me how to do it?”
The move was way beyond what Lynn was really ready for. On the other hand, beginners would often take practice more seriously if you indulged their enthusiasm every once in a while. Dov had often let Asha try advanced techniques so that she could test her own limits. 
“Sure,” said Asha, placing her phone and granola bar on the table. “Come on.”
Back on the mat, Asha demonstrated the move in real time. Then she did it again in slow motion and broke down each element into its constituent parts, explaining the logic and physics underlying how and why it worked. Lynn emulated her, trying to replicate each piece and string it together into a cohesive whole. Even after numerous attempts, it was still awkward and choppy.
“The hard part is making it all come together,” said Asha. “It’s easy for our conscious brain to interrupt and overthink everything. That’s why it takes so much practice. To be effective out in the real world, you need to internalize it so much that it becomes a purely instinctive reaction. It’s like driving. You don’t need to think about where and how to move your foot in order to hit the brakes. You do it automatically.”
Lynn gave an exaggerated sigh. “You mean there’s no magic pill for instant mastery? What a load of bull. I came here looking for silver bullets.”
Asha laughed and shook her head. “If it were easy, I’d be out of a job.”
“Alright,” said Lynn, her expression turning serious. “Show me one last time. The real deal. Full throttle.”
“Okay,” said Asha. “I’ll face this way.” She turned away. “You rush me from behind.”
There was a brief silence.
“When do I go?” asked Lynn.
“Whenever you want,” said Asha. “You think a real attacker would wait for you to count to three?”
Another moment of silence. Then, beneath the thrumming chords of a guitar solo, came the soft pitter-patter of bare feet. A hand grasped for purchase on Asha’s spandexed leg, and a quarter second later a shoulder drove into her lower back, sending a flash of pain up her spine. Lynn had been sprinting full tilt. She wasn’t messing around. Good.
Asha let herself stumble forward to absorb some of the impact. Between her second and third step, she rotated 180 degrees, locked Lynn’s arm into a hold, threw out a leg, and leveraged the other woman’s speed to flip Lynn over her hip. Lynn spun in the air and slammed down into the mat, flat on her back. Asha allowed momentum to carry her up and over Lynn and landed on top of her, straddling one knee on either side of Lynn’s torso and the arm bind still locked. Textbook.
The entire encounter took less than two seconds.
Lynn’s chest heaved as she tried to suck back the air that the fall had knocked from her lungs. She tapped the mat with her free hand, and Asha released her other arm.
“Now, that,” said Lynn, cheeks flushed and green eyes bright, “was badass.”
She pushed herself up on her elbows, snaked a hand behind Asha’s head, and kissed her full on the lips. It was the last thing Asha was expecting. Heat. Flesh. Wetness. Cinnamon and smoke. Incredulity and libido coruscated through every nerve ending. The rest of the universe evaporated for an infinite moment. And then Lynn was pulling away, and Asha noticed, dumbfounded, the flecks of gold in her emerald eyes.
“I’m telling you,” said Lynn with a sly grin, “you’ve seriously got to work on the whole situational awareness thing.”
The playlist had advanced, and Survivor was belting out “Eye of the Tiger.”
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Desire was a dangerous thing. It made you question everything you thought you knew about yourself. Asha swung the backpack onto her shoulders and accelerated into a jog along the Oakland Embarcadero. Masts thrust up through the soft evening light from the sailboats anchored at the marina. On the other side of the narrow strait, trees shaded the shores of Alameda. 
All day long, the kiss had been humming inside her. She had tried to force herself to be present. To focus. She had a duty to her students. They deserved her full attention. But then, in the middle of an exercise, she’d remember the taste of Lynn’s sweat.
 She turned away from the water, ducked between the buildings to her left, and crossed to the far sidewalk. Her thighs burned as she ran up the arching incline of the 16th Avenue overpass. Through the rusty chain-link, Oakland spread out in front of her. Infinite lines of blinking red brake lights stretched along the clogged artery of Interstate 880, cars lurching along in both directions. The iconic neon sign blazed from the top of Tribune Tower. Downtown perched on the edge of Lake Merritt. The setting sun lit up the rolling hills on the eastern horizon. Crossing the apogee of the overpass, she descended into the haggard sprawl of East Oakland. 
Lynn hadn’t left the orbit of her thoughts. Her boldness was staggering. Asha had cycled through various relationships over the past few years. All men. All with a half-life of about two months. No stolen kisses.
The smell of stale urine wafted up from the homeless camp huddled under the overpass. When she’d first arrived from Sri Lanka, Asha had been expecting a Hollywood version of California. But poverty was much more widespread and apparent than what the movies had prepared her for. Sometimes, it reminded her of Colombo. She continued straight along 16th Avenue and passed over the raised BART tracks just as a train sped by with a scream of tortured metal. Block after block of run-down houses and decrepit commercial buildings flew past. 
Asha wasn’t into women. The rural town she’d grown up in wasn’t particularly progressive regarding sexuality, but she’d been living in the Bay Area for years now. Free love and all that. She just wasn’t into women. Why experiment with something you weren’t interested in? But up close, Lynn’s brown hair was shot through with auburn strands. She was the kind of person who would always know where the entrance was to the unmarked local speakeasy. Asha still felt the echo of her hand on her neck and the electric charge of her lips.
As she turned the corner onto Foothill Boulevard, a lowrider cruised by, subwoofer growling. A few houses up, she stepped into the vestibule of her small apartment building, took a few panting breaths, and climbed the carpeted stairs to her worn wooden door. She had hoped the run home would settle her mind, but her neurons were still firing like crazy. Her foot bumped against something, and she looked down to see a package on the floor about the size of her forearm. Picking it up, she saw it was addressed to her and shipped from somewhere in Napa. Odd, she hadn’t ordered anything from up there. She stuck the package under her arm. She could open it up once she got inside.
Dipping a hand into the pocket of her hoodie, she grabbed her key, but her fingers snagged on something else. Paper. A grocery list? She couldn’t remember making one. Standing in the hallway in front of her door, she pulled it from her pocket. It was a square envelope, made from a thick stock that looked artisanal. Flipping it over in her hands, she saw that “Asha” was scrawled across the front in messy handwriting. What was this? She carefully peeled open the envelope to reveal a folded note. When she plucked out the note, something fell out of it and fluttered to the floor. She bent down to pick it up. 
It was a ticket. A long rectangular golden ticket. Intricate artwork depicted a menagerie of mythological creatures dancing as if torn straight out of an ancient Greek fresco. “Muses & Satyrs” was etched across the top in elaborate typography. Just below it, in blockier font, read, “Burning Man, Admit One.”
Asha frowned in confusion. Burning Man? It was infamous, especially here in its Bay Area birthplace. She’d known people from Cal State East Bay who’d attended. Some of them went year after year. But Asha had never known much about it, aside from the fact that it sounded insane and there was no way she could afford to go. 
Crazy parties weren’t Asha’s style. She’d always done what was expected of her, what her parents expected of her. It was her way of protecting them. She studied hard even though she never liked school. During vacations, she helped with office work at the tea factory. She’d moved her dad’s stacks of yellowing bookkeeping files onto a simple spreadsheet and set up their first computer system. She’d gone to college in America. She’d never slacked in her practice of krav maga. Well, to be fair, her parents hadn’t been big fans of her martial arts obsession. But they’d gone along with it. They always supported her on things that she cared deeply about. That’s why even though they talked on Skype every week, they hadn’t argued in years.
She unfolded the note. The same messy handwriting covered the page:
 
This may be a bit forward given that we haven’t known each other very long, but forward is the only way to live. A group of my friends go to Burning Man every year. They’re a little over the top about it, which is quite entertaining. I’m actually going for work this time around. I’m a writer, and my work takes me strange places sometimes. Anyway, one of the crew came down with some kind of god-awful flu this week and I wound up with an extra ticket. Wanna join me for the adventure of a lifetime? 
 
Oh, who are we kidding. Of course you’re coming. A smoking-hot martial arts goddess like yourself was born to tear shit up in the desert. Tell your boss that you’re going intergalactic for a week, and get your ass in gear. My current address is below. Meet me there at 6 a.m. on Monday. Our camp will have most of the stuff we’ll need, but I’ve listed a few essentials you should make sure to bring along. Also, bring something to share. That’s pretty much what the whole experience is about.
 
Love, blood, and ruin,
Lynn
 
PS You’re a pretty good kisser.
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No.
Asha set the ticket, the note, and the box down on the table that was squeezed into the corner of her studio apartment. It was just too crazy. What kind of person ambushes you with a kiss and invites you to the desert for a weeklong festival all in one day? No. She wasn’t into women. She wasn’t into Burning Man. She wasn’t into these kinds of surprises. 
She had her own life to worry about without someone blindsiding it. Her job. Her family. Her future. Those weren’t things you could just ditch for a good party. Lynn had confidence, Asha had to admit. And she couldn’t deny it was flattering to be the object of someone’s attention, especially someone as dynamic as Lynn. But it was too much, too fast. She was brushing up against a life traveling at escape velocity. Asha’s own life was more measured. She did what made sense.
Speaking of, time to open her mail before signing on for her weekly chat with her parents. Snatching a pair of scissors from the drawer, Asha sliced open the box and peeled away the tape. In the middle of a complex structure of cardboard cushioning lay a bottle of expensive-looking sparkling rosé. 
For a long moment, Asha just stared. Had Lynn sent this to accompany her invitation? If so, she must have ordered it days in advance. And she would have needed Asha’s address. 
Lifting the bottle from its sheath, Asha noticed a printed message tucked in beneath. 
 
Congratulations to our little Asha! Love, Thaaththi & Ammi.
 
Why were her parents sending her wine? What was there to celebrate? She had graduated two months ago, and her birthday wasn’t until March. Asha rubbed her fingertips against her temples. Too many questions for one day. At least this one could be resolved quickly.
While her laptop booted up, she hopped in the shower to wash off the sweat. Fatigue was a soft glow in her muscles. Between the physicality of her classes and the mental focus that teaching required, she always came home exhausted. Exhaustion laced with satisfaction was still exhaustion. After talking to her parents, she’d warm up some leftovers and then hit the sack. Maybe sleeping on all these questions would prove revealing.
Steam filled the bathroom as hot water cascaded down her body. Now, that was badass. The memory of Lynn’s flushed cheeks, bright eyes, and heaving chest sent sparking tendrils of energy through Asha. The woman knew how to make an impression. Asha rinsed out the shampoo, and suds sluiced down the drain. Enough. Time to brave the temperamental straits of intercontinental communication.
She stepped out of the shower, dried off with a towel, and wrapped it up around her hair. Returning to the main room of the studio, she pulled on pajamas and checked the time. Perfect. Her parents would be just finishing up breakfast in Haputale. Her mouth watered as she imagined their dining room table piled high with string hoppers, pancakes formed from thin rice noodles and smothered in coconut-curry gravy. They would wash it down with high-grade estate tea, with just the right amounts of milk and sugar. She couldn’t suppress a smile, thinking of the tributaries of wrinkles at the corner of her dad’s eyes and her mom’s irrepressibly colorful wardrobe.
Her computer chimed. There they were.
“Hello?” The video connection flickered into existence. “Can you hear me?”
“Asha?” Her mom’s voice echoed through the fiber-optic cables connecting Haputale to Oakland. 
“Hi, Ammi,” said Asha, waving to the camera. Her parents appeared on the screen, squeezed in next to each other on the couch in the living room. They blew kisses to each other. “Hi, Thaaththi.”
“Good evening,” said her dad. “Have you eaten?”
Asha rolled her eyes but felt a surge of grudging affection. That was the first thing they always asked. Leading with their stomachs. “Not yet. Just hopped out of the shower after getting home from work. I’ll heat up some food after we talk.”
“You shouldn’t be eating so late,” said her mom. “I’ve been reading articles about how eating late at night will disturb your sleep cycles.”
“I’ll make dinner right after we chat, okay? Look what I found when I got home.” She held the bottle of rosé up to the camera. “What’s this for? Don’t get me wrong, I won’t turn down a nice bottle of wine. But am I missing something?”
Her mom bit her lip, and her parents glanced at each other. It struck Asha as an oddly youthful moment, almost like catching a fleeting glimpse of her parents’ teenage selves. Her dad placed a hand on her mom’s knee, and they looked back to the camera, beaming. They could barely contain themselves. Asha grinned. Their excitement was palpable.
“Alright,” said Asha. “Spit it out. What’s so special?”
Her mom reached over and squeezed her dad’s hand. “My lovely, lovely Asha,” she said. “Your father has arranged for you to be married. As our only daughter, I had nothing but the highest standards in mind as we went through the list of prospective candidates.” She smiled conspiratorially. “Fear not, I was ruthless in knocking all sorts of useless bachelors off the list. But you were born under a lucky star, my love. We’ve orchestrated your engagement to Pamu Senanayake—he’s the firstborn son of a member of Parliament!”
Asha’s mouth hung open, her face slack. Her train of thought sank into quicksand. What were they talking about? She had never wanted an arranged marriage. There were so many things she loved about her homeland, but living abroad had highlighted some of the social norms that she now found ridiculous. This had never once come up before. She had assumed her parents understood it wasn’t part of her life plan. But apparently they’d been negotiating a union for months without even mentioning it to her.
Her father held up an index finger. “His family is also the largest landowner in Galle. It will cement a long-standing partnership opportunity. They are interested in selling our tea through their international distribution network. Oh, and Pamu is an excellent bowler—you should see him on the cricket pitch.”
Snakes roiled in Asha’s stomach, and the walls of her apartment threatened to close in on her. How could they do this to her? Sentence her to spend her entire life with a man she’d never even met? Her future played itself out in her mind’s eye. Quitting her job, moving out, getting on a flight to Colombo. The endless rituals of engagement, meeting the families, planning the wedding. If his family was as aristocratic as her parents said, the ceremony would be lavish and immense. Hundreds of people, mostly strangers to her, would be in attendance. Finally, she would retreat to the life of an upper-class housewife as her husband rose through the ranks of the economic and political elite. They would host cocktail parties with diplomats, vacation in Majorca, raise a brood of privileged children, and command a small army of domestic workers. All she had to do was say yes, and she would step into that future like Alice through the looking glass.
“And he’s gorgeous,” her mom clapped her hands, bracelets jangling. “Just wait until you get a look at him.” She nudged Asha’s dad. “I’d be jealous if I didn’t have this old man to look after.”
“Old man?” her dad snorted and then looked back to Asha. “Anyway, sweetie, we found a nice wine shop on the internet and had them send along the champagne for you. It’s time to celebrate your engagement. We can’t wait to have you back home in Sri Lanka!”
Asha’s knuckles turned white as she gripped the edge of the table. She had to stop hyperventilating. You cannot control the world, but only you control how you react to it. That’s what Dov had said when she’d told him about the Karuna Faction goons breaking in to beat her parents for offering aid to Tamils fleeing prosecution in Colombo. Six-year-old Asha watched the entire thing through the closet keyhole.
Dov had pressed her relentlessly on why she wanted to master krav maga. What the training meant to her. Remembering the fear in her father’s eyes when he pushed her into the closet and made her promise to keep quiet, she told Dov she had no choice but to train. She would not be caught trapped and helpless again. But helpless was exactly how she felt right now. Impotent in the face of a predetermined course, like a train that can only follow a single track. It might be a life of pomp and luxury, but it wouldn’t be her life.
She realized that she was shaking her head.
“No,” she said, her voice cracking. “Ammi, Thaaththi, I’m sorry but no. I can’t. I just finished college. I’m working at the gym here. I have friends, connections. I can’t just abandon them all and fly off to Sri Lanka to marry some guy I’ve never even met.”
Her mom’s face fell, and a frown creased her dad’s forehead. “Asha,” he said, “it’s okay—I know this may come as a shock.” They glanced at each other. “We thought it would be an exciting surprise, but maybe it’s all happening too fast. This is good for you, good for the family.”
“Yes, sweetie,” said her mom. “You’ve finished college. With an American degree in hand and Pamu at your side, you’ll join the cream of Colombo.”
“But I don’t want to move back to Colombo,” said Asha. “I never asked you to do this. I never imagined that you’d do something like this in a million years.”
“Your mother and I had an arranged marriage,” said her dad. “And it was the best thing that ever happened to either of us. It was stressful at the time, not knowing how everything would work out. But at the end of the day, our families knew us better than we knew ourselves. Marriages of passion fall apart as soon as the lust fades. You want something, someone more enduring than that.”
“What I want,” said Asha, “is to live my own life.”
“Aha,” said her mom, her tone sharpening. “Really? And what does that mean exactly? Play at karate all day long? Asha, sweetie, you’re not a child anymore. It’s time to give up this dream of being a ninja. You need to grow up. You don’t want to be a woman spending the rest of her life yelling at people while they sweat in a gym. What will people think? Your father, bless his heart, has secured a golden opportunity for you with this match.”
“That’s what you think I’m doing here?” said Asha, pulse quickening. “Playing at karate? Karate? Ammi, you know damn well it’s krav maga.”
“Hey,” said her dad, holding up a placating hand. “There’s no need for language like that.”
“There’s no need for either of you to tell me who I should or shouldn’t want to be.” 
“Let’s slow down a bit,” said her dad. “Cool off. Take some time to consider.”
“No. I will not be bartered away for political influence or profit,” she said. “I can find my own way, thank you very much. And if you’re not happy to have a daughter who values her independence, then you should have had more children.”
Asha slammed her laptop shut.
Closing her eyes, she listened to the hum of the computer die. After a few minutes, she managed to get her breathing under control. Her pounding pulse slowed. Maybe she shouldn’t have signed off like that, but she couldn’t take it anymore. Until today, her parents had always been outwardly supportive. She thought that she had finally started to earn their respect as an adult. But the last few minutes had demolished that house of cards forever.
A single tear squeezed out of the corner of her eye and rolled down her cheek. For years, they hadn’t been taking her seriously. That much was obvious. They had seen her move to California as a mere tangent along the way to pampered homemaker. To them, she was still nothing but a bumbling child, not capable of making her own decisions. She loved her parents dearly, but that didn’t give them the right to judge her, to plan her life like some kind of grand chess game.
The only way not to be a pawn was to redefine the rules. It was time to step back, to rethink things, to set a path with intention. She swiped away the tear and opened her eyes. There, right in the middle of the table, lay the golden ticket.
Love, blood, and ruin.
Fuck it. Why not?
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As the van crested a ridge, an enormous lake appeared beneath them. The calm blue water was incongruous against the folded mountains and valleys of Nevadan desert that they had been crossing for hours. Instrumental acoustic guitar careened through a roller coaster of scales. Dry air swirled in through the open windows. Warm afternoon light turned Lynn’s dancing hair into a chaotic, glowing halo.
Asha swallowed the last of her Indian taco and stuffed the wax paper wrapper, soaked with oil from the fried bread, into a designated trash bag between their seats. Burning Man was a leave-no-trace environment, and they were already starting to organize where to keep the garbage they produced on the ride in. When you stopped to think about it, it was amazing how much stuff people disposed of on a day-to-day basis.
Asha stared through the dusty windshield as they followed the eastern shore of the lake and began to climb into another small mountain range. A barren, pyramid-shaped island jutted out of the pristine waters, standing alone in the middle of the lake.
“What’s your family like?” she asked.
Lynn glanced over, and glare gleamed off her aviators. “My family?”
“Yeah,” said Asha, half-lost in thought. “Where do you come from? What are your parents like? All that.”
“Eh.” Lynn’s fingers drummed out the rhythm to the song on the wheel as she drove. “I don’t know. They’re alright, I guess.”
“Are you close? I talk to my parents pretty much once a week.” Your father has arranged for you to be married. That last call weighed heavy on Asha’s mind, never quite leaving her despite the stimulating conversation that had filled their journey so far.
“Nah, not me,” said Lynn. “My parents have always been pretty hands-off. They were both diplomats working for the State Department, so I grew up a bit of a nomad. Every few years it was a new country, new language, new school, new friends, new food, new life. A lot of us international school brats were like that, parents in the embassy, multinational company, or some other kind of foreign service.” A corner of her mouth quirked down. “They’re climbers. They were always trying to scramble their way up the bureaucratic ladder, find some favored posting, catch the attention of the secretary, get audiences with the president, that kind of thing. That didn’t leave much time for child-rearing, so I was mostly raised by a string of local nannies who didn’t speak much English. Sometimes I think they decided to have me simply because it was expected of them, not because they actually wanted a child.”
Asha’s heart leapt at the freedom such independence entailed but went out to Lynn at the same time. What a tragedy it must be to feel that your parents didn’t want you. “That must be hard,” she said. “I’m sorry.”
Lynn shrugged. “I don’t hold it against them. They are who they are. Plus, it’s the only life I’ve lived. I probably get to skip out on a bunch of the mommy and daddy issues that other people have to deal with. What are your folks like?”
Asha sighed. “I love them,” she said. “But sometimes I feel like they’re trying to run my life. It’s-for-your-own-good stuff. They can’t seem to get it through their heads that I’m not in secondary school anymore.”
“Ha,” said Lynn. “See? That’s one problem I’ve never had to deal with. I’m pretty sure my parents never knew enough about what was happening in my life to successfully interfere.”
The road hugged the eastern slopes of a line of hills that were a reddish-brown smudge against the clear blue sky. For as far as the eye could see, a caravan of dusty vehicles stretched along the two-lane highway. Trailers were piled high with bicycles, water jugs, and camping equipment. RVs puttered along the gentle slope of the road, slowing the pace of traffic. Stickers, flags, and paint identified members of various camps and displayed the iconic stylized Man symbol. It was like a vast migration—everyone was heading north.
“Do you see them often?” 
“Not anymore.” Lynn grimaced. “They are, let’s say, not the biggest fans of my work. It’s a standing issue in our nonexistent relationship.” She shook her hair back. “Honestly though, it doesn’t matter much to me. Relationships are exactly as valuable as how much you invest in them. In this case, it went into Chapter 11 a long time ago.”
“You said in your note that you’d have to do some work at Burning Man,” said Asha. Lynn reminded her of some kind of noir comic book heroine. Crimson lips, creamy skin, loose Thai fisherman pants, a simple white tank top that was alluring in its utter utilitarianism. Delicate feather tattoos covered her upper arms and shoulders.
“Yeah, I’ll have to disappear occasionally to go interview people and such. You’ll have to fend for yourself.” A grin flashed across her face. “But with your moves, I’m guessing that won’t be a problem.”
Asha didn’t know what fending for herself at Burning Man would consist of, but she hoped that krav maga wouldn’t play into it. “So what exactly do you do as a writer? Why would it piss off your parents?”
Lynn waggled her head from side to side, as if weighing options. “I have a blog,” she said. “Where I like to mess with powerful people. Corruption really pisses me off. Of course, nobody likes corruption. But growing up around diplomats, I saw so many places where the people in charge were royally fucking over everyone else for their own personal benefit and goody-two-shoes Uncle Sam would egg them on, all in the name of ‘stability.’ I started taking notes, asking questions, and checking facts. I posted my first story when I was eighteen about how the US government was funneling aid money to a Turkish insurgent group because they disagreed with certain specific policies coming down from Ankara. It took a few months before the post was traced back to me, but once it was, it caused a shit storm for my parents. Our whole family was called back to DC in disgrace.” A satisfied smirk flitted across her face. “I make it my mission to expose the asshats trying to take advantage of everyone else. It’s not just overseas, either. Tons of messed-up stuff goes down right here on American soil.”
“Like what?” This was proving to be an entertaining distraction from her daymares of forced matrimony.
“You ever heard of the Tongan Crips?”
Asha shook her head.
“That was my first big hit, more than ten years ago now. Tonga is this tiny Pacific island nation east of Australia. Some of the first Westerners to settle there were Mormon missionaries in 1891. Mormonism has been so successful over there that Tonga now has the most Mormons per capita of any country on earth. Like so many other poor suckers the world over, some Tongans decided to chase the American dream and immigrated here. Nearly all of them went to Salt Lake City because of the Mormon connection—it’s a major hub for Polynesian immigrants. Like any other immigrant group, Tongans quickly discover that building a new life in America isn’t all it’s made out to be. Some young and frustrated guys got involved with the black market, and after a few years, the Tongan Crips emerged as the dominant organized crime group in Utah. They run drugs, engage in human trafficking, launder money, manage gambling and prostitution rings, all that jazz.” She rubbed a thumb and index finger together. “And, like all good Mormons, 10 percent tithe to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Anyway, I ended up writing a story that exposed all the senior leadership of the Tongan Crips and—this was the best part—the coziness of their connection with the church. It turned out that a number of high officials in the church helped to abet their operations to make sure the cash continued to roll in.” 
“That’s out of this world.”
“Yeah, the story was gold.” A shadow of sadness crossed Lynn’s face.
“What happened then?” asked Asha.
“I got the hell out of there,” she said. “When you light a fuse, you don’t wait around to see what happens. I hoofed it down to Colombia and started investigating the illegal emerald mines hidden in the jungle out there. You have no idea what the mosquitos are like… Actually, you’re from Sri Lanka, right? So maybe you do.”
“I grew up in a town that was pretty high altitude,” said Asha. “Up in tea country. The bugs weren’t too bad.”
“Ella?”
Asha started in surprise. Ella was a town not far east of where she grew up. “Haputale, actually. Have you been to Sri Lanka?” 
 “Lipton’s Seat itself,” said Lynn, referring to the famous site at Sir Thomas Lipton’s historic tea estate outside of Haputale. “Those mountains are beautiful. Yes, I spent some time over there documenting how the Chinese underwrote the government’s final military campaign against the Tamil Tigers.”
Asha shivered despite the heat and looked back out the window. They were passing through the tiny town of Gerlach. Spray-painted signs were everywhere, advertising water, food, bikes, masks, costumes, and all manner of festival gear. People held cardboard signs pleading for extra tickets, dashed hope bowing their heads. The overall effect was of a preapocalypse flea market.
Lynn’s life sounded impossibly romantic. Chasing the next story across continents, digging into dark corners, setting conspiracies aflame. It was a world away from eking out a living by teaching the same classes day in and day out, and calling her parents every week. Asha felt childish for expending so much effort on her own family, especially given how little they really knew her at the end of the day. But Lynn’s mention of the Tamil Tigers brought up a host of conflicting memories.
“You okay?” asked Lynn, jerking Asha out of her reverie.
“Yeah. Just lost in thought.”
“Well, time to find yourself. We’re here.”
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The van rumbled off the edge of the highway, following the endless line of vehicles onto the vast, flat expanse of white desert. Signs welcomed them to Black Rock City and warned them not to exceed five miles per hour. Asha could see why. The surface was a dry lake bed surrounded by mountains that went on for miles and miles in all directions. Dust spewed from behind even the slowest drivers in clouds that enveloped the stream of traffic, as cones filtered the cars into parallel lanes.
Far off across the desert, a single pickup truck with flashing lights on the cab raced along at breakneck speed, sending up an enormous triangular wedge of dust that hung in the air minutes after the vehicle had disappeared.
“We have to be careful on the drive in,” said Lynn. “The cops will ticket you for driving seven miles an hour instead of five.” She tapped the dashboard. “It’s actually hard to drive so slow.”
Slowly but surely they crept along, moving with the herd of dusty, battered vehicles toward the fabled entrance. Anticipation kindled inside Asha. It was hard to believe that only a few days before, Burning Man had been nothing to her but a series of half-overheard stories. Since then, she had accepted an unexpected offer, stuffed what she could into a duffel bag, and hitched a ride with this mysterious woman. It was incredible what family drama could incite you to do.
The minutes crawled by, and wind kicked up enough dust that it reduced their visibility to a few meters. Beyond that, everything was blank and white. All they could see was the car immediately in front of them. 
It gave Asha an appreciation for the ruggedness of Lynn’s van. Apparently she had bought it off of a friend who had customized it for Baja surf trips. It was raised on custom off-road tires, and the back had been gutted and replaced with what Lynn had described as her outdoor command center. Three seven-gallon plastic water tanks sloshed whenever they made a sudden turn. Boxes of food and supplies were stacked on top of a queen-size mattress. Garbage bags full of costumes and gear were stuffed into any available corner. Two bikes were stacked on top of one another. They were prepared for the end of the world.
“It’s hard to believe all the stuff people have to bring every year,” said Asha. “The logistics are crazy.”
“Radical self-reliance,” said Lynn. “It’s what Burning Man’s all about. You don’t want to be a sparkle pony.”
“Excuse me?”
Lynn laughed. “A sparkle pony. Someone who relies exclusively on the generosity of others and doesn’t come to Burning Man prepared.”
“Given that I’ve had three days to get my act together, I’d say I run a pretty high risk of being one,” said Asha. “I wouldn’t even be here if you hadn’t gifted me the ticket.”
“To your credit, most folks have more time to get organized. Plus, Derek will love your tea. Whoops—heads up. Border crossing.”
Up ahead, the car in front of them accelerated away to reveal a pair of enormous rabbits standing on their hind legs beside a small pyramid-shaped structure. The rabbits stepped forward out of the gloom to either side of the van. Lynn lowered her window, and dust immediately invaded the interior of the vehicle.
“Welcome to Black Rock City,” said one rabbit, pulling down a mask to reveal the human face behind it. “Can we have your tickets?”
Lynn handed them over. “We’ve got a virgin here,” she said, nodding at Asha. 
“Oho!” said the other rabbit. “Ma’am, would you please step out of the vehicle.”
Asha shot a panicked glance at Lynn, but she just grinned. “It’s tradition.”
Stepping out of the car, Asha was immediately engulfed in whirling dust. 
“Drop to the ground,” said the rabbit, pointing down at the earth. “And roll around.”
Asha looked down at the dry cracked surface and then back up. The enormous ears flapped in the wind. “Seriously?”
“Gotta show the playa some love, girl,” said the rabbit. “Mother Earth needs intimacy just as much as the rest of us. Don’t worry, the dust is gonna get into every crack and crevice anyway. This gives you a way to get acquainted with it.”
Asha dropped down and obliged. Rolling in the dirt at the behest of a giant bunny. If only her parents could see her now. She giggled at the absurdity of it.
“Alright!” said the rabbit, helping her to her feet. “We got a live one here. Now, take this.” It handed over a piece of rebar about the length of a baseball bat and nodded toward an enormous gong hanging from an A-frame scaffold. “And give that a good solid whack. Let ’em know you’ve arrived.”
Asha advanced. The gong was cylindrical and hung from a hook on the crossbar. The rebar was rough against her palm. Winding up like a baseball player, she poured all of the frustration and uncertainty of the past few days into her swing. The rebar arced through the air, and she swiveled her hips to add more energy to the blow. It hit the gong with a deep resounding tone that reverberated out across the desert and made the airborne dust tremble. 
The rabbits whooped, their plush ears flapping around as they leapt into the air and applauded. “That was a good one. You’re a natural.”
Asha grinned. The piece of rebar was bent, and the impact had left a dent in the gong. That had felt good. It was amazing what a bit of existential angst could do. Both rabbits charged toward her, giggling as they came. She froze for a split second, and then they engulfed her in an enormous furry hug.
“Welcome home,” they said in unison and then helped her back into the van and waved them on.
“Looked like you quite enjoyed that.” Lynn smirked as they rumbled past the gates.
“You could have warned me,” said Asha.
“But that would have taken all the fun out of it.”
“Well, now you’ve got dust all over your van.” Asha was leaving white marks on everything she touched.
“Bound to happen anyway and well worth seeing you roll out your first dust angel. You really lit into that gong—they’re gonna have to find a new piece of rebar.”
“They said to let people know I’d arrived.”
“Ring it in, baby, ring it in.”
Up ahead, shapes began to materialize out of the dust. They were on a ring road that surrounded the outermost edge of the temporary settlement of Black Rock City. Lynn had shown Asha a map as they were packing the van. The city was laid out in a horseshoe shape with a grid of streets radiating out from the center that segmented camps into blocks. The empty space in the middle of the horseshoe was called the Inner Playa, and the Man himself rose straight up in its center. 
Right now, they were orbiting the outside of the horseshoe, circling around to find the right street to turn in on. Lynn was squinting through the windshield trying to read the upcoming street signs. Black Rock City was filling fast. RVs were parked in rows at various campsites. The dust pelted the sides of tents of every size and shape. Complex shade structures and geodesic domes rose from the playa like the hideouts of so many mad scientists. Flags identifying specific camps whipped in the wind. 
“Here we go.” 
Lynn turned onto a radial road, and they were immediately surrounded by a pack of naked bicyclists, laughing and hooting as they sought shelter from the wind. They passed block after block of camps, some with wild and ambitious architecture and others that looked like a group of friends had simply decided to do a desert backpacking trip. Despite the dust, colorfully costumed people roamed the streets, and the crowd got thicker as they moved deeper and deeper into the city. It was like New Orleans had decided to host a dystopian–themed Mardi Gras. They took another turn, and Lynn pulled the van up next to a large flag emblazoned with a hanging bunch of grapes.
“This is us.” 
Their camp was about the size of a suburban house plot. An RV was squeezed along the back, and a few assorted cars were parked next to it. A geodesic dome sat in the middle of the space, with lines to various anchor points on the ground and the top corners of the RV draped with pieces of fabric that afforded additional shade. A covered carport had been set up facing the street with a wide wooden bar, behind which were stacked a half dozen full-size wine barrels.
As they opened the doors and hopped down from the van, an enormous bearded face peeked out from underneath the geodesic dome.
“Is that you, Lynn?”
“You bet your ass it is.”
The face turned out to be attached to a gigantic man, whose wild red hair matched the beard. He charged toward Lynn and wrapped her up in a huge bear hug. She laughed as her feet swung in the air.
“How long has it been?” he asked, placing her gently back on the ground.
“Since Seattle,” said Lynn. “Jeff’s funeral.”
His expression turned somber. “That’s right,” he said. “That’s right.”
“Hey, meet my friend Asha,” said Lynn. “She might be small, but she can kick your ass nineteen different ways. Asha, this is Derek. He’s the last doc you want to see if you have anything other than a gunshot wound.”
Derek brightened immediately. “Delighted to meet you,” he said. “Any friend of Lynn’s is a friend of mine.”
Asha reached out a hand, but he wrapped her in a hug. “So did Lynn’s introduction means I should come to you if I do get shot?”
A laugh bubbled up from his belly. “Don’t worry, Burning Man isn’t that dangerous.” He winked. “But yeah, I’m an ER doc. In fact,” he drew a circle in the air with his finger, “most of the good folks in Camp Wino are friends of mine from med school. One of them’s a surgeon, and he’s a total weirdo, as you’d expect. The rest of us neurotypicals are all ER grunts. So if you break an ankle in a particularly aggressive dance-off, you’ll be in good hands.”
“Derek and I met in DR Congo,” said Lynn. “I was covering one of the rebel groups, and he was volunteering for Médecins Sans Frontières.”
“Interesting times. Not recommended for a relaxing holiday,” said Derek. “Alright.” He clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “How can I help you two gorgeous ladies get settled in?”
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“You look stunning,” said Lynn, tilting her head to survey Asha from a critical angle. “You must have been born a Burner.”
Asha laughed and looked down at herself. She wore a yellow jumpsuit, onto which had been painstakingly sewn countless interlocking spirals of electroluminescent wire. A deep V plunged down from her neckline, and her feet were covered in turquoise slippers, which matched the spray-painted respirator hanging around her neck. Her thick, dark hair was pulled up into pigtails.
They were squeezed into the back of the van, rooting through their bags of costumes like forty-niners panning for gold. Asha couldn’t believe this place. Going intergalactic was an understatement. It had been just over twenty-four hours since their arrival, and they had already attended a pancake breakfast complete with fried eggs and bacon, a meditation seminar to help them find their spirit animals, a series of gourmet cocktail bars, a roller-skating dance party, and a talk about online user rights and privacy. They had witnessed robot spankings, an epic beatboxing battle, and a Tibetan sand mandala ceremony. The only way to get over the feeling of chronic disorientation was to give in to it.
“You don’t look half-bad yourself,” said Asha. 
Lynn wore a formfitting leather outfit covered in belts, buckles, and slits that showed just enough skin to promise more. She wrapped a rich-purple shemagh around her neck, head, and face, and dark World War I–style flight goggles hid her eyes. She bent down to lace up her combat boots. 
The white feathers woven into Lynn’s hair reminded Asha of the tattoos etched into the smooth skin of her shoulders. The kiss had sent tremors through Asha’s own sense of identity. But since that day in the gym, Lynn hadn’t made any explicit romantic moves. It was hard to believe it had been only a few days since it happened, but they had already developed a rapport that Asha normally associated with only her dearest friends. While they had shopped for last-minute supplies and played Tetris trying to fit all the bags and boxes into the back of the van, Asha had been waiting for Lynn to lean in again, but it never happened. At first, that had put Asha at ease. She had space to get comfortable with their dynamic and try to sort out her own feelings. But the whirlwind of activity had turned a few days of calendar time into an eon of psychological time. Now, Asha wondered whether Lynn had lost whatever spark had spurred the kiss. That uncertainty made Asha’s disconcerting curiosity about her burn brighter.
“Y’all want some treats?”
Derek stuck his ruddy face through the back door of the van. He had helped them hammer rebar into the playa and use it to tie down canvas tarps that turned the back of the van into an abbreviated tent. Asha and Lynn had off-loaded the water tanks, coolers, and supply boxes to free up space inside the back of the van, which now served as their living room and sleeping area. Their sleeping bags were laid out side by side on the queen-size mattress.
“What kind of treats might those be?” asked Lynn. “I’ve had about as much wine and chocolate as I can handle today.” 
Nearly every camp at Burning Man gave something away, and that generosity was a core feature of Black Rock City. Money had no place here, unless you were purchasing ice or coffee at Center Camp. Everything they had experienced so far had been given to them happily. Their adoptive group, Camp Wino, had been attending Burning Man for years and had their act down pat. Asha had met the rest of Derek’s friends as they prepped for their own daily giving ritual. Every sunset, Camp Wino opened its wine bar and served Russian River Valley pinot noir straight from the barrel. They also had coolers full of bean-to-bar artisan truffles, which they handed out on silver trays to accompany the wine. Needless to say, it was a popular attraction, and Asha had thoroughly enjoyed dancing to the samba soundtrack, tray in hand, passing out chocolate to a menagerie of Burners. They had closed up shop a few hours ago, but Asha was still thoroughly buzzed from all the wine.
“It’s not wine,” said Derek with mock disgust. “It’s Dom Pérignon. Fire in the hole!”
He raised his arms with a bottle in each hand and thumbed them open. The bottles exploded with a pop-pop, and Asha and Lynn ducked as the corks ricocheted around the van. 
“Watch it!” said Lynn, laughing. “You could take someone’s eye out.”
“Stop being such a worrywart, and save your champagne before it ends up on the floor.”
Liquid was bubbling up and out of the mouths of the bottles and over his hands. Asha and Lynn reached out and took them, slurping up the spillage.
“Should I grab cups?” asked Asha.
“You have much to learn, young grasshopper,” said Derek, reaching behind him to reveal his own half-empty bottle. “Camp Wino provisions well and drinks from the bottle.”
“I’m pretty sure Kwai Chang Caine was supposed to learn patience, not indulgence,” said Asha, grinning.
“Huh?” said Lynn.
Derek’s face lit up, and he bowed deeply to Asha. “The apprentice has become the master,” he said. Then he turned to Lynn. “Asha here is correcting my reference to the classic 1970s Kung Fu television series where the term ‘young grasshopper’ originated. She has revealed herself to be a fountain of wisdom as well as EL wire.”
“The actor, David Carradine, went on to play Bill in Kill Bill,” said Asha.
Lynn shook her head in mock despair. “Kids these days. I can’t believe that geeks have taken over the world.”
Derek raised his bottle. “To the golden age of kung fu.”
Their bottles clinked, and each of them took a gulp.
“Well, I’ll leave you to it,” said Derek. “But don’t take too long. DJ Xenn comes on in half an hour at Green Ocean.”
“Who’s that?” asked Asha.
This time, Lynn grinned. “Only the hottest underground DJ west of the Mississippi,” she said. “He’s ridiculously good but usually only plays in warehouses and speakeasies. I’m pretty sure he’s enamored with ’90s trance culture and jaded with modern EDM pop-stardom.” 
“He’s playing a set at Burning Man because it’s free,” said Derek. “No tickets, no promoters, just spinning and dancing. So get your butts in gear. The Camp Wino caravan departs in fifteen.”
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Asha tried to avoid the soft patches of built-up dust as she pedaled through the dark. If your front wheel caught, they would stop you as surely as quicksand. Lynn cycled alongside her, the surrounding playa lit by the countless colored lights attached to every surface on their bikes and bodies. Up ahead, the rest of Camp Wino wobbled along, laughing as they rode. All of them wore enormous plastic Viking helmets with flashing LEDs built into the translucent horns.
She hadn’t ridden a bike in years. It reminded her of charging up and down the streets of Haputale with her adolescent friends. They would dare each other to ride down the steepest hills without using their brakes and then flee the inevitable crash so as not to get in trouble with the injured party’s parents. 
Between the thrill of flying across the dark desert and the frothy intoxication of the champagne, she felt freer than she had in years. Her slim savings account, family obligations, surprise engagement—none of it mattered. The only things that did were her wild and wonderful new friends, riding like Valkyries to the party of the century. 
The seat of the bike jerked, and she careened off to the left at a steep angle, desperately trying to keep control of the handlebars. But momentum threw her up and into the chill air. She reacted instantly, rolling when she hit the playa and popping up like a cat. She looked back in confusion. Her bike lay in the dust, handlebars askew. She knelt down and examined it, adrenaline giving her the shakes.
Shit. What was she going to do? Even if she could find her way back to camp, she didn’t have a spare inner tube. She didn’t even know how to change a bike tire, for that matter. She wasn’t sure exactly where Green Ocean was, and regardless, it would mean an even longer walk back at the end of the night, lugging her bike along with her. Probably the best course was simply to get back to the van and find someone at one of the bike repair camps who could help her tomorrow.
“What happened? Are you okay?” Lynn had circled back and was hopping off her own bike.
Asha felt a flush of relief. At least she wouldn’t have to handle the situation alone. She squeezed the back tire with her fingers, and the rubber gave way without resistance. “Yeah, I’m fine but I have a flat.”
“Damn.”
“That was quite a spill,” said a deep baritone voice. A tall black man dismounted from a bike behind them. He wore a long fur coat that glowed an unearthly purple. Above his buglike goggles, the lights flickering all across the playa reflected off his smooth bald head. “Are you hurt?”
“Thanks,” said Asha, “but I’m not hurt. Just a flat tire.”
“Crew overboard!” Derek and the Vikings were back.
Laughing helped flush some of the adrenaline out of Asha’s system. 
“I’ve got a patch kit,” said the man in the purple coat. “We’ll fix it up in no time.” He unzipped a pouch that was strapped to his bike and pulled out a multitool and some supplies.
“No, no,” said Asha, embarrassed to inconvenience a stranger. “I don’t want to be a bother.”
The man pulled up his goggles onto his forehead. “No bother at all. That’s why I have this stuff,” he said, holding up the multitool. “My name’s Marlon, by the way.”
They introduced themselves, and Derek grinned. “Gotta love Burning Man—help is never far away.”
“If only the rest of the world were so generous,” murmured Lynn.
Asha turned to Derek and the rest of the crew. “You guys go on—we’ll meet you there. DJ Xenn is coming on.”
“You sure?” asked Derek, brow furrowing.
Lynn squeezed Asha’s shoulder. “We’ll be fine,” she said to Derek. “And with those ridiculous Viking helmets, we’ll be able to see you goofballs from miles away.”
Derek shrugged. “Alright,” he said. “Vikings, onward! Time to pillage Green Ocean.”
As the group pedaled away, Asha and Lynn knelt next to Marlon. He turned on a headlamp, disengaged the brake assembly, flipped the bike upside down to rest on the seat and handle bars, used the quick release to free the axle, spun the pedal to shift the chain to the smallest rear sprocket, and removed the back wheel. Then he carefully examined every centimeter of the wheel.
“Aha!” he said. “Here’s your problem.” He held it up for them to see. A small nail had punctured the rear tire and was embedded up to the head. 
“Moop,” Lynn shook her head in dismay.
“I’m glad it was my tire and not someone’s foot,” said Asha.
“Sharp objects,” said Marlon, “should not be underestimated. Now, let’s get this fixed.” 
He depressed the plunger on the tire valve to release the remaining air and pulled out the nail. Unseating the tire from the rim, he removed the inner tube and opened the patch kit. He wiped the punctured area clean, rubbed it with sandpaper, applied glue from a small tube, and pressed the patch into place. Peppering some talc on the inside of the tire, he reversed the entire procedure, inflated the inner tube, and had the bike standing upright again within ten minutes.
“Ta-da,” he said, a wide grin on his face. “Good as new. Well, not quite good as new. You should install a new inner tube eventually because patches are never quite as durable. But it should definitely hold up for the rest of your trip if you don’t run over any more nails.”
Asha pressed the tire with her thumb, and it held firm. “You must be some kind of bike wizard,” she said. “I was mentally preparing myself for a lonely night trying to find my way back to camp with my injured steed. Are you a cyclist?”
Marlon shook his head. “That was actually my first time repairing a flat,” he said.
Lynn frowned. “No way,” she said. “How’d you know what to do? That wasn’t exactly child’s play.”
“I read the instructions when I bought the kit,” said Marlon. “And I have a good memory.”
“Oh yeah?” asked Lynn, her tone teasing now. “Can you remember the names of our Viking friends?”
Marlon tilted his head to the side and recited every name without missing a beat. 
Asha laughed. “I don’t think I can remember all their names yet,” she said. “And I’m camping with them. Well, now that my vehicle is back in working order, would you like to join us at Green Ocean? DJ Xenn is supposed to put on quite a show.”
“Sure,” said Marlon. “I was en route when I saw you take a tumble.”
“Let’s go show the playa what we’re made of,” said Lynn, holding up both palms for a high five from each of them. “It’s party time.”
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Bass reverberated through Asha’s body, and she let the rhythm guide her movements. DJ Xenn stood on a three-story platform, head tilted to press the headphone against his shoulder as he nodded ever so slightly along with the beat. Smaller stages stood to either side, the backlit shadows of naked dancers spinning and entwining on massive canvas screens. The crowd surged with the electronic crescendo, hundreds of wildly costumed people moving as one. 
Lynn grabbed Asha’s hand and spun her. Asha leaned backward as she came around and slid an arm behind Lynn’s back. Derek, Marlon, and the Vikings cheered the move, and one passed a plastic bottle filled with more champagne. Asha took a swig—the dust had parched her throat, and she welcomed the sparkling relief. Handing the bottle off to Lynn, she let the trumpets carry her into a series of whirling dance moves.
Grids of multicolored lasers skewered the floating particles of dust and blasted into the night sky, perfectly synchronized with the music. A Mayan warrior emerged from the throng in front of her, gold and copper bangles scattering light in all directions. His movements were as graceful as a professional dancer and oversize pink sunglasses softened his angular face. Melodic undertones began to build on top of the synth beat. A beautiful girl with a short Afro in an olive jumpsuit unzipped to the navel swung a combat-booted leg over his thigh, and their movements became one with each other and the music. The crowd parted, and the couple’s movements mesmerized and inflamed Asha. 
DJ Xenn held a hand in the air, and the song reached for a climax along with him. The track crested like a tsunami, and the massive flamethrowers surrounding the circular dance floor belched seven-meter pillars of fire straight up at the stars. Heat rippled out over the dancers, and the couple’s lips met in a long, extended kiss that broke only when the girl pushed off the Mayan’s chest and spun away to disappear into the crowd.
Asha turned to find Lynn biting her lip and staring back. Those gold and emerald eyes were hypnotizing. Supreme confidence and desperate loneliness wrestled in their depths. Cinnamon and smoke.
“Come on,” said Asha. “Let’s get out of here.”
The set was over. DJ Xenn spun a chill-out track and descended from the throne. The crowd milled and migrated toward the exit. They lost Marlon and the Vikings in the hubbub but didn’t bother finding them. Once Lynn and Asha had made their way out of Green Ocean and located their bikes, they started pedaling back to Camp Wino. 
The chilly night air whisked away Asha’s sweat and raised goose bumps on her arms. The glittering intoxication of the champagne waxed philosophical. Asha remembered cool evenings on the plantation, crickets chirping, tea leaves rustling, secrets exchanged. This was the thrill. This was the adventure she had been aching for. This was the pearl hidden in the oyster of life that her parents had never found.
“On the drive in,” said Asha as they rode side by side across the dark desert, “you mentioned that you did some reporting on the Tamil Tigers.”
“Yes,” said Lynn. The wind and dust had subsided, and they were able to ride barefaced. “Beijing was quietly sending financial and military aid to the government as they prepared for the final offensive campaign.”
“Have you heard of the Karuna Faction?” Something cracked in Asha’s tone, like the first fault line to give way in an impending earthquake.
Lynn shook her head. 
“The leader of the Tigers had a falling out with his top commander and bodyguard, Colonel Karuna,” said Asha. “Karuna split off and formed an independent militia and then allied himself with the government. The government used them as a black ops unit, giving politicians deniability for messy wetwork. They disappeared political opponents and Tamils from all over the country, often demanding ransoms from expatriate family members as a fundraising mechanism. But I didn’t find out any of this stuff until after.”
“After what?”
Asha sucked in a breath. Her pulse was racing. She hadn’t ever told anyone about this besides Dov. She kept it locked away deep inside, but for some strange reason, she wanted to tell Lynn. It felt right to have it come out under a dome of brilliant stars in a place that felt apart from the world.
“My parents are Sinhalese, not Tamil,” said Asha. “And despite the fact that their tea plantation makes them leaders in the local community, they’ve always avoided politics. They focus on the people they can talk to, see, and touch, not on ideological abstraction. So when the government started disappearing people in Colombo and Tamils started fleeing for the countryside, my parents quietly offered food, water, and sanctuary to the most desperate.” 
The night took on a silvery sheen, and Asha felt light as a feather. “Once, they even fostered a young boy, Rakash, whose parents had been killed. I was five years old, and he lived with us for about a year. I was delighted to have someone my own age to play with on the estate. He was like a brother to me, and we were masters of hide-and-go-seek. But my parents didn’t go to great lengths to hide their charity, and eventually word got out. Some elements in the Colombo power structure felt they were sympathizing with the enemy and undermining the government’s terror campaign against the Tigers, who were, if anything, even worse.”
The memories were buttoned up so tight that releasing them felt at once sacrosanct and sacrilegious. Asha glanced over and saw that Lynn’s face was tight, tiny lines forming at the corners of her eyes. “One night, after I had just turned six, five Karuna men showed up at the house. My dad hid me when he saw their truck coming up the drive. They beat him and my mom.” Dizziness rendered Burning Man’s neon midnight horizon dazzling. “Then they executed Rakash.” Something halfway between a gasp and a sigh escaped from Asha. “They were laughing as they drove away. It was all a big joke to them. Just another day’s work.”
The words hung in the air between them as if branded in fiery script. They smoldered and morphed in the ensuing silence, taking on texture and weight. Asha was surprised to find that the admission made her feel more free than vulnerable. Secrets lost their power when shared.
“Asha, I’m sorry,” said Lynn. “I’m so sorry.” There was a foundation of gravitas under the words that made their stark simplicity more impactful. They came from the heart, a heart that knew pain.
“I’ll meet you back at camp,” said Asha. “I need a bathroom break.” 
“I’ll go with you,” said Lynn, concern written all over her face.
“No really, I’ll be okay.” She wanted a moment alone to pull herself together.
Asha parked her bike and found a vacant unit in the long line of porta-potties abutting the street. She had expected them to be disgusting, but they were serviced multiple times per day and by porta-potty standards, things could be a lot worse. Regardless, she was glad she had a respirator.
She closed the latch and peed. The EL wire stitched into her jumpsuit emitted psychedelic patterns of light that made the graffiti inscribed on every available surface roil and swirl. The hard walls of reality softened, revealing themselves to be nothing but permeable membranes. Her jaw opened and closed reflexively, and her tongue explored every corner of her mouth. Her heart rate accelerated, and her breath was hot, wet, and stale inside the respirator.
It wasn’t a porta-potty. It was a closet. Light bled through the keyhole. Asha knew she shouldn’t look. No good could come from it. But dark curiosity metastasized into inexorable compulsion. It would not be denied. She didn’t stand much higher than the doorknob, so she barely had to bend over to glue her eye to the keyhole, vipers tangling in her gut. 
Her mother screamed before one of the men backhanded her across the face, knocking her unconscious when she hit the floor. Her father argued, then begged, then pleaded. But the men hadn’t come for words. They were not the kind of people who afforded words much weight. They tore off his shirt and beat him to within an inch of his life. 
Once they were finished with him, they abandoned him on the floor and hustled out through the back door, smashing things as they went. She heard them on the veranda. Laughing. Talking. Taunting. The gunshot snapped her body to attention. She bit her tongue and tasted blood as it echoed out over the tea fields. More laughing. Then an engine rumbling off into the night.
She didn’t know how long she stayed in that closet. Finally, her father managed to pull himself over to her mother, checking her heartbeat and breathing with his broken hands. Ever so gently, he lifted her to the couch and then stumbled over to the closet, blood and mucus turning his face into a nightmare mask. Fear and confusion hummed at a high voltage inside Asha. This wasn’t how the world worked. Her father ran the estate. He was a gentle and well-liked leader within Haputale. People looked up to him. People respected him. The closet door opened, and he hugged her close, sobs wracking his body. His pants were warm and damp against her cheek. Eww. He had peed himself. Adults weren’t supposed to wet their pants. She pulled away, trying to escape. Gross, Thaaththi, you peed your pants. Although he reacted with a sad smile, she would never forgive herself for uttering those words.
You cannot control the world, but only you control how you react to it. Asha squeezed her eyes shut and shot out a hand. The plastic was smooth and cool beneath her palm. The reek of urine was coming from the porta-potty, not childhood ghosts. She was at Burning Man, taking a pit stop on the way home from a dance party. Haputale was a world away. Pushing her goggles up on her forehead, she swiped away the tears and stood. 
She walked her bike the rest of the way back to Camp Wino, letting her breathing and thoughts settle back into some semblance of normal. Locking it on the rack, she ducked under the canvas sheeting and stepped up into the van.
Lynn was lying on top of her sleeping bag, still fully clothed, reading a tattered paperback with a flashlight. Need welled up within Asha like lava bubbling to the brim of a volcano. Enough games. She knelt onto the mattress, gently pushed the book away, and slid a hand into one of the slits in Lynn’s leather costume to explore the flesh beneath. Lynn sucked in a breath, and her pupils dilated. Desire transformed from alluring to imperative. Asha leaned forward, and their lips met for the second time.
What I want is to live my own life. The rest of the world could go fuck themselves.
The sex was furious, tender, and heart-wrenching.
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Stifling heat tugged Asha from a half-remembered dream. Desert sun turned the van into an oven shortly after dawn. The funk of sex and sweat was still thick in the air. A headache throbbed in her temples, and cottonmouth made her tongue feel swollen and sticky. She should have drunk water last night before coming to bed. Now her body was taking revenge for her excess.
Memory came flooding in. Tattooed feathers stretching across smooth, tantalizing skin. Curves that a Formula One driver could only dream of. Hot, wet passageways to ecstasy. She extended an arm to touch Lynn but found only an empty sleeping bag.
Blinking open crusty eyes, she discovered that the morning light angling in through the window didn’t help her hangover. With a grunt, she sat up and rubbed her face. Water. That was as good a place to start as any.
Looking around for her water bottle, she saw a note on Lynn’s pillow. Unfolding it, she read:
 
Off doing interviews today. Will be back by sunset for the wine and chocolates. Neither come close to being as delicious as you. Last night was delightful. You’re a tiger in the sack. Have fun out there and don’t do anything I would do. 
 
Love, blood, and ruin, 
Lynn.
 
Asha couldn’t stop herself from grinning. A wave of renewed libido broke against her hangover. She had never been with anyone like Lynn before. She made Asha feel beautiful, smart, and courageous. She made Asha feel wanted. And not just for familial advantage. Suddenly, the champagne headache reminded her of the bottle her parents had sent.
Time for water. Kicking open the door of the van, Asha slipped out from under the canvas awning. Morning sun washed over her and rang her headache like a gong. The light was stark and unforgiving, bringing partiers to account for their debauchery.
Asha uncapped one of the big seven-gallon jugs and wrestled it over to fill her bottle. The lukewarm liquid was a divine gift. She slurped down the entire contents and stooped to refill the bottle. Nothing tasted better than water when you really needed it. She splashed some on her face and rubbed at her eyes again. Much better. If her stomach could hold down some food, she might even start to feel human.
“Yo, Asha.”
Captain America was parking a bike at the Camp Wino rack. Spandex stretched over rippling muscles, but a large pair of fluffy pink sunglasses threatened the costume’s authenticity. After a moment, she recognized him and laughed.
“Hey, Marlon, you’re up early.”
“Late to bed, early to rise.”
“You can say that again. I hope you’re feeling better than I am this morning. Is it just me, or is this sunlight laced with razor blades?”
He smiled, bright white teeth against dark skin. “I had a feeling you gals might be a little under the weather. That was quite the rager over at Green Ocean.” He held up a white paper bag with grease stains along the bottom. “But I found the perfect remedy. Rouse Lynn—breakfast is served.”
Asha’s stomach rumbled. “Lynn’s not here, actually. She’s already off plying the playa.”
A strange expression flickered across Marlon’s face but faded almost immediately. “More for us then,” he said, shrugging.
“Did I hear the word breakfast?” Derek’s head poked out from under the geodesic dome. “I’ve been waiting for someone to say that since dawn.”
The three of them walked over to the covered kitchen area.
“I’ll make tea,” said Asha. She filled the electric kettle and plugged it into the battery pack. Bad tea was something she simply couldn’t abide. Most Americans didn’t know how to properly prepare it. It had shocked her when she’d first arrived. Professional baristas ruined the tea by brewing the wrong amount of leaves at the wrong temperature for the wrong amount of time. Growing up on a tea plantation, correct preparation was second nature to her. But here, people didn’t seem to even know the difference.
She pulled out a vacuum-sealed kilo of tea from her family’s factory and apportioned the correct amount. While she waited for the water to reach temperature, she got the container of whole milk out of the cooler and added a small amount of sugar to the teapot. Then she poured the water over the leaves and set the timer. Once it was ready, she poured the tea into the three waiting cups and added the milk. The ritual helped calm her hangover and reminded her of her mother. Weathered hands doing everything by the subconscious rote of ten thousand repetitions. When she carefully placed the cups on the folding table, she saw that Marlon and Derek had been staring in fascination at the routine.
“You take your tea seriously,” said Marlon.
She shrugged. “I grew up with it,” she said. “Why drink bad tea?”
Enthusiasm shone in Derek’s eyes. “I love tea,” he said. “I don’t know why everyone’s so obsessed with coffee.” He raised the cup to his lips, closed his eyes, and took a reverent sip. “FOP?”
Asha clapped. Lynn had mentioned on the ride in that Derek would enjoy this. “Close,” she said. “Technically, it’s FTGFOP. Grown on my family’s estate in Sri Lanka.”
Derek waved his hand as if his fingertips had been singed. “Woooweee. Top-shelf, baby.”
Marlon looked back and forth between them. “What the heck are you guys talking about? I’m about thirteen steps behind in this conversation.”
“Dude,” said Derek. “Show some respect. I guarantee this is the best tea you’ve ever tasted. It’s FTGFOP. Finest Tippy Golden Flowery Orange Pekoe. Or, if you’re feeling ornery, Far Too Good For Ordinary People. This is the highest-grade tea grown anywhere in the world.” He turned to Asha and raised his cup. “Thank you. This is a very special treat. What a lovely gift to share with Camp Wino.”
Asha blushed, and quiet pride blossomed inside her. Her family had operated their plantation and factory for generations. All the high-grade tea was hand-picked and hand-processed. Like wine, tea had terroir, and although their estate wasn’t large, it was widely acclaimed for its consistent quality. The buyers in Colombo knew her father well. His family is also the largest landowner in Galle. It will cement a long-standing partnership opportunity. They are interested in selling our tea through their international distribution network. Frustration tainted the pleasant memories. Tea should be bought and sold, not daughters.
“I didn’t want to be a total sparkle pony,” she said. 
Her stomach grumbled again, and Marlon chuckled. “Alright,” he said. “Sounds like we’re ready.” He upended the bag, and pastries tumbled into a pile on the table. Each featured an egg wrapped in prosciutto tucked into the center of a flaky cylinder of croissant. “There’s a camp a few blocks up that makes these every morning.” The pastries were still warm to the touch, and they devoured the entire pile in less than five minutes. 
“Alright.” Derek noisily licked the last remnants of butter from his fingers. “You two are officially both rock-star Burners. I’m not sure I’ve ever had a breakfast so unexpected and delicious.”
“Time for some exploring?” asked Marlon.
Derek waved a hand. “You two go ahead,” he said. “I’m going to wait for the rest of these Wino louts to wake from their collective stupor.”
“Nobody else is up yet?” asked Asha.
“Nope,” said Derek. “I’m an early riser because I normally get up at 5 a.m. for work. These other cats sleep like teenagers.” 
Marlon raised his eyebrows at Asha. “How about you?”
Asha took her last sip of tea and considered. The food had made her feel a lot better. Lynn wouldn’t be back until evening. She had no plans of her own for the day yet, and they had all had a lot of fun hanging out with Marlon last night. 
“Sure,” she said. “I’m up for a wander.”
“Have you checked out the Colosseum yet?” asked Derek.
They shook their heads.
“They do it every year. Don’t miss it. It’s epic. Marlon, is this your first time too?”
“Yep,” said Marlon.
“Then both of you should do some introspection this week.” He mimed an explosion with his fingers. “Burning Man feels like a festival, and in many ways it is. But it’s also a pilgrimage. It’s about looking at life with fresh eyes. So think about something this week that’s been troubling you, haunting you, or affecting you in some way. It can be anything, anything at all. But when the Man burns,” he let his hands fall to his sides, “let it go.”
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Asha and Marlon spent the day wandering the playa. 
They roller-skated around a full-size plywood rink, watched drones battle it out inside a spherical cage, slurped down bowls brimming with gyokai shoyu ramen, learned to shape clay on a wheel, and attended a live podcast interview with the reigning sumo wrestling world champion. It was dazzling. Around every corner, some new adventure would rear up and surprise them. 
Striking out across the open playa on their bikes, they investigated a reconstruction of the Titanic that was sinking into the desert, a labyrinth constructed entirely of silk and bamboo, an experimental dance party in the middle of a circle of parked art cars that had wirelessly linked their sound systems, and a haunting tribute to the victims of the Cambodian killing fields. It was such a whirlwind that half the time Asha couldn’t even keep track of precisely where they were. But Marlon’s impeccable memory kept them oriented. 
They explored the Man himself, a wooden effigy that towered over thirty meters into the sky from where he stood in the middle of the Inner Playa. His feet were planted on a multitiered conical pyramid that was the size of a two-story house. On each level of the pyramid, intricately carved human-size wooden statues of muses and satyrs danced in bacchic ecstasy. It was as if the entire pantheon of Greek mythology was hosting a rave on Mount Olympus. Asha and Marlon climbed all over the structure, posing with the statues along with dozens of other Burners. 
“There it is,” said Marlon in his deep baritone.
“What?” Asha had been inspecting a satyr’s lovingly rendered genitalia.
“Sorry to interrupt—he’s certainly well-endowed.”
“Someone’s jealous.” Asha stuck out her tongue at him. “Now, where is what?” 
“The Colosseum,” he said, pointing out across the desert. “Derek said it was a must-see.”
“Let’s go.” It was midafternoon. There was still more than enough time to check it out before returning to meet Lynn for the sunset shenanigans at Camp Wino.
They pulled their masks over their mouths, hopped on their bikes, and set off. As they approached, the Colosseum seemed to grow. It was a massive circular structure modeled off of its Roman ancestor, three stories of arches and columns, all rendered in wood instead of travertine. Where the exterior walls of the ancient Colosseum were open-air, here it was all solid wood for stability. The only way to get inside was via a massive square gate that led into the bowels of the arena.
Parking their bikes, they joined the crowd filtering in. The gate turned out to be a tunnel burrowed straight through the bulk of the structure. At the end of it, two stairways led up to either side. They took the left one and emerged into a whole new world.
They were standing one story up around the edge of an enormous circular fighting pit. Stadium seating rose up behind them. The sun beat down on the exposed pit, but sail-like shade structures extended from the topmost edge of the outer wall to keep the seats in shadow. Directly opposite the gate, there was a special booth for people who looked like the camp organizers. It was a model of the box where Titus had presided over his royal circus. Below the royal box but above the pit was a cut-out section where a full orchestra was energetically performing the soundtrack from Gladiator, sending epic trumpet and string passages resounding through the space. Thousands of Burners filled the seats, cheering, laughing, and egging on the action below. Marlon and Asha found an empty section of bench and squeezed in. 
“This is totally nuts,” said Asha.
Marlon just shook his head, eyes wide.
“Volunteers?” A Colosseum camp member in a toga was walking through the stands, passing right in front of Asha and Marlon. “How about you Captain America? You must be itching to use those superpowers.”
Marlon glanced at Asha.
“Volunteer for what?” he asked.
The man grinned. “Why, for the chance to prove yourself on the field of battle with the crowd roaring in your ears. The possibility of risking madness for immortality. The opportunity to compete for honor and glory on the floor of the Colosseum.” His voice rose in the practiced crescendo of a master salesman plying his trade.
Marlon shot Asha another look, as if pleading for assistance. It reminded her of going to dance clubs with her friends and rescuing each other from the advances of unwanted suitors. He wanted her to throw him a life vest and offer asylum from social awkwardness. In her peripheral vision, she saw other toga-wrapped officials fanning out throughout the Colosseum. A barren corner of Nevada had been transformed into the greatest spectacle of ancient Rome. Fuck it. The only reason she was here was because she had decided to say yes to an outlandish proposition. Why was now the time to say no?
She patted Marlon’s knee but addressed the man in the toga. “He’ll fight if I can too.”
He sized her up. “Anyone can participate, of course,” he said. “But fair warning, some of the contestants will outweigh you.”
“Where would Goliath be without a David?”
He guffawed. “That’s the spirit! Up and at ’em!” Leaning forward, he grabbed both their hands and pulled them up from the bench.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” Marlon whispered to her as they followed the man around the stands and down into a staging area.
She winked at him. “I’m pretty sure it’s not actually a fight to the death, despite the accoutrements.”
“Whatever you say.” He shook his head in amusement and disbelief.
The staging area was right below the orchestra. A barred gate separated them from the arena itself. Ten other volunteer contestants filtered in. There was a pair of hulking twins who looked like they had just stepped off a Mad Max set, a trans Xena, four rave bunnies, a naked old man with frizzy white hair, a buxom woman in a pith helmet and riding shorts, and a Darth Vader in flowing black robes. 
The man in the toga snapped his fingers to get the group’s attention.
“Listen up,” he said. “Here are the rules. Every person for themselves. Last one standing wins. Hit each other wherever you want, except for the groin. If you get knocked down, you’re dead, so stay there. If you’re tired or want to give up, yell ‘yield’ and lie down. This is the referee.” He gestured to a portly woman with a whistle in a black-and-white-striped uniform. “Her word is law. Obey immediately, or you’ll be kicked out of the game. Now, choose your weapons.”
 He handed each of them a sparring helmet with a face shield and then pulled away a cloth that was covering a rack of weapons. Swords, spears, quarterstaffs, maces, axes, and halberds were wrapped in thick layers of colorful foam. They stepped forward and made their selection. Marlon grabbed an ax, and Asha chose a quarterstaff.
Above them, the symphony quieted. A bearded man in a lustrous purple toga stepped to the front of the royal box and raised his hands.
“Welcome, one and all,” he said, his voice echoing over the arena’s sound system, “to the Colosseum. Where our brave volunteers risk their lives for your entertainment. I can promise you that this will be a battle for the ages. This is the dust out of which heroes are born. And now,” the symphony started pounding out a drumroll, “the gladiators!”
The gates in front of them rolled open, and Asha stepped through along with the rest of the group. After the shade of the staging area, the direct sun beating down on the arena itself was blinding. She squinted and let her eyes adjust. The arena was circular, with pieces of rebar jutting out of the playa around the edge like spikes to keep contestants away from the walls, on which had been hung real versions of the foam weapons they wielded. The referee led them into the center of the arena, where they turned to face the royal box. The crowd was going wild, yelling and stomping and whistling. 
Asha knew it was just a game, but adrenaline pumped through her system. There were thousands of people watching. It was a spectacle at the scale of which she had never been a part of before. She tried not to flinch away from the anxiety but to grasp onto it and ride it to further heights. She had signed them up for this. Now was the time to step up and enjoy the consequences of that choice, however embarrassing they might be.
The man in purple raised his hands again, and silence descended. “Only one of you will leave this arena alive,” he said, “the sacrifice of your fellows paving your path to immortality. The annals of history are written with the sweat and blood of the fallen. Today, there will be but one champion. Let it be you.”
He nodded to the referee, who arranged them in a wide circle so that each contestant was separated from the others by about six meters. Asha hefted her staff. It was well balanced. With no edges on the bladed weapons, she knew that the staff was a good choice. Wrapped in foam, a sword was nothing but a shorter asymmetrical staff anyway. If it was going to be a stick fight anyway, she preferred a longer one that she could grip anywhere.
The symphony launched into Wagner’s Ride of the Valkyries, and the four raver bunnies screamed and charged, swords waving in the air. Clearly, they had planned this out in advance, hoping that an immediate surprise attack would give them an advantage. None were headed directly for Asha, so she watched them while paying close attention to any others who might move her way. The more data you had on your opponents, the more tools you had to use against them. Information really was power. 
Two of the ravers teamed up on the old man, probably thinking that he was an easy target. He moved with surprising speed, parrying a blow and then whacking the attacker upside the head. The raver stumbled back, trying to keep his feet underneath him but ultimately succumbing to gravity and falling into the dirt. One down. 
The other raver began smacking the old man on the back, but Xena grabbed the raver’s shoulders from behind and threw him to the ground. Two down.
The other two ravers had charged Darth Vader, and the three of them engaged in flailing battle before they overcame him and Vader’s dark robes were soiled in the dust. Three down.
Asha noticed that the Mad Max twins were circling around to box her in. She moved away so that the woman in the pith helmet now stood between them. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that Marlon had dispatched the two remaining ravers. How had that happened?
 With a roar, the twins rushed the woman in the pith helmet and knocked her to the ground. That cleared their path to Asha, and they seemed intent on repeating the tactic. Forming a wall of leather and muscle, they stampeded toward her, kicking up a cloud of dust behind them.
Asha’s heart fell into sync with her breath. The sound and fury of the crowd hushed. The symphony faded into the far background. Her body vibrated at the frequency of combat. Nothing else mattered. Nothing else existed. This was the present. This was home. Wherever she was in the world, she could always find herself by losing herself in the moment. Peace in violence.
Rather than making explicit decisions, she loosened her limbs and tried to listen for the next move like a jazz musician reacting to a companion’s riff. A half second before the twins reached striking range, she ducked into a roll that sent her perpendicular to their path of attack. Their heads swiveled to follow her movement, but their momentum carried them forward. Right as they pounded past her position, she swung her staff around to hit them both in the shins. They sprawled into the dust face-first. Two more down. 
Just to be safe, she rolled again in a random direction before popping up. You never knew who might be trying to sneak up behind you. Doing a quick scan, she saw that the old man had been doing just that. Now she had enough space to work with. The way he moved, she could tell he had experience. This wasn’t his first rodeo. He took a swing at her with his spear, but she deflected it easily. Just a test. They probed each other, circling, looking for an opening. The next time he swung, she added extra force to her parry. Then, when he counterattacked, she leapt back and smacked the tip of his spear into the dirt. The impact jolted up through the handle and jerked his hands free from the weapon. He stumbled, trying to regain control, and then fell.
Turning, she saw Marlon knock Xena to the ground with a powerful swing of his ax. He looked up, spandexed chest heaving, and their eyes met. Suddenly, she realized they were the only two contestants still standing. His skill set must extend beyond bike repair.
Well, the show must go on.
They stalked toward each other. She could tell from the intensity of his gaze that he was just as surprised to find her still upright. He was lithe despite his size. Once they were in range, they began attacking and counterattacking. His footwork was professional and neat. Neither of them was able to close. Something about his style reminded her of Francesca from the gym in Oakland. His movements were sure but rough, more like a butcher than a chef. 
His ax blows were heavy, sending painful tremors up her staff and down her arms as she parried. Up close, he could easily overpower her. She danced away to avoid the brunt of each blow, hoping to tire him. Then she reached out to jab him with the end of the staff for quick counterattacks that kept him at a distance. 
At the beginning of combat, experienced fighters felt each other out to see what they were up against. But there was a point in every extended fight when the participants fell into a rhythm with each other. It was as dangerous as it was inevitable. You started reading each other’s movements, internalizing each other’s styles, anticipating tactics like chess players planning multiple moves ahead. The tipping point from the exploratory phase to the rhythmic phase was difficult to pinpoint. But Dov had drilled into her how important it was to isolate the exact moment when the shift happened. That moment represented a unique opportunity. It was only half-conscious, but the second your opponent fell into a rhythm, you could capitalize on their behavior by radically breaking out of it yourself. Pros would take only a half second to adjust, but sometimes a half second was all you needed.
Sidestep. Parry. Jab. Asha let her conscious mind fade into the background. She watched how Marlon telegraphed his movements, how his breathing accelerated, how he tried to randomize his attacks. If this fight was a conversation, she was listening for the exact moment when it transitioned from small talk to substance. Sometimes it took time, sometimes it happened in a flash. The only way not to miss it was to keep your mind light and receptive even as your body was in constant motion.
Now.
Marlon raised the ax in a two-handed overhead vertical swing to crush her from above or force her into another sidestep, which she could tell he was anticipating. Instead, she kicked up some playa dust into his eyes and ducked directly toward him to close the distance between them. As she moved, she twisted and brought up her staff, hooking in beneath the curved padded blade of the ax like a crossbar. Then she pulled hard and added all of her strength and weight to Marlon’s downswing. At the same time, she exploded out of her crouch and drove her back up and back into Marlon’s pelvis. The overpowered downswing pulled his upper body forward just as she added to the momentum by impacting his center of gravity. Marlon flipped forward with a surprised grunt, following his ax like a cyclist going over the handlebars. He landed flat on his back with a heavy thump, hands still grasping the handle. It was all about leverage.
Asha straightened and cracked her neck. This was something she was good at, something nobody could take away from her, something that made her who she was. 
The referee appeared at her side. She grabbed Asha’s hand and raised it above their heads. The roar of the crowd and the blaring of trumpets became audible again. She looked up. Thousands of people were screaming, clapping, and stomping. Thousands of faces were rapt in vicarious ecstasy. It was overwhelming. But, just as Dov had taught her, she double-checked her sparring partner. Marlon was rolling up onto his side, grinning. He gave her a mock salute. 
Replaying the match in her head, like she mentally reviewed every fight she’d ever fought, she frowned. Her move had been creative and well timed. But given his obvious proficiency, Marlon had gone over too easily. He could have thrown his body to one side or the other. He could have preempted her by switching to a grapple the second she got within range. He certainly could have released the handle to trim the hard landing into a roll.
Marlon had let her win.
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The battle turned Asha and Marlon into instant celebrities at the Colosseum. By silent agreement, this was something neither of them had even a passing interest in. They rushed out to their bikes and pedaled off to escape the accolades and adulation of the crowd. Within a couple of minutes, they were relieved to have recovered their anonymity. 
The sun was beginning to drop toward the mountains to the west, painting the high clouds skidding across the sky in warm pastels. A cool breeze began to stir the baking warmth of the day. Camp Wino would be gearing up for its happy hour, and Lynn would be returning soon. Asha’s heart fluttered. She couldn’t wait to tell Lynn about the adventures they’d had that day. Derek was going to flip out when he found out she had been crowned a champion of the Colosseum. 
“I should get back to camp,” she said. “Want to join us for some wine and chocolate?”
“That’s a tough one,” said Marlon. “Who would turn down an offer like that? But before we head over, want to climb that thing and get a view of the playa? The light is gorgeous right now.” 
He pointed to a miniaturized reconstruction of the Seattle Space Needle. It rose twenty meters straight up, with a caged ladder rising through the middle to a circular platform at the top. It would definitely have a fabulous view. She could scope it out and come back later to show it to Lynn.
“Let’s do it.” 
She followed Marlon up the ladder, enjoying the burn in her muscles. It felt strange and wonderful to throw herself into things. A bias to action created its own momentum. She had spent so much of her life as a cautious person, overthinking decisions that didn’t really matter all that much. 
Joy suffused her body like the light from a match struck in a dark room. Coming to Burning Man had been the right decision. She had needed to escape the magnetism of family obligation and the deep confusion she felt over how to handle her engagement. When experiencing an existential crisis, maybe the best thing to do was to visit another planet. It was like fitting your brain into a new pair of jeans. Being here didn’t provide the answers you were seeking—it forced you to reevaluate the questions themselves. 
In Derek and Marlon, she’d already found friends whom she had more in common with than any of her college classmates. Over the course of a few short days, she had grown as close to them as any of her crew back in Oakland. And Lynn. Asha felt the blood pulsing through her veins. She shied away from even imagining whether what happened last night might repeat itself. But even if her thoughts skirted around it, her body trembled at the sense memory. Lynn was a puzzle, a story in which she couldn’t wait to find out what happened next. There was a kind of raw magnetism, something she’d never felt before. A special space had emerged between them where it was possible to unearth untold secrets and reveal things too personal to be shared with anyone else. She hesitated to name it for fear of somehow jinxing the whole thing.
They reached the empty platform and pulled themselves onto it. The view was glorious. All of Burning Man spread out below them like a garden of wildflowers in the midst of an endless expanse of barren desert. Burners moved around like ants through the grid of blocks that together formed the enormous horseshoe. This was what photographers called the golden hour. Unlike the harsh, unadulterated light that had sharpened Asha’s headache that morning, the setting sun bathed the playa in warm, compassionate hues. It was as if the sun were living an entire life in a single day. The headstrong surety of youth softened by the confusing vagaries of experience.
“This is an incredible place,” said Asha. “I had no idea what to expect, but this wasn’t it.”
“It’s ridiculous,” said Marlon. “I’ve been to music festivals, but they don’t even come close.”
“Yeah, it’s like a different species of festival altogether.”
Dangling their feet over the edge, they gazed out over the playa. A skydiver was spiraling lazily from thermal to thermal, skipping the gate line by dropping in from above. Disparate traces of music filtered up to them from the various sound camps, abstract in their asynchronicity.
“Where did you learn to fight?” asked Asha. “And why did you let me win?” 
There was a beat of silence. Maybe her question hadn’t been clear. “At the Colosseum,” she said. “You didn’t have to go easy on me, you know. I can handle myself just fine. In fact, it was just starting to get interesting.”
“No,” he said. “It’s not that. I wasn’t just going easy on you.” 
Something in his tone made Asha look over at him. His gaze was unfocused, staring at everything and nothing.
“Why then?” she asked.
He was silent again. She could almost hear the click and whir of mental machinery running at peak capacity. What was going on inside his head? It was a simple question. She wasn’t upset, just curious. He turned his head, and his eyes locked onto her with surprising intensity, like a powerful flashlight shining directly at her face. Somehow he was illuminating and evaluating the cracks and fissures in her soul. The silence stretched to an uncomfortable length. For an excruciating minute, she was afraid he was about to lean over and try to kiss her, that climbing the tower had been a romantic ploy.
Then he nodded once, as if reaching a decision.
“How well do you know Lynn Chevalier?” he asked.
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The question threw Asha. What an odd thing to say. She didn’t know what to make of it.
“Hey there, Mr. Non Sequitur,” she said, trying to deflect with humor. “What does that have to do with anything?”
But Marlon’s face remained serious, his usual Cheshire cat smile nowhere to be seen. 
“How well do you know her?” he asked.
Wind whipped at her hair. She shook her head to keep it out of her face. “She’s a student of mine,” she said. “I teach krav maga back in Oakland. She’s been attending classes for a couple months now. Coming to Burning Man with her was kind of a last-minute thing.”
“How much has she told you about her personal history?”
“She’s a blogger, a kind of independent investigative journalist,” said Asha, realizing she didn’t even know Lynn’s last name was Chevalier until Marlon had mentioned it. “If this is a game of twenty questions, when do I get to ask mine?”
The setting sun saturated the sky in burnt orange.
“Asha,” said Marlon. “You’re not going to want to hear this. But Lynn isn’t who you think she is. She’s on a dozen government watch lists. She’s smuggled intel and done arms deals in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, has liaised with Colombian drug cartels, and is involved with organized-crime rings all around the world. She’s what we call a linchpin operator. She’s the focal point for a firestorm of illegal and dangerous activity, a node in the flow of black market goods, services, and people. I know this is going to come as a shock, but Lynn is a bad, bad person, who is probably manipulating you for her own personal profit.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Was this some kind of prank? Another hazing ritual? If it was, it was pretty twisted. She glanced around, wishing they weren’t all alone up here. “I know Lynn a lot better than you do. You and I just met yesterday.” Asha slid away from Marlon along the edge of the observation deck.
Marlon gestured toward the ladder. “You can leave anytime you want,” he said, his voice calm and stable. “I won’t stop you. And I certainly won’t hurt you. But I think there are things you will want to know.”
“If this is some kind of sick joke,” said Asha, “it’s not funny and I’m not going to play along.”
“I wish it were,” said Marlon. “But I’m deadly serious.”
Asha tried to rally. The smell of wet earth filled her nostrils despite the fact that they were sitting high above a desert. Her thoughts ran in messy, incongruous lines, bleeding down the page of her consciousness like so much wet ink. Breathe. Think. Act. Prune the creeping paranoia with the shears of reason. One thing at a time. 
“Who are you?” she asked. “A minute ago, I thought we were newfound friends. Now, you’re telling me that you know about all these skeletons in Lynn’s closet even though you met her only yesterday?”
“We did not meet by chance,” he said. His relaxed demeanor was infuriating.
“You mean you were following us to Green Ocean like some kind of stalker?” She was on high alert, muscles tensed. In parallel to the conversation, she was mapping out exit routes, plans of attack, contingencies. 
“Not only was I following you,” said Marlon. “I put that nail in your tire while you were parked by Center Camp earlier in the afternoon. I injected some gel around it so it wouldn’t blow for a few hours. I’m sorry it had to be like that, and I wish the circumstances were different. I know this sounds crazy, but it’s my job.”
“Who the fuck are you?” asked Asha, anger flaring. “And don’t spout any more enigmatic bullshit. Give me a straight answer, or I’m gone.”
He gave her another penetrating look. “I work for the FBI. My team and I have been tracking Ms. Chevalier for months. I’m here at Burning Man on assignment.”
“The fuck you are,” she said. “Why should I believe you?”
He patted an imaginary pocket. “As you might guess, I’m not carrying a badge around,” he said. “But even if I were, why would you believe it wasn’t a forgery? The only way I can prove my credentials to you is by offering you the chance to find out the truth for yourself.”
“So the FBI is sending agents to Burning Man to chase bloggers?” Asha injected as much acid skepticism as she could muster into her tone. “If you’re actually with the FBI and Lynn is guilty of half the things you’re accusing her of, then why didn’t you arrest her months ago back in Oakland?”
“Oh, I’m not here for Ms. Chevalier,” said Marlon. “Or, at least, not entirely. The beauty of a linchpin is their network, their access. Do you know what the darknet is?”
Asha stared daggers back, daring him to test her patience. Despite her apparent toughness, her heart was playing a drum solo in her ears.
“Every time you visit a website or access the internet, you’re using the surface web,” he said. “The sites are search-engine indexable and use standard communication and networking protocols. Because of that, surface web activity is easy to track. If you’ve got something to hide, say you’re looking to hire a hit man or order a shipment of meth, you don’t want people like me to be able to trace your online activities. So you find yourself a darknet. Something like Tor where all traffic is anonymized, encrypted, and routed through thousands of relays. With the right authorizations, you can access online marketplaces for all kinds of illicit goods and services. Child porn, bulk narcotics, human trafficking, assassins, money laundering, you name it. But some specialists at NSA and elsewhere have developed exploitations to unravel Tor. So if you’re a really sophisticated bad guy, you go deeper. You find or establish an even more secure darknet. But even the most secure computer network can be subverted. So the most sophisticated bad guys run their most sensitive operations and partnerships in meatspace. If you want to orchestrate high-level political corruption, launder billions, secure a zero day, start a war, or buy a new strain of bioweapon, you do it off-line. Specifically, you do it at Sub Rosa.”
Marlon spread his hands wide to take in the view below them. Enormous angled shadows reached out to envelop Black Rock City as the sun began to dip behind the rugged peaks. “It’s somewhere out there,” he said. “Hidden in one of these godforsaken camps. Sub Rosa is the most exclusive black market gathering on earth. It’s the place where seriously evil motherfuckers and their liaisons come to negotiate and scheme. I’ve spent years of my life trying to find out more about it. Who’s invited. Where and when it goes down. What comes out of it. This year, we had our first break. We know that Sub Rosa happens at Burning Man. We know that there’s a man, the MC, who organizes the whole thing and admits people on a case-by-case basis. And we know that Lynn Chevalier is attending.”
“You gotta be careful with that acid, man,” said Asha. “Do you realize how ridiculous what you’re saying is? A secret gathering of evildoers that goes down at Burning Man every year? This isn’t The
X-Files or The
Da Vinci Code. This is the real world. Or at least as real as a place like Black Rock City can be. It sounds like you’re having a bad trip.”
“Oh, holding Sub Rosa at Burning Man is brilliant,” said Marlon. “It’s the perfect cover. Tens of thousands of people come from all over the world to attend, there’s very little law enforcement, and you can bring any kind of exotic gear and equipment without raising eyebrows. You can wander around in costume with a posse, and it’s considered totally normal. Electronic surveillance is extremely difficult. Plus, it’s the best party on earth. There’s a reason the World Economic Forum is in Davos and not Detroit. The rich and powerful want to have some fun when they get together. You can ski in Switzerland. Here, well, you can pretty much do anything you’ve ever dreamed of and quite a bit more.”
“Sorry.” Asha shook her head. “I don’t buy it for a second. This sounds like a movie trailer, not an actual investigation.”
“The more actual investigations I’ve run,” said Marlon, “the more obvious it becomes that fact really is stranger than fiction. My last operation was spent infiltrating a ring of Canadian maple syrup smugglers. You wouldn’t believe the size of their operation. They were raking in tens of millions a year. Seriously.”
Asha hooked her hands over the safety railing and pulled herself to her feet in one swift motion. “Remember what I said about enigmatic bullshit? You just reached the threshold.” She started toward the ladder. “You should try to get some help. Seriously. I’m sure there are camps that specialize in psychotherapy. But stay away from us, okay? This is just too much.”
“Wait,” he said. 
Something about it made her pause. It wasn’t what he had said—she was already resolved to get the hell out of there. It was how he had said it. His tone was still perfectly calm, controlled, confident, and professional. She’d met more than her fair share of junkies and desperadoes on the streets of Oakland, and Marlon’s demeanor simple didn’t jive.
“I told you I would offer you the chance to find out the truth for yourself,” he said.
“How?” The word was short, clipped, tense.
“Search her stuff,” he said, turning his head and looking up at her. “You’ll find two and a half million in cash and two stacks of printed photos. The first shows a variety of politicians and executives meeting with people they shouldn’t be and liaising with mistresses. The second set shows paperwork and communications from major corporations that are clearly fraudulent or illicit. Payoffs to warlords, explicit bribes to high-level bankers, intellectual property leaks, that kind of thing. Any single photo could cause a major scandal. These are the assets Ms. Chevalier is hoping to barter with at Sub Rosa this year.”
“I helped pack our van,” said Asha. “There’s no way we were driving around with two million in cash.”
Marlon shrugged. “If your search turns up nothing, then you’ll have proved yourself right. I’m just some crazy Burner on a bad acid trip. No harm, no foul. I won’t bother you again.” He raised an index finger. “But if you find what I’m describing, ask yourself what any normal person would be doing carrying around millions in cash and piles of sensitive photos to a place like this. That certainly doesn’t sound like something any old blogger would do, does it?”
Marlon pulled himself to his feet. His movements were slow and measured, intended to show Asha he wasn’t threatening her. He pursed his lips. “I’m sorry, Asha,” he said. “You probably don’t want to believe this, but I’ve really enjoyed getting to know you over the past day. This isn’t fair to you. You’re an innocent bystander. I’m sorry Ms. Chevalier decided to involve you.” He shook his head. “If you do find the money and photos, meet me up here again at the same time tomorrow.”
“And then what, assuming you’re not totally bonkers?” asked Asha. “Why are you telling me all this in the first place?”
“What Sub Rosa is doing is unconscionable, and my job is to put an end to it,” said Marlon. “I need your help to do it. Ms. Chevalier is the only person we have been able to definitively trace back to the event. She has the access we need to bust it. Innocent bystander or not, Ms. Chevalier trusts you. I need to get in there myself or figure out some other way to exploit the situation. You can help me do exactly that.”
“And why would I want to do that?”
He turned his head and looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “You’re a good person, Asha,” he said. “I haven’t known you for long but long enough to know that. You’re not the type to tolerate injustice or turn your back on those in need. I’m betting that once you see that what I’m saying is true, you’ll help because you don’t see a viable alternative.” He shrugged. “I could be wrong, of course. Maybe you’re totally okay with all this. But then you’d be an accessory, wouldn’t you? And I’m guessing you don’t want your visa revoked.”
His eyes were hard as steel in the warm evening light. 
“Fuck you,” she said. “You concoct this ridiculous story and then proceed to threaten me in the same breath? Fuck you.”
Asha turned, gripped the edges of the ladder with her hands and the soles of her shoes, and slid back down to the darkening playa.
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Asha couldn’t sleep that night.
She had spent an hour wandering around before returning to Camp Wino. The happy hour was in full swing. Grabbing a cup of pinot noir, she picked up a tray of chocolates and started handing them out. Lynn was there already, greeting her with a bright smile and a long kiss before loading up her own tray with chocolates.
Lynn had long since fallen asleep beside her, but Asha lay awake, staring up at the ceiling of the van. Thoughts swirled in her mind like dishwater around a drain. She cycled through self-righteous indignation, paranoia, curiosity, disbelief, uncertainty, and back again. A mysterious MC who brought high-ranking criminals together from all over the world to conduct their secret affairs at a camp hidden in the middle of Burning Man. It sounded like the plot of one of the kung fu movies she loved so much, not something that would ever happen in real life. The whole thing sounded ridiculous. 
But ridiculous or not, someone was fucking with her. If Lynn was some kind of maniac, why hadn’t Asha noticed it herself already? If the real lunatic was Marlon, why was she letting his delusions draw her in? Marlon claimed he worked for the FBI, but as he himself said, he could offer no objective proof of his credentials.
I told you I would offer you the chance to find out the truth for yourself. But what right did Asha have to search Lynn’s personal stuff? Even if she found nothing, the act itself was a betrayal of Lynn’s trust. And Lynn had been nothing but generous and forthright with Asha. Didn’t she deserve better? 
Turning her head on the pillow, she stared at Lynn’s sleeping face. She looked so peaceful. Her lips were parted, and she had squeezed a hand between her cheek and the pillow. She was bold, smart, and a free spirit. But a criminal mastermind? Asha tried to imagine her selling arms to insurgent groups or helping human traffickers. Surely not. I make it my mission to expose the asshats trying to take advantage of everyone else. That’s how Lynn described herself on the drive in. She was definitely a troublemaker, but Asha had a hard time picturing her as a bully. 
Then again, neither of them had pegged Marlon as a secret agent. First impressions could be deceiving. Maybe Asha was being naive. Could she really know what anyone was capable of? Before that night in the closet, evil had been nothing but an abstraction. But that experience had rendered it as real and heavy as concrete blocks chained to a sinking corpse. Even so, her life since then had been more or less mundane. Certainly nothing had happened that approached that level of horror. Maybe that had softened her. It was certainly possible that her everyday life was simply far enough removed from duplicity that she didn’t recognize it when she saw it.
She catalogued everything they had packed into the van and scanned the interior from where she lay on the mattress. If two and a half million dollars in cash was hidden in here, where would it be? If Marlon was telling the truth, the stash had to be within a meter of her. 
Rest. That was what she really needed. Spiraling off into a psychological quagmire wouldn’t serve anyone or anything. Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale. No matter how many sheep she tried to count, she kept coming back to Marlon’s story, how the pastel fingers of sunset had reached across the sky while he condemned her new lover.
Dark thoughts had a special gravity. They morphed, reanimating and incorporating phobias and memories from the shadows of the subconscious. In so many ways, Asha’s life orbited the rotten kernel the Karuna men had implanted into her childhood. After prying herself away from her father and his smell of urine, Asha had rushed out to the back veranda. Clouds of dust rose in the distance from the departing truck. 
The bullet had shattered half of Rakash’s skull—blood was soaking into the wet earth. They had beaten him first. Bruises bloomed under his skin, and his small limbs splayed at odd angles. That must have been why they were laughing. But despite all that, he hadn’t screamed. She would have heard it from the closet. She would have known. He must have been rushing up to the house to see what was happening, or maybe just to invite her to play hide-and-seek. She was four months older than him, an eternity for five-year-olds, and she enjoyed the sense of pride that came with seniority. 
When he had arrived alone and terrified the previous year, her parents had quietly taken him in and begun to raise him alongside Asha. They said his mother and father would doubtless be back for him soon but that he would stay as their special guest in the meantime. It wasn’t until years later that Asha realized this had been nothing but a fable—a story to keep the uncomfortable truth away from them both, that his parents had been killed in yet another of the routine raids against poor Tamil families living in the slums of Colombo. But Rakash was a survivor. He had somehow made his own way up into the mountains to their tea estate. Asha had thought it impossibly adventurous and romantic. 
But lying in his own gore, Rakash was nothing like the new brother she had grown to adore. He was a cold, static thing. A corpse, not a body. Asha was transfixed. Her breath came in short, sharp huffs. Her limbs trembled. Her teeth chattered.
“Asha, Asha.”
The voice was a lighthouse in the fog of nightmare. It was a compass pointing the way back to reality. Lynn’s voice.
“Asha, it’s okay. You’re okay. It’s just a bad dream.” Lynn wiped the cold sweat off Asha’s forehead with a hand and then pulled her into a tight hug. “Relax. It’s just us.”
Asha was embarrassed by how comforting the physical contact was. She drew in a shaky breath. The reek of urine and blood still clung to her nostrils. She willed the memories away and tried to calm her nerves. It had felt so real, like she could just reach out and touch it. Reaching deep inside herself, she imagined running through a morning routine with Dov. The repetition, physicality, and immediacy were a special kind of antidote for anxiety. 
“Thanks,” she said. “Just a nightmare. I’m fine, really.”
Lynn pecked her on the cheek. “Of course you are,” she said. “We all have bad dreams. Just chill out for a bit. I’ll go make us some coffee.”
As Lynn slipped out of the van, Asha rubbed her eyes. She had fallen asleep after all, and morning had arrived in the meantime. The van was starting to warm up but hadn’t yet become unbearable. As she regained her composure, her concerns from the night before flooded back. Had she just been rescued from a nightmare by a fugitive? Had the hand on her brow signed other people’s death warrants? 
No. That road had no outlet. Butting her head against the impasse wouldn’t accomplish anything. When in doubt, take action. Sometimes any direction is the right direction in which to strike out. For what felt like the thousandth time, Asha wondered where on earth Dov might be right now. His tutorship had given her the strength she needed to weather the storm of adolescence, and his maxims still served her in times of need. She would love to have some way to reconnect with him. But three years after he had mysteriously dropped into her life, he had disappeared just as mysteriously. Just another apparition fading into the misty mountains around Haputale. Well, no need to let his absence stand in the way of following his advice.
The ball was in her court. It was time for her to make a move. If she didn’t, the open questions would never stop haunting her.
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Throwing off the sleeping bag, Asha sat up on her knees and peered around the inside of the van. She ticked off the long list of things they had packed inside. Right away, she could eliminate any of her own gear. Any secrets would be hidden in either Lynn’s bags or the body of the van itself. Holding her breath for a moment, she listened intently. There it was, the soft hiss of the camp stove. It would take a while for the water to boil for coffee. 
Cautioning herself to remember how things were arranged before she touched them, Asha leaned forward into the front seat of the van and rooted through the glove box. Registration and insurance paperwork, a yellowing bunch of gas receipts, flashlight. Nothing. Moving on, she opened Lynn’s backpack. A laptop was slotted in along the back, protected in an airtight plastic sleeve against infiltrating playa dust. Paper notebooks were lined up next to it, the pages covered in messy shorthand. Tattered copies of Flatland by Edwin Abbott and Little Brother by Cory Doctorow. Vibrator. Old fleece sweater. Pens and pencils stuffed into the smaller outside pockets. Next. She ran a hand under the front seats. Jumper cables and an empty plastic water bottle. It wouldn’t be in their costume or food boxes. Asha had been accessing those regularly. Moving on, she pawed through Lynn’s big duffel bag. Clothes. Toiletries. Wallet. She opened the wallet to find the normal assortment of credit cards and eighty dollars in cash. A small picture had been slid in next to the credit cards. In it, a muscular man raised an eyebrow and looked at the camera while repressing a smile. He had something tattooed on his neck, but it was impossible to make out. Ex-boyfriend? Irrational jealousy stabbed her in the gut. Still, hardly incriminating. There were a few other photos behind it, a beautiful, aristocratic black woman and a young man with a sharp nose and light brown skin. 
Tossing the wallet back into the duffel, Asha felt ridiculous. How long had it been? Surely not more than a few minutes. What would Lynn think if she returned to find Asha poking around in her personal stuff based on the testimony of some random wacko? Time to end this charade and get back to enjoying herself. This was supposed to be a vacation after all.
But when Asha went to zip up the duffel, the bag’s material felt strangely heavy in her hands. She had to yank the two sides of the zipper together to get them to line up right. Leaning down, she took a closer look. She hadn’t been imagining things. There was a second layer sewn into the lining of the bag. Pushing aside some of the contents, Asha rubbed one hand along the inside and one hand along the outside of the bag. 
Yes, there was definitely something stuffed between the layers, like insulation in a building. Shit. She couldn’t slice the material open—there would be no time to sew it back in place. Even if there was, it would never look precisely the same. Increasingly desperate, she ran her fingers along every centimeter of the interior of the bag. There. A thin zipper disguised under a seam in the bottom of the bag. Unzipping it, she braced herself and thrust a hand into the intervening space.
Something tightened in her chest as she emptied the secret compartment. Bricks of shrink-wrapped hundred-dollar bills. Manila folders stuffed with time-stamped photographs clipped onto thick dossiers. Inside a small jewelry box, an elegant rose pin wrought in what looked like solid gold. Sub Rosa is the most exclusive black market gathering on earth. Marlon’s feet dangling high above the playa as he wove his tale. No. It couldn’t be.
It had to be a setup. A labyrinthine and totally unfunny joke. A reality show. Anything but cold, hard reality. Reality, that was it. This wasn’t real at all. She must still be asleep, hopping from one nightmare to the next like a DJ between songs. A tourist in her own head. In a second or two, she’d wake up to find her throat dry and bladder full. 
Dropping the folders, she squeezed her eyes shut and pinched herself. A flare of pain. She pinched harder, biting her tongue at the same time. More pain. Okay. As if she were testing them out for the first time, she opened her eyes again. But the scene before her remained stubbornly solid. The hidden compartment lay unzipped. The money and photos were still scattered atop the defiled duffel. 
“Milk or sugar?” Lynn called in from outside, and Asha jumped, adrenaline flooding through her.
“Uh, milk please,” she called back. She had to cover her tracks. There was no time to make it perfect, but something was better than nothing. She stuffed the contraband back, zipped up the compartment, piled Lynn’s things into the bag, and threw herself back onto the mattress.
“Here you go, milady.” Lynn stepped back up into the van, two tin mugs brimming over with coffee in her hands. She offered one to Asha, who tried to settle her heart rate as she accepted it. Lynn looked into her eyes for a long moment, and Asha was certain she could see the guilt and confusion churning just beneath the surface.
“Still freaked out?” asked Lynn.
Asha almost lost control completely before realizing that Lynn was referring to the dream. She grimaced, nodded, and took a sip of coffee, not trusting herself to speak.
“You poor thing,” said Lynn, sitting cross-legged beside her on the mattress. “I’m not surprised, especially given what you told me about some of the things you’ve been through.” Her lips pressed together into a thin line. “I’m not immune to it either. It’s funny though—most of my nightmares are about waiting, not bad shit going down. Like when I’m waiting in line to get through customs in a country where I just flamed a local politician. Or the moment when I press publish on a new story and am waiting on the first few responses and reactions to surface. That kind of thing. For some reason, I usually don’t have nightmares about the actual action, just the calm before the storm. Apparently my subconscious prefers purgatory.”
“Yeah,” said Asha. “Nightmares suck. Given all the stuff you’ve done, I’m sure things come back to haunt you.” Damn. That had been a silly thing to say. It was almost as if she had been fishing for something. But Lynn seemed to take it in stride.
“The price of truth and survival can be high,” she said. “But it’s always worth it in the end. It would be far worse to know you could have done something but didn’t.”
Asha set aside her coffee and lay back on the mattress, staring up at the ceiling of the van again. What was she going to do? She couldn’t keep this up forever. Should she pretend not to have found anything and then slip off and report back to Marlon at sundown? She had found the promised evidence, but that in itself didn’t prove Marlon was telling the truth about working for the FBI. What if she was being manipulated in more ways than one? But if Lynn was who he said she was, how would she react if she found out Asha knew what she was up to? There were too many balls in the air, too many clues and not enough tying them together. 
“I’ve got an idea for helping you cheer up and blow off some steam,” said Lynn with a sly grin. She put down her coffee cup and in one smooth motion hooked her thumbs under Asha’s waistband and pulled off her pajama bottoms and underwear. Rolling over on the mattress, she pulled Asha’s legs apart and began planting dozens of small, quick kisses along the insides of her thighs.
Asha sucked in a breath. Fear and uncertainty paralyzed her. Lynn’s fingers and tongue ignited something deep inside Asha, every caress stoking her libido as Lynn circled closer and closer to her clit. But every wave of pleasure broke against a wall of anxiety. Who really was Lynn after all? Lynn squeezed her ass, and Asha writhed as Lynn’s tongue flicked and probed. Asha felt almost like a third-person observer, standing somehow apart from her own body as it was submerged in lust and dread.
“What’s wrong?” Lynn was looking up at Asha, her beautiful pale face framed by Asha’s naked legs. As Lynn tilted her head to the side, a ray of morning sunlight lanced through the front window of the van and turned her brown hair into burnished bronze. “Something’s up,” she said, resting a fingertip just below Asha’s navel. “You’re brimming with tension. Should I stop?”
Time slowed to a crawl as Asha sought out the golden islands in Lynn’s emerald irises. The moment stretched on for a second that was an eternity. Asha poured all of her questions into the stare, feeling for the slightest opening that would give her the peek she needed inside Lynn’s soul. All she asked for was the tiniest bit of traction, a hint, a nudge in the right direction.
“Why do you have millions of dollars and folders full of incriminating photos sewn into the lining of your duffel bag?”
The words appeared as if materializing from thin air. They were a fulcrum, a nucleus around which the world turned. Asha was surprised to realize they had come out of her mouth.
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Lynn remained frozen between Asha’s legs for another few seconds, hair radiant and eyes unreadable. Then the smallest of frowns creased her forehead. She rolled over so that she lay on her stomach beside Asha and pushed herself up on her elbows. Asha glimpsed the edges of her feather tattoos where they curved around from her shoulders to terminate in her cleavage. Their faces were only a meter apart. 
“Asha,” said Lynn, choosing her words carefully. “My work is very unusual. I told you on the drive in about some of the stories I’ve worked on. I don’t write for the fun of it. I don’t write for fame or fortune. I write to expose bad people for who they really are. Inevitably, that means dealing with unsavory operators and putting myself into uncomfortable situations.”
“But what reason could you possibly have for bringing that kind of stuff to Burning Man?” Asha pulled her pajama bottoms back up.
Lynn pursed her lips. “I told you,” she said. “I’m working a story here. A very weird, very important story. This may be a festival, but it’s not just a pleasure trip for me.”
“Right,” said Asha, wanting to believe her so badly but unable to contain her skepticism. “And that’s why you were gone all day yesterday doing interviews.”
“That’s right,” said Lynn, her frown deepening. “Which I told you about from day one.”
“You still haven’t answered my question,” said Asha. She remembered that morning in the meadow just beyond the borders of the tea plantation. That was where she met Dov for training at dawn three days a week. They never missed a session. She was ruthless in her disciplined practice and had progressed quickly in three years of constant striving. But that morning he didn’t show up. Not the next day or the day after that. His lessons had helped form the bedrock of her identity, and then he vanished into thin air. She didn’t know whom to blame but herself. This was no different. Another betrayal. A new love transformed into an antagonist in an instant. There was something wrong with Asha, something that attracted those who were destined to abuse her trust. “Why do you have that stuff here? Why would a blogger need that much cash?”
“As I said, this is a very strange story. I need all the tools at my disposal to chase it. You never know where these things end up going.”
Frustration welled up in Asha. It was like Lynn was using kid gloves with her. Talking in circles of recursive logic. “And I’m just supposed to take that on faith?”
Lynn’s eyes narrowed. “You can decide for yourself whether and how to take it,” she said. “That’s not for me to say.”
“Just come out with it,” said Asha, close to tears. She had shared secrets with Lynn she had never uttered to anyone. Was Asha so desperate to be understood that she mistook intimacy for honesty? Disgust loomed on the horizon like a threatening storm. She had pulled back the curtains to her inner self and been found wanting. “You’re here for Sub Rosa, aren’t you?”
“How do you know that name?” Lynn’s entire demeanor transformed in an instant. Her expression was cast in ice and steel. The question was a rent in the fabric of the universe, sharp, abrasive, and commanding.
“I…” Asha was momentarily at a loss for words. This wasn’t how this conversation was supposed to go. She should have planned this better. Lynn should be explaining herself, not the other way around.
“How do you know that name? And why were you searching through my stuff in the first place?”
Panic mushroomed inside Asha. The walls of the van were closing in. The air became hot and viscous. She needed an out. She needed an escape. She needed some room to breathe. In a physical fight, her instincts and reflexes were honed to a reflective sheen. But this was something else entirely. She wasn’t an investigator or an interrogator. Everything that came to mind was a lie, and she could see Lynn deconstructing whatever tales she might try to tell before she even opened her mouth. Daggers were her area of expertise, not cloaks. The only way out was to play to her strengths.
“Marlon,” she said. Tell the truth, and trust her instincts. “We hung out all day yesterday, checked out art, explored the playa. But he isn’t just a random Burner. He’s an undercover FBI agent, or so he claims anyway. Last night, he told me he’s here investigating you. He says you’re not really a journalist, you just use that as a cover to do business with warlords and criminals. He says you’re the only person they’ve been able to trace to Sub Rosa.” She proceeded to relate her entire conversation with Marlon. No sense in pulling punches. As she spoke, a weight seemed to lift from her soul. Whatever might happen, now it was all out in the open. 
Lynn’s face cycled through a series of micro expressions—surprise, confusion, rage, sadness, humor, disbelief. “Asha,” she said, shaking her head, “I’m so, so sorry. This was not supposed to happen. I never intended for you to be drawn into all this in this way.”
A shrill note of fear chimed inside Asha. “So is it true then, what he said?”
“Some of it,” said Lynn. “I am here to attend Sub Rosa. That’s a dangerous name to know and a dangerous place to go. But I’m not here for the reasons he described. Marlon’s trying to recruit you to be his agent. He wants you to spy on me for him. It’s possible he believes what he’s telling you, although I’m not even convinced of that. But I am a blogger, a journalist. And Sub Rosa is one of the world’s most important untold stories. It’s a conclave of people who orchestrate crime and cover-ups of biblical proportions. Nobody’s ever written about it. Hardly anyone even knows it exists.” She rubbed her forehead. “I can’t believe they’re this fucking incompetent.”
“Who?”
“The US government.”
“What do you mean?”
“Look,” said Lynn. “I don’t know exactly what’s going on here. There’s a lot we need to clarify before I’ll be able to explain everything. The only way we’re going to do that is by talking to Marlon.”
“I’ve had enough of playing secret agent. Even if what you’re saying is true, I’m not going to go back and spy on him for you.”
Lynn placed a hand on Asha’s knee. “I would never ask you to do that. I need to talk to him directly. In fact, you should probably just leave Burning Man and head home right now. I’ll buy you an express bus ticket back. It’s safest that way. No reason for you to get sucked into this any further.”
Self-righteous anger bubbled up in Asha as she imagined heading back to Oakland with her tail between her legs. “Fuck that,” she said. She had already come this far. “Somebody is screwing with my head, and I intend to find out who and why. Otherwise I’ll be stuck on an endless mental loop for the rest of my life.”
A smile broke across Lynn’s face. “You are so hot when you’re angry. I thought you’d say something like that,” she said, squeezing Asha’s knee. Her expression hardened. “Now, how can we find him?”
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Asha and Lynn arrived an hour early. They scaled the ladder and made themselves as comfortable as they could up on the Space Needle platform. A dust storm was rolling in, and the few other people who had climbed up to enjoy the view soon left as visibility diminished to thirty meters. Below them, the wide expanse of the playa was soon covered in a thick white blanket. They were isolated, contained in their own little bubble, their own little world. They could tell the sun was dipping toward the horizon only by how the light seeping through the veil of dust grew weaker. 
A hooded head popped up at the top of the ladder. Despite the ski goggles and dust mask, it was clearly Marlon. Game time. This was the crux, the proving ground. The next few minutes would reveal whom Asha could really trust. Whether Lynn was the person she’d been falling for or someone else entirely. Whether Marlon was a hero or an imbecile. He looked back and forth between them. It was impossible to discern his expression. After a long moment, he pulled himself up out of the ladder well and onto the deck. 
Lynn and Asha stood. He stepped toward them but stayed well out of arm’s reach. Throwing off his cowl, he pulled the dust mask down around his neck and pushed the ski goggles up onto his forehead. His eyes continued to flick back and forth between them.
At long last, he said, “I’m sorry, Asha. I asked too much of you. I hoped you would be able to handle the pressure, but apparently it was too much.”
“I can handle pressure just fine,” said Asha. “Without you or anyone else trying to manipulate me.” This wasn’t her battle. The playing field was even. She would sit in judgment, not join the fray.
“You’re certainly guilty of overestimation,” said Lynn. “But not of Asha.”
“How much did you tell her?” Marlon’s attention was still laser focused on Asha.
She stared right back, matching his intensity. “Everything you told me,” she said. “For what it’s worth. Oh, and I did find the cash and photos you mentioned. Otherwise I would have written off your story as complete bunk. But I didn’t feel like playing liaison between the two of you, nor did your bullshit camaraderie make me trust you.”
“I understand how you feel,” said Marlon, nodding slowly. “I wish I could have had more time to earn your trust, but sometimes fate isn’t so generous. I will do my best to protect you from any legal fallout connecting you to this mess.”
“I’m not an accessory to anything,” said Asha. “Nor will I be anyone’s pawn.”
“Hey, fuckface,” said Lynn. “Don’t try to excuse your conscience for involving an innocent by blaming her for your own incompetence. Why the hell are you stalking me?” 
Asha was surprised to hear the confidence brimming in Lynn’s voice. If Marlon was telling the truth, she was the target of a federal investigation. In her shoes, Asha would have been running for the hills.
“Ms. Chevalier,” said Marlon, straightening up. “I would have preferred to have been more subtle, but Asha here has forced my hand. At least this allows us to dispense with the niceties and get straight to the issue at hand. We know precisely what you’re up to. My team at the FBI identified you as a Sub Rosa invitee. We know about the deals you’ve done with the FARC, the intel you smuggled into the Congo, and a dozen other things that will earn you a life sentence in maximum security.” He stared at her for a long moment, and Lynn returned his gaze evenly. “But,” he held up a finger, “I’m not interested in you. I’m interested in Sub Rosa. I’ve been tracing back rumors and whispers to get this far, to get to you. If you can provide intel on and access to Sub Rosa, we may be able to work out some kind of immunity deal for you.”
Lynn threw her head back and began to laugh. “You’re joking, right?” 
Asha shot a sideways glance at her. Marlon’s forehead creased. Apparently neither of them had been expecting that reaction.
“I assure you,” said Marlon, “I am entirely serious.”
“I have to hand it to you,” said Lynn. “Even I thought our federal government had its shit more together than this. I mean, this is embarrassing.”
“Ms. Chevalier,” said Marlon, stepping forward, “I don’t intend to sit here and entertain whatever delusions you seem to hold. I’m here to negotiate. If you’re not interested in reciprocating, we can bring you in and do this the hard way.” 
Asha’s heart sank. What would happen to her visa if she became the target in an ongoing investigation? How would she ever be able to explain the situation to her family? The ripple effects of this mess were only just starting to reveal themselves.
“Special Agent whatever-the-fuck-your-real-name-is,” said Lynn, taking a step toward him as well, “you’re operating on bad intel. I am, in fact, a journalist.”
“Save your justifications for the jury,” said Marlon, moving so that they were only a meter apart and cracking his knuckles. “We’ve got all the evidence we need to prosecute.”
“Could you really be this stupid?” she said. “Do you really think Sub Rosa would let a blogger attend? I’ve been chasing them down for far longer than you have. These are sophisticated people with immense resources. I’ve spent years building up the cover I need to pass their vetting. I’ve had to backfill my entire résumé to prove that every story I worked on, every trip I made, was actually nothing but a means to a black market end.” 
A gust of wind sent motes of dust whirling around them. A note vibrated on the tuning fork of Asha’s soul, just beyond the edge of hearing. Could it really be true? Was Asha guilty of betraying Lynn’s trust and not the other way around?
“Nice try, Keyser Söze,” said Marlon, but something tight and brittle had lodged in his voice. “You’re bluffing.”
Lynn sighed. “I’ve dropped digital bread crumbs all over the surface and dark webs implicating myself in countless fictional money-laundering and arms deals. I’ve bribed investigators across half the developing world to link my pseudonyms to organized crime, subversive, and terrorist watch lists. I had to scrounge together the cash and scandalous photos to substantiate my cover at the meeting itself. Insane stories require me to go to insane lengths. I’ve been writing myself into a crime novel. But in case you think I’m making this up or that you might still have a case even if it’s true, I can assure you I carefully recorded every last detail and have everything stored in parallel, secure caches. My attorneys would have a field day tearing your case to shreds. The judge would throw it out and end your career in a heartbeat. I can tell you one thing, it would be a hell of a story in itself. You might even be doing me a favor.” Her hand arced through the air. “Can you imagine the headlines?”
“Impossible,” he said. “Creative, I’ll give you that. But impossible.” Despite his words, he had shrunk somehow in the face of Lynn’s onslaught, his sense of authority wavering. “We had NSA vet you in addition to our own analysts. They don’t miss shit like this.”
Asha looked back and forth between them, following the dialogue like a tennis match.
“Hey, genius,” rage simmered underneath Lynn’s words, “what the fuck do you think Sub Rosa is for, huh? The whole point of the damn thing is to avoid having the NSA look over your damn shoulder. That’s why it’s in meatspace, way off the grid. No zero days, no exploits, no full-take—doing it the old-fashioned way. These people know their infosec backward and forward. The MC is an ex-spook, for fuck’s sake. If my bad-guy creds can’t pass an NSA sniff test, how the hell do you think it would pass his?”
Marlon’s jaw muscles bulged. “If you’re so damn clever,” he said, “then we’ll use your airtight story to convict the shit out of you.”
Relief and joy flooded through Asha. Marlon’s frustrated comeback was a disguised admission of Lynn’s integrity. He was no longer disputing her righteousness—he was leveraging his clout. In an instant, he had transformed from a bearer of uncomfortable truths to a bully.
“Really? Really?” asked Lynn, stepping up so they were chest to chest. “You’re not even willing to pay lip service to the Constitution anymore?” She shook her head sadly. “Don’t worry though, I am happy to point out a few Easter eggs I left in the data. You can verify them and confirm that the whole thing is nothing but fabrication. And if you want to hang FBI’s and NSA’s dirty laundry out to dry, then I’ll lawyer up and we can get right to it.” She held out her wrists in front of her, as if to be cuffed. “In fact, please do. Pretty please? I will make you guys look so bad. Like Snowden bad. You can kiss the next five budget cycles good-bye. You’ll smell so nasty, the president won’t let you near the damn White House for fear that you’ll stink up her ratings.” Her voice turned dreamy. “Oh man, the ACLU is going to have a field day with this.”
Asha ached for Lynn. This girl was a badass. Sticking it to the man like a pro. Redemption was the sweetest aphrodisiac. An idea was beginning to form in her head. It was still just out of reach, like the retreating coattails of a recent dream.
“Even if you’re not blowing smoke up my ass,” said Marlon, fists clenching and unclenching, “I can still arrest you right here and now. It’ll take months for you to prove your innocence. You’ll have missed Sub Rosa, and I doubt the MC will forget that you snubbed his invitation. You and your cover will be burned. Your story will disappear into thin air.” Raising a hand, he opened his fingers to mime poof. “There go the past few years of your life. And you can bet that even after you’re released, there will be many, many people who will want your head on a spike.”
Asha knew the slap was coming even before Lynn started to wind up. Sliding in, Asha grasped Lynn’s forearm to stop the swing. But Marlon was already seizing Lynn’s other arm, attempting to whip her around and hold it behind her back. Before he could finish the move, Asha ducked in between them, threw her shoulder into his solar plexus, and gave Lynn a shove in the opposite direction. 
Marlon lurched back, clutching at his stomach and huffing for air. Lynn stumbled forward and turned around. Asha stood in the middle, arms out and palms raised at each of them.
“How dare—” said Lynn as Marlon snapped, “You’re under—”
“Stop.” It wasn’t loud, but Asha funneled every ounce of authority she possessed into the command. Dov had taught her that, applied correctly, the voice could be as effective a weapon as the fist. The trick was to maintain perfect certainty that your order would be followed. She had used it often enough training acolytes at the gym. 
It worked. Lynn and Marlon froze, staring at her as if she had just materialized out of the darkening dust. She stared at each of them for a second in turn, pouring molten steel into her gaze. In the mental vacuum of the last few seconds, the idea had finally crystallized. 
“I’m no special agent or investigative journalist,” she said, “but I know a pointless fight when I see one. Now, I want yes or no answers. No run-ons, no bullshit.” She let that sink in. “Marlon, you want access to Sub Rosa so you can bust it up and arrest all the motherfuckers in attendance, correct?”
He nodded curtly. It never ceased to amaze her how grown men could revert so quickly into petulance.
“I said yes or no.”
“Yes,” he said. 
“Lynn,” she faced her, “you want to publish a story exposing Sub Rosa and the misdeeds of those same motherfuckers, correct?”
Lynn gave her a long look with those eyes. “Yes.”
“Well,” Asha brought her extended arms together and clapped her hands, “those aren’t mutually exclusive goals. Lady and gentleman, I think a deal can be brokered.”
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“So, where is it?” asked Marlon.
Asha poured fresh tea into three cups and added precise amounts of milk and sugar. The dust storm had continued to increase in intensity as darkness fell, and they decided to retreat to Camp Wino. Happy hour over, Derek and the rest of the group were off at a dance party at one of the sound camps, and the covered kitchen area was deserted. Their triumvirate had reassembled around a plastic folding table as wind and dust buffeted the canvas structure.
Lynn shook her head. “The minute I give you the intel, I lose my only source of leverage. I have no guarantee you won’t just raid before I have a chance to do any reporting.”
Marlon gritted his teeth. “How am I supposed to plan an operation without knowing the specs? People’s lives are on the line here. I can’t ask our strike teams to go in blind.”
Asha ripped open a package of biscuits and piled them onto a plate. Then she handed each of them a cup of tea. “My mentor always said that if it feels like someone’s mistreating you, odds are they probably just haven’t eaten breakfast yet,” she said, remembering Dov’s maxims about how avoiding combat in the first place was the best way to win. “Have a biscuit. Drink your tea. Start over. Marlon, you know that Lynn needs to guarantee her ability to publish. Her exposé will generate good PR for the FBI when you need it most. Lynn, you know Marlon needs to plan a sting. The raid will add a whole new twist to your story and bring the wrath of Uncle Sam down on the people you’re exposing. We need to meet in the middle, each sacrificing something. At the end of the day, you can each walk away equally unhappy. That’s the spirit of any good negotiation, right?”
Asha took a sip of tea, enduring both of their stares. The hot liquid soothed her dust-parched throat.
Lynn squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed her temples. “Look,” she said, “I should be able to tell you enough about Sub Rosa that you can plan your operation. But I will hold some stuff back until it’s absolutely necessary. And I need your personal guarantee that you won’t ruin everything by acting too quickly.”
Marlon nodded. “I don’t want to scare off the prey any more than you do. Let’s see where this goes. What can you tell me about Sub Rosa?”
“You already know the basics. Annual meatspace gathering of seriously evil fucks who want to avoid surveillance. Founded and run by the MC, an ex-intelligence agent who saw how valuable a secure meeting like this could be and went rogue to establish it. Used his network and assets from years of spy work to get the thing off the ground. It’s basically an ultraexclusive social club. The MC personally decides who to invite. He’s a curator, a human filter. But an invitation doesn’t even guarantee you’ll get in. Every attendee needs to bring a gift for the MC—it’s the cost of attendance. There are no specific guidelines for what to bring. Each is supposed to give according to their specific resources and abilities. But the MC only invites folks with extraordinary resources and abilities. And if your gift doesn’t pass muster, if it displeases the MC, you’re turned away and banned for life.”
“It’s like the old vassals, bringing gifts to the king to maintain their regional sovereignty,” said Asha, thinking of the countless kung fu films set in imperial China. That must be what all the cash and photos in Lynn’s bag were for.
“Pretty much,” said Lynn. “It’s a way for Sub Rosa to segment its customers, extract the most they can from them. The uncertainty of the whole process makes people overpay to be part of the club. Nobody wants to come all the way here only to be rebuffed, turned away at the gates of the wizard’s castle.”
Marlon set down his teacup. “So, why haven’t you been there all week then? What’s stopping you?”
A thought struck Asha. “Were you there yesterday, when you said you were doing interviews?”
“Sub Rosa isn’t just a camp, it’s an event,” said Lynn. “It starts at midnight on Friday and ends at sunrise on Saturday. Each participant is assigned a specific time to arrive and depart. That way, a line doesn’t pop up outside on Friday evening and nobody will notice a sudden exodus on Saturday morning.” She bit into a biscuit. “Yesterday, I really was doing interviews. I need to get as much on background as I can prior to the actual event.”
Marlon tapped his thumb on the table absentmindedly. “That’s good,” he said. “We’ll arrange to hit it once everyone is inside.”
Lynn grimaced. “It’s not that easy,” she said. “It’s a busy location. You won’t be able to isolate it easily for the sting. If you just roll in and round people up, you’ll end up with ten innocents for every Sub Rosa participant. And if you think you’ll be able to get any electronic recording equipment past Sub Rosa security, you’re out of your mind. Paranoid doesn’t even begin to describe it.”
A grin spread across Marlon’s face. “Of course,” he said. “That’s why I’m here and not some random field agent.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” asked Asha.
“Remember when I fixed your tire? I told you both already,” said Marlon. “I have a good memory.” He inclined his head. “Look, even if we missed the mark on vetting Lynn’s background, we’re not clueless. We know Sub Rosa is subverting digital law enforcement tools by going analog. Fine, we’ll play by their rules. NSA is a building full of desk jockeys, but FBI still knows how to run a human-intel op. We assumed it was going to be a complex, crowded operation theater. This case wasn’t assigned to me by chance.” He tapped his forehead. “I have an eidetic memory. Most people lose it after they hit puberty, but I kept training mine. It was a part of my identity, what made me special. I didn’t want to let it degrade like the older ex-eidetic people the counselors had told me about. In college, I was approached by an FBI recruiter. Turns out, having a near-perfect memory can be quite an asset in the field. When they need to go old-school, they send me in. That’s why I need to get inside Sub Rosa. We’re not just running a basic raid. We can’t risk letting any attendees go or incarcerating innocent Burners. The fallout would be catastrophic. Once I get in, I’ll memorize every face I see. Then we call in the troops.”
“So you’re fighting a human filter with a… human filter.” Lynn chewed a thumbnail. “It has a certain symmetry. But I agreed to share some intel, not to get you in.”
Marlon gripped the edge of the table. “I need access. There’s no other way. You said it yourself, a blind raid will create more harm than good.”
“So call it off.” Lynn’s chin jutted forward.
Marlon seemed about to react, then checked himself. “I need to get into that camp,” he said. “Otherwise we’re back to exchanging threats.”
Lynn sighed. “That’s easier said than done. The MC is incredibly diligent. You don’t have an invitation yourself, so I would have to get you in as my staff. How solid is your cover?”
“As fully baked as I can possibly make it.”
“That doesn’t inspire much confidence.”
“It’ll check out. I promise. I’d bet my life on it.”
Lynn’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t kid yourself,” she said. “You’re betting all of our lives on it.”
Marlon raised his hands, acknowledging her point. “By what time will all the attendees have arrived?”
“I don’t know,” said Lynn. “They don’t tell us. But the sun sets at about 7:30 p.m. I’m guessing they spread the arrivals out over a two-hour period. Everyone will probably be inside at 10 p.m. on Friday.”
“Okay, so we can set the raid up for 11 p.m.,” he said.
“No, you can’t,” she said. “I’ll need time for reporting.”
“Look,” he said, “we can’t just—”
Asha held up a hand, interrupting Marlon. “Won’t you need time to make sure you’ve seen and memorized everyone’s face? Lynn said nobody leaves until dawn anyway.”
Marlon’s expression soured, but he nodded. “Midnight, then.”
“2 a.m.,” said Lynn.
“Midnight.”
“1 a.m., final offer.”
“Fine. But you’re getting me in.”
“I need your guarantee, in writing, that the FBI will involve neither Asha nor me in any investigation. You absolve us right away, and we walk no matter what. No debriefings, nothing. I don’t want my name on any paperwork. I don’t ever want to talk to anyone but you. I don’t even want to talk to you after this week.”
“Look, we’ll need to do follow-ups—”
“No,” said Lynn, ice buttressing her tone. “Nothing. We talk. We walk. We’re done.”
Marlon shook his head in frustration.
Asha refilled their cups from the teapot. “You still get what you want, right?”
He just stared into the steaming liquid.
Lynn raised a hand. “I will also need your entire dossier on me and Sub Rosa, including all your raw analyses and notes leading up to our first encounter here.”
“How is that relevant?” he asked. 
“Do you want to get in, or what? I want to see how dumb you really are. You want to piggyback on my years of careful planning to win access. I’m handing you the bust of the century. It’ll make your career. You’ll be vaulting GS levels and golfing at Augusta in no time. You owe me that much and more.”
Asha suppressed a smile. Lynn knew how to bargain. She could have held her own in the rowdy textile markets of Colombo. 
“I want citizenship,” said Asha abruptly. “For me and my parents.” If they had been able to get to America, they could have escaped the civil war in the first place. If violence were ever to rear its ugly head again, they deserved an escape hatch. Marlon had roped her into this mess. She might as well try to cash in whatever leverage Lynn might lend her. Plus, she couldn’t deny the thrill of demanding something so forcefully from a man who had tried to subvert her only yesterday. Seeing Lynn flip the situation on its head was inspiring.
“What?” asked Marlon, throwing up his hands. “Am I driving a fucking sleigh? I’m not Santa Claus.”
Lynn laughed and raised her eyebrows. “You heard her,” she said. “She wants a passport. Three, actually.”
“You’re out of your goddamn minds,” he said, shaking his head.
“It’s that or we pit our lawyers against each other,” said Lynn. “And I can tell you, mine are bulldogs. They’re aching for a juicy fight like this. Just say the word, and I’ll unleash ’em.”
“That way,” said Asha, riding the crest of suspended disbelief at her own boldness, “you’ll both lose Sub Rosa.”
Marlon rubbed his eyes. Asha finished the last of her tea. A gust of wind sent the canvas structure flapping.
“I need to talk to my people,” he said at last, pushing up from the table.
“Pleasure doing business with you,” said Lynn, standing and extending a hand.
He stared down at it as if it were a sea anemone. Then, self-loathing palpable, he shook.
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Hand in hand, Lynn and Asha strolled along the Esplanade, the wide, curved boulevard that separated the innermost ring of camps from the Inner Playa. Darkness had fallen in earnest, and every person, art car, and camp was twinkling with multicolored lights. Thundering bass emanated from the sound camps. A gaggle of stark-naked pixies giggled as they cycled past in the opposite direction, nipples hard and pupils dilated. A life-size welded steel dragon belched an enormous fireball, casting stark shadows around it in all directions.
Asha was awash in emotion. Relief. Regret. Righteousness. In the end, it was she who had betrayed Lynn’s trust, not the other way around. Lynn had told her the truth the whole time, even if she hadn’t shared the details of her investigation. Marlon had initially succeeded in wrapping Asha around his finger, though she was proud she had thrown off his yoke quickly enough to avoid doing Lynn irreparable harm. In deconstructing Marlon piece by painful piece, Lynn had rekindled Asha’s sense of wonder.
“Lynn,” she said, “I’m sorry, so sorry—”
Lynn pulled them both to a halt and pressed an index finger against Asha’s lips. “I don’t want to hear it,” she said, tenderness and torment juxtaposed in her eyes. “You did what any sane person would have done in your position. Actually, you did far better than that. It took a lot of courage to tell me the truth, especially when Marlon was framing me as some kind of criminal mastermind. I owe you big time for your candor.”
They resumed their stroll, wending their way through the crowd of inebriated partygoers. 
“I should have come to you right away,” said Asha, unwilling to forgive herself so quickly.
“You had every right to suspect something was off-kilter,” said Lynn. “If anything, it’s my fault. I should have been more careful of any strangers. I should have been more suspect of Marlon from the beginning. He showed up ever so conveniently to help us with the flat tire. Normally, that’d be a red flag. But here?” She rolled her head to indicate all of the neon madness of Black Rock City. “Normal doesn’t really apply. I also probably should have told you more about what I was working on so you had more context. Innocence isn’t always the best protection.”
Keeping them innocent was how Asha had been trying to protect her parents for years. She told them only what she thought they needed to know, never revealing her angst or dreams. After what they’d been through, she figured that was the least they deserved. But maybe she had painted herself into a box with them as well—by keeping her true feelings secret, she’d encouraged them to believe she was someone else entirely.
“Cheer up,” said Lynn, bumping her hip up against Asha’s. “You were great back there. I was so mad, I almost pissed away the entire story. You’re better at situational awareness than I gave you credit for.” She grinned sidelong. “In the space of a single conversation, you figured out me and Marlon, and got us onto the same page. You’re not just a fighter. You’re a peacemaker. The mentor you mentioned must be quite extraordinary.”
Asha flushed. “He was. Dov Cohn. He started training me in krav maga. For years after the Karunas killed Rakash, I felt lost and alone. I was adrift for most of my childhood. In retrospect, I probably was suffering from some form of PTSD. I had trouble making new friends, ignored teachers’ questions, spent entire days holed up in hiding places.” Sepia and alienation tinged the edges of memory. “Dov yanked me back into the present, mostly through discipline and impatience for indolence. He couldn’t stand people who were too absorbed in their own lives and problems.” He always asked the hard questions and spoke his mind, never sugar-coating anything despite the fact that she was only eleven years old. “Krav maga was the life vest that helped me bob to the surface of ennui. In some ways, my life began when I started training.”
“What happened to him?”
“What do you mean?”
“You said ‘was,’ not ‘is.’”
An enormous zeppelin cruised across the Esplanade at five kilometers an hour, heading out into the playa. The huge oblong envelope rose above a bus that had been outfitted to resemble a classic World War I–style cabin hanging off the belly of the beast. Where the pilot would have navigated, a DJ sat instead. Subwoofers thrummed with electronic remixes of early 20th century jazz, stabilizers flashed neon, and the entire craft glowed from within, pulsing softly. It was ludicrous and beautiful.
“I don’t know,” said Asha, skirting the edges of an old wound. “I’m not sure what happened to him. One day when I was fourteen, he just… didn’t show up for training. He was obsessive about punctuality, but I figured something must have come up.” She relaxed her hand, realizing that she was squeezing Lynn’s. “I never saw him again. I asked everyone I could possibly think of where I could find him, but it was as if he had disappeared into thin air.” 
Of course, the question that plagued Asha was not so much what had happened to Dov as why he had left in the first place. Her parents seemed to think that the best way to deal with trauma was to pretend it had never happened. Asha followed their lead, afraid to bring up her nightmares lest she hurt them by doing so. In some ways, Rakash’s murder had inverted her relationship with her parents. It was so out of context for her that it had forged an unnatural level of self-awareness for a five-year-old. From that day forward, she never went to her parents for protection again. Instead, she did everything in her power to shield them from all she could. Krav maga had given her a new skill set to defend them. But Dov’s absence left a hole that had never quite filled. His unwavering pragmatism in the face of tragedy allowed Asha to open up without anxiety. He had always treated her like an adult, and she had grown into the gaps. So why had he left? The question had orbited her mind for so many years that it had become second nature, a fact of life. She had blazed through countless theories to no avail. Innumerable hopes had wilted on the vine.
“I still have no idea what happened,” she said. “At the time, it tore me to pieces. Then it haunted me. Then I just got used to it. He disappeared for a reason, and my stressing about it won’t achieve anything.”
Lynn looked like she was on the verge of saying something, but then held back. Something raw and sad and dark lay submerged in her expression. “I’ve had friends disappear,” she said. “Death is better. A good clean death gives everyone closure. You can get through the seven stages of grief or however many there are supposed to be. But when people just vanish… Nothing’s harder than uncertainty. Unfinished stories are the worst kind.”
Asha shrugged.
Lynn tugged her hand. “Come on,” she said. “I have something to show you.”
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It was a long walk to the Temple. They took the main boulevard that shot out from the apex of the horseshoe to bisect the Inner Playa. The wide path led straight to the Man and was lined with street lamps hung with lanterns that illuminated their way. They skirted the base of the enormous wooden effigy, leaving the muses and satyrs to their debauchery. Behind the Man, the boulevard continued its straight shot across the desert toward a large wooden structure that Asha hadn’t yet visited.
The farther they walked, the more the lavish burlesque seemed to fade into the background of desert night. The crowd thinned. The bass lines of innumerable dance parties dissolved into a purr of white noise. Stars peeked through the backwash of neon.
The Temple was a wooden re-creation of the Acropolis in Athens. The rectangular structure was surrounded by rows of Ionic columns supporting an angled roof. It sat atop a foundation with three wide steps cut into it that led up to the building itself. Around the perimeter, a ring of wooden slats were carved into curving abstractions of moving water. Various footbridges crossed the boundary, each with a small sign explaining that this was the river Styx, the border of the upper and lower worlds. 
Asha and Lynn crossed the Styx, climbed the steps, and slipped between the columns. The space within was broken up into a series of organically shaped chambers connected by gateways and small passageways. It felt like it had been grown, not built—like they had just entered the bowels of a cave system or been swallowed by a mythological whale. People wandered from room to room, pausing here and there to peer at notes and pictures pasted on the walls or to draft their own. Unlike the crazed revelry without, the Temple was hushed. The atmosphere was heavy and introspective, imbued with the weight of sacrament.
“They burn the Temple the night after the Man,” Lynn whispered in her ear. “This is my favorite place on the playa. People leave notes for their loved ones and people they’ve lost. They all go up in flame with the Temple, like so many prayers. If the Man is the heart of Black Rock City, the Temple is its soul.”
Asha nodded. They released their hands and joined the wanderers, moving slowly from wall to wall, chamber to chamber, bearing witness. A mother wrote a heartbreaking letter to the spirit of a stillborn infant. An old man displayed a series of photos capturing him and his German shepherd, who had just died from cancer. An ex-addict pinned up journal entries addressed to her former self. A newspaper article described a firefighter who had given his life to save a pair of seniors from a burning retirement home. A gold wedding band was stapled to a wooden beam with no explanation. Someone had etched a section of a musical score across a lintel. There were greetings to long-dead relatives and missives to lost loves. A haiku described the face of a girl once glimpsed on a passing train. A hardbound book about POW MIAs lost in Vietnam rested on a short pedestal. A bearded man sat cross-legged, midway through illustrating a series of portraits of a woman progressing from adolescence to senescence.
The raw authenticity of sentiment washed through Asha. It swept away extraneous strands of thought and slowed her breathing. In the presence of such bereavement, the vicissitudes of daily life revealed their inconsequence. 
The roller coaster of the past two days retreated. Not even the creeping shadows of intrigue could find leverage here. Instead, memories welled up inside Asha, clear and bright as morning dew. Dashing through the tea fields with Rakash. Playing hide-and-seek in the dappled shadows of alpine forests. Huddling together while a thunderstorm raged outside, reading comic books by flashlight. The year she had a brother. The brother she’d had for only a year. His eyes had been dark-brown saucers. His ears had stuck out from the sides of his head at goofy angles. His murder had scarred her for life.
Asha picked up one of the hundreds of permanent markers that were scattered across every nook and cranny. She uncapped it, the chemical whiff of ink reminding her of elementary school. Squatting in an alcove, she found a blank section of wall. The pen squeaked as she drew it across the wood.
“Dearest Rakash, I will never forget you, but I release you. Love, Asha.”
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The walk back seemed to take no time at all. But as they rejoined the vibrant throng and Asha descended from the metaphysical to the physical, the reality of their situation settled back onto her shoulders. Being co-opted by an FBI agent. Chafing under his instructions. Revealing the plot to Lynn and co-opting Marlon in return, all in the service of unveiling a conspiracy. If this were a TV show, she would have dismissed it as far too outlandish. This was the kind of adventure she had been dreaming of back in Oakland. But it was turning out to be more nightmare than dream.
“So,” said Asha, reaching for Lynn’s hand, “what happens now?”
“Well,” said Lynn, “Marlon changes everything. Obviously, it impacts the shape of the story. Rather than a pure exposé, it will now also need to document the sting itself. That heightens the drama and timeliness, but it also advances the timeline substantially. In order to ensure we define the narrative and to maximize reach, I need to publish as soon as possible after it happens. Preferably, on Saturday. If it hits immediately after the raid, we’ll ride the swell of uproar and give people the context they need to understand it. If I miss that window, I risk getting drowned out in the ensuing commotion. To create the biggest impact, the story needs to come out this weekend.”
“But publishing on Saturday gives you less than a day to write what happened at Sub Rosa itself.”
“True, but I’ve already done an enormous amount of background research. I will need to write up all those sections this week, then put the entire thing in context and explain why it matters to people. The event itself will be pure reporting. This is who was there, this is who they are, this is what they were doing, this is what happened, etc. I also need to do as much research as I can on Marlon.”
“What do you mean?”
Lynn gave a hard grin. “He’s a protagonist. I need to dig up every detail I can about his personal history, résumé, and operational track record.”
“But isn’t he an undercover agent?”
“I’ll be able to dig up records from somewhere,” said Lynn. “You’d be amazed at the resourcefulness of some of the folks in the forums I frequent. Plus, he never explicitly said to keep what we’ve been discussing off the record. Given how he’s treated us so far, I have no qualms getting as much mileage out of that as possible. Readers will love the part about him screwing up his attempt to coerce me, only to have us cooperate on the raid. Quite a juicy plot twist.”
Asha couldn’t deny that Marlon had it coming, but she was uncomfortably aware of how unhappy he was bound to be about playing a starring role in Lynn’s account. “Aren’t you afraid of some kind of retribution?”
“Lesson number one for pissing off the US government,” said Lynn. “Always get everything in writing. If he doesn’t deliver on any of our demands, I simply won’t give him the location for Sub Rosa. Even if he squirms at first, he’ll come around. It’s too big of a carrot to abandon because of squeamishness. Field agents are all about bravado.”
Asha squinted at Lynn. What kind of person doubled down when threatened by the most powerful government on earth? This woman was a firebrand. Outrage seethed in her like the molten core of a planet. Her sense of unquenchable striving was contagious. Asha found her both tragic and intoxicating. She held shadows at bay with the torch of transparency. The certainty of her cynicism was a condemnation of the human condition. But her life followed an arc as high and bright as a comet. 
They arrived at Camp Wino and ducked into the van.
“So,” said Asha, “what can I do to help?”
Lynn gave her a long, disarming look. 
“Asha,” she said, “go home. You don’t need to go any deeper down this rabbit hole. We’ll secure your passport guarantees from Marlon, and then I’ll buy you a bus ticket home. Train your students. Live your life. Let me deal with this.”
Asha took a swig from a water bottle, but it didn’t wash away the taste of bitterness. “I told you before,” she said. “I’m not going anywhere. Least of all now that I know the stakes.”
“This isn’t your fight,” said Lynn. “You’re sweet and brave and a million other wonderful things, but there’s no need for you to risk your neck.”
A dam broke within Asha. Her second-grade teacher forbidding her to play cricket with the boys because it wasn’t “ladylike.” Her father refusing to let her taste arrack because she was just a kid. Her mother’s insistence on a marriage arranged without Asha’s knowledge or consent. The pent-up disillusionment of her California jaunt. Her own inability to wring meaning out of life, to do things worthy of surviving Rakash. The world was nothing but a maze of dead ends.
Lynn didn’t stand a chance. In less than a second, Asha had her pressed up against the wall of the van in a hold. She leaned in so that her breath was hot and close against Lynn’s ear and whispered, “I may not be a journalist, but in many ways I’m more prepared for this than you are. I can watch out for my own neck, thank you very much. And I will not stand by and watch the woman I love walk alone into the lion’s den.”
Releasing the bind, Asha took a half step back. She could barely believe the words that had just come out of her mouth. She hadn’t had time to consider them. They had emerged from a seed that had been germinating inside her since that fateful morning in the gym. It was like her voice had a mind of its own. No, that wasn’t right. A heart of its own. But as the sentence freewheeled through her being like a runaway train, Asha realized its truth. Lynn exerted a gravitational pull that bound Asha in her orbit. Though she had only gotten to know her over the past few days, the intensity of those days had forged a bond that was entirely new to Asha. She had never felt so understood, so championed. They were exploring a new world, hand in hand. In the face of adversity, Asha would hang on for dear life.
Lynn turned, silent tears coursing down flushed cheeks but eyes luminous. She bit her lower lip, and dimples formed at the corners of her mouth. She looked as scared and vulnerable as Asha felt. They were standing on the brink of something, existential wind tousling their hair.
Leaning in, Asha kissed her. As their lips met, their limbs entwined. Shedding dusty clothes, they pulled at each other as if trying to get inside the other’s skin. Desperate, hungry, they fell onto the mattress. 
The broken-down van transformed into a palace of sensual delight.
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“It’s time,” said Marlon, wiping sweat from his forehead and looking up from the piles of notes and paperwork arrayed on the table between them. 
Over the past few days, they had converted Camp Wino’s kitchen tent into a makeshift command center. Their campmates had kindly transferred the stores of food and cooking equipment to the adjacent geodesic dome, giving Lynn and Asha the space they needed to make seemingly endless preparations. 
Lynn had been doing extensive online research via Tor, delving into darknet forums and interviewing remote sources over encrypted chat. Then she would shut herself away and write whole segments of the story, only emerging for coffee and catnaps. Meanwhile, Asha had acted as liaison to Lynn’s extensive network of contacts scattered in various camps around Burning Man. Now that they were reporting a live event, Lynn wanted as much coverage support as possible. Exploring every corner of the playa, Asha sought out photographers, artists, writers, filmmakers, activists, and a medley of other creatives. 
Her message was strange, but simple: Just after midnight on Friday, a location would be scrawled across a whiteboard in front of Camp Wino. Anyone who made it to the location in question by 1 a.m. would witness something of historical significance. It was dangerous but important. The more people who could serve as witnesses the better. Most people seemed to think it was some kind of strange joke. But the minute Asha mentioned Lynn’s name, their expressions turned pensive. Asha handed each of them a URL scribbled on a scrap of paper. She promised that within hours of the event, more information would be made available on the link.
“It’s time,” Marlon repeated. “We need to finalize the tactical plan. We need to run our spec ops team through sims and exercises. We need to lock in equipment and personnel requisitions. I’ve given you everything you requested—now it’s time for you to reciprocate. What’s the location?”
Lynn shot a look at Asha, who shrugged. It all felt surreal to her. Marlon had initially declared that his own operational intel was highly classified and that three guaranteed passports was impossible on such a short timeline. Lynn had flat out refused to negotiate, opening a secure line to her lead attorney. After hours of tense negotiation, Marlon had acceded. He had provided case files and written guarantees for all of their demands, which Lynn’s lawyers had ultimately approved. Since then, they had begun joint preparations in earnest, everything happening at breakneck speed. So much needed to be done. The pace was so uncompromising that the emotional reality had yet to sink in. Asha felt apart from herself, the unending list of unchecked boxes a potent antidote to introspection.
Lynn grimaced, clearly unhappy about giving up her most powerful piece of leverage. She kept her cards close to her chest—Asha didn’t know anything more than Marlon. But there was no denying it. Marlon had given them what they’d asked for, and they simply couldn’t continue without revealing Sub Rosa’s location. She blew a strand of hair out of her face.
“You’re not going to like this,” she said. “Sub Rosa takes place in the bowels of the Colosseum.”
Asha and Marlon stared at her. The roaring crowd. The dusty arena. The attendants wrapped in togas. The sea of bikes parked outside. The live orchestra.
“What do you mean? How is that possible?” Marlon articulated Asha’s own thoughts.
Lynn sighed. “What better place to hide than in plain sight? I told you it would be impossible to isolate. The stands and the arena are all open to the public, and extremely popular. But beneath the seats they’ve built a semicircular conference hall with private meeting rooms and everything. Just like any other camp, they can’t dig down into the playa itself. Sub Rosa is at the same level as the arena but hidden in the structure underneath the stands. There’s a back door that’s ostensibly only for Colosseum staff but is actually the Sub Rosa entrance. Sub Rosa finances the entire thing. That’s why the Colosseum hosts its famous twenty-four-hour circus starting on Friday night—it’s nothing but a facade for the main action, what’s happening below.”
“Jesus Christ…” Marlon’s eyes unfocused.
Lynn’s mouth set into a grim line.
Asha remembered the referee clasping her hand and raising it in front of the standing ovation. To think that under all the stomping feet… With the volume of spectators walking in and out all the time, nobody would give a second glance to the occasional Burner wandering around the back.
“Show me exactly where the entrance is,” said Marlon, snapping back to the present. 
He shuffled through papers on the table until he came up with a satellite photograph covering the Colosseum’s quadrant of Inner Playa. Lynn pointed out the back door built into the circular structure, and he circled it with a highlighter.
“We are scheduled to arrive between 8:15 and 8:20 p.m.,” said Lynn. “If we are either early or late, we will be turned away entirely.”
“We’ll need to surround the entire Colosseum and vet everyone on a case-by-case basis,” said Marlon, as if to himself. “We’ll need support staff to streamline that process, not just the spec ops guys. That means more helicopters. And that means…” He looked up at them. “I need to talk to my people. Let’s rendezvous back here in five hours for an update.”
“Remember,” said Lynn. “1 a.m. strike time. No electronics. No weapons. No bullshit. One false move, and we’ll be nothing but epitaphs in the Temple.”
Marlon nodded, his thoughts already elsewhere. “I want this as much as you do,” he said. “Now, it’s time for me to do my job.” He turned and dashed out of the tent, the canvas flap falling shut behind him.
They stared at each other for a moment.
“I can’t believe I was there,” said Asha, shaking her head. “I won their silly sparring contest.” It already felt like a lifetime ago. She had followed a whim into the very heart of Sub Rosa.
Lynn rapped her knuckles on the table. “It’s brazen,” she said, “but can you imagine a less likely place for law enforcement to expect something like this? All the cops here are trying to bust kids for drug possession. It’s just too weird to be credible. Typical Mossad style. Pragmatic and ridiculous mixed into a single highly effective package. They think in straight lines and throw everyone else off on tangents.”
“Where are we on the story?” asked Asha. She had been running around playing diplomat to give Lynn as much time as possible to get things in order. Now she was getting antsy, like during the moments leading up to a fight.
Lynn cracked her knuckles. “Getting there,” she said. “I’m going to dive back in now and wrap up the last set of changes to the initial draft. After this whole thing is over, I’ll add the direct reporting and we will be ready to hit publish.”
We, not I. Asha liked that. It was hard to believe they were going in tonight. 
Lynn squeezed Asha’s shoulder. “They’ll have no idea what hit ’em,” she said. “Ambushes are ever so much fun. And afterward…” She licked her lips. “We are going to dance with the headlines. The world won’t be able to tear themselves away.”
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Asha stepped into the baking heat of late afternoon. 
She had spent the last few days so focused on the task at hand that she had all but ignored the transformation that was taking place around her. On Monday, Black Rock City had been nothing but a scattered desert outpost. Now that Friday had arrived, it had grown into an untamed metropolis. There must be three times as many people roaming the playa. Tens of thousands of bicyclists wandered the treacherous dry lake bed. Massive new art installations had been constructed. Camps sprawled like Los Angeles and soared like Hong Kong.
This was a city built and dismantled in a week—a collective piece of art as beautiful and fleeting as the mandala they had watched the monks create with such painstaking care. Calling it a festival was a slight. It was more than that. It was an experiment, an exploration of what it meant to be alive.
Someone tapped her on the shoulder and brought her out of her reverie. 
“How are you holding up?” asked Derek, a smile peeking out from beneath the beard. He didn’t know the details of what was happening tonight, but Lynn had asked him to report to the Colosseum at 12:30 the next morning and to expect patients. Asha had been expecting him to pepper her with a barrage of questions, but after staring at her for a full thirty seconds, he simply nodded assent.
“Good,” she said. “As well as can be expected anyway.” She had been running at full speed all week, and now that the climax was almost at hand, there was suddenly nothing for her to do. Lynn was wrapped up in a creative cocoon. Marlon was giving marching orders. Asha was at a loss. “I should probably take a nap, but there’s no way I’d actually be able to fall asleep.”
Derek patted her shoulder. “I couldn’t sleep a wink the night before my first night as an ER resident,” he said. “What if I screwed up and a patient died? What if the attending just threw me out for no reason? What if I showed up and forgot all my training? Disaster scenarios galloped through my head. Counting sheep accomplished nothing.”
“So what happened?”
“Eh,” he made goofy face. “I stayed up all night stressing myself out, drank a lot of coffee, and went to work. Nobody died, and I don’t think the attending even realized I was there.”
Asha snorted. “So the moral of your story is to enjoy stressing out because there’s nothing I can do about it?”
“Ha, that’s about the size of it,” he said. “Although, what I can tell you is that I collapsed from exhaustion the minute I got home from that first day. I never had trouble falling asleep after that. I still stress about stuff sometimes, but it doesn’t get that bad. It’s all about acclimation. You can get used to anything. Doing the occasional overseas emergency relief stints helps too. Sometimes it’s easy to forget how good we have it.”
“Can I ask you something?”
“Shoot.”
“A few days ago you told me and Marlon to think about what we want to let go of when the Man burns.”
“Yep.”
“What are you going to let go of?”
Lines creased Derek’s brow. “Perfection,” he said. “When you have someone else’s life in your hands, you constantly ask yourself to be superhuman. There’s no way around it. Your actions might define the rest of their lives or could lead to their deaths. But at the same time, you can’t truly connect with a patient, truly care for them, if you try to deify yourself. By trying not to ever let patients down, physicians can wind up alienating them instead. Nothing is more dehumanizing than medicine—or more humanizing. Every person has good, evil, joy, fear, compassion, greed, and everything else woven into them. We live on a spectrum. Only by acknowledging our failings can we hope to overcome them. I need to let go of perfection in order to allow myself to heal… and be a healer.”
Asha wrapped her arms around Derek’s barrel chest and hugged him. “If I ever needed care,” she said, “I’d be lucky to have you as my doctor.”
Derek winked. “That’s why I got into medicine,” he said. “The ladies love it.”
“Doctor Don Juan,” said Asha. “Gross.”
He laughed and mussed up her hair until she dodged away.
“Good luck tonight,” he said. “I mean it. Now, I’m off to prep our last night of happy hour.”
Asha turned back to watch the endless stream of Burners passing by. She couldn’t help but wonder what failings she had yet to acknowledge in herself.
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“Alright,” said Lynn. “We should get moving. We can’t risk missing our window.” 
The moment was finally here. Time had trudged along at an achingly slow pace as she, Lynn, and Marlon had reviewed every last detail of the plan a dozen times over. Her nerves tingled, and her senses were jacked up to high alert even though they hadn’t yet left their command tent.
They pushed back from the table and stood.
“One last thing,” said Marlon, pulling something from his pocket. “This is my secret ritual for preparing to embark on any major mission.” 
Unwrapping layers of paper and foil, he revealed a bar of dark chocolate. He broke up the bar into pieces and offered it to them. They glanced at each other. “If nothing else, it’ll keep up your blood sugar,” he said. They each plucked up a piece and popped it into their mouths. The chocolate was rich and velvety on Asha’s tongue, reminiscent of whispered secrets and tempered nostalgia.
Marlon made eye contact with each of them in turn. “We started out on the wrong foot. That was my fault. We didn’t have the right intel, and I botched the approach.” He bowed his head. “I know neither of you are happy to be working with me. But I want you to know that I appreciate all you’ve done this week. You’ve radically advanced our investigation. You are helping us eliminate a key node in the international criminal network. None of us wants the kinds of folks that attend Sub Rosa roaming free. They perpetuate corruption and violence on a mass scale. But beyond the fact that justice will be served, I appreciate it personally. I apologize for my mistakes and manipulation.”
“What is this?” asked Lynn. “Some kind of pep talk?” Although her tone was derisive, Asha could hear that it was reflexive, not callous and that, despite herself, Lynn appreciated his sentiments. 
Asha found that she did too. Working so intimately with someone over a condensed period of time couldn’t help but bring you closer to them. While she still resented his attempt at co-option, she also saw how dedicated, hardworking, and earnest he was. 
“We’re all on the same team now,” said Marlon. “Maybe we’ll never cross paths again after this is over. But for tonight, we’re comrades in arms. And I make a point to never go into an operation leaving things unsaid. That kind of baggage does nothing but trip us up.”
He extended a hand to each of them. After a second of hesitation, they each took it. Asha reached for Lynn’s other hand.
“We’ve each got our own means and methods,” said Marlon, “but we’re aiming for the same target. Let’s take down these assholes.”
A sideways grin turned Lynn into the picture of roguishness. Asha couldn’t resist smiling herself. This woman was incredible. So blithely confident in the face of danger. So worldly and cunning and caring. Her impishness made Asha feel alive. Her tenacity afforded Asha a newfound sense of security. With Lynn at her side, she could face anything.
“I can get behind that,” said Lynn.
Anticipation teased at Asha’s thoughts. Years of krav maga training and she still felt like a child about to break the rules. She was about to do something that ordinary people never did. She was finally stepping across the chasm that divided her from the kung fu heroes she so admired. This was it. Do or die. A team charging into the unknown.
“They’re not going to bust themselves,” she said, affection blooming inside her. She squeezed both their hands. “Let’s get this show on the road.”
Releasing their hands, they donned their masks and moved toward the exit of the tent. Lynn pinned the golden rose over her heart and scooped up the backpack into which she had stuffed the bricks of cash and folders of photographs. They switched on the EL wire woven into their clothes, mounted their bikes, and pedaled off through the throng.
The air sparkled with an electrical thrill as everyone imagined the prospect of tomorrow’s Burn. The parties were bigger, the costumes wilder, the performances more ambitious. This was a big night, and Burners were going to milk it for all it was worth. Riding through the revelers, Asha felt as if she were floating above it all. They weren’t headed to a dance party. They were doing something more sinister, more important.
This wasn’t the end of something—it was the beginning. They might have spent all week preparing, but after this story there would be another. Rather than going back to her cramped studio in Oakland, she would traipse around the world with Lynn, taking down despots and villains. They would make a perfect team: Lynn was the pen, and she was the sword. They would be nomads, never satisfied in their search for justice. It was the kind of mandate she had always dreamed of. And when they needed to blow off steam… She shivered. She had never realized her body was capable of that kind of pleasure.
But for now, it was time to focus. The Colosseum appeared out on the playa in front of them, rising from the alkaline dust like a neon fever dream. Lights flickered from within the columns and arches, turning the entire exterior into a complex network of intersecting colors and patterns. The sounds of stomping feet and orchestral music emanated from inside the arena. A line had formed at the main entrance. The Colosseum could safely accommodate only so many guests and was one of the most sought-after all-night celebrations on the playa. New arrivals had to wait for people to leave before they were allowed in.
Lynn pulled up next to the bike racks, and they dismounted. Asha’s palms were sweating. Marlon was visibly calm, but Asha could feel latent tension leaking off him like motor oil. Lynn gestured away from the main entrance, and they followed her around the Colosseum, skirting the perimeter of the massive building. Marlon reached out a hand and trailed his fingers against a wooden column as they trudged through the dust. Soon, the main entrance was lost behind them and they were alone beneath the wall of psychedelic arches. Out across the playa, lasers speared up into the night sky, flamethrowers roared, art cars jostled for position, troupes of cyclists traversed the expanse, and a lone violinist performed Bach’s Chaconne.
Lynn stopped abruptly. Asha estimated they must be opposite the Colosseum’s main entrance. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary. The wall of wooden arches rose three stories straight up and curved away to either side. Lynn pointed. A small golden rose had been etched into the top left corner of the wooden wall that separated the two closest columns. The design matched the pin on her breast.
Lynn checked her watch and looked at Marlon. He checked his own and nodded. She looked at Asha, eyes bright behind the goggles, expression hidden behind the mask. Asha nodded. Lynn returned the nod, spun, and rapped her knuckles hard against the wall in a single loud knock. 
After the briefest of pauses, the wall slid silently to one side.
Steeling themselves, they stepped forward into the darkness beyond.
As they crossed the threshold, Lynn leaned in close and whispered into Asha’s ear. The mask muffled her voice, and Asha had to strain to hear her.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”
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The door slid shut behind them with a soft click, and fluorescent lights snapped up above them, bathing the small room in ruthless illumination. The walls to each side were whitewashed, and the far wall was covered in what Asha assumed was a two-way mirror, next to which stood a small door.
Flanking the mirror were two enormous men with crossed arms, sunglasses, earpieces, and submachine guns hanging from their shoulders. Tattoos adorned their rippling muscles and crept up their necks. Their hair was trimmed military-short. Lynn stiffened at the sight of them and then seemed to force herself to relax.
“Tongan Crips from Salt Lake,” Marlon said under his breath. “Closest group to Black Rock City to contract for physical security.”
Asha flashed back to the drive in from Gerlach. Acoustic guitar, brown ridges lined up like dreary dominoes, wind teasing at Lynn’s hair. Some young and frustrated guys got involved with the black market, and after a few years, the Tongan Crips emerged as the dominant organized crime group in Utah. They run drugs, engage in human trafficking, launder money, manage gambling and prostitution rings, all that jazz. I ended up writing a story that exposed all the senior leadership and the coziness of their connection with the church. 
Asha’s stomach twisted into knots. Was that what her whispered apology had been about? No, that couldn’t be right. Lynn clearly hadn’t known that a group she had exposed a decade ago was running Sub Rosa’s security. Should they abort? Was that even possible? Only Lynn knew whether these men would recognize her or not. They would have to follow her lead.
Between them and the men stood a full-body scanner that looked like a souped-up version of airport models.
“Come.” One of the men beckoned them with a meaty hand. “One at a time, please.”
Lynn stepped forward into the scanner. That cemented Asha’s resolve. They were doing this no matter what. Her heart tap-danced in her chest.
“Raise your hands,” said the man.
Lynn complied. The other man touched his earpiece and nodded.
“Clear,” he said. “Next up.”
Asha and Marlon submitted to the scan and joined Lynn to face the men on the far side.
One of the men reached out a hand. Lynn unbuttoned the pin on her chest and pressed the golden rose into his palm. He looked up at Marlon and Asha, then back at Lynn.
“You know the rules, Ms. Chevalier,” he said, resting a hand on the submachine gun. “You are only permitted a single assistant.”
Asha and Marlon looked at each other. They hadn’t talked about this. It wasn’t part of the plan. If only two could enter, why had all three of them come?
Lynn pulled off her dust mask and shook out her hair. 
“I only have one assistant,” she said.
“Then why are there three of you?” The man’s lips compressed into a thin line. “The MC does not like irregularities.”
Asha tensed and started mapping targets and exit routes. Something was wrong. The non sequitur apology. Tongan Crips in the antechamber. A secret rule they were apparently violating. A drop of sweat trickled down her spine. The fluorescent lights burned into her retinas, threatening to reveal her percolating doubts.
“The other is my gift,” said Lynn, voice firm. Asha glanced sidelong at her backpack. The photos, the cash, they were the gift. They were the tithe that Sub Rosa demanded.
The Crip frowned. He touched his earpiece, turned his head to the side, and raised a hand to hide his mouth as he murmured to an interlocutor. He grunted.
“Explain yourself,” he said.
Lynn shifted her gaze to stare straight into the two-way mirror.
“Asha,” she said, voice soft but unyielding, “take off your mask.”
Confusion swept Asha off balance. She couldn’t keep up with the tempo of events. Each new development was a half step ahead of her. None of this was making any sense.
“Do it,” said Lynn.
Unsure but unable to refuse, Asha reached up, removed the thin rubber straps that stretched across her scalp, and pulled the dust mask down to hang around her neck. She looked from Lynn, to the men, to the mirror, searching for a clue that might clarify the situation.
For what seemed like an eternity, nothing happened. But right as she was about to ask what the hell was going on, the door burst open and a man in a tuxedo charged her.
Asha’s reflexes took over. She sidestepped to the left, hoping to get out of the line of attack and put one of the Crips between them. But the man anticipated her movement and reoriented midcharge, arms spread wide to tackle her. Taking advantage of the opening, she went in for a kick to the groin to stop him in his tracks. But somehow his hips swiveled, and her foot didn’t connect. And then he was on her. 
But instead of grappling her to the floor, he crushed her in a bear hug. The vaguest whiff of onion and rose water triggered a distant memory. She felt wetness on the back of her neck and realized that the man was crying. Over his shoulder, the two Crips looked bemused. Wriggling in the man’s grasp, she pressed her hands against his chest and leaned back to get a look at his face.
“Asha,” said Dov. “I can’t believe it’s you.”
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Asha’s mind reeled. 
Her hero. Her mentor. The man who had taught her to channel the impotent rage that had grown inside her like a weed ever since the night Rakash was murdered. She had run sprints until she collapsed from exhaustion, practiced grapples until her elbows bled, and repeated moves thousands of times until they were burned into her muscle memory. She had learned to read a person’s movements, anticipating their kinesthetic intentions before they themselves had decided what to do. She had discovered the importance of watching for the empty moments and spaces in a fight, like seeing the white space between and around the words on a printed page. From age eleven to fourteen, Dov had been a central pillar of her life, the harbinger of the practice that would become core to her identity.
Now, he sat across from her. His dark curly hair had gone full gray. New lines traversed the rough angles of a face that had progressed from full to gaunt. His bespoke tuxedo was immaculate, a hand-wrought golden rose pinned to the lapel. Lynn’s pin had been shaped like a rose, but this was a life-size rosebud with every petal individually crafted in intricate detail. He dabbed at the corners of his eyes with a handkerchief, wiping away the last of his tears.
Between them, a mahogany coffee table stood on a full bearskin that covered the cracked surface of the playa, golden-brown liquor waiting to be poured from a crystal jug into matching tumblers. Tapestries lined the walls, depicting hunting scenes and medieval feasts. 
“Asha,” Dov said, voice cracking, “I don’t know what to say. I didn’t even recognize you at first. You’re so grown-up. The last time I saw you, you were barely a teenager. Now, look at you.” He extended his hands toward her as if showcasing an invisible object. “You’re beautiful.”
Asha bit her lip. Emotion rippled through her. Joy at seeing him. Relief that he was alive and seemingly well. Catharsis at an open question finally closed. She had dreamed about this moment for years. But the long sought-after reunion had arrived out of nowhere. She had had no time to prepare. No time to gather her thoughts. Since he’d left, she had prepared so many things to say to Dov. The content and tone had evolved in parallel with her angst at his departure. At the time, it tore me to pieces. Then it haunted me. Then I just got used to it. He disappeared for a reason, and my stressing about it won’t achieve anything. That much she had admitted to Lynn. But here he was, right in front of her, and she had no idea what to say. 
“Why?” she asked at last. “Why did you leave?”
He looked like she had stabbed him in the gut. “Asha, I didn’t want to. You have to know that. After my parents died back in Tel Aviv, you were the only person I really gave a shit about.”
Her face tightened, and she shook her head. “Why, Dov?”
He rubbed his hands together, as if washing them. “Remember how I left the IDF and retired to Sri Lanka?”
“Of course,” said Asha, running a finger along the supple leather that lined her chair.
“Well, that wasn’t entirely true,” he said, grimacing. “I wasn’t IDF. I was Mossad, Israel’s intelligence service. And I didn’t move to Haputale to retire—I was there on a mission to infiltrate the highest levels of government ministries in Colombo.”
“You were a spy?”
He heaved a long sigh. “I was,” he said. “You have to understand. I had spent my entire career with Mossad, most of it overseas. In the beginning I was nothing but a patriot. But the work took a toll. I grew apart from all my friends back home and couldn’t build genuine relationships with anyone in the field because of the nature of my work. The life of a field agent is… isolating. As my ties to Israel loosened, I found less and less satisfaction serving her. Mossad is just as rivalrous and political as any other group of manipulative, ambitious people. I was assigned to Sri Lanka the year after my parents passed away. That’s when I met you.” A nostalgic smile ghosted across his face. “You were so serious, so intense, so skeptical. Training you in krav maga started as a cover, but when I saw how you took to it… I couldn’t help myself. I started taking you more seriously than my bosses back home. It was a question of relevance. My context was changing. I became much more interested in helping you advance than digging up that week’s dirt on the minister of the moment.” He swallowed. “That was the beginning of the end.”
He had been lying to her since day one. This foundation of her personal history was built on fabrication. She had been nothing but a cover, a means to an end. And the rest, this was more than she had ever heard about his personal history. “What does that mean, the beginning of the end?”
His jaw set. “You remember telling me about the Karuna men? About what they did to your family?”
She nodded.
“I always wondered what drove you, what fire fueled your focus, your ferocity.” He squeezed his eyes shut and then opened them again. “When you told me… I knew of those men, of course. That was my job. They were some of the government’s slavering hounds, the black ops bastards they sent to clear out the dirty laundry. So I leveraged my contacts and started looking into them. It took some time, but I found out which five men had been dispatched to your family’s estate that day. Two of them were already dead, killed in skirmishes with their former colleagues in the Tigers. But the other three were still in the game—money, drugs, extortion, kidnapping, the works.” He shrugged. “So I hunted them down and killed them. They thought they were hot shit, but their security was terrible. That’s one thing I credit Israel with—we are professionals. Our geopolitical reality doesn’t give us leeway to be anything but.” 
Asha was back in the closet, peeping out the keyhole. The men with their guns and dark fatigues. Backhanding her mother to the floor, beating her father. The report of the gun. The roar of the truck as it disappeared in a cloud of dust. Rakash’s mutilated body, so obviously vacant.
“You… you killed them?”
“Yes,” he said. “They are very, very dead. Of that, I can assure you. But as I said, Mossad is very professional. And professional organizations don’t brook agents who moonlight on personal assassinations. I knew I was done. Honestly, I didn’t even mind that much. You’d have thought it would have been a big deal, but I’d been drifting off mission for a long time already. I had to disappear so that Mossad couldn’t locate me.”
“But why didn’t you tell me any of this? Why leave me in the dark? Why not get in touch later?”
“Oh, Asha,” he said. “How I wish I could have. But I couldn’t afford for there to be any link between the murders and you and your family. The possibility of retribution would have been far too high. And I didn’t want anyone back in Israel thinking I cared about you in any capacity other than as a cover. It would have been far too easy for them to have used you for leverage against me or, at the very least, found a way to track me down via communications with you. You were the one person I cared about who was left in the world. But avenging you meant I couldn’t go anywhere near you. The cost of that decision is something I think about every day.”
Asha was a marble, ricocheting through the strangest evening of her life. The questions she had asked herself late at night for so many years were sloughing away. She hadn’t driven Dov away. It wasn’t some internal glitch that pushed people around her to death or desertion. And the Karuna men, the monsters who haunted the darkest alleys of her nightmares, were dead and gone. 
She took a deep steadying breath. 
“Dov, what is all this?” she asked. “What are you doing here?”
A pained expression flickered across his face. “This—this is the inevitable endgame of a rogue intelligence agent. It’s not like being a doctor or a lawyer or an engineer. When you leave the service, you can’t just go join up with the CIA or MI6 or some such. But you can’t escape the intrigue either. I have a very particular skill set, a very unique network. Without Tel Aviv paying my bills, I had to make it on my own. I realized how many people needed real security, real discretion. I knew how the most sophisticated people thought, how they operated. Technology has given them more and more tools. There are ever fewer opportunities to escape the gaze of NSA and their ilk. That vastly increases the value of true secrecy. I started by just arranging the occasional meeting, guaranteeing the safety and privacy of the participants. Over the years,” he raised his hands, “it’s turned into this.”
There was a knock on the door. It cracked open and one of the Crips stuck his head in.
“I said that we were not to be disturbed,” Dov’s voice was taut with command.
“I know, sir,” said the Crip, lowering his head. “But the next guest has been waiting to offer their gift, and their time window is almost up.”
“Alright,” said Dov. “I’ll be out in a minute. Leave us.”
The Crip ducked out.
“But it’s illegal,” said Asha, frowning. “All of this. It’s people trying to hide their activities from the government. Gun runners, drug lords, human traffickers, money launderers. Essentially, bad guys. Why would you want to help them?”
Dov cocked his head to the side. “Asha, you’ve still got a lot to learn. Sure, many of the people here this evening aren’t paragons of morality. In fact, most of them are abominable. But good and evil are nothing but empty buzzwords. Laws are just euphemisms that enable those in power to get what they want and keep everyone else in line. We live in shades of gray.”
“But—”
“Look, I’m not proud of everything that goes on here. But I did far worse things on Mossad’s orders, with the blessing of Tel Aviv and Washington. Sovereignty exists only in our own heads. Money, technology, information, religion, ideology—none of them respect borders. The idea of the nation-state was dreamed up only a few hundred years ago. It’s a myth on its last legs. I don’t hold any compunctions about subverting the shitheads in charge. The world is a nasty place, and it doesn’t improve through wanting. Killing those three Karunas was murder. But it was also justice. People will run drugs as long as there’s demand for them, and most of that demand comes from privileged Westerners anyway. I’m not much bothered by enabling markets that exist anyway. I’m a creature of the shadows, and you know how I can’t abide self-delusion.”
The door opened again. “I’m sorry, sir,” said the Crip. “But the next guest is waiting. We’re past the time window.”
Dov rose, smoothing his tuxedo jacket. 
“I’m sorry, Asha,” he said. “All I want to do is spend time catching up. I want to hear about your life, everything that’s happened over the years, how your parents are getting on, what you’re doing now, what you’re doing here. It is a true blessing to see you again. I thought the day would never come. But duty calls, and I must obey. We will have ample time to talk later. For the moment, make yourself at home. You’re safe here.”
He leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. She reached up and squeezed her arms around him in a brief hug. He returned it and then pulled away, retreating to the door, to the world beyond.
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The door clicked shut, and Asha was alone.
It was difficult to fathom. A ghost from her adolescence resurrected a lifetime later and a world away. Specters from her early childhood finally banished. All in the space of a conversation. But that was just the start of it. Everything she thought she knew about Dov had just been turned on its head. He wasn’t a mentor, he was a spy. She wasn’t a student, she was a cover. What did it mean that she had devoted her life to something that had been a Trojan horse for foreign espionage? Krav maga had always been her special hiding place from the vagaries of the outside world. She could always return to her training, submit to the practice. But now the water in her oasis was laced with bitterness.
Her foot was tapping against the massive paw of the bearskin. She wondered at how they had constructed this secret headquarters into the structure of the Colosseum. Fans sat on the stands above her head, and contestants battled in the arena within, blissfully unaware of the wicked schemes so close at hand. Restlessness built up inside her like static. She stood and began pacing around the small, luxurious suite.
What did it mean that Dov was here, now? He was the MC. That much was crystal clear. He had started Sub Rosa and built it from the bottom up, leveraging his network from the world of espionage to establish this haven for black market moguls. This was the man whom Marlon was running an entire operation to take down, the man whom Lynn had dedicated years of her life to tracking and exposing. But could a criminal mastermind be brought to tears by seeing someone he had last known as a child almost a decade before? She couldn’t square things in her head. 
She ran her fingers along the weave of a tapestry. The threads were thick, soft, and dyed in rich color. Dov might be the MC, but he was still Dov. He might have been a spy, but he was also her mentor. She might have been a cover, but she was also his student. He had abandoned his mission and defied his superiors to avenge Rakash, to avenge her family. He hadn’t lied about that—she could sense the truth of it. 
A sudden realization hit her. If he was her Dov, then shouldn’t she warn him? After all, she was here to destroy Sub Rosa. Marlon was out there memorizing faces right now. Lynn was interviewing every person she could find to add salt to their wounds by publicizing their misdeeds. Would she and Dov be reunited only to be torn apart? Would she repay his sacrifice by shattering his entire life? He was the key man, the target of the sting. 
Once Marlon had him, the FBI would never let go. It would be life in prison or the death penalty. We will have ample time to talk later. Little did he know, federal agents were going to raid this whole shindig in a few short hours. On the other hand, who was Asha to undermine a federal investigation? If she tipped Dov off, Marlon would know exactly who did it and would make her pay. He must be counting on that to ensure she didn’t reveal anything. No. That was wrong. Marlon had been just as surprised as she was in the antechamber. He hadn’t known about the single assistant rule or the connection between Asha and Dov. And that left… Lynn.
The suite was too small. Asha was doing circuits around it. She needed more room to move, more room to think. She had come through one door, which led to the room on the other side of the two-way mirror, the vantage from which Dov viewed his supplicants and judged their tributes. But the main door to the suite was larger and led inward toward the center of the Colosseum. She tried the handle. Unlocked, at least from this direction. Opening it, she slipped out. It felt good to generate momentum, not to stew.
The space beyond was a large hall that curved away to either side. It mirrored the circular shape of the tiers of seats rising high above them up in the open air. Occasional bouts of stomping filtered down from above, muted by the extravagant carpets and tapestries that covered every available surface, just like in Dov’s suite. Big game prizes hung at intervals along the walls. The heads of bears, lions, tigers, and rhinos stared out from beyond the veil with dead, glassy eyes. People wandered everywhere. Asha could see at least a hundred just from where she was standing. They talked in hushed voices, congregated in the various conversation nooks, and nursed tumblers of scotch. Numerous small bars were scattered throughout the space, along with private booths and even the occasional sealed-off room, like the one from which she had just emerged. No one seemed to have noticed her, so she ambled over to the nearest bar to order a drink. Nothing called attention like someone missing the requisite beverage.
Lynn. Her beautiful huntress lover. The wild child of infinite delights. The pen to her sword. I couldn’t sleep. And when I saw you open at six, I decided I might as well get a workout in early and spend the rest of the day sore. Asha remembered the sour funk of the gym, the harsh chords of “Eye of the Tiger,” teaching the takedown technique that led to serendipitous romance. The taste of her full lips, the depth of her emerald eyes. But it wasn’t serendipity at all. Wanna join me for the adventure of a lifetime? That hadn’t been a spur-of-the-moment invitation. Asha was Lynn’s gift. That meant she had to have known all about Dov. That meant she had to have known all about Asha as well. Only Asha had acted spontaneously—Lynn must have been calculating everything all along. She hadn’t been offering Asha a ticket. Asha was Lynn’s ticket.
“What can I get you, ma’am?” The bartender wore a dapper, Prohibition-era suit and sported a thin mustache.
“An old-fashioned, please,” she said, fighting to keep her voice level and face calm.
“Excellent choice.” He began to prepare the cocktail.
Lynn had hidden everything from her. When Asha told Lynn about Marlon’s ploy, Lynn had explained that she was indeed working on a story but that there was no reason to have revealed the details to Asha. But Asha now saw that she was a key player in that story—in Lynn’s words, “a protagonist.” Yet Lynn hadn’t mentioned any of it. Even once Sub Rosa was out in the open and they were preparing for the raid, Lynn hadn’t admitted anything about the MC’s background or the nature of her gift. She had let Asha and Marlon believe that the cash and photos were the offering her admittance required.
The bartender added a slice of fresh orange to the cocktail, wrapped the tumbler in a napkin, and handed it to Asha. She thanked him and took a sip. 
Self-loathing burned through her along with the smoky liquor. I’m not an accessory to anything. Nor will I be anyone’s pawn. Despite her bravado, a pawn was all she had ever been. A cover for Dov. An asset to be bartered for her parents. A VIP pass for Lynn. It made her sick. What I want is to live my own life. It appeared that was beyond the realm of possibility. The more she rebelled against the yoke, the more traction other people’s expectations seemed to acquire. She forced herself to smile when the bartender shot her an inquiring look.
Moving away from the bar, she began to wander around the hall. Occasional Crips wove through the crowd, sticking out like sore thumbs with their short sleeves and submachine guns. But there seemed to be little need for their services. Everyone here huddled in small groups and meandered from one intimate discussion to another. The people and outfits were just as diverse as out on the playa. Asha heard a dozen languages, most of which she didn’t recognize. 
In a few corners, steel suitcases were opened to display sensitive contents to prospective buyers, and Asha thought about Lynn’s backpack of contraband. But most people were just talking. Information was, after all, the most valuable commodity. All the more so when attendees enjoyed Sub Rosa’s overarching aegis of secrecy. This was a cocktail party where the talk wasn’t small. Instead, the conversations revolved around which government officials could be bribed for what, who the next head of the largest yakuza family was most likely to be, and where a discerning buyer might be able to get their hands on some serious chemical weaponry. Asha spotted Marlon making his rounds, dipping in and out for quick meet and greets. She visualized the memories stacking up inside his head like mug shots. Cigar smoke cast a peaty haze over the whole affair.
Across the room, a face caught her attention. One of the Crips, but this one’s shoulders bulged under a blazer, not a T-shirt. Tattoos rose up his neck from below his collar. His eyes locked onto hers. Shit. He had seen her staring. But then his gaze moved on, continuing to scan the room. Looking away, she sipped her old-fashioned. She had seen that face before, but where? He hadn’t been in the antechamber, nor was he the one who had interrupted her talk with Dov. The answer eluded her, slithering into fugue like an eel slipping through the hands of a fisherman.
What to do? She couldn’t imagine sabotaging the raid even though Dov was its victim. Likewise, she couldn’t imagine abetting it knowing that she’d been so manipulated. She needed to find Lynn. She needed to look into her eyes and ask why any story was worth a broken heart.
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Condensation soaked the napkin around her drink as Asha explored Sub Rosa. She carefully managed her pace and body language, trading tight smiles and solemn nods with anyone who made eye contact. She didn’t want to stand out or get caught up in a conversation. What would she have to talk about with these people? She walked just fast enough to emote a sense of purpose but slow enough to remain casual, all the while scanning for a glimpse of Lynn.
The hall was a large C-shaped chamber with private rooms spaced irregularly on both of the long curved walls. Beyond the outer wall lay the open playa. Within the inner wall was the arena. It had an organic feel, as if the knots of armchairs, oaken bars, and discreet booths had grown in situ. Asha tried not to think of the long list of crimes the people surrounding her were responsible for. She was an antelope tiptoeing through a pride of lions.
There. Lynn was in the middle of an intense conversation with two Japanese men in formal business suits. They had made no considerations for the gaiety of Burning Man, and their conservatism made them stand out in the sea of rakish costumes. Lynn had shaken some of her photos out of the manila envelope, and the men were reviewing them, pointing at details in the images and asking questions.
Asha hovered just far enough away that she could keep an eye on them without being noticed. She didn’t stand in one place for too long so as not to attract the interest of any other itinerants. Fifteen minutes went by as she stole occasional glances and nursed her cocktail. Finally, the two men bowed and moved off.
As Lynn packed up her photos, Asha circled around behind her. Lynn zipped up her backpack and slung it over one shoulder. But when she stepped away to find another target, Asha slipped in and grabbed her upper arm.
Lynn startled, hissing in a breath, and looked over her shoulder.
Asha raised her eyebrows. “We need to talk,” she said.
Lines tightened around Lynn’s eyes. “It must have come as a shock,” she said. “I wish I could have told you sooner.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Look, I’m sorry, I know you must be confused. But now isn’t the time to discuss it.” She shot a furtive glance over her shoulder. “We only have another hour or so before… Well, you know. I need to use every available second to gather as much information as I can. That’s what makes all this worth it. That’s what we’ve all been working for. I can explain everything once it’s over.”
Asha clenched her fists. “What do you mean, ‘what we’ve all been working for’? Who is this we you’re talking about? As far as I can tell, it’s very much about you, and you alone. So I think you are going to have to make the time to explain right here and now.”
Lynn’s expression hardened. “Or what, exactly?”
Asha shrugged. “Maybe I should mention our whole little expedition to Dov.”
“Oh yeah?” hissed Lynn. “Well, I’m glad you had such a cozy heart-to-heart. Must be nice, nostalgia and all that. But was it so nice that you’re willing to incriminate yourself in the process? I wonder what Marlon would think of you interfering with an investigation?” 
Asha had to stop her mouth from falling open. She had seen Lynn’s sharp edges directed at others but had never expected to be the target. Despite Lynn’s machinations, her reaction took Asha by surprise.
Lynn ran a hand through her hair. “That was harsh,” she said. “But don’t make threats you’re not willing to follow through on. You know better than that.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “This is the story of a lifetime, and I can’t afford to make mistakes or waste an opportunity. I don’t mean to bully you, but we’re on a schedule and I need as much dirt as I can find.”
Asha fumed, but Lynn was right. If she bared her heart to Dov, she would be signing the warrant on her own arrest. She didn’t want to find out how the American federal justice system treated Sri Lankan expatriates. But that wasn’t the real problem. Lynn had abused her trust. When Marlon had implicated Lynn, Asha had stuck out her neck and told her the truth. As the last few days attested, that had brought them even closer together. Asha had felt light and free in her presence, a feeling she’d never known with anyone else. She’d told her she loved her for heaven’s sake. 
“What am I to you?” she asked.
Lynn looked haunted. “I need to go,” she said. “We’re wasting time.” But her voice had lost its sense of urgency.
Asha remembered the night she had spent lying awake in the van, wrestling with the question of whom to trust. While Lynn made the coffee, Asha had scrambled to find and then replace her hidden stash. By rights, she should have reported back to Marlon. But she didn’t. Instead, she sank into Lynn’s eyes as she looked up from between Asha’s legs. You’re brimming with tension. Should I stop? That’s when Asha had made the leap, had stepped toward the storm instead of turning to flee. 
Wait. She frowned. The vibrator. The tattered paperbacks. The frantic search in the time it took for water to boil and coffee to brew. The man in the blazer from earlier whom she had seen across the room. Lynn had a picture of him in her wallet. That’s where Asha recognized him from. He had been raising an eyebrow and looked much younger, but it was the same man. The thick muscles, the neck tattoos, the russet skin. It was definitely him. He was a Crip.
Lynn made as if to turn away, but Asha grabbed her arm again. “Lynn,” she said, “in your wallet you have a picture of a young guy with tattoos. He’s raising an eyebrow and grinning at the camera.”
Lynn looked confused. “How—”
“I found it when I was going through your stuff for Marlon, looking for evidence.”
“Okay.”
“He’s here.”
“What do you mean?” Lynn began to tremble.
“The man in the photo,” she said. “He’s here at Sub Rosa. I saw him a few minutes ago while I was over at the bar near the front. Who is he?”
“Kelemete…” Lynn’s face contorted. “I can’t believe they have the goddamn Tongan Crips running security. Of all the muscle they could have hired. It’s just fucked. And it’s not like they print that on the ticket. I’ve been avoiding them as much as I can. I was starting to think that none of the old guard were here.”
Asha’s nerves kicked up to red alert. “What does it mean? What do we do?”
Lynn’s eyes flicked up to refocus behind Asha, and for the first time, Asha saw unadulterated terror and anguish flash across her features. It was only there for an instant before Lynn lowered the shield of self-control, but that glimpse was all Asha needed to see.
“Ladies,” said a resonant voice. “If you would please come with me.”
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“I have imagined this moment thousands of times and in thousands of different ways. At first, I assured myself that there must have been some kind of mistake. Lynn, my Lynn, wouldn’t, couldn’t have done such a thing. Even after the story hit and everything began to fall apart. It was unthinkable. But over the weeks and months and years that followed… Well, I must say that my romanticism eroded. One day, you were there, you were my everything. The next, poof”—the man in the blazer mimed an explosion—“you disappeared into thin air. Did you know I saw it on the local news? I watched it on fucking KUTV. The beginning of the end. But I thought it must be blown totally out of proportion. There was no way someone could have fucked up this bad. But then I found the report they were referencing. And I realized that person was me. It was like staring the Grim Reaper in the face.”
Four Crips had escorted Asha and Lynn into one of the private conference rooms built along the inner rim of Sub Rosa. The man in the blazer stood directly across a wide table from Lynn and Asha. The four Crips flanked him, two on either side, blocking the only door and pointedly keeping their hands on the handles of their dangling submachine guns.
“Kele, I’m sorry. I—” Lynn was weeping openly.
The man made a slicing motion with his hand. “Don’t call me that,” he said, and Asha was shocked to see tears streaming from the corners of his eyes as well. The other Crips were visibly uncomfortable. “You have no right. They were my brothers. They were family. And you stabbed them in the back and left them to bleed out on the pavement. I invited you into our home, and you burned it to the ground.”
Asha looked back and forth between them, trying to decrypt what exactly was going on here. This didn’t sound like it was about Sub Rosa at all. It was something older, something deeper, something that had spent years festering. For the second time that evening, she thought back to the drive through Gerlach. Like any other immigrant group, Tongans quickly discovered that building a new life in America isn’t all it’s made out to be. Some young and frustrated guys got involved with the black market, and after a few years, the Tongan Crips emerged as the dominant organized crime group in Utah. They run drugs, engage in human trafficking, launder money, manage gambling and prostitution rings, all that jazz.
“You seem to have picked up the pieces pretty effectively,” said Lynn between sobs. “Now you’re running the organization. Maybe I laid the groundwork for you to clean up the mess and rise to the top.”
Air hissed through his teeth. “How dare you,” he said. “You shattered us. You shattered me. It’s taken a full decade to rebuild, and we’re still a shadow of what we once were.” He shook his head. “But, Lynn, don’t you see? I loved you. I trusted you. You were the first and only person I could truly confide in. We were partners. Partners! Remember that weekend in Zion? I told you things about us that never go beyond the inner circle. Oh, if only I’d known.”
“I loved you too, Kele. I still do.”
He slammed a palm down onto the table with incredible force. Asha was surprised it didn’t crack. “I said not to call me that. How you can even say that after what you did?”
“It’s the truth,” Lynn’s voice broke. “What we had was real. But the story had to be told. Nothing could get in the way of that, not even me.”
“Fuck that,” he said. “Fuck you. Your priorities are so messed up.” His eyes smoldered under heavy lids. “You know how I imagine our reunion now, after all these years? I let my men take turns raping you. I couldn’t watch, not even now. But after they’ve had their fun, I torture you to death. I watch the life fade from your eyes up close and personal. We feed whatever remains of your corpse to the vultures up at Twin Peaks, right in that spot where we used to picnic. We might have to make some slight modifications to the plan because we’re here at Burning Man, but I’m sure we can work something out. It won’t undo what you did. Nothing can. But at least I can find out once and for all whether you’ve got a bloody, beating heart in there or just a lump of cold iron. Maybe it’ll give you a taste for the pain you so freely dispense.”
In the chair next to Asha, Lynn shook violently. She brought her feet up, hugged her knees, and tucked herself into the fetal position. Her usual ferocity had evaporated, leaving a small, terrified, lonely girl in its wake.
The man composed himself and turned to Asha. “I apologize,” he said. “I haven’t properly introduced myself. My name is Kelemete Koloi. I truly wish we could have met under better circumstances.” He bowed.
Asha’s pulse pounded in her ears. She took a sip of her old-fashioned and returned the tumbler to the table. At least they hadn’t taken it away from her. There was only one door, which led back into the main hall of Sub Rosa, and it was blocked. Kelemete appeared to be unarmed, but he outweighed her many times over and moved with the grace of a practiced fighter. They hadn’t been tied up, but then again, what was the point? Kelemete and his four armed men watched them from right across the table. Krav maga was a practical martial art. And pragmatism dictated that a novice with a gun could easily defeat a hand-to-hand world champion. Black belts didn’t stop bullets.
“It is customary to reciprocate when someone introduces themselves,” he said, eyes boring into her.
Asha shot a sidelong look at Lynn. 
“Don’t bother looking to her for help,” he said. “That… thing
is a vampire. But instead of sucking your blood, she steals your soul and sacrifices it on the altar of the public eye.”
Asha shivered. Lynn had manipulated her all along. She’d hooked Asha with a kiss and reeled her into playing a preset role, not knowing the whole thing was scripted. She wasn’t the lover. She was the gift.
“Ahhh,” Kelemete scowled. “You’re a victim too. I understand. I may have been the first, but I certainly wasn’t the last. It took years to rebuild. Once we were on the road to recovery, I sought out more information on the reporter who had so wounded us.” He glanced at Lynn. “You can say one thing for her, she doesn’t rest on her laurels. No sooner was she finished with us than she went traipsing off to expose a Colombian emerald mining operation. You wouldn’t know it if you didn’t know her. But reading her stories, it was obvious. The intimacy, the details, the human touch—that’s what makes her reports so powerful, so affecting, so popular. But once you’ve been in one, you can read between the lines. You start to see the pattern. She’s no objective, independent investigative reporter. She inserts herself into people’s lives, into their most private moments. She participates. And then, right as the seduction reaches its peak, right as she cements true loves, real friendships, she burns them. She dissects every confession and rips the world out from under everyone she’s beguiled. It’s the most callous game I’ve ever seen. And in my life, I’ve seen a lot.”
Despite herself, Asha couldn’t deny the truth in his words. She wasn’t even the only one in Lynn’s current story. . I also need to do as much research as I can on Marlon. He’s a protagonist. I need to dig up every detail I can about his personal history, résumé, and operational track record. He never explicitly said to keep what we’ve been discussing off the record. Readers will love the part about him screwing up his attempt to coerce me, only to have us cooperate on the raid. Quite a juicy plot twist. Asha had dismissed the comment at the time. She had resented Marlon herself and wouldn’t have minded seeing him embarrassed. But Lynn had been describing her modus operandi. And Asha hadn’t known it applied equally to her. 
Asha looked at Lynn, curled up in a shuddering ball, and hated herself for loving her. It had a terrible beauty to it, a ruthless logic that gleamed like a scalpel. But Asha was the one naked on the operating table.
Kelemete frowned. “But if you’re a fellow victim and didn’t know it…” he said, “that means she’s working on another story. And that means—” His attention sharpened. “Why are you here?”
Asha broke out in a cold sweat. Under the table, she rubbed her thighs. This was heading from bad to worse.
The whites of Kelemete’s eyes shone as he slammed his hand onto the table again. This time, it cracked. 
“I asked a goddamn question.” Spittle flew from his mouth as he leaned across the table and screamed, “Why are you here?”
Before Asha could say anything, there was a soft knock on the door.
Kelemete spun. “I said no interruptions.”
But Dov stepped into the room anyway, closing the door gently behind him. He surveyed the scene, making brief eye contact with Asha, looking Lynn up and down, and noting the four Crips flanking Kelemete. He looked serene and imperial in his immaculate tuxedo.
“What,” he addressed Kelemete in a low voice, “in God’s name is going on here?”
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“Everything is under control,” said Kelemete, rage radiating off him. “I’ll deal with this.”
Dov stared at him long and hard. “You will address me as sir,” he said, “you will answer my question, and you will not disturb our guests with unwarranted outbursts. I decide whether or not everything is under control. Or do I need to remind you of our arrangement?”
Kelemete’s hands clenched into fists. Asha thought for a moment he was going to attack Dov, but he seemed to rein himself in.
“This piece of shit,” Kelemete gestured to Lynn, “is a reporter. I don’t know what her angle is, but if she’s here, it’s a problem.”
Dov’s eyebrows arched. “Ms. Chevalier is an invited guest of Sub Rosa,” he said. “That is a very serious allegation. What proof do you have to back it up?”
“Proof?” Kelemete’s eyes dilated. “She busted the Crips a decade ago. Her whole life is about sticking her nose where it shouldn’t be. She’s a massive risk and needs to be silenced.”
Dov maintained his composure. “Mr. Koloi,” he said, “we contracted you and your organization for physical security. Up to this point, I have been satisfied with your expert services. Please believe me when I tell you that our information-security personnel are similarly expert. In order to even be considered for an invitation, Ms. Chevalier and every other person here underwent an extremely thorough vetting process. I am fully aware of her personal history. Her cover as a journalist has given her unprecedented access to… specialized groups the world over. She leveraged that to make some very astute business deals along the way and controls assets and information that many in our community have an interest in. So if you do not have proof of ill intent, I would ask you to stop harassing her.”
Kelemete was shaking his head in disbelief. “You don’t know her like I do. Your desk jockeys have their heads up their asses. If her credentials check out, it’s because she doctored them. She doesn’t give two fucks about doing deals. Money isn’t her vice. Attention is. She isn’t here to barter, she’s here to bust. Just ask her little friend.” He jabbed a finger at Asha. “She’s a guilty little shit of an accomplice. If you hadn’t interrupted, sir, she would have confessed already.”
Quick as a snake, Dov’s arm shot out, and he backhanded Kelemete across the face. Kelemete’s head snapped to the side, and he touched his reddening cheek in disbelief.
“Ms. Amarasuriya,” said Dov, steel girding his tone, “is a dear personal friend of mine. I will not have you leveling unfounded accusations at her as well.”
“Ask her yourself, old man,” Kelemete growled, spitting on the floor. The glob of saliva was stained red with blood.
Dov turned to Asha, and their eyes met. 
An abyss opened inside her. She had always been a terrible liar. She had negotiated the last few days of intrigue through well-timed honesty, not treachery. Seeing Dov defend her honor made her heart ache, especially because Kelemete’s accusation was well-founded. She was betraying her most trusted mentor. He had given her the direction and tools she needed to dig herself out of PTSD-laden adolescent depression. But the very same man had turned out to be a different person than she had thought he was all along. 
On the other hand, she couldn’t throw Lynn on the fire. She might have manipulated Asha, but she didn’t deserve to be handed over to Kelemete and his gangsters. Despite her jaded psychological fortifications, Kelemete’s words alone had reduced her to a pitiable wreck. Asha couldn’t abandon someone she cared about, someone so obviously helpless. 
You cannot control the world, but only you control how you react to it. He might be a rogue spymaster, but Dov’s maxims still held true.
Motes of gold in an ocean of green. Birds migrating across pale skin. The wild, ethereal sense of instant intimate connection. Love, blood, and ruin. Lynn might have been playing Asha, but Asha could still choose a different game. 
Under the pretense of relentless perseverance, Lynn had forsaken her in pursuit of her mission. But unlike Kelemete, Asha didn’t need to forsake her in return. Lynn might have burned her. But Asha wouldn’t burn back. Lynn wasn’t just hunting down stories. She was wandering the planet in search of someone who could finally forgive her, accept her for the flawed human she was. Asha would be that person. She was defined by her choices, but she also defined them. There was a time for lighting fires, and there was a time for rebuilding from the ashes. Wisdom was knowing the difference. 
Nevertheless, the situation was untenable. Asha had no chance of deceiving Dov. But confessing now would implicate her and make a bad situation worse. 
“Is this true?” he asked.
At that precise moment, the shooting started.
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Outside the conference room, automatic weapons crackled and popped. Shouts turned into screams. Feet pounded in every direction. Dov dropped into a combat crouch. Swearing, the four Crips raised their submachine guns. Kelemete spun and kicked the door open. 
Beyond, pandemonium reigned. Marlon’s troops had arrived, busting through the back door into Sub Rosa. Laser sights tracked through billowing smoke, some guests dove for cover while others cradled bloody bullet wounds, and Crips laid down cover fire and shouted for backup. Through the haze, uniformed officers in heavy body armor advanced inexorably. 
“FBI,” an amplified voice boomed from all directions. “You are under arrest. Lay down your weapons.”
Something bounced along a Turkish rug before rolling to a stop next to the bar where Asha had picked up her cocktail.
“Grenade!” shouted Kelemete, and everyone in their conference room dropped to the ground.
Even though Asha squeezed her eyes shut, the light was blinding. The sound was even more disorienting, an overwhelming roar that threatened to burst her eardrums. The shock wave sent her chair rolling back to slam up against the wall behind her.
Blearily she opened her eyes, trying to blink away the purple afterimage. Her ears rang, and nausea made her stomach do somersaults. She reached out and grabbed the edge of the table for support. As her vision cleared, she saw Kelemete shouting something, but she couldn’t hear the words. He wasn’t pointing at the chaos outside—he was pointing at her and Lynn. He grabbed one of his men by the shoulder and shook him. Asha’s hearing slowly returned.
“Kill those bitches!” Kelemete screamed. “They’re responsible for this. Kill them now.”
But even as the Crip brought his submachine gun to bear, Dov materialized from where he had thrown himself to the floor. 
“No!” he shouted. “Not Asha.”
“Do it,” commanded Kelemete, swinging a hand back to knock Dov out of the way. 
Ducking under Kelemete’s blow, Dov came up from under the Crip with the gun and rammed his arm up just as his finger closed over the trigger. Bullets sprayed from the barrel, peppering the ceiling in a deadly arc before Dov forced the elbow into full flexion and the man shot off his own head. Blood and brain matter exploded across the wall.
The other three guards, still in shock from the grenade, were starting to recover. When in doubt, take action. Sometimes any direction is the right direction in which to strike out. She didn’t have more than a second or two. Asha snatched up her tumbler from where it had fallen to the floor, gripped the heavy base, and smashed the rim against the edge of the table. The crystal lip shattered, leaving a jagged maw of razor-sharp teeth. She leapt across the table at the nearest Crip, catching him just as he was swinging up his gun. Her feet scrabbled for purchase on the smooth tabletop, and she reached out and jammed the shards of crystal directly into his face, ramming her palm into the base of the tumbler once it connected. The man screamed and clawed at the bloody remains of his face, tripping to fall back to the floor.
Looking around, she saw Kelemete recovering from a gut punch as Dov disabled another Crip. Ripping the gun from the shoulder strap, Dov turned and unleashed the entire clip across the table. For a horrifying moment, Asha thought he was executing Lynn. But then she saw he had kept the bullets in a tight circle, turning a section of plywood wall into swiss cheese.
The last Crip stood in front of Asha, gun pointed at Dov but holding his fire because Kelemete, still gasping for air, was in his line of sight. She whipped around a high kick to his temple, and the Crip crumpled.
She stepped forward to face her old mentor. “Dov, I’m sorry—”
“Stop it.” He gently tucked a lock of Asha’s hair behind her ear. “There is nothing to apologize for. You gave my life meaning when I needed it most. Nothing else matters. I feel blessed to have had the chance to see you again after all these years. It’s a gift I don’t deserve.” He smiled sadly. “Now, take your friend and get the hell out of here.”
“But—”
“Go!”
She hesitated for a second as Dov turned back to Kelemete. Then she grabbed the edge of the table, swiveled her hips, and slid across. Lynn was still hunched in fetal position, wracked with sobs. Asha put one hand on either side of her head and forced her face up, until their noses almost touched. Tears and snot streaked across her face. 
“We’re leaving,” said Asha, maintaining eye contact. Lynn stared back vacantly. Asha slapped her across the cheek. “Pull yourself together. There’s no time. Going into shock is not an option.” She slapped her again. “Do as I tell you, and we’ll get out of here, okay?” 
Lynn managed a nod.
“Good. Simple, right? Now, get on your feet and follow me.”
Grabbing her hand, she yanked Lynn out of the chair. Bullets whizzed over their heads. Smoke swirled and eddied through the door from the chaos in the hall beyond. The amplified voice demanded surrender on an endless loop. Asha blasted her shoulder into the section of inner wall that Dov had perforated with the submachine gun. It gave a little. She could feel how weak the wood was. Rearing back, she mustered all her body weight and smashed into it again. The wood splintered, and a large piece broke away and fell outward, leaving behind a jagged hole. 
The grunts, fleshy smacks, and profanities of bare-knuckle fighting from the other side of the room urged them on. 
“Come on,” she said and pushed through the hole, splinters embedding themselves in her clothing and bloodying her hands. 
The scene Asha emerged into disoriented her for a moment. She hadn’t known what to expect on the other side of that wall, but it wasn’t this. Row upon row of seats rose around her. The crowd stomped and roared, unaware of the federal agents swarming into the structure beneath their feet. The live orchestra belted out a concerto. Enormous racks of blazing stadium lights lit the dusty circle as brightly as the desert sun. Costumed contestants sparred with padded weapons. She had crossed from Sub Rosa into the greater Colosseum. She was back in the arena.
“No, bitch, you’re not going anywhere!” Kelemete’s scream forced Asha’s attention back to the room behind her. Shots rang out. Shit. Reaching back, she dragged Lynn through the hole. But as they staggered across the ring of rebar bordering the edge of the arena, Kelemete’s hand shot out and grabbed Lynn’s ankle. She tried to kick free, and Asha pulled her along to help. Finally, he broke his viselike grip to give himself more leverage as he smashed through the hole, sending wood fragments scattering. Asha and Lynn stumbled forward. 
“You will not ruin me twice and get away with it.” His tone was pure poison. Reaching up, he gripped the handle of one of the ceremonial broadswords that hung for show at intervals along the wall of the arena. Ripping it free, he spun it in his hand as he advanced. “You’re a demon,” he said, “and I will banish you if it’s the last thing I do.”
A sudden calm descended over Asha. This was no different than a training exercise. Time slowed as her thoughts accelerated. Peace in violence. Every movement was actually dozens, hundreds of incremental micromovements. The tiniest twitch telegraphed maneuvers that could be leveraged against. 
“Mr. Koloi,” Dov lurched through the widened hole. Asha was shocked to see that his torso was pocked with bullet holes, blood soaking through to turn the white tuxedo shirt crimson. He could barely hold himself up. “I think you’re forgetting someone.”
As Kelemete spun around, Dov winked at Asha. His eye was still shut when the broadsword decapitated him. Blood gouted from the stump of Dov’s neck, and his body toppled into the dust. 
But Asha was in flow. She felt somehow removed from the ghastly scene. She was just a sprite, a ghost hovering above this horror show. She felt for the rhythm, the pace of the fight. Stepping in as Kelemete finished his swing, she drove her foot into the side of his knee, shattering the joint with a crackle of bone and cartilage, and tearing a scream from his lungs. 
He rotated on his remaining foot and brought the sword down overhand in a savage arc. Asha slipped to the side and pushed Lynn behind her. But Lynn wasn’t fast enough to get out of the way, and the blade severed her arm above the elbow. The sword bit into the playa.
Asha took advantage of the opening and put every ounce of her weight and energy into a high kick. Her heel connected with the tip of Kelemete’s chin with incredible force just as his body reached the nadir of the downswing. His head snapped back, and he tripped over Dov’s corpse. He fell backward, spread-eagled. As his body hit the ground with a sickening thud, a long red spear emerged from his gaping mouth like some kind of alien bayonet. As blood bubbled out over his lips and his body twitched in grotesque stutter step, Asha realized that the spear was actually one of the half-buried pieces of rebar.
As Asha spun back to attend to Lynn, silence descended on the Colosseum. The orchestra faltered. The combatants dropped their faux weapons. Thousands of stunned eyes stared down at them as blood turned the dust to muck. In the ensuing hush, the sounds of the raid became suddenly audible. But the staccato popcorn of automatic weapons fire was already faltering. No new grenades were going off. The amplified voice had ended its directives. Smoke filtered lazily out of the ragged hole in the wall of the arena. A few screams and moans filtered down from the stands where bystanders had been hit by stray rounds. A phalanx of SWAT officers marched through the main entrance to the Colosseum and into the arena. Their commander began issuing orders to the crowd from a megaphone.
But all of that was a distraction. Asha only had eyes for Lynn. Dov was beyond help, but Lynn had fallen to her knees, cradling the stump of her arm in disbelief. She swayed back and forth, a low keening sound coming from deep in her throat. Blood gushed onto the playa with every heartbeat. Asha helped her down onto her back and angled the stump toward the sky so that gravity would no longer accelerate the blood loss. Looking around, she pried the sword from Kelemete’s dead hand. Good, it had a wooden hilt. Rushing back to Lynn, she forced her jaw open and had her bite down on the hilt. Then she reached back, unclipped her bra, and snaked it out through her shirt. Resting one knee on Lynn’s good arm and straddling her like a jujitsu grappler, Asha circled the bra around what remained of Lynn’s bicep and cinched it as tight as she possibly could. Lynn writhed beneath her and her eyes rolled back in her head, but Asha kept her pinned until she settled.
Out of the corner of her eye, Asha saw a large figure vault over the railing, drop into the arena behind them, and start sprinting toward her. Rolling to the right, she popped into fighting stance and immediately dove into a vicious attack routine. There was no way she was going to let another Crip finish Kelemete’s work, not after Dov had died and she had killed to protect herself and Lynn. She recognized the bright-red beard just in time to slow down her first jab.
“Ooooopppph,” coughed Derek, doubling over. “I surrender! Remind me to never throw you a surprise birthday party. Lynn was right, you could kick my ass nineteen different ways.”
“Derek! I’m so—”
“My fault,” he waved away her apology. “Shoulda warned you I was coming. You were busy.”
Dashing to Lynn, he dropped to his knees and swung a backpack off his shoulder.
“Good work,” he said, inspecting Asha’s improvisations. “You’d do well in the ER.” As he spoke, he was already prepping a syringe. “Hey there, sexy pants,” he addressed Lynn. “How ’bout some morphine?” 
Lynn grunted and managed a nod. 
He smiled sagely. “That’s what I thought,” he said. “I mean, people sometimes go to extreme lengths to get drugs for Burning Man, but I’d say you went a little overboard. You could have just asked, you know.”
The careful application of morphine and gallows humor was visibly calming Lynn.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “We’ll get this sucker reattached in no time at all. Do you know I once replanted a severed penis? Dude cheated on his wife, and she chopped the thing off while he was asleep and flushed it down the toilet. Here in America, that would have been done in a state-of-the-art OR, but this was on an MSF mission to Nepal so I had to do it myself. A sanitation worker recovered it, and we had his ding-dong back on and functional in time for the divorce. Asha, can you lend a hand by grabbing a hand?”
Asha was startled back into action. She stooped and picked up Lynn’s severed forearm. It was surprisingly small, heavy, and stiff. A strangled giggle escaped her lips, a visceral reaction to the absurdity of the situation.
“We need to get that arm into a sealed plastic bag and cover it with ice ASAP,” he said. “That’s your job. Plastic, then ice. It’ll help slow nerve degradation and give us more time.”
Massaging her jaw muscles, he removed the sword hilt from Lynn’s mouth. Lynn reached up with her good arm and grabbed the front of Derek’s shirt, pulling him close.
“How much time?” she whispered hoarsely.
“The surgery should take between eight and twelve hours,” he said.
She shook her head. “No, how much time do we have until we have to operate?”
He raised his eyebrows. “It’s best to get you to the OR ASAP.”
“I need to finish the story first,” she said. “How much time can you give me?”
“I really don’t think—”
“How much time, Derek?”
He pulled at his beard. “Well, if we keep you stable back at camp, clean the wound and the arm… We could safely give you maybe eighteen hours, max. After that, or if there are any complications, you’re medevacing to Reno.”
“Then let’s get this show on the road.”
Asha helped stabilize Derek as he lifted Lynn to her feet. They dangled her good arm across his shoulders, and the three of them made their way toward the main exit. The SWAT team had set up a single-file line and was ushering all the Colosseum spectators into it, but they angled directly toward the front. A uniformed officer was waving people through the exit and into a large white tent that the FBI had set up immediately outside the Colosseum. They had cordoned off the entire area.
“Hold on,” he raised a gloved hand.
“Medical emergency,” said Derek, with easy confidence. “I’m a physician, and I need to get my patient to the field hospital.”
The officer looked down at Lynn’s severed arm and waved them through without another word. They stepped out of the exit, passing beyond the outer wall of the Colosseum and into the white tent. Inside the large chamber, they spotted two door flaps on opposite ends of the far wall. Between the exits, Marlon sat at a podium, flanked by a half dozen armed agents.
He looked up at them as they approached, sweat beading on his bald head. When his dark eyes met Asha’s, she felt the crushing weight of reality return. This wasn’t some extravagant nightmare. She had just killed a man. Dov had just been executed. And despite Marlon’s earlier assurances of guaranteed amnesty, she had no idea what their recourse would be if he reneged. Looking into his face, she realized the burden he carried. Memory was more curse than blessing. She would never forget this night, but some of the painful details might fade into the slipstream. Marlon could expect no such reprieve.
“Sir?” one of the agents asked him, resting a hand on his sidearm.
Marlon seemed to come out of a trance. He stood, back straight, and saluted. After a moment of astonishment, his men followed his lead. Asha, Derek, and Lynn exchanged a look, unsure how to respond. Before they could react, Marlon turned to the agent.
“Give them a ride wherever they want to go,” he said. “And get them anything they need.”
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Asha’s feet dangled out over the edge of the Space Needle’s platform. Stars stretched out across the night sky like diamonds on velvet. Below her, an ocean of humanity had congregated in the Inner Playa with the Man at the very center. Tens of thousands of people had arrived at the culmination of their carnivalesque pilgrimage.
Some came to party. Some came to find themselves. Some came to discover love. Some came to turn a new page. Some came to remember an old one. All came to seek.
Burners donned costumes to express their true selves, reveling in the absurdity of life. The experience revealed how much of the default world was nothing but an intricate collaborative fiction. But some of the humor of that observation was lost in the realization that, at the end of the day, this gathering was little different. A separate genre, perhaps, but still a collective narrative striving to fashion meaning in a universe devoid of it.
 The past week had thrown Asha’s life into complete disarray. An impromptu engagement. A lesbian foray. Unexpected confessions. Friends who turned out to be enemies and enemies who turned out to be friends. Personal history rekindled and snuffed out. What meaning was she supposed to draw from that?
The Man’s arms rose toward the heavens from where he stood on the summit of a wooden Mount Olympus, muses and satyrs dancing around his feet in an ecstatic reimagining of myths woven over thousands of years of Greek oral tradition. Neon accents made the effigy seem to glow from within. A wide space had been cleared around the base, traversed only by poi dancers and firefighters in full flame-retardant gear helping with final preparations.
Dov’s head spiraling through the air, wink intact. Bloody rebar thrusting up through Kelemete’s mouth. Rakash’s corpse just past the veranda. The view through the closet keyhole. All of them mashed together in an endless gruesome loop that circled her thoughts like hyenas around a kill.
Beyond the cleared circle, people were pressed together in a living, breathing mass. Endless laggards continued to filter in from every corner of Black Rock City. Lights blinked and sparkled from ubiquitous EL wire. Dozens of art cars had pulled up around the edges of the crowd, forming a raver version of the Oregon Trail–era laager.
Derek was tending to Lynn in the Camp Wino kitchen, which had been repurposed yet again into an impromptu ER. Given the number of doctors in their camp, Lynn’s quality of care likely rivaled any world-class hospital. Asha had faithfully ensured that Lynn’s severed arm was sealed in plastic and submerged in ice. That task complete, Asha found herself at a loss. Lynn was consumed by dictating and editing her story while Derek monitored her condition. There was nothing left to distract Asha from the wreckage of her life. Her feet led her back to the Space Needle, where she sat alone all day staring out across the desert under the baking sun, waiting for it to dip below the horizon. The vast wasteland stretched out to the horizon in all directions, reflecting the sucking void that had opened up inside her. She was the axle around which the day turned, transitioning from dusk to night as she held silent vigil.
The maelstrom of the past week had revealed her world to be nothing more than a game of Jenga. With one block removed, the whole thing came crashing down. She had spent years lying awake at night, contemplating taking her ultimate revenge on the Karunas—later waking, sheets twisted and soaked with sweat, from nightmares where they revisited her family. The blame she heaped on herself for failing to defend Rakash had sustained her lifelong devotion to krav maga. But the question of why Dov had abandoned her without warning had played in her subconscious like a broken record since the day he left, fueling even greater dedication to the practice he had introduced her to. She had killed a person today, watched his blood soak into the playa as his extremities twitched. She had told Lynn she loved her. That was the first time Asha had admitted such a thing to anyone. Every move she’d made since meeting Lynn had been a leap of faith. She’d never even kissed a woman before, let alone fallen for someone so completely. 
But even that intimate connection was just another block in a tower teetering on the edge of disaster. It wasn’t just executing a man, losing a mentor, finding yourself tangled in intrigue, or seeing a friend maimed. That tower was her identity, and its collapse left her stranded in the ether. 
She’d always been the strong one. She was the rock. The person others could always rely on for protection. The incident with the Karunas had left her no other option. Her parents were fundamentally kindhearted people. They did their part to salve the wounds of injustice but would never take up arms in righteousness. Having failed once to protect her family, she’d vowed never to do so again. Years of mental preparation, physical training, and kung fu movies had buffed and honed her stoicism to a lacquered sheen. But put to the test, that armor had proved itself brittle. What good was a warrior who didn’t know whom or why they were fighting? What use was a strong argument built on false assumptions? Asha was floating in a vacuum, trying to find something, anything, to grasp onto.
Looking down at her hands, she was surprised to find her entire body was trembling. Dov’s winking head, Lynn’s mutilated arm, and Kelemete’s butchered corpse flickered in and out of her vision in grisly succession. She clamped her jaw shut to keep her teeth from chattering as tears coursed down her cheeks. 
Midway through a sob, Asha gasped as rainbows of brilliant sparks exploded from both sides of the Man. They traveled up and down the effigy in a flickering, hissing ballet of light and color. A cheer rose from the crowd, seventy thousand throats calling in unison for deliverance. And then fireworks flared up from the Man, erupting from his hands, arms, shoulders, and head. They arced high above the desert and painted the night sky with luminous orchids, lurid smiley faces, and bursts of pure color. Oohs and aahs from the onlookers punctured the deafening cacophony.
“Hello? Anyone up here?”
She recognized that voice. Marlon. She didn’t react or even turn her head. He didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. All she wanted was to be left alone, to stay up in this aerie until her body wasted away and the flesh fell from her bones.
“Asha? Asha…”
He couldn’t see her like this, but she couldn’t stop crying. Hearing the sympathy in his voice further inflamed her sense of desperation. She didn’t want to talk to anyone right now. She couldn’t talk to anyone right now. Fate had torn her apart. Wasn’t that enough? What more did she have to give?
With a grunt, Marlon dropped down next to her, his feet dangling next to hers. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders, pulled her close, and stared out at the view in silence. She tried to wriggle free, but the effort was halfhearted and his grip was firm.
The detonations continued at an ever-accelerating pace, the size and scale of the fireworks increasing along with their volume. Salvo after salvo of rockets screamed up from all over the Man and from the base, messages to the heavens sent directly from Mount Olympus. Even as she wept, Asha’s pulse quickened along with the rhythm of the show. She knew the Man would burn, but she hadn’t been expecting this. She had assumed they would simply build a large bonfire at the base and watch as it slowly consumed him. But these fireworks rivaled any she’d ever seen. The display reached its climax, covering the playa in a solid dome of light and fire.
A moment of eerie silence followed. Darkness and quiet reclaimed the desert.
And then, the Man exploded. Not the ostentatious pop of a firework or the gaudy flash of a sparkler. No. This was an explosion. Mushrooms of white, orange, and red flame the size of apartment buildings ruptured up to consume the Man as if he and Mount Olympus had been stuffed solid with TNT. The detonations escalated and fed into each other, a supernova in miniature. This was what every fire dreamed of, an extravagance of combustion that stole Asha’s breath away. Thunderous rumbles vibrated their internal organs, and wave after wave of heat broke over them, even way up here on the Space Needle. The heart of the inferno gulped oxygen so fast that it sucked air in off the desert from all directions. The gusts of wind spun vortices off the main blaze, tornadoes of fire that whirled and danced in the cleared space around the base. Billows of jet-black smoke carried thousands of burning embers and flakes of glowing ash skyward.
Asha saw herself in the conflagration, writhing in the sea of flame. Everything circled back to betrayal. Lynn had double-crossed Asha, Kelemete, and a pantheon of unfortunate sources. Kelemete himself had undermined the Crips by falling victim to Lynn’s deceit. Marlon had pretended friendship before triggering his inexpert trap. Dov had deserted both his homeland and Asha. Her parents had arranged a marriage without even thinking to consult her. So many years ago, her country had stolen her adopted brother and her faith in public justice. 
It was tempting to fill the void with resentment. But even in duplicity lay solace. Asha would never have achieved mastery in martial arts had she not been trying to dull an existential pain. Lynn’s groundbreaking stories would never have been written but for her disloyalty. The Karuna men would still be alive today if Dov hadn’t assassinated them and been forced to flee Sri Lanka. To absolve those who had wronged her, she first needed to forgive herself.
Asha sucked in a breath, heavy with dust and ash, until her lungs ached.
And then, she screamed. 
It wasn’t just any scream—this was the wildest bastard child of a wail and a roar. It was a scream any banshee would covet. She poured everything into it. Lynn. Rakash. Marlon. Dov. Kelemete. Her parents. A lifetime of nightmares. Her innocence. Her pride. She screamed until she exhausted her reserves of snot and spittle. She screamed until her throat was raw. She screamed until she was empty. Well and truly empty.
She might be a murderer, but she was also a survivor.
Through it all, Marlon never loosed his grip. When, at last, she quieted, he pulled her into a hug without a word.
Arms raised in final farewell, the Man burned.
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“If you’re reading this, it’s not because of me. It’s because of a brave, fierce, compassionate woman named Asha Amarasuriya. I wrote the words, but only she will decide whether this story remains a simple diary entry or reaches the world stage.”
Asha looked up from the screen. A television in the corner played Friends reruns at low volume. Old magazines lay forlorn on side tables under the drooping leaves of potted rubber plants. An imposing nurse filled out paperwork behind a high desk. A few other assorted people murmured to each other or stared into space as a friend or loved one underwent treatment at Renown Regional Medical Center in Reno.
 
For the past seven years, a dark secret has been festering in the whirling dust and exultant revelry of Burning Man. This enigma has corrupted politicians, enabled human traffickers, incited drug wars, and laundered billions. Until yesterday, it was well hidden. Those who long suspected its existence were stymied by layer after layer of cryptic security. Some gave up the hunt, but I’ve learned the best-kept secrets are by far the most interesting. When a puzzle comes my way, I can’t rest until I work it out. This all started because I became a skeptic at an early age. Fundamentalism, absurdity, and cynicism are the only three coping mechanisms available to long-term expatriates. My parents were diplomats and…
 
Chewing her lip, Asha looked up again. Only she will decide whether this story remains a simple diary entry or reaches the world stage. What could that possibly mean? Derek’s patience had run out eventually, and he called in the medevac to Reno. Asha rode with him and Lynn in the helicopter, watching Black Rock City and the gleaming white playa recede into ruffled brown desert topography. As a team of medical personnel rushed Lynn into the OR, she had finally closed her laptop and pressed it into Asha’s hands. I’m done, she said, with a relieved smile. I’m done.
The laptop’s fan whirred to life, and Asha returned to the glowing screen.
The story was half investigative report, half intimate memoir. Lynn wove together her deepest childhood fears, years of studying Sub Rosa, and live reporting of the final event. She profiled Dov, Marlon, Asha, Kelemete, and a dozen attendees, complete with just the right amount of background and immediacy. She summarized her exposé of the Crips with a heart-wrenching confession of how she had knowingly seduced Kelemete, milked him for intel and contacts, fallen in love with him despite everything, and ultimately fled to publish and descend into nine months of bourbon-soaked existential crisis. She rose from the dregs only after catching the scent of the next story, building a close friendship with the daughter of a cartel boss before unveiling her family’s illegal emerald mining activities in Colombia. The young woman was later killed in retaliation. 
Lynn outlined how information security had become a more and more rarified privilege for the black market elite as digital surveillance vastly increased the snooping capacities of agencies like NSA. This was precisely the opportunity Dov was waiting for. Fresh from his break with Mossad and training Asha in Haputale, he had applied his substantial network and natural resourcefulness to the challenge. 
In investigation after investigation, Lynn was seeing threads that had to link together in some way. But she hadn’t been able to figure out where the wires crossed. That had eventually steered her to Sri Lanka, not to document Chinese involvement in the final assault against the Tigers, as she had told Asha, but to follow the faint clues that Dov had left behind. 
Years of grueling detective work had finally yielded results and led her to Sub Rosa. She had carefully massaged her history to pass their background checks and weaseled her way into an invitation. But she needed a gift. She didn’t have billions in dirty money or high-level political connections, so she leveraged the most important asset she had: information. She knew more about Dov than anyone outside of Mossad, and Asha was the person who mattered most to him in the world. If she could get to Asha, she could get into Sub Rosa. It was crazy, but it just might work.
The story went on to detail the past week, ending in a brutally honest internal monologue of Lynn’s world being torn apart just as her investigation bore fruit. Embedded photo and video archives showed the FBI vanguard rolling into Black Rock City, the chaos of the raid itself, and how Burners had rallied to support and care for any innocent bystanders who had suffered injuries. Asha recognized her own handiwork. She had recruited the filmmakers, artists, and photographers who had created this exact footage. They had to have followed the final instructions on the whiteboard at Camp Wino and documented the event on their own.
Asha’s heart was in her throat, and she realized her foot was tapping incessantly on the floor. A thousand emotions and thoughts swirled through her, but she couldn’t tear her eyes from the screen.
 
This story is the pinnacle of my career, and the end of it. Thank you, loyal readers. I deeply appreciate your enthusiasm and support for my investigative efforts. I know others will take up the torch. But last night drove home an uncomfortable truth that has been circling me for far too long. While my reporting has exposed wrongdoing, it has also caused irreparable harm. In the bowels of Sub Rosa, Kelemete called me a vampire. He was right. 
 
Be thankful if you know me only through my writing. Kelemete and Asha are connected in a long string of lovers, friends, and confidantes whom I betrayed for the sake of the story. No such relationship can be one-sided, and every heart I broke, broke mine as well. What kind of person could be capable of such a thing? In the darkest depths of despair brought on by sabotaging yet another compatriot, I consoled myself with that most vain of balms: a sense of purpose. My mission was to seek out and share important truths. I might have hurt innocents along the way, but it was worth the price. The ends justified the means. This is my great failing, the hubris that has overshadowed my entire life. I set out to expose monsters, and instead, I became one.
 
And that, dear readers, is why I have drafted this final missive but cannot myself issue it. I knew this tale could be told, but I no longer trust myself to judge whether it should be. 
 
Asha, I am so desperately sorry. I betrayed your trust, and you repaid it by saving my life. I love you and deserve no love in return, from you or anyone. I ask of you only one final favor. This is your story. There are both delete and publish buttons below. Do with it what you will.
 
Love, blood, and ruin, 
Lynn
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Sweat poured down Asha’s face, making her eyes sting. Her fist slammed into the heavy bag. Left. Left. Right. Left. Right. Knee. Low kick. Low kick. High kick. She dropped to the mat for a series of push-ups and crunches, ran a set of wind sprints, and returned to the bag. Her lungs ached with exertion, and her muscles crackled with tension.
Think about something this week that’s been troubling you, haunting you, or affecting you in some way. It can be anything, anything at all. Those had been Derek’s instructions to her and Marlon earlier that week. When the Man burns, let it go. But when she had watched the conflagration from the Space Needle, the madness of the preceding day had displaced introspection.
Only in movement could her mind find stillness. She found her edge, using it as a pace car for the rhythm of the workout. That was the beauty of training—it was an ongoing exercise in understanding and expanding your limits.
Perfection. That’s what Derek wanted to unload. Every person has good, evil, joy, fear, compassion, greed, and everything else woven into them. We live on a spectrum. Only by acknowledging our failings can we hope to overcome them. I need to let go of perfection in order to allow myself to heal… and be a healer. A lofty goal, and a worthy one. All her life, Asha had felt like she was struggling to ride the asymptote approaching excellence. If existence was suffering, then striving was its fuel. Maybe releasing it relaxed fate’s grip.
Leaving the bag, she moved into one of the dozens of routines she’d learned and evolved over time. She paid special attention to the transitions, forcing herself to link opposing moves and rebalance herself as she flew back and forth across the mat. One breath ran into the next, and she lost all track of time or the outside world. There was only the practice.
As she spent her last reserves of energy, the rhythm ebbed until she came to a stop, forehead resting against the heavy bag. She gasped for air. Her body trembled. Her thoughts began to churn again.
Lynn’s story was a magnificent work of investigative journalism. But reading it, Asha was far from awed. She had been disturbed by the personal details it shared, but that wasn’t it either. Instead, the story had filled her with an abiding sense of pity. It confirmed her intuition from Kelemete’s interrogation. Lynn worked hard to make an impression of jaded sophistication. She was a celebrated reporter with countless awards and a large following. That aura had been part of what made her so alluring to Asha in the first place. She had been sick of her dead-end krav maga instruction job, watching her friends move on to bigger and better things. And then this mysterious, worldly seductress had dropped into her life. The ambition, the sense of mission, was contagious.
But that had been a facade. Behind the veil, Lynn had been alienating herself through her work. Her dedication to get the story at any cost had won her accolades but tortured her soul. Again and again, she sacrificed those closest to her to achieve her own ends. Her work might be brilliant, but Lynn led the saddest life Asha could possibly imagine.
The gray fingers of dawn were just beginning to touch the world beyond the glass walls of the gym. The half light rendered the boats along the Oakland Embarcadero ghostly and indistinct. The familiar funk of sweat and leather permeated everything. 
Shaking out her limbs, Asha walked back to the locker room. She opened her locker and wiped down her face with a towel. Theatrical posters from The Chinese Connection, Drunken Master II,
and Ong-Bak stared down at her. She ran a finger along the faded paper. These myths of righteous warriors fighting the good fight had been her refuge since childhood. They had fueled her endless pursuit of martial mastery. She had dreamed of dispatching monsters and righting the world’s wrongs with her fists and fortitude.
Her finger reached the top of the poster, and she peeled the tape off the corner. One by one, she pulled them down. Bruce Lee, Jackie Chan, and Tony Jaa disappeared as she crumpled up the posters and deposited them in the recycle bin.
We live in shades of gray. Dov’s words echoed in Asha’s mind.
The man who had initiated her training so many years ago turned out to be one of the world’s most nefarious black marketeers. Yet he had put his life in jeopardy to avenge Rakash on Asha’s behalf. And in the end, he had sacrificed his life to give her the opportunity to save her own. Marlon was the long arm of the law, but he had manipulated and bullied just as much as anyone before extending the olive branch. He had appealed to Asha’s sense of duty and then threatened her with prosecution even though he knew she was innocent. Kelemete was a grizzled gang leader who had broken down in tears at seeing his old girlfriend again.
Asha pulled on a hoodie, her body already starting to cool down. By deifying the heroes of Tinseltown martial arts, she had badly misjudged the nature of the world she lived in. Life wasn’t an extended contest of good and evil. Everyone was their own protagonist, and antagonists were nothing but projections. Pain and suffering were universal—and usually the side effect of someone else’s success.
Hollywood heroes weren’t just unrealistic, they were unfair. By holding herself to an impossible standard, she had set herself up with expectations that could never be satisfied. She had tried to protect her parents by hiding her own fears and goals while pretending filial piety and then reacted with frustration when they tried to shape her life for her. She had envied her friends their professional success, dismissing the unadulterated joy she found in training and teaching. She had become immediately enamored with Lynn’s sense of mission, not realizing the sacrifice it required.
In comparison, Asha’s work had seemed so unimportant. She was just another krav maga instructor. How would she change the world from a gym? Just over a week ago, she had envied the roles her students played out in the world in law enforcement and the military. Her own job had felt like a dead end, an unworthy exercise in spinning her wheels while the world passed her by. Warriors sought honor by defending their communities. But warriors didn’t just appear out of thin air. Just as she had needed Dov to achieve her potential as a martial artist, so her students needed her to empower them. Krav maga had changed her world, had given her a sense of purpose when she most needed it. It had even saved her life. Offering that same gift to others was an honor and a privilege.
Her entire life, she had never stopped judging herself and finding herself wanting. She might find reprieve in passing pleasure, but that satisfaction was always fleeting. The gap between who she was and who she wanted to be pushed her to achieve but never stopped hounding her soul. If Derek had let go of perfection, Asha would let go of self-reproach. 
She took the laptop from the locker and opened it on the bench beside her. The screen glowed to life. She reread the story from beginning to end. Love, blood, and ruin. She remembered the golden ticket and the first time she’d read those words.
What I want is to live my own life. Only Asha could make that wish come true. She had tried to find purpose by emulating mythological paragons, seeking out role models, and following an impossible rubric. If she had learned anything weathering this storm of death, deception, and discovery, it was that meaning wasn’t something that could be found in a story or a festival. Meaning was something you had to make for yourself.
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“Have you eaten?” Her mom poured the tea with elegant ease.
Asha chuckled. “I’m fine until dinner, Ammi. Thank you. We stopped for a snack on the way in.” It was good to be home. She remembered hiding under the dining table while playing hide-and-seek as a child and helping prepare string hoppers on the counter. The kitchen was the heart of the house.
“It’s so good to see you.” Lines crinkled around her dad’s eyes. Gray streaked through his hair, and Asha was struck for a moment by how old he was now. “We’ve missed you dearly here.”
She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “I’ve missed you too, Thaaththi.”
Her mom joined them, her outfit a riot of color in the latest Colombo style.
They raised the cups to their lips and drank. The tea was perfect. Just the right temperature, strength, and sweetness. Asha reveled in it.
“I’m sorry I cut you off,” said Asha. “It wasn’t fair or kind. I just couldn’t handle it. It came as a shock, and I had never imagined myself in an arranged marriage, even though that’s how you two found each other.”
Her dad opened his mouth to say something, but her mom put a hand on his arm.
“I know you have my best interests at heart,” said Asha. “And I know how much you’ve invested in arranging the engagement. As I said before, I will not go along with it. If you like, I would be happy to meet Pamu. But I will make no promises or carry any expectations with me. I hope that will allow you to save face with his family.”
Her mother and father looked at each other and then back to Asha. She could feel the weight of many late-night arguments in the subtext. The Skype conversation she had cut off prematurely seemed like a lifetime ago.
“Asha,” said her mom. “You are from a different generation. This is a different world than the one your father and I grew up in. While we do not condone the idea that a marriage of passion is at all better than an arranged one, we have agreed to respect your choice in this matter.”
“I can certainly arrange for you to meet Pamu,” her father said eagerly. “Perhaps at the next cricket match. You should see him play. It’s—”
“But whatever happens,” her mother interrupted, “we will support your decision.”
“Yes. Yes, of course,” said her father. “You already live so far away—we don’t want to push you any farther.”
“If there’s a way for me to help with the business, I’d love to,” said Asha. “I mean it when I say I’ve missed you, and I know it’s been tough with me all the way in California. But I can help you with the accounting and stuff like that remotely. You might even consider setting up some kind of guest house for tea-country tourists—I hear that’s become quite popular down in Ella. I could set up the website.”
“We’ve been thinking about doing just that!” Her dad beamed, and Asha couldn’t help but smile at his enthusiasm. “Maybe we can even start opening some direct distribution channels into the USA.”
“These should help with that,” said Asha, pushing a manila envelope across the table.
Her dad raised an eyebrow as he opened it. Her mom leaned over to look at the packets of paperwork contained within. He laid them out on the table, frowning.
“What is all this, Asha? U.S. Department of State…”
Asha grinned. “You are both American citizens now,” she said. “I am too. The paperwork just came through to confirm it.”
They both peered at her in obvious disbelief. I’m pretty sure my parents never knew enough about what was happening in my life to successfully interfere. Relationships are exactly as valuable as how much you invest in them. In this case, it went into Chapter 11 a long time ago. That’s how Lynn had described her family. Despite their difficulties, Asha felt lucky to have parents who sat firmly on the opposite side of the spectrum.
“But, sweetie,” said her mom, “how is that possible? It takes years. We’ve been worried about you being able to even retain your visa.”
“Let’s just say I had a little help from a friend,” said Asha. “Now you can visit me anytime.” She looked to her dad, “And we can easily establish a distribution network there.”
The realization that this wasn’t some elaborate joke began to dawn on them.
“But this is fantastic,” her dad said, leaping to his feet. “We have to celebrate.”
“Hold on,” said her mom. “That can wait. What about Lynn? Would she like some tea?”
Asha drained the rest of her cup. “Maybe later,” she said. “For now, you guys just start looking through that paperwork. There’s a lot of information to be filled out.” She stood. “I’ll go check on her.”
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Asha walked out onto the veranda. Verdant fields of tea rolled away down the slopes below. Rocky spires thrust up to disappear into mountain mist. A few birds hung like quotation marks on the horizon.
“How are you doing?” asked Asha as they descended the steps.
Lynn winced. “Hanging in there,” she said. Her replanted arm was locked into a large brace. The surgeons had removed the damaged tissue, shortened and rejoined the bone ends, and repaired the muscles, tendons, arteries, nerves, and veins. “So this is where you grew up?”
“Yep,” said Asha. “I always thought we were hopelessly provincial. All the city girls from Colombo looked down on us.” She shrugged. “But on balance, I’m very glad to have grown up in the mountains.”
“It’s beautiful,” said Lynn, staring out at the view. “I feel like I’m standing in a painting.”
Asha followed her gaze, trying to look at the familiar through fresh eyes. It was a stunning hamlet by any standard. Asha had decided to visit her parents to avoid the onslaught of publicity that she had instigated by publishing Lynn’s story. Every talk show host on the planet wanted to have them on. Her inbox and voice mail were overflowing with messages she would never return. Letting the story into the world had been the right decision. Despite the personal fallout, it was simply too powerful to keep to herself. But she hadn’t been prepared for the tidal wave of attention the release would bring. She’d booked a flight to Colombo to wait out the storm and decided to invite Lynn along. She wouldn’t save Lynn’s life only to see her drown her sorrows in alcoholism. A visit to Sri Lanka would do them both good.
Asha squatted down on her haunches and scooped up a handful of earth. The dirt was thick, loamy, and damp. It crumbled and fell through her fingers, particles catching under her short nails.
“It was right here,” she said quietly. I will never forget you, but I release you. She had arrived at the end of her long escape. “Rakash died right here.”
“Ahh,” said Lynn.
Asha pointed. “They drove their truck off down the drive, laughing the whole way.”
Lynn rested her hand on Asha’s shoulder and leaned down to kiss the top of her head.
“Dov killed them,” said Asha. “Did you know that? It was years later, but he tracked down every one of them and killed the three who were still alive.”
“Wow,” said Lynn. “No, I did not know that.”
Asha stood and wiped her hands on her pant legs. “And you called yourself an investigative reporter?” She grinned. “Gotta check your facts, Chevalier. Speaking of, did you know that until this morning I was officially engaged?”
“What?” Lynn’s mouth dropped open.
“That’s right,” said Asha. “Arranged marriage, baby. Old-school. My parents sprung it on me the same day you gave me the Burning Man ticket. That was what convinced me to skive off and accept your offer.”
“So what you’re telling me,” said Lynn, “is that I seduced someone who was already betrothed?”
Asha punched her good shoulder, thinking of the photos she’d found in Lynn’s wallet alongside Kelemete’s. “I’m sure it wouldn’t be the first time.” She pointed off beyond the house. “Come with me. I want to show you something.”
They followed a winding path that led along the ridge of the estate and then up into the pine forest on the mountain beyond. The ground was soft and spongy under their feet. Sunbeams broke through the foliage to dapple the undergrowth. Birds twittered, and wind rustled through the leaves. After ten minutes they climbed over a fallen log and emerged into a clearing. Rugged peaks rose above the treetops, and a brook burbled nearby. Asha stepped into the middle of the clearing and inhaled deeply, tasting the rich scents of sap and soil. She let her body relax.
“This is where I used to train,” she said. “Dov would sit on that rock over there and direct me. Since I started practicing, I spent a few hours up here every single day.”
She turned and looked Lynn up and down. Broken bodies took time to rebuild. Shattered spirits even more so.
“I’ll run you through some exercises,” said Asha. “I’ve been reading up on replant rehabilitation. We can do some gentle movements that will help keep your joints and muscles mobile and reduce scar tissue growth.”
Lynn looked shy. “You don’t have to—”
“I want to,” said Asha. “But you have to promise to actually practice. No excuses. It’s about the journey, not the destination.”
“Are all krav maga instructors versed in such timeless wisdom?”
“Oh, and no sass,” said Asha. “Definitely, no sass.”
 
 
 
The End
 
 



 
 
Thank You for Reading
 
In 2013, my wife and I travelled through Asia and East Africa for nine months. We spent 33 days on a trek through Himalayan backcountry in Nepal, scrambled up crags in northern Ethiopia, and dove the colorful reefs off the northern tip of Sumatra. But perhaps the most otherworldly place we visited was Burning Man, where we went immediately after our wheels hit American tarmac.
Burning Man was powerful precisely because it was so hard to define. Rather than a wild narcotic-infused bonanza, we discovered that the atmosphere was far more diverse and creative. Lacking the formal structure of a large music festival with stages and schedules, each participant’s experience was shaped by where they wandered when, and whom they happened to meet. It wasn’t a party. It was a temporary community populated by artists, technologists, doers, makers, scientists, goofballs, geeks, and freaks united not by their interests, but by a proactive mandate to accept, support, and give. 
Much like spending time in a foreign country, Burning Man made us question the things we took for granted in our everyday lives. Friendships formed quickly and spontaneously. We have since returned, and plan to do so regularly.
Burning Man was a wonderful port of reentry into the United States. At the same time, it reminded us of the impossible adversity people face every day in many of the countries we had just returned from. While we were playing on the playa, the Maldives was wracked by political upheaval, our favorite bookshop in Kathmandu went up in flames, and Sri Lankan dissidents disappeared without a trace.
That was the seed of this story. International intrigue makes for a compelling page-turner, but in the real world such machinations tear people’s lives apart. A few of those lives might collide against the incomparable backdrop of Burning Man. Stranger things have happened, particularly in Black Rock City.
From there the story grew and changed, taking on its particular shape. A friend-of-a-friend became involved in a federal investigation of Tongan Crips in Utah. My wife and I took some krav maga classes in Oakland. A refugee taxi driver told me about how his loved ones had been persecuted by the Karuna Faction. I met journalists and security experts following the evolving relationship between the expansion of technological surveillance capabilities and the role of international criminal organizations. The pieces fell into place.
We often read nonfiction to learn about the world around us. But fiction offers something else, a chance to explore our own subjective experience of living in that world. It gives us a glimpse into the minds and hearts of other human beings. It empowers us to escape and in escaping, reflect. The most powerful stories compel us, move us, and leave us with more questions than answers. 
I hope you enjoyed Neon Fever Dream. If you’re reading this right now, I’m guessing that either you did, or you are impressively tenacious. Either way, I am in your debt. Writers may draft manuscripts, but stories are communal things. Books are storage devices, literary adventures only come alive in readers’ imaginations.
As an indie author, your support and enthusiasm means an enormous amount to me. Neon Fever Dream is self-published. That means I don’t have a deep-pocketed publishing house or a fancy publicist behind me. It’s just us. 
Luckily, “just us” is exactly how I like it. I read a lot of books, and I’ve never bought one because I saw the cover plastered across a billboard or a banner ad. If you’re anything like me, you probably find your favorite new novels thanks to the recommendation of a trusted friend. Books don’t succeed because of Super Bowl commercials. Instead, they thrive on grassroots word-of-mouth.
So if you enjoyed Neon Fever Dream, write a review and recommend it to a friend. I appreciate the hell out of it. You’d be amazed how much of a difference it makes. Art blossoms by earning a place in our larger cultural conversation.
 
To get updates on my new books, reading recommendations, and creative process, join my author newsletter. This is the single best way to get or stay in touch with me. Emails are infrequent, personal, and substantive. I respond to every single note from folks on the mailing list. Sign up here:
 
www.eliotpeper.com
 
Cheers, Eliot
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