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About Monk Hunters


Axel Monk is the man the Conglomerate calls when they want a problem to go away... but what happens when he’s the one who needs to disappear?

After a botched job leaves a bloody trail, the Conglomerate's best assassin Axel Monk does the one thing he’s never done before: he vanishes.

But this time he is being hunted by the every assassin in the the Conglomerate.

And Monk is not alone.

He has one more person whom he must protect from these hunters.

But this puts him in the crosshairs of the Conglomerate’s next best killers, and now Monk is fighting to stay alive...

In the gripping battle of wits and survival, as the body count rises and the clock ticks mercilessly, the ultimate question that hangs in the balance is not just whether Monk will survive, but how.

"Monk Hunters" is a white-knuckle thriller, filled with electrifying twists and non-stop action that will leave readers breathless, questioning the limits of loyalty and the lengths one will go to secure freedom.

Fast-paced. Hard-hitting. Action explodes right off the page. Scroll up to BUY this non-stop thriller!


FREEBIES



Do not forget to download Your FREE BOOKS @

www.thechaseaustin.com
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Chapter 1



Present Day, Utah, United States

The phone rang.

Malaika's hand hovered over it, her heart racing.

She knew this call would come, but that didn't make it any easier. She still had to pick up the call. Taking a deep breath, she composed herself.

"Malaika," the voice was cool, controlled.

She swallowed hard. "Commissioner."

"You've heard the news?"

"Just now," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

There was a pause. "So, the Freelancer has decided to cut ties with the Conglomerate."

Malaika's grip tightened on the phone. "Looks that way."

The words hung in the air, heavy with implication. No one had ever left the Conglomerate. Ever. And certainly not like this—vanishing without a trace. Monk had done the unthinkable. He had broken all the said and unsaid, written and unwritten rules in the Conglomerate's history, which spanned decades… and some said, even a century.

"Initiate a kill order," the Commissioner said, his tone unchanged.

Malaika's stomach dropped. "Severity?"

"Extreme."

She closed her eyes, knowing what that meant.

Before she could respond, the Commissioner added, "And offer a triple-A plus raise to whoever completes the hunt."

Malaika's eyes snapped open. An extreme severity kill order meant a bounty of over twenty million dollars. Adding a two-level promotion? That was unheard of.

Monk was at the triple-A level, and he was the best they had. No one had ever reached triple-A plus. Now, that impossible prize was being dangled as bait.

"Understood," she managed to say.

"Anything else?"

Malaika hesitated. "What about Sanam Bajwa? If she is with him?"

"If she is with him, then eliminate her. Everyone he touches should be dead. Monk was our best asset and now he must be the best example of what happens if you go against the Conglomerate's code of honor. He has to be eliminated and eliminated brutally."

"Yes, Commissioner," she managed to say before the line went dead.

Malaika set the phone down, her mind reeling, her body shivering. She stood up, walked to the window, and stared out at the city below.

The Commissioner had not raised his voice, but the raging anger in his tone could not be missed. What Monk had done was unheard of in the Conglomerate's century-old history and that's why the punishment had to be of unimaginable magnitude.

The hunt for the Freelancer was on, and it was going to be brutal.


Chapter 2



Present Day, Helsinki.

The Conglomerate had opened the bounty on the Freelancer AKA Axel Monk. The carrot dangled was too juicy to be missed by any capable asset: twenty million dollars and a triple-A plus level raise.

But the bigger the prize, the tougher the task. After all, the bounty was on the Freelancer's head— the one guy whose name was etched in the annals of the Conglomerate history. And that was why there were only a few with the guts to take on this challenge.

And one of them was the Red Widow.

[image: ]


The dimly lit bar buzzed with hushed conversations, a smoky haze hanging in the air. In a corner booth, a woman with striking red hair nursed a whiskey, her green eyes scanning the room. This was Scarlett, known in certain circles as the "Red Widow".

Her burner phone vibrated. A text message flashed across the screen: "Freelancer. 20 mil. AAA+ upgrade. Interested?"

Scarlett's lips curled into a smirk. She typed back: "Details."

Moments later, her handler, Marco, slid into the booth opposite her. "Thought that might get your attention," he said about the message, sliding a manila folder across the table.

Scarlett flipped it open, her eyes darting over the contents. "The Freelancer himself. Quite the prize," she murmured.

Marco leaned in; his voice was low. "It's a suicide mission. No one's ever come close to taking him out."

She looked up, a dangerous glint in her eye. "No one's ever been me."

"He's triple-A for a reason," Marco warned. "The only one to ever reach there."

Scarlett downed her whiskey in one swift motion. "Then it's about time someone knocked him off that pedestal."

She stood, smoothing her black dress. Marco grabbed her wrist. "Scarlett, think about this. It's not just about the money or the rank. The Freelancer... he's a ghost. A legend."

She pulled her hand away, her voice ice-cold. "Every legend has an ending, Marco. And I'm going to write this one."

As Scarlett strode out of the bar, her mind raced with possibilities. She had crossed paths with the Freelancer once before, years ago, in Bangkok. She'd barely escaped with her life, but she'd learned valuable lessons.

In her car, she pulled out a secure laptop. It was time to call in every favor, every resource she had. The hunt for Axel Monk was on, and Scarlett Viper intended to prove why she was the most feared assassin after the Freelancer himself.

But the "Red Widow" was not the only one hunting Monk.


Chapter 3



Present Day, Prague.

A sleek black Audi R8 purred to a stop outside a nondescript office building in downtown Prague. Its tinted windows concealed the passenger within, but as the door swung open, heads turned.

Raphael Kaine stepped out, his movements fluid and purposeful. At 6'2", with piercing green eyes and close-cropped dark hair, he cut an imposing figure. His tailored charcoal suit couldn't quite hide the coiled strength of an apex predator.

Kaine's eyes scanned the area, a habit ingrained after years in the shadows. To the casual observer, he might have been just another businessman. But those in the know recognized him as "The Serpent"—one of the deadliest assassins in the world.

As he entered the building, the receptionist's eyes widened slightly. She buzzed him through without a word. In the elevator, Kaine allowed himself a small smile. The Conglomerate's latest contract had set the underworld ablaze: twenty million dollars for the head of the legendary Freelancer.

"An impossible prize for an impossible target," Kaine mused, his slight Irish lilt barely noticeable after years of blending in across the globe.

The elevator doors opened, and he strode into his office which was only for the show. He opened a safe and took out a computer.

Soon he was on a virtual call with his handler.

"Kaine," Javier said, "I was wondering when you'd show up."

Kaine sat down. "You know why I'm here."

Javier leaned back, steepling his fingers. "Yes, the Freelancer contract. You're not the only one after it, you know."

"I'd be disappointed if I was," Kaine replied, a predatory glint in his eye.

Javier studied the assassin's tone. Raphael Kaine had earned his moniker "The Serpent" through his lightning-fast strikes and his ability to slither in and out of seemingly impenetrable locations. His kill count was legendary, second only to the Freelancer himself.

"Why this contract, Kaine?" Javier asked. "You're already at AA+ level. So, is it the money? The prestige?"

Kaine's eyes hardened. "It's about finishing what started years ago."

A tense silence filled the room. Both men remembered the Cairo incident a few years ago, a high-profile assassination that had pitted Kaine against the Freelancer, hunting the same target. Kaine had come closer than anyone to eliminating the elusive target, but in the end, he'd been left with nothing but scars and a burning desire for revenge.

"Very well," Javier said, sending a file across the Internet. "Here's what we have on the Freelancer's last known whereabouts. But I warn you… this could be a one-way trip."

Kaine opened the file, a cold smile playing on his lips. "Isn't that always the risk in our line of work?"

As he stood to leave, Javier spoke again. "There's something else you should know. The Freelancer is not alone anymore."

Kaine paused. "Explain."

"Intelligence suggests he's with a girl. A young woman, Sanam Bajwa, daughter of Pakistan's COAS. She could complicate things."

For a moment, Kaine was silent, processing this new information. Then he turned, his green eyes blazing with intensity. "It changes nothing. In fact, it might make things more interesting."

As he left the office, Kaine's mind began formulating plans and contingencies. The Freelancer might be a legend, but every legend has its ending. And Kaine intended to write this one in blood.

He exited the building, the Prague sunshine feeling cold on his skin. As he slid back into his Audi, Kaine pulled out a secure phone.

"It's me," he said when the call connected. "I need everything we have on The Freelancer. And prep the safe house in Pakistan. We're going hunting."

The car roared to life. Kaine merged into the traffic, his face a mask of determination.

The game was afoot, and this time, he wouldn't be the one left bleeding in the dust.


Chapter 4



Present Day, Somewhere near the Afghanistan-Pakistan Border.

The pilot's voice cut through the engine's drone. "Border is coming up. You need to get out now. I can't cross the border. They will shoot us down."

Monk's jaw clenched as he surveyed the cabin. Sanam was slumped in her seat, exhaustion etched on her face. The techie's eyes darted frantically, seeking an escape that didn't exist. He was Monk's hostage, just like the pilot of the plane.

"How long?" Monk asked.

"Five minutes, tops. There are chutes in the back." The pilot sounded hopeful that maybe now Monk would leave him and his plane alone. He had had a long night with no reward and would be glad if he got out of this mess alive. The only thing he was worried about was that the Pakistan Army might come for him, but he would cross that bridge later, if required at all.

Monk had already sprang into action. Retrieving two parachutes, he tossed one to the techie, who fumbled to catch it.

"No way, man," the techie stammered. "I did my part. Just let me go home!"

"Your choice," Monk said casually. He had no use of the techie anymore. The five hundred million was in the accounts of his choice. The techie would be a burden for him.

Turning to Sanam, Monk saw fear battling determination in her eyes. "Ever sky-dived before?"

She shook her head.

"First time for everything," he said, strapping her into the harness with practiced moves. "We jump together. Just hold on tight and follow my lead."

The plane lurched, setting off a fresh wave of panic in the techie. "You're insane!" he cried.

Monk ignored him, focusing on Sanam. "Ready?"

She nodded, her grip on his arm like a vice.

With a final glance at the terrified techie and the grim-faced pilot, Monk yanked the door open.

The wind howled at their faces. Sanam's eyes widened, her knuckles white as she gripped Monk hard.

"Trust me," Monk shouted over the roar.

She nodded, her face determined.

"Now!" he shouted. And then without hesitation, Monk leaped, pulling Sanam with him. The sudden rush of free-fall hit them like a punch to the gut. Sanam's scream was lost in the wind as they plummeted through the night sky.

Monk's body went on autopilot, years of training kicking in. He spread his arms and legs, stabilizing their descent. Sanam clung to him, her eyes squeezed shut.

The altimeter on his wrist beeped. Time to deploy.

"Hold on tight!" he yelled.

Monk pulled the ripcord. The chute exploded open above them with a deafening snap. Their fall jerked to a slower glide, the sudden deceleration making Sanam gasp.

They drifted through the darkness, the ground a patchwork of shadows below. Monk scanned for a safe landing zone, spotting a clearing in a wooded area.

"Legs up!" he yelled in Sanam's ears as they neared the ground.

They hit hard, Monk taking the brunt of the impact. They tumbled, the chute billowing around them like a collapsing tent. When they finally stopped rolling, Monk quickly disentangled them from the lines.

"You okay?" he asked, checking Sanam for injuries.

She nodded, still catching her breath. "That was...scary intense."

Monk allowed himself a small smile. "But we are alive and in one piece. That's what matters." He helped her to her feet. Both of them were battered and tired. As Monk gathered the chute, Sanam surveyed their surroundings.

"Where are we?" she asked.

"Still in Pakistan but closer to Afghanistan border," Monk replied, stuffing the chute into its pack. "But we need to move."

Without another word, Sanam fell in step beside Monk as they melted into the darkness, leaving no trace behind.


Chapter 5



Present Day, Army Hospital, Rawalpindi, Pakistan 

Harsh, fluorescent lights stabbed General Asim Bajwa's eyes as he blinked them open. The steady beep of monitors filled his ears, grounding him.

He was alive.

"Sir? Can you hear me?" A doctor's face swam into focus above him.

Asim tried to speak, but his throat was raw. He managed a weak nod.

"You're in the ICU, sir. The surgery was successful, but we're monitoring you closely for any complications."

Memories flooded back of the ambush, the gunfire and the searing pain. Asim's hand instinctively moved to his chest, finding it heavily bandaged.

"How long?" he croaked.

"You've been out for about eighteen hours, sir. The entire country is on high alert."

Asim's mind raced. Eighteen hours. Too long. He needed to take control of the situation.

"My...phone," he rasped.

The doctor hesitated. "Sir, you need to rest."

Asim fixed him with a steely glare. "Now."

Moments later, his Chief of Staff's voice crackled through the speaker.

"General, thanks to Allah you're awake."

Asim's jaw clenched. "What is the report?"

"The airstrip is a disaster zone, sir. Bodies everywhere. We can't contain it. Locals have been posting videos online since dawn. Every news channel is running the story."

Asim closed his eyes, a wave of nausea washing over him that had nothing to do with his injury. "Casualties?"

"Still counting, sir. At least thirty of ours. As for the others...it's hard to say. The hangar fire destroyed a lot of evidence."

"And the girl?"

There was a pause. "No sign of her, sir."

Asim's fist clenched at his side. His daughter in the wind. This was a nightmare.

"Sir?" his aide's voice pulled him back. "What are your orders?"

Asim took a deep breath, wincing at the pain in his chest. He was the most powerful man in Pakistan, and he'd be damned if he'd let this fiasco bring him down.

"Initiate Protocol Black," he growled. "I want every resource we have, hunting them down. And get me the Prime Minister. It's time to control the narrative."

As the call ended, Asim stared at the ceiling, his mind already formulating plans. This wasn't over. Not by a long shot.

But soon the medicines took over and he slipped into unconsciousness.


Chapter 6



Present Day. Somewhere near the Afghanistan-Pakistan Border. 

The rising sun painted the forest in deepening shades of orange. Monk glanced at Sanam. Her face was pale with exhaustion and sweat glistened on her brow.

"I can't move," she gasped, stumbling over a tree root. "My legs...they're completely numb."

Monk caught her before she fell, feeling her tremble against him. "We can't stop here."

Sanam's eyes flashed, filled with fear and frustration. "I don't care! I can't walk another step. Just leave me here. You go ahead."

Monk's jaw clenched. He knew they were both running on fumes, but giving up wasn't an option. He scanned the area, spotting a rocky outcrop that might offer a better vantage point.

"Wait here," he said, lowering Sanam to the ground. "Don't move."

He scrambled up the rocks, ignoring the protest of his own tired muscles. At the top, he shielded his eyes against the light, searching the landscape. Miles of wilderness stretched in every direction. No roads, no buildings, nothing, but…there! A flicker of movement caught his eye. Monk squinted, making out a herd of sheep and a young shepherd in the distance. Where there were shepherds, there had to be a village.

He slid back down to Sanam, who hadn't moved an inch. "Up. Now."

"I told you…"

"There's a village nearby. But we have to move fast to catch up with the shepherd I saw."

Sanam's eyes widened. "Village? Here? Are you sure?"

"No time for questions. We need to go. Now."

Monk hauled Sanam to her feet, ignoring her pained gasp. He wrapped an arm around her waist, taking as much of her weight as he could. They set off through the undergrowth, following the distant shape of the shepherd and his flock.

"How...far?" Sanam panted after a few minutes.

"Not sure," Monk admitted. "Just keep moving. One foot in front of the other."

They pressed on, Monk hyper-aware of the fading light and the sounds of the forest coming alive around them. Every snapping twig could be a predator, every rustle in the leaves a potential threat. He knew they needed a place to hide, as crossing the border would not be possible tonight.

Sanam stumbled again, crying out as her ankle twisted. Monk caught her, feeling her whole body shake against him.

"I can't," she whispered, tears in her eyes. "I'm sorry, I just can't."

Monk made a split-second decision. In one fluid motion, he scooped Sanam up into his arms. She was lighter than he expected, or maybe it was just the adrenaline coursing through him.

"What are you doing?" she gasped.

"Getting us to safety," Monk grunted, setting off at a quick pace. "Just hang on."

The trees began to thin, and Monk's heart leaped as he caught sight of rough wooden structures in a small clearing ahead— the village. He'd almost convinced himself he'd imagined it.

"See?" he said to Sanam, whose head rested against his shoulder. "We made it."

She managed a weak smile before her eyes fluttered shut. Monk pushed himself harder, eating up the final distance to the village.

As they approached the first building, doors creaked open. Curious faces peered out, then widened in alarm at the sight of the two battered strangers. Children darted behind their mothers, and a few men stepped forward warily.

Monk spoke quickly in the local dialect, praying they'd understand. "Please. We need help. My wife is hurt."

For a tense moment, no one moved. Then an old woman stepped forward, her face deeply lined but her eyes sharp as she assessed them, especially Monk. Monk too found her face familiar, but he could not recognize her.

She barked out orders in the Pashto language, and suddenly they were surrounded by female villagers, their gentle hands reaching for Sanam.

Monk felt the adrenaline drain from his body as they were ushered inside a small hut. He lowered Sanam onto a pallet, watching as the old woman shot orders at other female villagers who tended to Sanam with practiced movements. A young boy pressed a cup of water into Monk's hands, and he drank it gratefully.

"Thank you," he said, looking around at the concerned faces. "We've been trying to find some help for a long time. We have been lost in the forest and mountains."

The old woman looked up from examining Sanam's swollen ankle. Her eyes bored into Monk's, and he had the uncomfortable feeling she knew the real him.

"Rest for now," she said in Pashto language. "We'll talk later."

Monk nodded, too exhausted to argue. He sank down next to Sanam's pallet, his body finally giving in to the fatigue. For the moment, they were safe. But he knew it wouldn't last. Trouble would be closing in, and they couldn't stay here long.

He looked at Sanam, her face relaxed in sleep for the first time since he had met her. They'd bought themselves some time, but the real challenge was just beginning. Somehow, they needed to cross the border into Afghanistan, and from there...Monk's mind swam with possibilities and dangers. He knew the Conglomerate would be already coming for him.

As his eyes grew heavy, one thought remained clear: whatever came next, he would have to keep Sanam safe. She couldn't be the collateral damage of his issues with the Conglomerate. He had made a promise, and he intended to keep it— no matter the cost.


Chapter 7



Present Day, Army Hospital, Rawalpindi, Pakistan

General Asim Bajwa didn't know how many hours had passed since he had fallen into a deep, unconscious slumber. But his eyes snapped open as his deputy burst into the hospital room. The pain in his chest flared again. He pushed it aside, focusing on the urgency in the man's face.

"Report," Bajwa demanded, his voice still raw from the tube they'd removed earlier.

The deputy took a deep breath. "Sir, we've received intel about a plane seen near the Pak-Afghan border a few hours ago. Locals reported two people parachuting out."

Bajwa's fist clenched, pulling at his IV. "Sanam," he growled.

"We can't confirm, but— "

"It's her. Has to be." Bajwa's mind raced.

How had his daughter learned to skydive? Who was helping her? And why was she running away from her own father?

He barked orders, ignoring the stabbing pain in his chest. "Find them. Now. Before they cross into Afghanistan."

His deputy hesitated. "Sir, what if she has already crossed the border?"

Bajwa's jaw tightened. The border disputes with Afghanistan, the terrorism accusations by Pakistan on their government, it was a powder keg. If Sanam fell into Afghan hands...

"I don't care what it takes," he snarled. "Use every asset we have. Drones, ground teams, everything. We can't let her cross that border."

As his deputy hurried out, Bajwa struggled to sit up. A nurse rushed in, trying to ease him back down.

"Sir, you need to rest."

Bajwa fixed her with a steely glare. "Get me my phone. Now."

Moments later, he was barking orders into his secure line. "I want every available team redirected to the border. Set up checkpoints, stop every vehicle. Use the drones to scan the area where they were last seen."

He paused, listening to the response. "I don't care about jurisdiction! This is a matter of national security. If the local police give you trouble, go over their heads."

Bajwa's mind whirled. Why was Sanam running away from him?

Despite thinking long and hard, he could find no logical reason. He had not said or done anything that could have made her take that decision.

And more importantly, who was with her? Who was helping her? He needed to know.

He reached for the bedside table, grabbing a tablet. Ignoring the pain, he pulled up satellite imagery of the border region. His eyes scanned the terrain, looking for possible routes and hiding spots.

A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. His Chief of Staff entered, looking grim.

"Sir, we've got a problem. The media's caught wind of the story. They're going to run with a breaking story, 'Pakistan's Most Powerful Man's Daughter Flees Country.' They want your comments on it."

Bajwa cursed. This was spiraling out of control. "Get me the head of ISPR. We need to stop the story now. Tell the news outlet that if they run the story, consider it to be the last story of their lives. And wake up our asset in Kabul. We need eyes on the other side of that border."

As his Chief of Staff hurried out, Bajwa turned back to the tablet. He zoomed in on a section of the border, a memory tickling the back of his mind. There were multiple old smuggling routes there; many they had shut down years ago, but many still existed. Could Sanam know about it?

He picked up the phone again. "This is General Bajwa. I need a team to check out Grid Reference Charlie-Three-Seven. There are old tunnels there. Check the ones that are new. They might still be passable."

Bajwa's fingers drummed on the bed rail as he waited for confirmation. The clock was ticking, and for the first time in decades, he felt truly powerless.

"Come on, Sanam," he muttered. "What the hell are you doing?"

Just then something hit him, and his blood ran cold. What if Sanam, when abducted by Khan, might have seen Bajwa getting shot? And now she might be under the impression that her father was dead, and that she was not safe in Pakistan.

That seemed like a possible explanation but there was still one thing about which Bajwa had no answer.

Who was with her? Where is he taking her?

This could be something much, much bigger.

He hit the call button, summoning his security team. As they rushed in, Bajwa's mind was already formulating plans.


Chapter 8



Present Day. Somewhere near the Afghanistan-Pakistan Border.

Monk's heart hammered against his ribs, sweat soaking his shirt. The nightmare clung to him like a second skin.

"Not real," he gasped. "This is not real."

But the images wouldn't fade. Blood. So much blood. His mother's eyes, empty and accusing. His hands around her throat.

Monk stumbled out of bed, nearly tripping over discarded clothes. He fumbled for the light switch, desperate to chase away the shadows.

Nothing happened.

"No, no, no," he muttered, flicking the switch frantically.

Outside, thunder rumbled. A flash of lightning illuminated the room, casting twisted shadows on the walls. For a split second, Monk thought he saw a figure looming in the corner. He blinked, and it was gone.

His phone. Where was his phone? He needed light, needed to call someone, anyone.

Monk's hands shook as he searched, knocking things off his nightstand. Something shattered on the floor.

"Damn it!"

Finally, his fingers closed around the familiar shape. He thumbed the power button.

Dead.

A sob caught in his throat. This couldn't be happening. It was just a dream. It had to be.

Lightning flashed again, closer this time. The boom that followed rattled the windows. Monk flinched, nearly dropping the useless phone.

He had to get out. Had to see, to know for sure.

Monk stumbled down the hallway, one hand on the wall to guide him. The house creaked and groaned around him, unfamiliar in the darkness.

"Mom?" he called out, voice cracking. "Mom, are you there?"

Silence answered him.

The living room loomed ahead, a cavern of shadows. Monk's feet felt like lead as he inched forward.

"Please," he whispered, not sure who he was begging. "Please, let it be a dream."

Lightning struck again, filling the room with harsh, white light. For a heartbeat, Monk saw everything with crystal clarity.

The room was empty.

Relief washed over him, so intense his knees nearly buckled. No body. No blood. Just his normal, messy living room.

Then the light was gone, plunging him back into darkness.

Something cold touched the back of his neck.

Monk spun around, heart in his throat. Nothing there. Just the wind from an open window, curtains billowing.

Had that window been open before?

A low, animal growl cut through the storm's noise. It came from everywhere and nowhere at once.

Monk ran.

He burst out the front door, rain lashing his face. The street was a river, water rushing past his ankles. Lightning danced across the sky, turning night into stuttering day.

Monk ran without direction, without thought. Past the school, its windows dark and accusing. Past parked cars, their alarms shrieking in the storm.

The park loomed ahead, trees thrashing in the wind. A metal gate stood open, creaking on its hinges.

Monk hesitated. Something about the gate tugged at his memory. A warning, maybe?

Behind him, the growl came again. Closer now.

Monk ran.

As he passed through the gate, the world shifted. The air grew thick, heavy with electricity. Every hair on Monk's body stood on end.

One more step.

Light exploded around him, through him. Pain unlike anything he'd ever felt seared every nerve. Monk's body spasmed, beyond his control. He tasted blood.

In that moment of blinding agony, a voice cut through the chaos. A woman's voice, achingly familiar.

"Honey, wake up. It's time to come home."

Then darkness swallowed him whole.


Chapter 9



Present Day. Somewhere near the Afghanistan-Pakistan Border.

Monk's eyes snapped open. His heart raced. His throat was bone-dry. Sweat plastered his shirt to his skin.

Where the hell am I?

He blinked, willing his eyes to adjust to the darkness. A window. Moonlight. A cot with a sleeping figure.

Monk's hand instinctively reached for his Glock. It was where he always kept it, but he didn't use it. His mind raced, piecing together fragments of memory.

The failed extraction. Islamabad. Running. Conglomerate. Commissioner.

"Sanam?" he whispered, recognizing the girl on the cot.

It all came flooding back. His request to leave the Conglomerate. The botched mission to extract Ramiz Raja Khan. And now, on the run with the daughter of Pakistan's Army Chief.

Monk's eyes landed on an earthen pot. Water. He got up and grabbed the small steel glass perched on top, his hands shaking slightly as he poured.

The first sip was heaven. He drained the glass, then another.

Monk stood, muscles protesting. How long had he been out?

He crept to the door, easing it open, and the cool, damp night air hit him. Stars peppered the sky above, but the terrain was unfamiliar.

Monk scanned the area. A small cluster of buildings. Mountains in the distance. No signs of immediate danger, but that meant nothing.

They had to move. Soon.

Where did that old woman, who helped them, go?

He remembered her face, with a nagging sense of recognition, but could not recall where he had met or seen her.

His thoughts returned to the immediate. The Conglomerate would be hunting him. And the Pakistan military wouldn't be far behind. Each passing minute increased the risk.

Monk slipped back inside. Sanam stirred on the cot.

"Where are we?" she mumbled, her voice thick with sleep.

"Somewhere safe," Monk lied. "For now. But we need to leave soon. He handed her a glass of water. "Here…"

Sanam sat up, suddenly alert. "My father…" She took the glass but didn't drink.

"…is probably leading the search for you," Monk finished. "Which is why we can't stay."

Monk had no idea if General Bajwa was dead or alive. He had been shot too. How fatal that had been, Monk didn't know. He had no access to the latest news. But there was also no point telling Sanam all of this. She might get emotional and do something that would hamper their escape.

He started gathering what few possessions they had. "Are you okay now? Feeling better?"

Sanam nodded. Her legs still ached but she could walk. She knew staying here could be dangerous.

"We leave in ten minutes."

Sanam nodded again, fear and determination warring in her eyes.

Monk paused, hand on the door. "I'll keep you safe," he said softly.

But he knew he was lying, for doubts gnawed at him. The Conglomerate's best would be coming. And Monk knew better than anyone just how good they were.

He took a deep breath, pushing the fear down. One problem at a time. Get clear of here first. Then figure out the rest.
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Present Day. Somewhere near the Afghanistan-Pakistan Border.

"Going somewhere?"

Monk froze, his hand instinctively reaching for a weapon. Beside him, Sanam tensed.

They turned slowly. The old woman who'd helped them stood there, eyes twinkling in the moonlight.

Monk's mind raced. How had she snuck up on them? More importantly, what now?

Sanam broke the silence. "I never met you properly. Thank you for helping us." Her smile was shaky, an obvious attempt to smooth things over.

The old woman nodded, then fixed her gaze on Monk. "Do you still follow the same set of principles, Freelancer, that you said you adhered to when we met last time?"

Monk's blood ran cold. Freelancer. His codename. How did she know it?

"You might not remember me," she continued, "but you might remember my husband, Malik Zahir Khan."

The name hit Monk like a punch to the gut. Suddenly, he was back in Paris, hunting for a missing girl. Laila. Malik Zahir Khan's daughter.
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A few years ago, Malik Zahir gave a contract to the Conglomerate.

The task was to find and bring his only daughter, Laila, safely from Paris to Pakistan. Someone had recognized Laila in Paris where she had gone for vacation with her friends and abducted her along with her friends.

Monk was the asset the Conglomerate had sent to find and bring Laila back to Malik Zahir.

It was a tough one, but Monk had successfully negotiated Laila's freedom along with that of all her friends— minus one. Monk had been unable to save her despite his best efforts.

Monk had handed Laila to Malik Zahir and his family in Dubai. He intended to leave after the transaction was done but they invited him for a meal with them. It was part of their tradition. There, they also gave Monk the honor of being part of their family. Again, some tradition. Then they asked him to spend a few days with them at their villa in Dubai.

Monk, despite his reservations about family and relationships, chose to agree. Although he had no reason to do that, but he had also seen no strong reason to say no.

Monk was also not one to say no to good times, as occasions like these helped him get out of his mission zone and get ready for another bout with death.

Those few days spent with Malik Zahir had been good days. 

They gelled well like two men who understood what it meant to look death in the eye and win.

Now, years later, he was again standing in front of Malik Zahir's wife. But where was he?

"I remember you and Malik Zahir," Monk said, his voice rough.

The old woman nodded. "You saved my daughter's life. And now, it seems, fate has brought you back to me."

Monk's mind whirled. "Where is Malik?" he asked.
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Around 1 year ago. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Pakistan.

The sunbaked hills of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa held secrets as old as time. Six territories, six warlords, and centuries of blood feuds were etched into the very rocks. But times were changing, even here in this ancient land. After years of bloodshed and violence, the six warlords had called for a ceasefire, saying, 'Take care of your own territory and do not mess with another's business.'

The most respected warlord, Malik Zahir Khan, sat in his study, a glass of tea untouched before him. His weathered hands traced the map spread across his desk, each line a border, each name a potential enemy.

Or ally.

The thought still felt foreign, even weeks after the ceasefire. Zahir's eyes lingered on the territory to the north— Darwesh Khan's domain. Their rivalry was legendary, a saga of violence spanning generations.

A knock at the door broke his reverie. "Enter," he allowed.

His eldest son, Kamaal, strode in. "Abba, our scouts have reported movement along the borders."

Zahir's eyes narrowed. "Armed?"

"No. It seems...peaceful. Traders, mostly."

A grunt was Malik Zahir's only response. Peace. The word sat uneasily in his mouth, like a fruit not quite ripe.
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Around 1 year ago. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Pakistan.

Miles away, in a fortress carved into the mountainside, Darwesh Khan faced a storm of his own making. His face was lined with age and battle scars, but his presence commanded respect.

"This is madness, Abba!" Rashid, his eldest, paced like a caged tiger. "Generations of bloodshed, and you wash it away with a handshake?"

Darwesh's voice was steel. "Enough, Rashid. The decision has been made."

"Then unmake it! Call for Khaie. Wipe Malik Zahir's bloodline from the earth, as our ancestors would have done!"

The word hung in the air like smoke. Khaie. Genocide. The nuclear option of tribal warfare.

Darwesh's hand shot out, catching Rashid's chin in an iron grip. "Listen well, son. Khaie is not a word to be thrown around lightly. It is a death sentence: not just for our enemies, but for us. The other warlords would unite against us. We would also be crushed…if we used it."

Rashid wrenched free, his eyes burning. "Then we die with honor, not cowering behind a false peace!"

A new voice cut through the tension. "And what of the people, brother? The farmers, the traders, the children? Do they die for your honor too?"

Karim, Darwesh Khan's second son, stepped from the shadows. His presence in these meetings was unexpected. He'd left years ago, rejecting the family's violent ways, and had returned only a month ago.

Darwesh's eyes softened a fraction.

"When I heard about the ceasefire, I thought that finally better sense has prevailed," Karim said, his gaze locked with Rashid's. "Haven't we shed enough blood of our people?"

Rashid sneered. "Spoken like a true coward. This peace is a joke." He spat. "Malik Zahir deserves nothing but death."

Karim sighed. "Abba knows what he's doing. This war has taken enough from us."

Rashid's eyes flashed with fury. "Malik Zahir killed our uncles, our cousins. He must pay."

Darwesh's eyes hardened. "I understand your anger, son. But Khaie is a path of no return."

Rashid opened his mouth to argue, but Darwesh raised a hand to silence him. "Enough!" he roared. The room fell silent. "The ceasefire stands. Rashid, you will respect this decision, or you will leave."

Rashid turned away, his face a mask of frustration and rage. He stormed out of the room, leaving Darwesh and Karim in tense silence. Darwesh looked at Karim and then turned to the window. The valley stretched before him, peaceful in the fading light. But for how long?
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Around 1 year ago. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Pakistan.

The sun rose over the rugged peaks of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa in Pakistan, casting a golden glow on the sprawling mansion nestled in the foothills. Today, the home of Malik Zahir Khan, the formidable warlord of the region, would host the wedding of his only daughter, Laila.

Inside, the house buzzed with activity. Servants scurried about, hanging garlands and setting up elaborate flower arrangements. The scent of cardamom and saffron wafted from the kitchens, where massive cauldrons of biryani simmered.

In a secluded room, Laila sat before a mirror, surrounded by her cousins and aunts. Even without the intricate makeup and jewels, she was stunning. But now, adorned in a crimson and gold wedding dress, she looked otherworldly.

"You look like a princess from the old tales," her youngest cousin whispered in awe.

Laila smiled, but her eyes betrayed a hint of nervousness. This was the day she'd dreamed of, yet the reality of leaving her family's home weighed heavily on her heart.
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Around 1 year ago. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Pakistan. 

Malik Zahir Khan strode through the corridors of his fortress-like home. His footsteps echoed off stone walls adorned with centuries of history. Today, a new chapter would be written.

He paused outside an ornate door, his hand hovering over the handle. For a moment, the feared warlord hesitated. Then, squaring his shoulders, he entered.

The room fell silent. A dozen women, cousins and aunts, parted like the waters of the ocean. There, in the center, stood Laila.

Zahir's breath caught in his throat. His daughter, his only daughter, transformed. The crimson and gold of her wedding dress shimmered in the morning light. Intricate henna patterns adorned her hands, telling stories of love and fortune.

"Laila," he managed, his voice uncharacteristically soft.

She turned towards him, her eyes wide. "Baba?"

In three strides, he crossed the room. His calloused hands, more accustomed to weapons than tenderness, gently cupped her face.

"You look..." he started, then stopped. Words failed him.

Laila smiled, her eyes glistening. "Thank you, Baba."

A movement caught Zahir's eye. His wife, Noor, stood in the doorway. Her own eyes were moist, a tremulous smile played on her lips.

"Our little girl," Noor whispered, moving to join them.

Zahir felt a lump form in his throat. This woman beside him had given him four sons, each strong and fierce. But Laila...Laila was special. A flower blooming in a land of thorns.

"I remember the day you were born," he said gruffly, fighting to maintain composure. "Tiny. Screaming louder than any warrior."

Laila laughed, a sound like bells. "And now?"

"Now," Zahir said, his voice thick, "you're stronger than any warrior I know."

Noor touched her husband's arm, a gesture of support. In all their years together, she'd rarely seen him so moved.

"The guests are arriving," she said softly. "We should go."

Zahir nodded, reluctantly stepping back. As he turned to leave, Laila caught his hand.

"Baba," she said. "I love you."

For a moment, the mask of the warlord cracked completely. Zahir pulled his daughter into a fierce embrace.

"And I you, my desert rose," he whispered. "More than you'll ever know."

As they separated, Zahir caught his wife's eye. A silent understanding passed between them. Their daughter was leaving, yes. But she would carry their love with her, a shield stronger than any armor.

Straightening his shoulders, Malik Zahir Khan became once more the unyielding leader his people knew. But as he left the room, a piece of his heart stayed behind, wrapped in crimson and gold.
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Around 1 year ago. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Pakistan. 

The sun had barely crept over the jagged peaks of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa when Rashid Khan burst into the family's compound. His eyes blazed with a raging fire, one that sent the servants scurrying out of his path.

"Farid!" he bellowed, his voice echoing off the stone walls.

Farid, the third and also the youngest of the Khan brothers, appeared. At nineteen, unlike Rashid, he had a round face that barely contained rage.

"What is it, brother?"

Rashid paced, his fists clenching and unclenching. "Malik Zahir Khan's daughter is getting married today."

Farid's eyes widened. "The old jackal is celebrating while our men's bodies are barely cold in the ground?"

Farid nervously glanced around. "Abba made a truce with Malik Zahir… "

"Truce?" Rashid spat. "There can be no truce with the man who slaughtered our brothers and uncles."

He paced the room like a caged tiger, his mind racing. Then, suddenly, he stopped. A cruel smile spread across his face.

"Farid, gather the men. We're going for a wedding feast."

Farid's eyes widened. "Abba will… "

"Abba isn't here," Rashid cut him off. "And what he doesn't know won't hurt him."

"But what will happen when he returns? We have to keep his word on the truce."

"To hell with the truce!" Rashid spat. "Malik Zahir Khan thinks he can buy peace with pretty words while his family dances on our graves? Not going to happen. Today, we'll remind him about who we are."

Farid stopped Rashid in his path. "This is madness. Brother, think once again. We have a truce…"

Rashid shoved him away. "A truce built on the blood of our people. If you don't have the stomach for revenge, stay out of my way."

"Abba will never forgive this."

"He will be proud of me when Malik Zahir Khan's body is at his feet."

"This will only bring more death, more pain. Is that what you want?"

Rashid paused at the door, his hand on the frame. For a moment, Farid thought he saw a flicker of doubt in his brother's eyes. But then it was gone, replaced by cold determination.

"What I want," Rashid said softly, "is justice. And if I have to wade through rivers of blood to get it, so be it."

Despite not agreeing with his eldest brother, Farid couldn't let Rashid go alone. "What's the plan?"

"Gather the men. We'll hit the wedding, hard and fast. And kill anyone who gets in our way."

Outside, the compound erupted into controlled chaos. Men armed themselves, vehicles roared to life. Rashid stood at the center of it all, barking orders and radiating deadly calm.

Farid approached him, an assault rifle slung over his shoulder. "We're ready, brother."

Rashid nodded, surveying his small army. "Remember, we hit hard and fast. No mercy, no hesitation. Today, we will remind Malik Zahir Khan and all of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa why Darwesh Khan's name is feared."

As the convoy of vehicles tore down the mountain roads, kicking up dust in their wake, Rashid's mind was focused on one thing: Vengeance.

The weight of the gun in his hands was comforting, a promise of the violence to come.

[image: ]


Across the valley, in his sprawling mansion, Malik Zahir Khan surveyed the wedding preparations with a critical eye. His daughter, Laila, deserved perfection.

The sun climbed higher in the sky, oblivious to the storm of violence about to be unleashed.
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Around 1 year ago. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Pakistan. 

Malik Zahir’s oldest son, Kamaal, approached him. "Abba, the guests are arriving."

Zahir nodded, his voice gruff. "Make sure everything is perfect. Your sister deserves nothing less."

Kamaal nodded with his head down, understanding the unspoken emotions. He and his three brothers had always been protective of Laila, their little sister. Today, they would have to let her go.

In the main hall, Laila's mother, Noor Malik Zahir Khan, directed the final preparations. Her eyes glistened with unshed tears as she arranged the cushions on the wedding stage. Every so often, her hand would brush the necklace Laila had made for her as a child, a talisman against the bittersweet ache in her chest.

As the sun climbed higher, guests began to arrive. Land Cruisers and Mercedes kicked up dust on the winding mountain road.

The sound of drums and trumpets filled the air as Adnan's caravan approached the mansion. Malik Zahir stood at the gates, flanked by his four sons, all dressed in their finest attire.

As the first car stopped, Zahir's eldest, Kamaal, stepped forward with a silver platter. On it lay a crisp new turban, meticulously folded.

The groom, Adnan emerged from the car, standing tall and proud beside his father, a successful businessman from Peshawar, Pakistan. His mother clutched a golden box of gifts for the bride, her eyes darting nervously around the unfamiliar surroundings.

As the men from the groom's side, in crisp shalwar kameez, and women in colorful, sequined dresses, filled the courtyard, their chatter and laughter echoed off the stone walls.

Zahir approached Adnan, his face a mask of solemnity.

"Welcome, son," he said, his voice carrying across the courtyard. "Today, you honor us with your presence."

Kamaal presented the turban. With practiced movements, Zahir took it and placed it on Adnan's head. The gesture, loaded with symbolism, drew approving murmurs from the crowd.

Adnan's father beamed with pride. "Thank you for this warm welcome, Malik Sahib."

Zahir nodded, then turned to address the gathering. "Today, we receive not just a groom, but a son. Let all bear witness to the respect we show him."

The brothers stepped forward, each carrying trays laden with gifts. Gold coins, perfumes, and intricately woven shawls were presented to Adnan and his family.

Sana, Adnan's sister, whispered to her mother, "I've never seen anything like this!"

Her mother hushed her but couldn't hide her own awe at the grandeur of the welcome.

As they moved towards the house, rose petals rained down from the balconies. Adnan's younger sister, Sana, couldn't contain her excitement. "Bhai, your bride must be so beautiful! When do we get to see her?"

Adnan smiled, but inside, his stomach churned with anticipation. He'd only seen Laila once, during their brief, chaperoned meeting. The memory of her shy smile had sustained him through months of preparation.

Zahir placed a hand on Adnan's shoulder, guiding him. "Come, son."

Adnan swallowed hard, the weight of the moment settling on him. He was no longer just a man, but a symbol of unity between two families.
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Around 1 year ago. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Pakistan.

The courtyard fell silent as Rashid and Farid strode in, flanked by an army of armed men. Malik Zahir's hand instinctively moved to his waist, where his pistol usually sat. Empty. This was a wedding, after all.

His eyes narrowed as he surveyed the unexpected guests. Rashid's smile didn't reach his eyes, and the tension in the air was thick.

"Rashid," Malik Zahir said, his voice carefully neutral. "This is... unexpected."

Rashid's grin widened. "Come now, Malik Saab. Surely you wouldn't turn away guests on such a joyous occasion?"

Malik Zahir's eldest son, Kamaal, stepped forward, his hand instinctively moving towards his concealed weapon. "Abba— "

"Wait, Kamaal," Malik Zahir cut him off, though his own muscles were coiled tight. He turned back to Rashid. His voice was steel. "Why are you here?"

"I heard your daughter is getting married. Abba couldn't come, but we couldn't skip this one. This is the first wedding since the ceasefire." Rashid's gaze swept the crowd. "Where is the lucky groom?"

Farid, lurking behind Rashid, snorted. His eyes never stopped scanning the place, cataloging threats.

"So," Rashid said, clapping his hands together. "Where's the blushing bride? And the lucky groom? I'm dying to offer my congratulations."

Tension crackled in the air. Malik Zahir's youngest son, Ahmed, shifted nervously. "Father," he whispered, "something's not right."

Malik Zahir nodded imperceptibly. To Rashid, he said, "This is a private celebration. I'm sure you'll understand."

Farid, silent until now, laughed. The sound sent chills down spines. "Private? But we're friends now, aren't we? Thanks to this...ceasefire."

Rashid clapped his hands. "Indeed! So, let's see the happy couple. Bring them out, Malik Zahir. Let's toast to peace."

Malik Zahir's eyes narrowed. "I think it's time for you to leave, Rashid."

"You are disrespecting Darvesh Khan now. We are his sons and if you insult us like this, it won't look good on you." Rashid's tone had a veiled threat. "Let us wish the bride and the groom and then we'll leave."

Malik Zahir thought for a moment. "They're in the main hall."

"Excellent!" Rashid interrupted. "After you."

As they moved towards the hall, the air grew thick with unspoken threats. Malik Zahir's mind raced, trying to decipher Rashid's true intentions.

They entered the main hall, where the music and laughter abruptly died. Laila, resplendent in her wedding finery, froze mid-conversation with her new husband.

Rashid's eyes lit up. "Ah, there they are! The happy couple."

He strode forward, arms outstretched. Malik Zahir tensed, ready to intervene.

Rashid took Laila's hand in his hand, "You look absolutely radiant. And you…"  he turned to the groom, "… are a very lucky man indeed."

The groom, confusion etched on his face, managed a weak smile. "Thank you."

Rashid's grip on the groom's shoulder tightened imperceptibly. "I do hope you realize what a treasure you're receiving. The daughter of the great Malik Zahir...quite a prize, wouldn't you say, Farid?"

Farid grunted in agreement, his hand resting casually on his weapon.

Malik Zahir stepped forward. "Rashid, perhaps we could speak privately?"

"Nonsense!" Rashid boomed. "This is a celebration! A new beginning, isn't that right? A fresh start for all of us."

His eyes locked with Malik Zahir's, a challenge burning in their depths.

"To new beginnings," Rashid said, raising an imaginary glass. "And to old debts."

In one fluid motion, Rashid drew his weapon. Around him, his men did the same.

"Rashid," Malik Zahir said, his voice low, "Think carefully about your next move."

For a heartbeat, the world stood still. Then Rashid's eyes hardened.

"I have," he snarled. "For years."

"Kamaal!" Malik Zahir shouted. "Get them— "

But it was too late. The first shot shattered the festivities— like thunder.
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Around 1 year ago. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Pakistan.

The staccato of gunfire ripped through the air, transforming the courtyard into a killing field. Guests dove for cover, their festive clothes now stained with blood and dirt.

Laila stood frozen; her mind unable to process this sudden shift. The warm weight against her was her fiancé, his body jerking as bullets tore through him. She watched, detached, as his eyes went wide, then blank. He slumped to the ground, leaving her dress splattered with blood.

Around her, chaos reigned. Her brothers, caught off guard, fought back with whatever they could grab. Kamaal, the eldest, managed to take down two of Rashid's men before a spray of bullets cut him down. Ahmed, the youngest, barely had time to reach for his gun before he fell.

Through the smoke and screams, Laila caught glimpses of familiar faces contorted in pain and fear. Aunts, uncles, cousins— people she'd laughed with just minutes ago— now lay dead around her.

When the gunfire finally ceased, the silence was deafening. Laila's ears rang as she surveyed the carnage. The beautiful courtyard, decked out for her wedding, now resembled a battlefield. Bodies were strewn across ornate rugs, blood seeping into their intricate patterns.

A groan cut through the haze. "Laila..."

She turned, her movements slow, as if underwater. There, propped against a cracked pillar, was her father. Malik Zahir Khan, the fearsome warlord who had ruled their territory with an iron fist, now looked small and broken. His once-immaculate clothes were riddled with bullet holes, dark red stains spreading across the fabric.

Laila ran to him, her wedding dress billowing behind her like a blood-stained flag. Her mother, Noor, appeared from behind an overturned table, her face etched with grief and shock.

"Baba," Laila choked, cradling her father's head in her lap. His skin felt clammy, his breath coming in ragged gasps.

Zahir's eyes, once sharp as a hawk's, now struggled to focus on his daughter's face. "My desert rose," he whispered, his voice barely audible. "I'm sorry...I couldn't protect...our family."

"Shh," Noor soothed, taking his hand and pressing it to her cheek. "Save your strength."

Zahir shook his head weakly, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth. "Laila, listen carefully. You must survive. Carry our name. Our legacy."

A coughing fit wracked his body, and Laila felt warm blood seep through her dress where she held him.

"Baba, please," Laila sobbed, her tears mixing with the blood on her father's face. "Don't leave us."

Zahir's gaze shifted to his wife. "Noor, my heart. Forgive me. I brought this upon us."

Noor pressed her forehead to his, her tears falling freely. "There's nothing to forgive. I have loved you through war and peace. I will love you beyond death."

With what seemed like his last ounce of strength, Zahir looked back at Laila. His eyes, though clouded with pain, burned with intensity. "Remember who you are, daughter. A Khan never bows, never breaks. You are the future of our clan now. Be strong. Be cunning. And when the time comes..." His voice dropped to a whisper.

The sound of approaching footsteps cut through the moment. Laila looked up to see Rashid looming over them, his face a mask of cold satisfaction. Behind him, Farid watched with predatory eyes, his gun still smoking.

"How touching," Rashid sneered, his voice dripping with mockery. "The mighty Malik Zahir, brought low at last."

In one swift motion, he grabbed Laila's arm, yanking her away from her father. She cried out, struggling against his iron grip.

"No! Let me go!" Laila screamed, clawing at Rashid's hand.

Noor lunged forward, but Farid caught her, holding her back with cruel efficiency.

Rashid raised his pistol, pointing it at Zahir's head. "Any last words? Perhaps another speech about peace?"

Zahir's eyes met his daughter's one last time. In that gaze was a lifetime of unsaid words— love, regret, and a fierce, burning pride.

"Laila," he managed, his voice barely a whisper. "Remember."

The gunshot echoed across the blood-soaked courtyard. Laila's scream of anguish drowned out Noor's wail of despair.

But the scream was short lived too like her marriage dreams as the cold barrel of Rashid's gun was now pressed against her mother, Noor's forehead, like a metallic promise of death.

Laila's heart thundered in her chest.

"Please, stop!" Laila was begging, her voice raw with desperation. "Please, don't kill her!"

Rashid's eyes snapped to her, narrowing.

Laila's mind raced. "Killing her won't bring your dead ones back. It won't undo what's been done."

Farid scoffed. "Pretty words won't save her."

"Farid," Rashid growled, not taking his eyes off Laila.

Laila took a shaky step closer, her hands raised. "Please. She is my mother. My only family left." Her voice cracked. "Haven't you taken enough from me today?"

Rashid's jaw clenched. "Your father took a lot from us. Why should I show mercy when he showed none?"

"Then be better than him!" Laila pleaded. "Show the mercy he didn't. Prove you're not just another killer."

Noor, still on her knees, spoke up. "Laila, no. Don't beg these animals— "

"Quiet!" Rashid shouted, pressing the gun harder against Noor's temple.

Laila fell to her knees, her once-pristine wedding dress pooling around her. "I'm begging you, Rashid. Look at me." Tears streamed down her face. "I'll do anything. Anything you want. Just let her live."

Something flickered in Rashid's eyes— doubt, desire, confusion. His grip on the gun loosened slightly.

"Anything?" he asked, his voice low.

Laila nodded, her eyes never leaving his. "Yes. Just...please. Don't take her from me too."

Farid's eyes glittered with hatred. "Brother, we must finish them all. Remember, 'No Mercy."

But something in Laila's plea made Rashid pause. He stared at her, transfixed. Her beauty, even amid the carnage, was breathtaking. Tears streaked her face, smearing the intricate henna patterns on her cheeks. Anger bubbled inside him, familiar and comforting. But there was something else, something unfamiliar.

Confusion. Desire. A cocktail of emotions he'd never tasted before.

His grip on the gun tightened, his knuckles white.
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Around 1 year ago. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Pakistan.

The courtyard was silent, save for the whimpers of the wounded. The air was heavy with the smell of gunpowder and spilled blood.

Rashid lowered the gun slightly, his mind racing. This wasn't part of the plan. Take revenge, yes. Destroy Malik Zahir's legacy, absolutely. But this girl...she stirred something in him.

"You want your mother to live?" His voice was gruff, uncertain. "Then come with me. No fuss, no tricks."

Laila's eyes widened, hope and horror warring in her gaze. She glanced at her mother, then back at Rashid. "If I go... you'll spare her? Everyone else who's still alive?"

He nodded once, sharply. "You have my word."

"Your word?" Laila spat, a flash of her father's fire in her eyes.

Rashid's jaw clenched. "It's all you've got."

Noor struggled against Farid's grip. "Laila, no! Don't do this. Not for me!"

Laila turned to her mother, tears glistening in her eyes. "I have to, Amma. I can't lose you too."

"You can't trust them!" Noor cried. "They'll kill us both!"

Rashid's patience snapped. He grabbed Laila's arm, yanking her to her feet. "Decide. Now. Or I kill you both."

For a moment, Laila stood frozen, the weight of the choice crushing her. "Okay," she whispered. "I'll go with you. But promise me... swear on your family's memory... that you won't harm her."

Rashid's eyes widened slightly at the invocation. After a pause, he nodded. "I promise. Now let's go."

"Wait!" Then, slowly, she nodded. "Okay," she whispered. "But please...let me say goodbye. Please. Just... just for a moment."

Rashid considered her request, gun still trained on Noor. "Make it quick."

Laila fell into her mother's arms. They clung to each other, their bodies shaking with sobs.

"My baby," Noor wailed, her fingers digging into Laila's back. "Don't go. Please. I can't lose you too."

Laila pulled back, cupping her mother's face. Her thumbs wiped away tears, smearing blood in their wake. "I have to Amma," she said softly. "To keep you safe." Her eyes hardened, a glimpse of steel beneath the grief.

Noor's face crumpled. "Laila, listen to me," she whispered urgently. "You are stronger than them. Remember who you are. A Khan never— "

"Enough," Rashid growled, yanking Laila away.

Noor lunged forward, her fingertips brushing her daughter's arm. "Laila!"

Rashid holstered his weapon, his face impassive as he looked at his brother and his men. "And so, falls the house of Malik Zahir Khan," he declared, his voice carrying across the decimated wedding grounds. "Let this be a lesson to all who would forget the old ways."

He turned to Laila, still struggling in his grasp. "As for you...your wedding day isn't over yet. You'll still be a wife— just not to the man you expected."

As Rashid shoved her inside the SUV, she twisted, getting one last look at her mother. Noor stood amid the ruins of their family, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs.

The door of the SUV slammed shut with a terrible finality. Laila pressed her hand against the window, watching her mother grow smaller in the distance. Her palm left a smeared print on the glass, a print of blood mixed with henna.

The vehicle sped away, its tires kicking up dust and gravel. Laila turned, taking in the scene through the rear window. The once-colorful wedding tent, a symbol of joy and new beginnings, now sagged under the weight of death and betrayal. Bodies lay scattered across the courtyard, their bright clothes stained dark with blood.

She faced forward, her jaw clenched so tight it ached. Beside her, Rashid sat in tense silence, his knuckles white on the steering wheel.

"Why?" Laila's voice was barely a whisper.

Rashid's eyes flicked to her, then back to the road. "You wouldn't understand."

"Try me." The words came out as a challenge.

He was silent for a long moment. "You should have asked this to your father who killed my family members. This... this is justice."

Laila laughed, a harsh, bitter sound. "Justice? You slaughtered innocents at a wedding."

"There are no innocents in war."

The SUV wound through the mountains, each turn taking Laila further from everything she'd ever known. The weight of loss pressed down on her, threatening to crush her spirit. But as the tears slid silently down her cheeks, something else stirred in her heart.

Rage. Cold, implacable rage.

This morning, she'd been a bride, full of hope for the future. Now, she was a prisoner, orphaned and alone. As the vehicle climbed higher into unforgiving terrain, one thought crystallized in Laila's mind: she'd survive. She'd bide her time. And when the moment came, she'd make them pay. Every last one of them.

Laila closed her eyes. Her mind reeled, shock and grief giving way to a cold, terrible understanding. Her father's last words echoing in her mind. "Remember who you are. A Khan never bows, never breaks."

She would remember. She would survive. And one day, she would make Rashid and his clan pay for this day in blood.

Beside her, Rashid shifted uncomfortably, stealing glances at his captive. The girl's beauty haunted him, stirring feelings he'd long thought dead. Desire warred with duty, leaving him off-balance and agitated.

As the SUV crested a hill, the sprawling compound of the Khan family came into view, soon to become Laila's prison. Rashid's grip tightened on the wheel.

This was supposed to be a revenge thing. But now, with Laila by his side, nothing felt that simple anymore.


Chapter 20



Around 1 year ago. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Pakistan. 

Darwesh Khan's fist slammed onto the heavy oak table, making the glasses rattle. His face, weathered by years of sun and conflict, was contorted with rage.

"You idiot!" he roared at Rashid. "Do you have any idea what you've done?"

Rashid stood his ground, chin raised defiantly, his clothes still splattered with blood from the massacre he had unleashed in Malik Zahir's compound. "I did what needed to be done, Abba. Malik Zahir was weak. The ceasefire was a mistake."

Karim, standing off to the side, shook his head. He'd returned home to broker peace, not witness the destruction of everything they'd worked for. "A mistake? You've reignited a war we can't win."

Darwesh paced the room like a caged animal, his heavy boots echoing on the stone floor. "If the other warlords unite against us now, we'll be crushed! Everything I've built, everything our family has fought for generations to achieve…you've put it all at risk!"

"Let them try," Rashid sneered, his hand instinctively moving to the gun at his hip. "We're stronger than any of them. "

"Enough!" Darwesh's voice cracked like a whip, silencing his eldest son. He turned to Rashid, eyes narrowing dangerously. "Tell me, in your infinite wisdom, did you at least finish the job? Is Malik Zahir's entire clan wiped out?"

A flicker of something— pride? uncertainty? — crossed Rashid's face. He hesitated for a moment before answering. "Not entirely."

Darwesh froze, his face a mask of disbelief. "What does that mean?"

"I brought his daughter, Laila. She's here."

Rashid didn't mention that he had also left Noor, Laila's mother and Malik Zahir's wife, alive, that too on Laila’s request. He had strictly told Farid to keep this little detail to himself.

The room fell silent. Darwesh's face turned an alarming shade of red, the vein in his temple throbbing visibly. "You brought her here? To our home? Have you lost your mind completely?"

Farid, standing silently by the door, shifted uncomfortably. Even he realized the magnitude of Rashid's second miscalculation. The first one was leaving Noor alive.

Karim, who had been quiet until now, stepped forward. His mind raced, searching for a way to salvage this disaster. "Wait, Abba. Perhaps... perhaps this isn't a total catastrophe."

Darwesh and Rashid turned to look at him, surprise on Rashid’s face, Curiosity on Darwesh’s. Karim, who had walked away from their violent lifestyle, was now offering strategic advice?

Karim continued, his voice steady. "What if we turned this to our advantage? A marriage. Rashid and Laila. It would unite the two clans and give us a legitimate claim to Malik Zahir's territory."

Rashid's eyes widened, a slow smile spreading across his face. For once, he found himself grateful for his brother's interference in his matters. "Yes... yes, that could work."

Darwesh stroked his beard, his anger slowly giving way to contemplation. He walked to the window, looking out over the rugged landscape that had been their family's domain for generations. "A union. Soaked in blood, but a union, nonetheless."

"The other warlords couldn't object," Karim pressed, sensing his father's wavering resolve. "It would be a legitimate succession. In the eyes of tradition, at least."

Darwesh nodded slowly, turning back to face his sons. "It could work. It would need to be done quickly, before word spreads too far of what happened at the wedding."

He turned to Rashid, his gaze hard. "You'll marry the girl. Tomorrow. We'll present it as a peace offering, a way to end the feud once and for all."

Rashid bowed his head, hiding the triumphant gleam in his eyes. "As you wish, Abba."

Darwesh's mind was already racing ahead, planning. "Farid, send riders to the other warlords. Tell them about the wedding. Invite them."

Farid nodded, slipping out of the room to carry out his orders.

"Karim," Darwesh continued, "You'll take care of the wedding preparations. Your presence lends credibility to our story. The prodigal son, returned to witness this historic union."

Karim hesitated. This wasn't what he had returned home for. But looking at the determination in his father's eyes and the barely concealed bloodlust in Rashid's, he knew he had no choice. "Of course, Abba."

As Darwesh began barking more orders to prepare for the hasty wedding, Rashid caught Karim's eye. For a moment, an unspoken understanding passed between the brothers. Karim had saved Rashid's skin, and they both knew it.

But in the cut-throat world of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa's warlords, gratitude was a luxury neither could afford to indulge in for long. Tomorrow would bring a new set of challenges, a new chapter in their family's bloody history.

Rashid leaned in close to Karim, his voice low. "Well played, brother. I didn't think you had it in you."

Karim's jaw tightened. "I didn't do it for you. I did it to prevent more bloodshed."

Rashid chuckled darkly. "Always the idealist. But tell me, how does it feel to be back in the game?"

Before Karim could answer, Darwesh's voice cut through their exchange. "Rashid! Go make yourself presentable. And for God's sake, get rid of those bloody clothes. Your bride-to-be has seen enough death for one day. Also, talk to Nadia. It should not be a surprise to her."

As Rashid left the room, a swagger in his step, Karim felt a chill run down his spine. What had he done? In trying to prevent more violence, had he just condemned Laila to a fate worse than death?

Darwesh approached his second son, placing a heavy hand on his shoulder. "You did well today, Karim. Perhaps there's hope for you yet in this family."

Karim nodded, not trusting himself to speak. As his father left to oversee the wedding preparations, Karim remained alone in the room. He walked to the window, looking out at the unforgiving landscape that had shaped his family for generations.

Somewhere in the compound, a grief-stricken Laila awaited a fate she could never have imagined.


Chapter 21



Rashid stood outside the bedroom door. He took a deep breath, steeling himself for the conversation ahead. The weight of disclosing about his second marriage to his first wife pressed down on him like a physical force.

He pushed the door open. Nadia knelt on her prayer mat, her lips moving in silent supplication. She looked up at the intrusion, her dark eyes questioning.

"We need to talk," Rashid said, his voice rougher than he intended.

Nadia rose gracefully, smoothing her hijab. "Is everything alright?"

Rashid paced the room, unable to meet her gaze. "It's about the girl. Laila."

"Malik Zahir's daughter?" Nadia's voice sharpened. "What about her?"

He stopped, facing the window. The mountains loomed in the distance, indifferent to the turmoil within these walls. "Abba has made a decision. He wants me to marry her," Rashid partly lied. He wanted to marry Laila too from the moment he had taken her with him.

The silence that followed was deafening. Rashid turned, finally looking at his wife. Nadia stood perfectly still, her face a mask of calm. Only the slight trembling of her hands betrayed her emotions.

"Why?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Rashid ran a hand through his hair. "It's political. A way to legitimize our claim over Malik Zahir's territory. Also to avoid conflict with the other warlords."

"And our marriage? What of that?" Nadia's calm facade cracked, anger seeping through.

"You know I don't have a choice in this," Rashid said, a hint of desperation in his voice. He stepped towards her, reaching out.

Nadia stepped back. "Don't we always have a choice, Rashid?"

"Not in this. Not when it comes to Abba's orders." His hands fell to his sides, useless.

"And whose idea was this?"

"Karim's." Rashid had found a scapegoat.

The name took Nadia by surprise. She had never thought Karim to be capable of something like this.

Nadia's eyes flashed. "And what of Allah's orders? Are we not enough for each other?"

"Allah permits four wives… "

"Don't you dare use our faith to justify this!" Nadia's voice rose, her composure shattering. "This isn't about religion. It's about power and greed."

Rashid's own temper flared. "You think I want this? To bring another woman into our home?"

"Don't you?" Nadia shot back. "I have heard about her beauty. You must be drooling over her looks."

Rashid recoiled as if slapped. "You are crossing your limits."

"Am I?" Nadia laughed bitterly. "Tell me you felt nothing when you saw her. Tell me your heart didn't race."

Rashid opened his mouth, then closed it. His silence was damning.

Nadia turned away, her shoulders shaking. "Get out."

"Nadia, please… "

"I said, get out!" She whirled, grabbing a vase from the nightstand and hurling it at him. It shattered against the wall, missing Rashid by inches.

He backed towards the door with his hands raised. "We're not finished discussing this."

Nadia's eyes were cold. "Oh, we're finished. Now leave me to my prayers. I have much to ask forgiveness for...including my destiny."

The barb struck home. Rashid's face hardened. Without another word, he left, slamming the door behind him.

In the hallway, he leaned against the wall, listening to the muffled sounds of Nadia's sobs. His fists clenched at his sides. He was torn between guilt and anger.

Farid appeared at the end of the hall. "Is everything alright?"

Rashid straightened, his face a mask once more. "Fine. Everything's fine."

Back in the bedroom, Nadia sank to her knees, her tears finally spent. She stared at the shattered vase, the broken pieces a reflection of her heart.


Chapter 22



Around 1 year ago. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Pakistan.

Darwesh Khan stood outside Laila's room, his imposing figure casting a long shadow across the threshold. He didn't enter; that would be improper. Instead, he spoke through the partially open door, his voice gruff but controlled.

"Girl," he began, "what happened to your family was...regrettable. But it's done now. Tomorrow, you'll become a bride of our house. You need to be ready."

Inside, Laila sat rigid on the edge of the bed, her wedding dress still stained with blood. Her voice was hoarse from crying, but steady. "Ready? You promised my father peace. Your son broke that promise. He should be punished according to our laws."

Darwesh's jaw clenched. "What Rashid did can't be undone. It's not the first time that blood has been spilled between our families, but it will be the last. His actions, while hasty, weren't without precedent."

"Precedent?" Laila's voice rose. "He massacred my entire family on my wedding day!"

"Enough," Darwesh growled. "You're young. You don't understand the complexities of our world."

Laila stood, moving closer to the door. "I understand that you have a responsibility as a warlord. To keep your word. To maintain order."

Darwesh's patience snapped. "Listen carefully, girl. In this family, women folks take orders. They don't argue. You'd do well to learn that quickly."

"Or what?" Laila challenged. "You'll kill me too?"

Darwesh's hand tightened on the doorframe. "No. But life can be very unpleasant for those who don't adapt. Remember, you're alive because we allow it. Your comfort, your very existence, depends on our goodwill."

He paused, letting the threat sink in. "Tomorrow, you'll be married to Rashid. So be presentable. Smile. Play your part in ending this feud. This is not a request."

With that, Darwesh turned and strode away, his footsteps echoing down the corridor.

Inside the room, Laila sank to the floor, her back against the door. Tears threatened to spill, but she held them back. Crying wouldn't help her now. The statement had hit Laila like a rock. She would be married to the killer of his family.

Her father's last words echoed in her mind: "Remember who you are. A Khan never bows, never breaks."

Laila's hands clenched into fists. She might be trapped, surrounded by enemies, but she was far from broken. Tomorrow, she'd play their game. But she would wait for her chance. She was a Khan, after all. And Khans were nothing if not survivors.


Chapter 23



Around 1 year ago. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Pakistan.

The Khan compound buzzed with tense excitement. Armed guards patrolled the perimeter, their eyes scanning for any hint of trouble. Inside, the grand hall had been hastily decorated, a thin veneer of celebration plastered over the lingering scent of gunpowder and blood.

Laila sat motionless as Darwesh Khan's wife and Rashid’s mother, Amira, fussed over her wedding attire.

The ornate red and gold dress felt like a cage, each jewel a shackle, but Laila's face betrayed nothing of the storm raging within.

"There," Amira said, adjusting the final pin in Laila's hair. "You look... good."

Laila caught her reflection in a nearby mirror. The face that stared back was a stranger's— pale, adorned with heavy makeup that couldn't quite hide the shadows under her eyes.

Her gaze met the older woman's eyes in the mirror. No kindness there, just cold calculation.

Across the compound, Rashid Khan admired his reflection, resplendent in a gaudy sherwani that sparkled with every movement. He grinned, running a hand over his beard. "Today, we cement our victory," he declared to no one in particular.

Karim, leaning against the doorway in a simple salwar kameez, fought the urge to roll his eyes. "Remember, brother. This is about peace, not conquest."

Rashid's grin only widened. "Can't it be both?"

Farid, the youngest Khan brother, darted between groups with his friends, barely containing his excitement. "Did you see how many guards there are?" he whispered. "It's like a fortress!"

Near a window, Rashid's first wife, Nadia, stood perfectly still. Her eyes, rimmed with kohl, betrayed no emotion as she watched the proceedings. Beside her, Rashid and her seventeen-year-old son, Tariq, shifted uncomfortably.

"Amma," he murmured. "Are you...alright?"

Nadia's lips barely moved as she replied. "Of course, my son. Your Abba brings honor to our family today." Was it sarcasm? Tariq couldn't say.

Across the compound, Karim's wife, Safia, clutched her five-year-old son's hand tightly. Her face was a study in controlled fury.

"I told you not to come back here," she hissed as Karim approached.

Karim sighed. "Safia, this is my family."

"Family?" She spat the word like a curse. "These people will be the death of us all."

"Shut up now. I told you to control your tongue." Karim snapped and Safia looked at her with venom in her eyes but said nothing.

In the main hall, guests began to arrive.

But Darwesh Khan was waiting for the four other warlords.

As the first one of them arrived, the Khan compound bustled with a strange kind of energy.

Darwesh Khan, standing at the entrance, was a picture of stoic hospitality. His eyes, sharp as a hawk's, missed nothing as he greeted Azmat Yusufzai, a bear of a man with a booming laugh that belied his cunning nature. He clapped Darwesh on the back, nearly staggering him. "Quite a day you've chosen for a meeting, old friend!"

Next was Habib Afridi, lean and wiry, with eyes that seemed to calculate every angle. His handshake was brief, his nod curt.

Zahoor Mehsud arrived third, his weathered face a map of old scars and newer worries. He said little, but his gaze swept the compound with military precision.

Last came Nasir Wazir, the youngest of the group. His smile was easy, his manner relaxed, but a certain tension around his eyes hinted at hidden depths.

Darwesh led them to a private chamber, away from the wedding festivities. Karim stood quietly in a corner, observing.

As they settled, Azmat broke the silence. "Well, Darwesh? Are we to congratulate you on your son's initiative?"

The word hung in the air like smoke. Darwesh's face remained impassive. "Rashid acted hastily, but not without reason. The ceasefire was fragile at best."

Habib leaned forward, eyes narrowing. "Fragile or not, it was agreed upon. There are consequences for such actions."

Zahoor nodded gravely. "Our laws are clear. The punishment for breaking a sworn truce is exile. At minimum."

The room tensed. Exile in these lands was often a death sentence.

"You can't be serious." Darwesh spoke in retaliation.

Azmat's fist slammed on the table. "Darwesh! Your son broke the ceasefire. He massacred Zahir's entire family!"

Zahoor nodded in agreement. "The law is clear."

Darwesh's jaw clenched, but his voice remained steady. "And who would carry out this sentence? You, Azmat? Or perhaps you, Zahoor? Are you prepared for the war that would follow?"

Nasir Wazir cleared his throat. "What's done is done. We must look to the future, to stability."

Habib Afridi leaned forward; his eyes gleaming. "I agree. Punishing Darwesh or his son would only lead to more bloodshed."

Nasir waved a hand dismissively. " Rashid acted rashly, yes, but haven't we all spilled blood in our time? And hasn't Darwesh already proposed a solution? This wedding..."

"A convenient cover," Azmat snapped.

The debate raged, voices rising and falling like the tide. Karim, Darwesh Khan's only son in the meeting, watched and noted every shift in allegiance, every subtle threat.

Finally, Darwesh called for a vote. Two for punishment, two against. Habib and Nasir supporting Darwesh, and Azmat and Zahoor opposing, the deciding vote came down to Darwesh's own vote.

"I stand with my son," Darwesh declared. "The matter is closed."

Azmat and Zahoor exchanged dark looks but said nothing.

"Now," Darwesh continued, "we must address the matter of Malik Zahir's territory and his businesses."

Azmat asserted, "It should be equally divided between all five warlords as his whole clan is dead now."

Darwesh Khan smiled. "Not his entire clan. His daughter, Laila Malik Zahir Khan, is still alive. By right of marriage and by marrying my son, she brings her family's holdings under our protection." 

A heavy silence fell over the room. The other warlords exchanged glances, realizing they'd been outmaneuvered.

Zahoor spoke first, his voice bitter. "You've played this well, Darwesh."

One by one, the other warlords nodded their assent. They might not like it, but the law was clear on this matter.

As the meeting concluded, Darwesh caught Karim's eye. His son's small smile spoke volumes. Rashid's impulsive violence had been transformed into a strategic coup.

Outside, the wedding celebration continued, oblivious to the power plays unfolding behind closed doors.

"I'd request you all to celebrate the wedding and bless the new couple." From a shrewd warlord, Darwesh had suddenly turned into a magnanimous host.

As the warlords filed out, returning to the wedding festivities, the undercurrent of tension remained. 

Karim's mind raced with the implications of what had just transpired. They had won today, but at what cost? And how long would this fragile peace last?

In the world of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, today's allies could easily become tomorrow's enemies. And not everyone was satisfied with the day's outcome.


Chapter 24



Around 1 year ago. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Pakistan.

The imam had arrived, his presence bringing a hush over the gathered crowd.

Darwesh Khan stepped forward, his face a picture of stern authority.

"Bring the bride," he commanded.

Laila entered, flanked by two handmaidens. A collective murmur rippled through the assembly. She was beautiful, yes, but there was something in her bearing— a steel in her spine, a fire in her eyes— that made more than a few guests shift uneasily.

As Laila took her place beside Rashid, Karim caught her eye for a brief moment. He saw something there, a flicker of...what? Determination? Defiance?

The imam began the ceremony, his voice droning on about unity and Allah's blessings.

Rashid answered the ritual questions with smug confidence.

When it came time for Laila's responses, the room held its breath.

"Do you, Laila Malik Zahir Khan, accept this man as your husband?" the imam asked.

For a heartbeat, silence reigned. Darwesh's hand twitched into a fist. Laila's responses were mechanical, barely audible. "I do," she said thrice.

Darwesh Khan's voice boomed out. "Let it be known that with this union, the feud between our families is ended! A new era of peace begins today!"

Applause, hesitant at first, then growing stronger, filled the hall. Rashid raised Laila's hand in victory, beaming at the assembled guests.

But those who looked closely might have noticed a few things:

The way Laila's fingers didn't quite curl around Rashid's.

The tightness around Karim's eyes as he clapped along with the others.

The brief, knowing glance exchanged between Rashid's first wife, Nadia and Karim's wife, Safia.

And perhaps most telling of all, the cold, calculating look in Laila's eyes.
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Around 1 year ago. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Pakistan.

The heavy wooden door creaked open, and Nadia's heart clenched. Rashid stood there, resplendent in his wedding finery, triumph and hesitation etched on his face.

"Nadia," he said, his voice softer than usual.

She turned away, unable to meet his gaze. "You've come to say goodnight, I suppose." She had no option but to accept this new reality.

Rashid stepped into the room, closing the door behind him. The air felt thick, charged with unspoken emotions.

"I wanted to see you before..." He trailed off, the words hanging between them.

Nadia's shoulders began to shake, silent sobs wracking her body. She'd held it together all day, maintaining a stoic facade in front of the guests and their son. But now, in the privacy of their room, the dam broke.

"Nadia, please," Rashid moved closer, reaching out to touch her shoulder. "You know this doesn't change anything between us. Why are you worried?"

She whirled to face him, tears streaming down her face. "Doesn't it? You're going to her bed tonight, not mine. How can you say nothing's changed? How will I sleep now?"

Rashid's face softened. He cupped her face in his hands, wiping away her tears with his thumbs. "Listen to me. You are my first love, the mother of my son. This alliance with Laila...it's for political reasons, nothing more. A way to secure Malik Zahir's territory."

Nadia wanted to believe him. She searched his eyes, looking for any sign of deception. "Do you promise?"

"I swear it," Rashid said, pulling her into an embrace. "You are the one I chose. Laila is just a necessity. Trust your love for me."

Nadia raged, "Tell her to never come in front of me or I'll kill her."

"She won't. Why would she do that? You are the owner of this family. She will do what you want her to do. Now don't do this to yourself. Stop crying. You know how worried I get if you fall sick. Go to sleep."

They stood like that for a long moment, Nadia breathing in his familiar scent, trying to memorize the feeling of being in his arms.

Finally, she pulled back, wiping her eyes. She straightened his collar, a habit from years of marriage. "You should go," she said, her voice steadier now. "She'll be waiting."

Rashid nodded; relief evident in his eyes. He turned to leave, but Nadia caught his hand.

"Rashid?"

He looked back at her.

"Good luck," she said, forcing a small smile.

As the door closed behind him, Nadia sank onto the bed. She'd played her part, been the supportive wife. But as she lay there in the dark, listening to Rashid's footsteps fade down the hall, a seed of resentment took root in her heart.

She loved Rashid, yes. But love, she was beginning to realize, might not be enough in this world of power and politics they inhabited.

Nadia's hand clenched. She hoped that she'd weather this storm too, as she had weathered others. But this one was the strongest.

Rashid, on the other hand, sighed with relief. He was excited about his first night, but he couldn't show this excitement in front of Nadia. The moment he had seen Laila in the bridal dress at Malik Zahir's house, he knew he had to get her. She was breathtakingly beautiful. And now when he had her in his grip, he couldn't wait to see her without anything on her.
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Around 1 year ago. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Pakistan.

Rashid strode down the hallway, his earlier hesitation replaced by a predatory anticipation. The conversation with Nadia faded from his mind, overtaken by thoughts of what awaited him.

He paused outside Laila's door, straightening his clothes and running a hand through his hair. His heart raced, but not from nerves. This was the thrill of conquest.

Without knocking, he pushed the door open.
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The room was a stark contrast of beauty and violence. Ornate rugs and silken drapes clashed with the cold metal of guns arranged around the bed and lining the walls.

Laila sat at the edge, her face hidden behind a long veil, her body tense with anticipation and dread.

The door creaked open. Laila's breath caught in her throat.

Rashid strode in, confidence radiating from every pore. Without hesitation, he reached for her veil, pulling it away in one swift motion.

Laila's face was a canvas of conflicting emotions‑ fear, anger, and a flicker of defiance in her eyes.

Her beauty was still undeniable. "Masha Allah," Rashid breathed. "You are the most beautiful thing in the whole of Pakistan."

Laila's gaze darted around, taking in the weapons surrounding them. Rashid followed her eyes and chuckled.

"Scared of these guns?" His voice was patronizing. "It's just an old ritual. To show that you're safe now. No one can touch you except me."

"Am I really safe?" Laila's voice was barely a whisper, her eyes brimming with unshed tears.

Rashid's smile faltered for a moment. "Who would harm you now? I'm here. This is just tradition, nothing more."

"Just like Khaie?" The words hung in the air between them.

Rashid's jaw tightened. "The past is past. Forget it. This is your new life. You are Rashid Khan's wife now. You're Laila Rashid Khan. I'm your king, you're my queen."

Tears streamed down Laila's face. Rashid cupped her chin, wiping them away with his thumb. "Don't cry. You own me now. You own this household."

He moved to the windows, drawing the drapes closed. "We should sleep. It's been a long day."

As Rashid began to undress, Laila remained frozen on the bed. He turned to her, impatience creeping into his voice.

"What are you waiting for?" he asked. "Remove that. Don't be shy. We're alone."

Laila's eyes met his, a world of pain and suffocation in their depths. But in this room full of guns and ghosts, she had nowhere to run.

Rashid approached the bed, his intentions clear. Laila shook as he reached for the clasps of her dress.


Chapter 27



Around 1 year ago. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Pakistan. 

Rashid's snores filled the room, a thunderous reminder of Laila's new reality. She sat on the rug on the floor, her body shivering, not from cold, but from rage and shame. The ornate rug beneath her felt rough against her skin, each fiber a tiny accusation.

Her mind replayed the events of the night in vivid, nauseating detail. Rashid's hands, calloused and demanding, exploring her body as if he owned it. His breath, hot and reeking of alcohol, against her neck. She'd endured it all, letting him do as he pleased.

Laila's eyes remained fixed on a spot on the ceiling, unseeing. The intricate patterns blurred as her mind drifted. Her wedding to Adnan, her family, and her dreams had all been destroyed in a hail of gunfire and betrayal.

When Rashid finally rolled over, satiated and oblivious, Laila moved. Each step sent pain shooting through her legs, a physical reminder of her violation. The bathroom door clicked shut behind her, the sound final and damning.

Under the scalding hot shower's spray, Laila's tears mixed with the water. She scrubbed her skin raw, desperate to wash away the feeling of his touch. But no amount of soap could cleanse her soul of this night.

"Why?" she whispered, her voice barely audible over the rush of water. "Why me? Why us?"

The steam-filled bathroom offered no answers, it only echoed her own broken sobs.

Later, fully dressed in the most conservative clothes she could find, Laila perched on the edge of the bed. She felt exposed, vulnerable despite the layers of clothing. Her hands couldn't stop shaking.

Anger bubbled up, replacing the numbness. Her gaze landed on the rifles lining the walls. A bitter laugh escaped her lips. What a cruel joke it was to surround her with weapons. As if they meant safety.

She stood and grabbed one. Her movement was deliberate. The rifle felt familiar in her hands, its weight a comfort. Her father's lessons echoed in her mind: "Always check the chamber, Laila. Never assume it's unloaded."

It wasn't. One bullet. That's all it would take to end this nightmare.

Laila raised the rifle, aiming at Rashid's face. Her finger found the trigger. The world narrowed to this single moment— her, the gun, and the monster in her bed.

Squeeze that trigger. Just squeeze.

She willed her finger to move. It didn't.

Rashid stirred, mumbling in his sleep. Laila's breath caught, her heart pounding so loud she was sure it would wake him.

The moment stretched, taut as a bowstring. Memories flashed through her mind. Her father's proud smile when she hit her first target, her mother's gentle touch, her brothers' laughter. All gone now.

Then, like a puppet with cut strings, Laila's arms dropped. The rifle clattered to the floor, the sound deafening in the quiet room.

Rashid bolted upright, instantly alert. "What? What's happening?"

Laila froze, terror gripping her heart. She'd failed, and now she'd pay the price.

Rashid's eyes, heavy with sleep but rapidly clearing, found her. "What are you doing standing there? What was that sound?"

Laila's mind raced. "I... I thought I heard something outside," she lied, her voice steadier than she felt. "I was going to check."

Rashid's eyes narrowed, suspicion clear on his face. "In the middle of the night? Alone?"

"I… I couldn't sleep," Laila stammered, fear making her tongue clumsy. "I didn't want to wake you."

For a long moment, Rashid stared at her, his gaze piercing. Laila felt naked under his scrutiny, sure he could see right through her lie.

Finally, Rashid grunted, already settling back down. "Come to bed. It's late, and these walls are secure. Nothing gets in or out without my say."

The words sent a chill down Laila's spine. This was a reminder of her prisoner state.

Laila didn't move. Her feet were rooted to the spot.

"Come to bed," Rashid repeated, an edge to his voice that brooked no argument. “Now."

Slowly, like a condemned prisoner approaching the gallows, Laila obeyed. Each step felt like lead, her body screaming at her to run, to fight, to do anything but lie next to this man.

As she lay rigid beside him, Rashid's arm snaked around her waist, pulling her close. His touch made her skin crawl, but she forced herself to remain still.

"You're Rashid Khan's wife now," he murmured, his breath hot against her ear. "You don't have to fear anyone or anything. Understood?"

Laila nodded mutely, not trusting her voice.

"Good," Rashid said, his tone softening slightly. "Sleep now. Tomorrow, I'll show you your new home."

As Rashid's breathing evened out, Laila stared into the darkness, tears sliding silently down her cheeks. She'd failed. Failed to end this nightmare, failed to avenge her family. The weight of her failure pressed down on her, threatening to crush her spirit.

But as the first light of dawn began to creep through the heavy curtains, a spark ignited in Laila's chest. This wasn't over. She was a Khan. And Khans didn't break. They got even. She reminded herself.

Laila closed her eyes.


Chapter 28



Present Day. Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Pakistan. 

Noor's words hung heavy in the air; each syllable weighted with grief. "After killing my family and taking Laila, Rashid, his brother Farid and their men left me to die on my own. Laila begged for my life, but I think they also left me alive as they considered me too old to be a threat."

Monk watched Sanam, whose eyes had widened with horror as Noor shared with them the tragedy of her family's past.

Noor's hands trembled slightly, and Sanam clasped them together to still them.

"For eight months I wandered," Noor continued, her voice filled with sobs. "I was lost, broken. Until one of our old housekeepers found me and brought me here. People who live in his village are my people. My husband was their messiah. Helping them, taking care of their families. I feel safe here. It's been more than a year since that day, but the massacre...it feels like yesterday. The screams, the blood...they haunt my dreams."

Silence fell, heavy and oppressive. Monk's mind raced, weighing options, calculating risks. The familiar cold logic of survival warred with something else, something he'd thought long buried— empathy.

"What do you want from me, Noor?" he asked, his voice low and controlled.

Noor's eyes hardened, a flash of steel beneath the grief. "Revenge," she said simply. "And Laila. I want my daughter back."

Monk exhaled slowly, feeling the weight of her words. "Noor, I'm in a bind myself. You have no idea who's after us. The risks…"

"Please," Noor's voice cracked, cutting him off. "Before I saw you, I'd lost all hope. But Allah sent you to me. You saved Laila once. Save her again. Do it for your God, if not for me. If you don't help, they'll kill her. She is my blood. I can't lose her too."

Tears streamed down Noor's face, unchecked. A mother's anguish, raw and unfiltered. Monk felt something twist inside him. A long-dormant part of his soul was stirring.

He glanced at Sanam. Her eyes pleaded silently. Help them. The girl who'd been through so much herself was now asking him to risk everything for strangers.

Monk turned away abruptly, needing space. The open ground felt too claustrophobic, the air too thick with emotion and unspoken pleas. He strode away from them into the cool air of the pre-dawn.

Once he got some distance, he sucked in a deep breath, trying to clear his head. His mind whirled with conflicting thoughts. The Pakistan Army was still after them, no doubt. The Conglomerate and its assets wouldn't be far behind. And now this— a rescue mission that could get them in huge trouble. One man against a warlord and his army. Impossible odds if he took this fight head on.

He'd come to Pakistan to retire. To escape the life that had consumed him for so long. Instead, he was being pulled deeper into a web he didn't understand, with players he couldn't see.

Sanam's voice came from behind, soft but determined. "We have to help them." She had walked up to him.

Monk didn't turn. "It's not that simple."

"Isn't it?" Sanam moved beside him, her presence a silent challenge. "You saved me. Why not her?"

Monk closed his eyes, memories flooding back unbidden. Paris. The frantic search for Laila. The firefight in the abandoned warehouse. Dubai, and Laila's radiant smile when he'd brought her home.

"If we do this," he said slowly, weighing each word, "we're painting an even bigger target on our backs. Every power player in Pakistan is already gunning for us and now you want to add a warlord and his army to that list?"

Sanam nodded, her face resolute in the moonlight. "I know. But we can't just leave her. Not like this."

Monk looked at her, really looked. He saw the determination in her eyes, the set of her jaw. It mirrored his own, he realized with a start. When had this girl become so much like him?

"Alright, but I can't do this alone. You will have to come with me." Although he said he couldn't do it alone, he meant he couldn't leave her with Noor while he went inside Darwesh Khan's territory.

"I never said you have to do this alone," Sanam smiled.

"And we do this smart. No rushing in blind. We gather intel, plan every move. You will have to learn a few things before we do anything," he said, the decision settling into place like the final piece of a puzzle.

"Learn what?"

"Like how to handle a gun and a knife. And some moves to defend yourself. You have to train hard and fast so that we can start and finish this whole thing quickly."

"And who will teach me?"

"What do you think?"

"I don't know. I am too tired to think," Sanam smiled.

"Good thing is that we don't have any time to think," Monk smiled for the first time.

Sanam smiled back. "Thank you for agreeing to help," she said simply.

They turned back to Noor's hopeful gaze. The woman had composed herself, but her eyes still shone with unshed tears.

"We'll help," Monk said, his voice firm. "But I have two conditions."

"Anything." Noor was eager to do anything of Laila.

"Pakistan Army…it’s after me." Monk expected Noor to flinch as he said this, but he saw nothing.

"Army is not allowed here. Earlier it was my husband's territory, now it is Darwesh Khan's. Soldiers can't come here."

"This time they might," Monk said but he didn't tell Noor the reason. That it would be because of Sanam and who her father was.

"We will keep you both safe. I swear on my daughter."

Monk was still skeptical, but he had no other way to test Noor's resolve.

"Second thing, I need everything you know about Darwesh Khan, his sons and his family, and how can we get inside their territory. Every detail, no matter how small. Plus, I want only truth from you. You lie, I leave."

"I know a man who will be helpful for intel." Noor nodded, relief flooding her face. “And I’ll never lie to you.”

Monk felt the familiar rush of adrenaline, the world sharpening into focus around him. The hunter in him stirred, awakening after its brief slumber.

Sanam watched him, sensing the change. The man who'd saved her was transforming before her eyes, becoming something more than just a fugitive. He was becoming a weapon, honed and deadly.

And for the first time since their mad flight from Islamabad, Sanam felt something she'd almost forgotten.

Hope.


Chapter 29



The sun hadn't yet crested the horizon when Monk shook Sanam awake.

"Time to start," he said, voice low but brooking no argument.

Sanam blinked, struggling to focus. "Now? It's still dark out."

"Exactly. Our enemies won't wait for daylight. Get up."

Outside, the air bit Sanam's skin, shocking her fully awake. Monk stood waiting, a pistol gleaming dully in his hand.

"First lesson," he said, holding out the Glock-19. "Field stripping. Look closely." Monk slowly started to disassemble his Glock to the minimum extent possible with his bare hands.

And then he re-assembled it.

He did the same process again.

Sanam watched with all her focus, but Monk's slowest speed was also too fast for her.

Before she could say something, Monk handed her the re-assembled Glock.

Sanam took the weapon, its weight unfamiliar and intimidating. She turned it over in her hands, trying to mask her unease.

"Strip it," Monk ordered.

Sanam stared at him. "I don't even know where to start. Can you show me again."

"I have shown you enough times. Now you figure it out. Go back to your memory. What you saw. Start from there." Monk replied, unmoved. "Imagine your life depends on it."

Sanam fumbled with the gun, fingers clumsy and uncertain. Monk watched, silent and impassive, offering no help.

An hour later, sweat beaded on Sanam's forehead despite the cool air. The gun lay in pieces before her, a puzzle she'd only partially solved.

"Now reassemble it."

"I'm hungry," she retorted.

"You will eat when you finish the job."

"Why?"

"Rules of the games."

"That you made, just now," Sanam scoffed.

"Focus on the gun," Monk said. "Put it back together."

By midday, with the sun high and merciless, Sanam's hands moved with growing confidence. Disassemble, reassemble. Over and over. The movements had started to become almost rhythmic.

After lunch, it was time for something else.

"Good job with the Glock," Monk nodded, the first praise he'd offered all day. "Now the knife."

Sanam's eyes widened. "Knife?"

"Defense," Monk corrected, pulling out a wicked-looking blade. "How not to cut yourself when someone's trying to gut you and you are trying to gut him."

The afternoon blurred into a series of blocks and parries. Sanam's arms ached, her muscles burning with each movement. But Monk pushed on relentlessly.

"Again," he'd say, after each fumbled attempt. "Faster. Smoother. Your life depends on it."

As evening approached, painting the sky in shades of orange and purple, Monk finally called a halt. Sanam sagged against a wall, every inch of her body screaming in protest.

"Take some rest. Have a bath. We will meet after forty-five minutes," Monk said. He left Sanam where she was.

After forty-five minutes, Sanam was back in the Monk's class. "It's time for Urdu and Pashto," Monk announced, showing no signs of fatigue himself.

Sanam groaned. "I already speak Urdu. Can't we call it a day?"

"Not like a local, you don't," Monk countered. "And your Pashto is non-existent. That changes now. In Darwesh Khan's territory, the wrong accent could get you killed."

Hours passed. Monk drilled Sanam on pronunciation, common phrases, local idioms. For her, the Harvard-polished accent was tougher to manage than handling a Glock. Monk knew this would take the longest time— to be something rougher and more authentic.

"Zǝ stā na mermana yǝm," Sanam repeated for what felt like the hundredth time.

"Better," Monk nodded. "But soften the 'r' sound. Again."

Night had long since fallen when Monk finally called an end to the day's training. After dinner, Sanam stumbled to her bed, every muscle screaming. She was asleep before her head hit the pillow, Pashto phrases still echoing in her dreams.

Monk smiled, watching her sleep.

They had a long way to go, but the first steps had been taken. Sanam was learning, faster than he'd dared hope.

And he...well, he was remembering what it meant to be truly alive.


Chapter 30



Once Sanam was asleep, Monk turned to his own preparation. Noor had arranged a meeting for him with someone who knew a lot about Darwesh Khan and his empire.

But there were no cars or bikes in those mountains. Only horses.

The horses' hooves clattered on the rocky path as Monk and Noor rode side by side. A cool breeze carried the scent of pine, a stark contrast to the day's scorching heat. Monk's eyes darted from shadow to shadow, alert for any threat.

"How much farther?" he asked, his voice low.

Noor pointed ahead. "Not far now."

They crested a hill, and a flickering light came into view nestled in a small valley below. As they approached, Monk could make out a solitary figure sitting by a campfire.

Rehman stood as they dismounted. He was tall and lean, with a face weathered by years in the harsh mountain climate. His eyes, sharp and alert, studied Monk carefully.

"Salaam," Rehman greeted them, eyeing Monk warily.

Noor dismounted. "He's with me."

"Thank you for meeting us here, Rehman," Noor said, stretching her stiff legs.

Rehman said nothing.

"He is a friend who is going to help us in our mission." Noor introduced Monk.

Rehman nodded, gesturing for them to sit on rough blankets spread near the fire. "Tea?" he offered, already reaching for a battered kettle.

Noor nodded. Monk didn't, but he knew tea was part of the small talk culture in this region. Anything and everything would be discussed over a cup of tea, even wars and bloodshed.

As the aromatic steam rose from their cups, Monk cut straight to the chase. "I want to know about Darwesh Khan. His family and his operations."

Rehman took a long sip before answering. "Darwesh Khan's power flows from the white flower of these mountains."

"Opium," Monk said.

"It's the lifeblood of this region," Rehman confirmed.

Monk knew about the opium route known as The Golden Crescent— Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran— all connected by the opium trade. This was Asia's most notorious drug smuggling hub. Since 2002, Iran and Pakistan had consistently accounted for more than ninety percent of global opium seizures. And since Pakistan shared the longest border with Afghanistan, it also received the largest volumes of narcotics from Afghanistan.

"And Darwesh Khan controls a portion of it?" Monk confirmed his doubts.

"Not just a portion but more than one can imagine," Rehman said, his eyes distant. "His poppy fields stretch for miles. The harvest is processed in hidden labs, then smuggled through a network of routes that crisscross these mountains like veins."

"How does he maintain control over such a vast operation?" Monk pressed.

Rehman's face darkened. "Fear and loyalty. Darwesh Khan has an army of men who would die for him. Some out of devotion, others out of terror."

"What about his family?" Monk urged.

Rehman settled back, his voice taking on a storyteller's cadence. "Three sons. Each as different as the phases of the moon."

"Rashid, the eldest, is a man of volcanic temper and brutal tactics. He has two wives," Rehman added. "Laila, Noor's daughter, and Nadia. Nadia has given him a son, Tariq, who seems to be cut from the same violent cloth."

"And the others?" Monk prompted.

"Karim, the second son, returned recently in the family fold. He's the brain behind their opium operations now. He also deals with the political outfits that Darwesh Khan supports. Smart and calculated, he prefers strategy over brute force, unlike his brother."

Monk leaned forward, intrigued. "Do they work well together? Rashid and Karim?"

Rehman shook his head. "Oil and water. Their father keeps the peace, but barely."

"What about Karim's family?"

"His wife is from London, educated, well-bred. They have a young son."

"And the third?"

"Farid," Rehman said with a hint of pity. "Caught between his brothers. He wants Karim's cunning but has Rashid's impulsiveness. He usually follows Rashid's lead."

Monk absorbed the information, his mind already forming plans. "Anyone else of importance?"

"Mustafa Hassan and his brother. They work as his two main enforcers," Rehman's eyes glinted in the firelight. "They can die for Darwesh Khan. He trusts them blindly."

"What's their story?"

"No one knows for certain," Rehman said, his voice low. "There are whispers that Darwesh Khan bought them from another warlord when they were just kids. But their past is a mystery. What's clear is their unwavering loyalty for him."

"What about you?" he asked Rehman. "How do you know all this?"

"I work for Mustafa Hassan as a henchman. My job is to oversee the travel of poppy field farmers."

"Can you arrange for a job for me in Darwesh Khan's house?" Monk asked.

"You don't worry about that. I'll take care of it," Noor interrupted before Rehman could say something.

"We should leave now," Noor suggested.

Monk followed suit and got up.

"Shukran," he said simply.

Rehman's eyes bored into Monk's. "Be careful," he warned. "These mountains have swallowed the ambitions of many men. Darwesh Khan's power is not to be underestimated."

Monk nodded. He and Noor mounted their horses, the animals restless after the long night.

As they rode away, Noor asked. "What do you think?"

Monk was quiet for a long moment, considering. "It won't be easy," he finally said. "But there are cracks in Darwesh Khan's empire. Fractures we might be able to exploit."

Monk thought of Sanam’s exhausted student, pushed to her limits in training.

"Will you be able to free Laila?" Noor asked, doubt and skepticism in her voice.

"I'll do it," Monk looked at Noor. "Whatever it takes."


Chapter 31



General Asim Bajwa stood at the window of his study, his reflection ghostly in the glass. The manicured grounds of his estate stretched out before him, a picture of order and control that felt like a cruel joke. He pressed a hand to his side, feeling the bandage beneath his shirt. The bullet wound was healing, but the pain remained— a constant reminder of his failure to bring Ramiz Raja Khan and his daughter back.

"Sir?" His aide's voice broke the silence.

Bajwa turned, his face barely containing his frustration. "Report."

The officer swallowed hard. "We've expanded the search radius to a 200-kilometer perimeter. All airports and border crossings are on high alert. But... there's been no sign of Sanam or the man she's with."

Bajwa's fist came down hard on his desk, scattering papers. "Not good enough! It's been three days. Three days, and the entire might of the Pakistani military can't find two people?"

The aide stood rigidly at attention, knowing better than to speak.

Bajwa paced the room, his limp barely noticeable. "Do you understand what's at stake here? If word gets out that the Chief of Army Staff can't even keep a tab on his own daughter..."

He left the sentence unfinished, but the implications hung heavy in the air. Whispers of weakness, of incompetence—they would spread like wildfire through the ranks, through the government, through the very fabric of the nation he had sworn to protect.

"Sir," the aide ventured cautiously, "perhaps it's time to consider other options. We could involve…"

"Involve who?" Bajwa whirled on him. "The police? The media? And broadcast my shame to the world?" He shook his head vehemently. "No. This stays within the army. Within the family."

The General's eyes fell on a framed photo on his desk. Sanam on her graduation day, radiant in her cap and gown. Her smile, once a source of pride, now felt like a betrayal.

"Where did I go wrong?" he murmured, almost to himself. "What didn't I give her?"

The aide shifted uncomfortably, unsure if he was meant to respond.

Bajwa straightened, his decision made. "Get me Colonel Rashid. It's time to bring in the SSG."
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A stern-faced man in a maroon beret stood ramrod straight before General Bajwa's desk.

"Colonel," Bajwa said, his voice low and intense, "I need your best team. This operation stays completely off the books. Find my daughter and the man she's with. Bring them back. Alive."

Colonel Rashid nodded sharply. "Understood, General. We'll deploy immediately. May I ask about the level of...force we're authorized to use?"

Bajwa's jaw clenched. "Whatever is necessary to complete the mission. Kill that bastard but I want my daughter alive. Is that clear?"

"Crystal, General."

As the colonel turned to leave, Bajwa called out, "And Rashid? This isn't just about my daughter. The stability of our nation could be at stake. Failure is not an option."

"We won't fail you, General."

Once alone, Bajwa sank heavily into his chair. He pulled out a small box from his desk drawer, his hands trembling slightly as he opened it. Inside lay a delicate gold locket. It was the gift he had planned to give Sanam on her next birthday. Now, he wasn't sure if he'd ever have the chance.

The distant thrum of helicopter rotors filled the air. Bajwa knew the SSG teams were mobilizing, their deadly efficiency about to be unleashed. A part of him recoiled at using such force against his own child, but he pushed the doubt aside. This was about more than family. It was about duty, about maintaining the iron grip of control that kept Pakistan from sliding into chaos.

He thought back to the moment the bullet struck him, the shock and disbelief in Sanam's eyes. Where had it all gone so wrong? Had he been too strict, too distant? Or had he simply failed to see the rebellion brewing in his own home?

Bajwa turned back to the window. The sun was setting, casting long shadows across the grounds. Somewhere out there, Sanam was running, hiding, perhaps even now plotting against everything he had built.

He pressed his forehead against the cool glass, closing his eyes. "I will find you," he whispered. "No matter the cost."

Outside, the helicopters rose into the darkening sky, their sleek shapes like birds of prey. The hunt was on, and Asim Bajwa knew that more than just his daughter's fate hung in the balance. His legacy, his power, his own future— it all rested on bringing Sanam home.


Chapter 33



Karachi, Pakistan

Scarlett wiped the sweat from her brow as she navigated Karachi's crowded streets. The midday sun beat down mercilessly, turning the city into a sweltering maze of concrete and desperation. The address burned in her mind: Aziz Street. Her burner phone buzzed for the third time that hour.

"Target confirmed on-site," her handler's text read. "Proceed with caution. Local assets on standby if needed."

She allowed herself a grim smile. The Conglomerate's reach never failed to impress. If they wanted someone found, they were found, no matter how deep they tried to bury themselves.

The building loomed ahead, a crumbling five-story walk-up that had seen better days a decade ago. Scarlett adjusted her hijab, making sure her face was properly obscured. She'd spent hours perfecting her cover as a local, and now was not the time for slip-ups.

As she entered the building, the stench of garbage and stale cooking oil assaulted her nostrils. Scarlett climbed the creaking stairs, her steps measured and quiet. Years of training had taught her how to move like a ghost when needed.

At apartment 4B, she paused, listening intently. Muffled typing sounds came from inside, punctuated by occasional muttered curses. Scarlett took a deep breath, centering herself, then knocked.

"Who is it?" a nervous voice called out in Urdu.

"Delivery," Scarlett answered in flawless local dialect.

The door cracked open, revealing a sliver of a face. Scarlett moved like lightning, pushing inside and slamming the door shut. The techie, a scrawny man with thick glasses and three days' worth of stubble, stumbled back, nearly tripping over a tangle of computer cables.

"W-who are you?" he stammered, eyes darting to a laptop on a cluttered desk.

Scarlett's eyes were steel, her voice low and dangerous. "Someone very interested in what you saw the night Ramiz Raja Khan died. Especially this man." Scarlett showed him Monk's photo on her phone.

The man's face drained of color. "I don't know what you're— "

"Save it," Scarlett cut him off, her patience wearing thin. "I know you were there. I know everything. So, let's skip the denials and get to the part where you start telling me everything."

The techie pleaded. "I really don't know what you are talking about. I think you are looking for someone else."

Scarlett's eyes hardened as the techie's stubborn dialogs stretched on. She'd hoped it wouldn't come to this, but time was a luxury she couldn't afford.

"I don't have time for your drama. Last chance," she said, her voice dangerously soft. "Tell me what I want to know."

The techie, sweat beading on his forehead, shook his head. "I can't. I don't know anything."

Scarlett smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes. "You sure about that?"

In one fluid motion, she pulled out a sleek case from her bag. The techie's eyes widened as she opened it, revealing an array of gleaming instruments.

"Let's start simple, shall we?" Scarlett said, selecting a thin, wickedly sharp blade.

The techie tried to bolt, but Scarlett was faster. She pinned him to the chair, the knife pressing against his cheek.

"The Freelancer," she hissed. "Tell me everything."

"I don't know any Freelancer," the man whimpered.

Scarlett sighed, then made a quick, shallow cut along his jawline. The techie yelped.

"That's just a taste," she said calmly. "I have hours to work on you, and trust me, I'm very creative."

She moved to his hand, positioning the blade under his fingernail. The techie's breath came in panicked gasps.

"Wait! Please!" he cried out. "I'll tell you! Just... don't..."

Scarlett paused, arching an eyebrow. "I'm listening."

The techie's words tumbled out in a rush. "He came out of nowhere. Like a ghost."

"Details," Scarlett pressed, the knife still hovering. "Where did he go? And what about the girl with him?"

As the techie spoke, detailing the Freelancer in action, Scarlett's mind raced. She was building a possible landing point, piecing together the puzzle of her target.

"And the girl?" Scarlett asked. "Was she with him?"

The techie nodded frantically. "They jumped together. I don't what happened to them after."

"Where did they jump? Any coordinates?"

"I don't know but the pilot might."

"Where is he?"

"I don't know. He dropped me at an airstrip and was gone." The techie was trembling, clearly at the crossroads for snitching about the pilot who was a part of their shared turmoil.

"What else?" she asked. "Weapons? Equipment? Anything unusual?"

The techie hesitated, then reached for his laptop. "I managed to grab some footage from a hidden camera on my pen before everything went dark. It's not much, but..."

Scarlett tensed, ready for a trap, but the man simply pulled up a grainy video. She watched intently as shadowy figures moved with deadly precision through the hangar.

"Copy it," she ordered, holding out a flash drive.

When the transfer finished, Scarlett stood to leave. She fixed the techie with a cold stare that made him shrink back into the chair. She checked up on the cut. She hadn't drawn blood beyond that first cut, but the threat had been enough. Sometimes, the anticipation of pain was more effective than pain itself.

"If you're lying to me," she said softly, "I'll be back. And next time, I won't be so gentle."

The techie shook his head vehemently. "Every word is true. I swear."

Scarlett stood, packing away her tools. The techie slumped in relief.

"One last thing," she said, pausing at the door. "If you warn anyone I was here, if you try to run...my people will tell me. They will keep an eye on you. Understand?" Scarlett was lying. She had no man watching over the techie. But the techie didn't need to know that.

The man nodded, face ashen. "I...I never saw you. I don't know anything."

"Smart," Scarlett said, her voice dripping with menace. "Keep it that way, and you might live to see old age."

Outside, blending seamlessly into the bustling Karachi crowds, Scarlett's phone buzzed again. "Intel received. Footage analysis underway. Next coordinates incoming within the hour."

A small smile played on Scarlett's lips. The Freelancer might be a ghost, but even ghosts left trails. And she was very, very good at following trails.

As she slipped into a nondescript car waiting at the corner, Scarlett's mind was already racing ahead, plotting her next move. The hunt was on, and she could almost taste victory— and the twenty-million-dollar bounty.
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Islamabad, Pakistan 

Kaine stepped off the plane in Islamabad, his eyes scanning the crowded terminal. The address burned in his mind, a lead to the missing pilot who'd worked for Ramiz Raja Khan. This man was his key to finding Monk.

He hailed a taxi, giving the driver an address in a run-down part of the city. As they weaved through chaotic traffic, Kaine's mind raced.

"You sure about this place?" the driver asked, eyeing the crumbling buildings.

Kaine nodded. "I'm sure."
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Kaine's boots crunched on broken glass as he entered the slum. The air was thick with the smell of spices and decay. Narrow alleys twisted between makeshift homes of corrugated metal and weathered brick. Children playing with a deflated soccer ball stopped to stare at the tall foreigner.

He'd tracked the pilot to this neighborhood, a maze of poverty far from the gleaming towers of Islamabad's center. Kaine's eyes scanned every face, every shadow. The pilot was here somewhere.

A flash of movement caught his attention. There— a man in a faded blue shirt, buying fruit from a rickety wooden cart. The pilot. Their eyes met across the dusty street. For a heartbeat, they both froze.

Then the chase began.

The pilot bolted, shoving past a group of women in colorful shalwar kameez. Kaine sprinted after him, his long legs eating up the distance. They tore through the winding alleys, sending chickens scattering and laundry flying from lines strung between buildings.

"Stop!" Kaine shouted, but the pilot ran harder.

They burst into a crowded marketplace. The smell of curry and cardamom filled the air. The pilot knocked over a table piled high with vibrant spices. A cloud of red chili powder exploded into the air.

Kaine plowed through, eyes watering and lungs burning. He caught a glimpse of the pilot ducking down another alley and followed.

The chase led them deeper into the slum. Kaine's shirt clung to his back with sweat. The pilot was tiring, his pace slowing. They rounded a corner and the pilot skidded to a stop. A wall of corrugated metal blocked the way, a dead end.

Desperate, the pilot scrambled up a rusted fire escape clinging to the side of a crumbling apartment building. The metal groaned under his weight.

Kaine followed, taking the stairs two at a time. His hand brushed his concealed weapon, ready if needed.

On the rooftop, littered with broken satellite dishes and sagging clotheslines, the pilot had nowhere left to run. He turned, chest heaving, as Kaine approached.

"Please," the pilot gasped, holding up his hands. "I have a family. I don't want any trouble."

Kaine grabbed him by the shirt, pushing him against a sun-bleached wall. The pilot's feet dangled inches off the ground.

"Then you shouldn't have run," Kaine growled. "Now, we're going to have a little chat about what you saw that night. About the Freelancer."

The pilot's eyes darted around, looking for an escape that wasn't there. Below, the sounds of the slum continued— children laughing, a radio blaring Bollywood music, the distant honk of car horns.

"I...I c…an't," the pilot stammered. "He said he'll kill me if I talk."

Kaine's grip tightened. "And what do you think I'll do if you don't?"

He reached into his jacket, pulling out a photo. It showed a woman and two young children, smiling in front of a modest home.

The pilot's face drained of color. "How did you…?"

"Your family, right?" Kaine interrupted. "Living in Lahore now, aren't they? Moved there after you disappeared."

"Please," the pilot whispered, "leave them out of this."

Kaine's eyes hardened. "Then start talking. What happened that night?"

The pilot took a shaky breath. "It...it was supposed to be…a routine flight. Private charter for Khan and his security team."

"And?" Kaine pressed.

The pilot started to tell everything he saw that night.

Kaine's voice remained calm, but there was steel beneath the surface. "What happened next?"

The pilot's eyes glazed over, lost in the memory. "There was more shouting, more gunfire. Then silence. When I looked back..." he swallowed hard, "…Khan was dead. And there was a man I'd never seen before. He had a gun, and eyes...eyes like I've never seen. Cold. Empty."

"The Freelancer," Kaine breathed.

The pilot nodded. "That's what the other man called him. He ordered me to start the plane, but it wouldn't start. Then he came and killed that other man."

Kaine leaned forward. "And then?"

"He asked me to fly to the border and there he jumped, along with the girl who was with him. He told me if I ever spoke about what happened, he'd find me. Find my family." The pilot's voice broke. "I've been hiding ever since."

"Where did they jump?" Kaine demanded.

The pilot shook his head. "Closer to the border. I don't know the exact coordinates. I was just relieved that he left me alive."

"Write the coordinates that you remember."

The pilot did that.

Kaine stood abruptly, looming over the pilot. "If you're lying to me..."

"I'm not!" the pilot exclaimed. "I swear, that's all I know!"

Kaine studied him for a long moment, his green eyes piercing. Finally, he nodded. "One last question. Did you hear them mention any other names? Places?"

The pilot frowned, thinking hard. "No…nothing."

Kaine pulled out his phone, tapping rapidly.

"What...what are you going to do now?" the pilot asked hesitantly.

Kaine looked up from his phone. "Thanks for your help but I can't risk you warning anyone." He took out a Beretta.

"But you said…"

"It will be safer for you if you die for now," Kaine said, cutting the pilot's sentence and life short.

As he left the apartment, Kaine's mind raced. The coordinates weren't much, but it was a lead. And in this deadly game of cat and mouse, every clue brought him one step closer to his prey.
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Monk paced the small room, his mind racing with preparations. Noor sat quietly, watching him with hope and apprehension. Sanam was also in the room, standing closer to the door. The air was thick with tension, broken only by the soft crackle of the dying fire.

"We need weapons," Monk said, breaking the silence. "And papers. Good ones."

"What kind of papers?" Noor asked.

"New Pakistan IDs. For me and Sanam. They need to be flawless." Monk's eyes narrowed. "One mistake, and we're dead." Sanam flinched at the statement.

"That won't be cheap," Noor warned, her fingers twisting the fabric of her shawl.

Monk's eyes hardened. "Money isn't an issue. The only requirement is someone who can do this and discreetly."

Noor's eyes widened, but she didn't press. Years of living in a world of secrets had taught her when not to ask. "I know a man in Peshawar. My husband's contact."

"Can we trust him?"

Noor's face fell. "I don't know. With my husband gone..." Her voice trailed off, heavy with unsaid worries.

Monk studied her for a moment, weighing his options. Trust was a luxury he couldn't afford, but neither could he do this alone. "Set up the meeting for tomorrow."

"What if he can't be trusted?"

Monk's hand unconsciously brushed his hip, where a weapon would normally rest. The familiar motion brought a cold comfort. "Then we'll find another way."

Noor stood, resolve replacing the doubt in her eyes. "I'll make the arrangements."

Monk knew that in Peshawar he could also convert some of the US dollars into Pakistani currency.

"How do you get to Peshawar?" Monk asked.

"Horses from here and then hitching a local bus."

"I'll leave tomorrow morning. Will try to come back before the night."

"I'll make the arrangement," Noor said as she moved to leave.

Once Noor was gone, Monk turned to the window, staring out at the rugged landscape. The mountains loomed, beautiful and unforgiving. Somewhere out there, Darwesh Khan's empire waited.

And so did Laila.

"I'll also come with you," Sanam said.

"No…people might not recognize me yet, but they'll definitely know you."

Sanam didn't respond.  She turned to the window. The sun was beginning to set, painting the mountains in shades of gold and crimson.

"It's beautiful," Sanam murmured.

"And deadly," Monk added. "Like everything in this part of the world."

Sanam glanced at him. "Deadly for us?"

Monk's lips quirked in a rare smile. "Especially for us."

The moment was broken by a knock at the door. Noor entered, and her face grim.

"It's done," she said.

Monk nodded. "Good. I'll leave at first light."

As Noor left to make the final preparations, Monk turned to Sanam. "Get some sleep. Tomorrow, we start for real."

Sanam nodded and moved to the small cot in the corner. As she lay down, she looked back at Monk, still standing vigil by the window.

"Monk?"

He turned.

"We're going to make it, right?"

For a moment, Monk saw not the hardened survivor, but the scared girl he'd first met. He softened his voice. "We're going to try our darndest."

Sanam seemed to accept this. She closed her eyes, and soon her breathing evened out in sleep.

Monk turned back to the window, his mind already racing with plans and backup plans. As the last light faded from the sky, Monk allowed himself one last thought before locking away all his emotions.
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Peshawar, Pakistan.

The sun beat down mercilessly as Monk navigated Peshawar's crowded streets. Sweat trickled down his back, his senses on high alert. Though dressed in local attire, he still felt exposed. Avoiding the police and army patrolling the market, he searched for a currency exchange shop.

Finally, he found one to this liking. An old shop with a faded sign swinging in the hot breeze. Monk paused, scanning the area before entering. The street was crowded. No one was looking particularly at him.

Inside, the air was stale, thick with the smell of old paper and desperation. A rickety fan whirred overhead, doing little to dispel the heat. Monk approached the counter where an old man sat, his eyes locked on a small television beside his chair.

"I need to exchange dollars for rupees," Monk said, keeping his voice low.

The owner eyed him impassively. "American?"

Monk nodded, his face blank.

"How much?"

"Twenty thousand." In Pakistani currency it would be more than five million.

"Three percent commission." The old man seemed disinterested despite the significant amount.

"It's in an Afghan bank account."

The owner's face hardened instantly. "Sorry. Can't help you. Hate Afghans." He waved Monk away, already turning his attention to the TV.

Monk left without argument, stepping back into the bustling street. He'd barely gone ten paces when a voice cut through the noise.

"Brother, you need to move some Afghan dollars?" the voice whispered.

Monk turned, hand instinctively moving towards his concealed weapon. A short stocky man stood there, in his teens, with a smile that reached his eyes. He was a boy, still.

"What if I do?" Monk replied, his voice neutral.

The boy's grin widened. "I can help. For ten percent."

"Not interested." Monk started to walk away.

"Wait!" The boy grabbed his arm. Monk tensed, ready to strike. "Eight?"

Monk shook his head, pulling his arm free.

"Come on, friend. What's your number?" The boy persisted, falling into step beside Monk.

"Four."

The boy laughed, a harsh sound. "You're killing me. Seven?"

Monk stopped, turning to face him. "Five. Final offer."

A pause stretched between them, the noise of the street fading away. Then, "Six. Deal."

Monk nodded.

"I'm Nawaz," the boy said, extending his hand.

Monk ignored it. "Let's go."

Nawaz shrugged, setting off down the street. Monk followed a step behind, eyes constantly scanning their surroundings. They wove through narrow alleys, the noise of the main street fading. The buildings pressed in close, blocking out the sun.

"You're not from around here," Nawaz said over his shoulder.

Monk didn't respond.

"Not much for conversation, eh?" Nawaz chuckled. "That's alright. Sometimes it's better not to know too much in this business."

They turned another corner. A butcher shop's sign creaked in the wind, the paint peeling and faded.

Nawaz pushed open the door. "Don't be scared." It was an odd thing to say to a customer.

Monk hesitated. Every instinct of his screamed danger. The alley behind them was empty now, so no witnesses if things went south. It was a good thing and a bad thing.

"Come…come. Don't worry." Nawaz said, his friendly tone carrying an edge.

Monk stepped inside. The shop was empty, hooks hanging bare from the ceiling. The smell of old blood and meat hung in the air. A door in the back opened with a rusty groan.

A giant of a man emerged, wiping blood from his hands with a stained cloth. His eyes, cold and calculating, fixed on Monk.

"Who's this?" he growled, voice like gravel.

Nawaz smiled, but Monk noticed his hands were shaking slightly. "New client, Sharif. American."

Sharif's eyes narrowed. "American?"

"No," Monk said but his hand also inched towards his concealed weapon. One wrong move and this could turn ugly fast.

Nawaz clapped his hands, the sound echoing in the empty shop. "So! Let's talk business, shall we?" He explained to Sharif the situation of the Afghan bank account.

The back-room door creaked again. Monk's eyes flicked towards it, catching a glimpse of movement beyond. Another man, partially hidden in shadow, was silently watching the scene unfold.

"Your Afghan account," Sharif rumbled. "How much?"

Monk kept his voice steady. "Enough to make it worth your while."

Sharif grunted, unimpressed. "Numbers...numbers."

"First, I need assurances," Monk countered. "This transaction stays between us."

A tense silence filled the room. Nawaz looked nervously between Monk and Sharif, sweat beading on his forehead.

"First, arms up," Sharif said.

Monk hesitated, muscles tensing. Sharif's eyes narrowed.

Slowly, Monk raised his arms. Sharif's hands moved efficiently, patting him down. Monk held his breath as Sharif's fingers brushed the hidden pocket where his small backup weapon lay.

"What's this?" Sharif pulled out a cell phone.

"Communication," Monk said flatly.

Sharif grunted, pocketing the phone. His hand moved to the small of Monk's back, finding nothing. The hidden weapon, thin and flat against Monk's spine, went undetected.

"He's clean," Sharif announced, stepping back.

Monk lowered his arms, heart pounding. One hurdle cleared.

Finally, Sharif nodded. "You have my word." He gestured towards the back room. "Come. We talk details inside."

Monk hesitated. How deep was he in Peshawar's underbelly? And more importantly, could he claw his way back out if things went wrong?

But he had no choice. He had to see this through.

With a deep breath, Monk stepped forward, following Sharif into the shadows of the back room. The door creaked shut behind him, sealing him in.

Whatever happened next, there was no turning back.
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Sharif led the way into more narrow alleys, with Monk close behind him. Nawaz brought up the rear. The streets narrowed fast, buildings pressing in on all sides. Monk's eyes darted, mapping escape routes, identifying threats.

They stopped at a squat two-story building. Sharif pushed the door open without knocking. Monk hesitated, glancing back at the empty street. Nawaz nodded, urging him forward.

Inside, stairs creaked under their weight. The air grew thick, stale.

"Sit," Sharif grunted as they reached the second floor. Monk remained standing, alert.

The room was small, cramped. Two cots, a table. A man hunched over a laptop, fingers flying across the keys. He barely looked up.

Sharif jerked his head towards the laptop guy. "He'll do it for you."

Laptop Guy's eyes flicked to Monk. "How much?"

"Twenty thousand dollars."

Sharif's eyebrows shot up. Nawaz's mouth fell open.

"That's...over five million rupees," Laptop Guy said slowly.

Monk nodded. "Yes."

Laptop Guy looked at Nawaz. "You told him the commission?"

"Yeah," Nawaz said, still wide-eyed.

"Good... good..." Laptop Guy muttered. He waved at a chair. "Sit. Thirty minutes."

Monk lowered himself into the seat, back to the wall, eyes on the door. No windows. No easy way out in case of something going wrong.

Silence fell, broken only by the clack of keys. The man occasionally asked Monk details which he provided. With each click, Monk's fingers tapped a silent rhythm on his thigh. One. Two. Three. Four.

Sharif leaned against the door frame, his arms crossed. His eyes never left Monk.

Nawaz paced, five steps one way, five steps back. The floorboards creaked with each turn.

Twenty minutes crawled by.

"Problem?" Monk asked, voice low.

Laptop Guy grunted. "No. You have to transfer the money here."

"First show me the money."

The Laptop Guy looked at Sharif who understood what he meant and left the room.

Monk's jaw tightened. He had no idea where Sharif had gone. But he hoped he would be back with five million.

Another ten minutes. Sweat beaded Laptop Guy's forehead. Sharif had not returned.

Finally, Sharif was back with a huge bag and a note counting machine. He unzipped it and Monk saw the cash. As Sharif started to count the notes, the Laptop Guy handed the laptop to Monk, who furnished the details.

"Done," Sharif announced and Monk handed the laptop back to Laptop Guy.

Laptop Guy gave it the final touches.

Finally, he straightened. Laptop Guy turned the screen towards Monk. Numbers flashed, a dizzying array of transactions.

"It's clean," Laptop Guy said. "Untraceable."

"Looks good," Monk nodded, satisfied. He looked at Sharif and grabbed the bag. Then he stood slowly, muscles tense.

He nodded to Sharif. "We're done."

Sharif grunted.

As Monk headed for the door, Laptop Guy spoke from behind. "There is a lookout notice for a guy who could be American. You know someone who fits that description?"

Monk turned around and saw Laptop Guy smiling.
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The Laptop Guy's smile widened. "There's a bounty. Big one. For a foreigner."

Monk's muscles coiled, ready to spring.

"Your Afghan account," Laptop Guy continued. "It got me thinking."

Without another word, he stood and walked out with his laptop. Sharif and Nawaz followed.

Monk wanted to follow them too, but heavy footsteps approached. Monk backed away, eyes darting around the cramped room. No windows. No escape.

The door burst open. Four men rushed in, blades glinting in the light.

Monk's hand flew to his concealed gun, but there was no time. The first attacker was on him, a mountain of muscle with a jagged scar across his cheek.

Scar-face slashed with his knife. Monk twisted, the blade grazing his arm. He felt the sting, saw the fabric of his shirt darken with blood. Monk grabbed the man's wrist, yanking him off balance. Scar-face stumbled, crashing into the rickety table, face first.

The second attacker, wiry and quick, came in low. Monk drove his knee up, catching him in the chin. His teeth clacked. The man's head snapped back.

A blade flashed in Monk's peripheral vision. He ducked, feeling it whistle over his head. The knife embedded itself in the wooden door frame. Monk lashed out with his elbow, connecting with the third attacker's nose. Cartilage crunched. Blood sprayed.

The fourth man, built like a tank, charged. He tackled Monk into the wall. Plaster cracked. Air rushed from Monk's lungs. Meaty hands clawed at his throat.

Monk slammed his forehead into Tank's face. Once. Twice. Blood vessels in the man's eye burst, turning it crimson. The grip loosened.

He shoved the dazed man away, spinning to face the others. Blood trickled down Monk's arm, hot and sticky. His breath came in ragged gasps.

Scar-face was back up, murder in his eyes. He feinted left, then slashed right. Monk barely avoided the blade, feeling it slice through his shirt. He countered with a quick jab to Scar-face's throat. The big man wheezed, staggering back.

Wiry had recovered too. He launched a flurry of punches. Monk blocked most, but one caught him in the ribs. Something cracked. Monk wheezed, tasting copper.

He lashed out with a roundhouse kick, his foot connecting with Wiry's temple. The man crumpled like a marionette with cut strings.

Something hit Monk from behind— a piece of the broken table. Stars exploded in his vision. He stumbled, nearly falling.

Tank was back, landing a solid punch to Monk's kidney. Pain flared, hot and sharp. Monk's legs buckled.

He rolled, narrowly avoiding a stomping boot. Monk swept Tank's other leg, sending the big man crashing down. The floor shook with the impact.

Monk scrambled to his feet, world spinning. Blood dripped from a cut above his eye, half-blinding him. His left arm hung limp, a deep gash oozing red.

Scar-face and Broken Nose circled, wary now. Tank struggled to rise, gasping for air.

Monk's back hit the wall. Nowhere left to maneuver. His legs trembled with fatigue.

Scar-face grinned, sensing victory. He nodded to Broken Nose. They tensed, ready to rush him.

Monk's hand found his hidden gun, fingers wrapping around the grip.

Time slowed.

He had one shot at this.

Monk took a deep breath, ignoring the fire in his ribs. He centered himself, years of training taking over.

Scar-face and Broken Nose charged.

Monk made his move.
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Monk burst onto the street; the money bag clutched to his chest like a bulky, rectangular child. His lungs burned, his ribs screaming with each ragged breath. Behind him, shouts of pursuit cut through the air, peppered with colorful curses that would make a sailor blush.

He plunged into the crowd, shouldering past startled faces. The narrow street teemed with life— vendors, shoppers, stray dogs weaving between legs. A symphony of chaos, and Monk was determined to be its conductor.

A quick glance back. Three men chased him, faces twisted with rage, shoving through the throng. One tripped over a chicken, sending feathers flying. Any other day, Monk might have laughed.

"Tourists!" he shouted, pointing behind him. "Giving away free money!"

The crowd surged backward, creating a human tidal wave that crashed into his pursuers. Monk allowed himself a grim smile.

He ducked into a side alley, knocking over a stack of crates as he passed. The crash and clatter bought him seconds. As he emerged on the other side, he found himself face-to-face with a startled goat, tethered to a post.

"Don't suppose you know a shortcut?" Monk muttered. The goat bleated indignantly.

Back on the main street, he swerved into oncoming traffic. Horns blared. A rickshaw screeched to a halt, nearly clipping him.

Monk vaulted over its hood, using the momentum to propel himself forward. "Sorry!" he called back to the driver. "Extreme rickshaw jumping. It's the latest craze!"

Behind him, curses erupted as his pursuers collided with the stalled vehicles. One man went sprawling across the rickshaw's roof, legs flailing like an overturned turtle.

Monk spotted a fruit stand ahead. Without breaking stride, he swept his arm across it. Apples and oranges cascaded onto the street, rolling under feet and wheels.

A hard right into another alley, this one choked with trash and sleeping dogs. Monk hurdled bags of garbage, disturbing the animals. Their barks and snarls filled the air.

"Good boys," Monk panted as he ran. "Want to play fetch?"

He emerged onto a wider road, spotting a bus just pulling away from a stop. Monk sprinted, muscles screaming, and grabbed the back handrail. He swung himself up, clinging to the outside of the moving vehicle.

An old woman inside the bus gaped at him through the window. Monk gave her a salute. "Just checking the tire pressure. All good!"

Through the windows, he saw his pursuers emerge from the alley, wild-eyed and panting. They scanned the street frantically, covered in fruit pulp and dog hair.

Monk held his breath, pressed flat against the bus. It rumbled past them.

They didn't see him.

Two blocks later, Monk dropped from the bus, rolling to absorb the impact. He quickly melted into a group of schoolchildren crossing the street.

"Hey, kids," he said, hunched over to blend in, "How's school? Study hard and play well."

Ducking into a shadowy doorway, Monk allowed himself a moment to catch his breath. His shirt was soaked with sweat and blood, the money bag a lead weight in his arms.

A cat emerged from behind a trash can, eyeing him suspiciously.

"Don't look at me like that," Monk wheezed. "I'm the good guy here."

The cat meowed, unimpressed.

Monk peered out. No sign of pursuit. He'd lost them. For now.

But he wasn't done yet. Noor's contact was waiting— the man that had his new identity. His ticket out of this mess.

Monk straightened, wincing at the pull of bruised muscles. He merged back into the flow of pedestrians, another anonymous face in the crowd.

A street vendor called out, hawking newspapers. The headline caught Monk's eye: "MYSTERIOUS FOREIGN FUGITIVE STILL AT LARGE."

Monk sighed, pulling his cap lower. "Everyone's a critic," he muttered.

The game wasn't over. But he'd bought himself another round. And in this part of the world, that was worth its weight in rupees.

Or one very heavy money bag.
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Monk's feet ached as he trudged through Peshawar's maze-like alleys. The new shirt that he had bought, while discarding his bloodstained shirt, clung to his sweaty back, a poor fit bought in haste. On his way he had taken some first aid too. All of it was in a smaller backpack which he had bought a few minutes ago. Ready for new bruises, his eyes darted left and right, scanning for threats.

Thirty minutes of wrong turns later, he found it. A weathered sign creaked in the breeze: "Qadir Pawn Shop."

Monk patted his pocket, feeling the wad of cash. He had hidden the money bag on his way here but had taken enough cash to get the job done. The rest was safe, for now. He took a deep breath and pushed open the door.

The bell above the door jingled as Monk entered the pawn shop. Dust motes swirled in the sunlight, disturbed by his presence.

Behind a cluttered counter hunched an old man, his face a maze of wrinkles. He didn't look up from the ancient pocket watch in his hands, fingers working with surprising dexterity.

"We're closed," he muttered, not bothering to glance at Monk.

"Noor Malik Zahir Khan has sent me," Monk said quietly.

The old man's hands stilled. He set down his tools and peered at Monk over half-moon glasses perched precariously on his nose. "Did she now?"

Monk stepped closer to the counter.

The old man's eyes narrowed, his gaze sharp despite his years. "How is she still alive?"

Monk knew it was a rhetorical question.

"You're the foreigner? Which country?" The old man asked.

"Afghanistan," Monk lied. "I need papers."

The old man chuckled, a dry sound like rustling leaves. He reached for a rusty tin on a nearby shelf, pulled out a piece of hard candy, and popped it in his mouth.

"Fake IDs is a dangerous business," he said, words clinking against the candy. "Also, expensive."

Monk leaned in. "How much?"

The old man held up a gnarled finger, then turned to rummage through a drawer. He produced a magnifying glass and held it up to Monk's face, squinting through it.

"Hmmm," he muttered. "Blue eyes. Tricky. Very tricky."

He set down the magnifying glass and drummed his fingers on the counter. "Fifty thousand rupees. Each."

Monk's jaw tightened. The price was steep, steeper than he'd anticipated. He opened his mouth to negotiate, then closed it again. Time was not on his side.

"Fine," he said through gritted teeth.

The old man's eyebrows shot up, disappearing into his wispy white hair. "No haggling? You must be in real trouble." He cackled, slapping the counter. The sound echoed in the dusty shop.

"When can you have them ready?" Monk asked, fighting to keep his voice level.

The old man's laughter subsided. He leaned in close, his breath smelling of anise. "Three hours. I'll need photos. Good ones."

Monk slid the photo across the counter. The old man's eyes flickered with recognition, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

"Ah," he said, tapping the photo. "She is beautiful. But she looks familiar. Your wife?"

Monk's hand instinctively moved towards his concealed weapon. "None of your business."

The old man leaned back, his chair creaking. "I can't do this."

"Why?"

"I can't do this at this price." The old man's eyes gleamed with a mix of cunning and amusement.

Monk's jaw clenched. "Then?"

"I need you to do one thing for me."

"What?"

The old man's face hardened, all traces of his earlier joviality vanishing. "My daughter...her husband is a devil. He won't give her a divorce, and he's taken away her son." He pulled out a folder, sliding it towards Monk. "Make sure he signs these papers and returns my grandson. Do that, and you'll have your documents. Including your friend's."

Monk stared at the folder and checked the papers, then back at the old man. "And why should I trust that this is not a trap?"

The old man placed a hand over his heart. "I am a Pathan, and this is a promise of a Pathan. I never break my promise."

Silence stretched between them. Monk weighed his options, the ticking of an old clock on the wall marking each passing second.

Finally, he asked, "Where will I find him?"

The old man's shoulders relaxed slightly. He scribbled an address on a scrap of paper. "Here. But be careful. He's well-connected and dangerous."

Monk pocketed the paper.

As he turned to leave, the old man called out, "One more thing."

Monk paused at the door.

"Why risk all this for her?" The old man nodded towards Sanam's photo. "Is she worth it?"

Monk didn't answer.

"Wait!" The old man called out.

Monk paused at the door. The old man was holding out a piece of hard candy from the rusty tin along with a set of keys.

"For the road, take my jeep." He said with a wink.

"What's this?"

"You look like you could use something sweet." The old man laughed.

Monk hesitated, then took both the keys and the candy.

The bell jingled as he stepped out into the alley, leaving the old man's wheezy laughter fading behind him.
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Monk killed the engine of his battered jeep half a mile from the address given to him. There was no sense in announcing his arrival. The sudden silence was deafening. The sun dipped low on the horizon, casting long shadows across the dusty landscape. In the distance, a high-walled compound loomed like a fortress of corruption.

He grabbed his backpack, checking its contents one last time. A new set of lockpicks, a small med kit, a brand-new flashlight bought on his way here. The weight of his gun pressed against his lower back, a comforting presence. Monk hoped he wouldn't need it, but experience had taught him to always be prepared.

He approached on foot, staying low and using the nearby buildings and the terrain for cover. The compound grew larger with each step, a sprawling complex of corrugated metal and concrete. As he got closer, Monk's trained eyes picked out the security measures. Heavy patrols at the main gate— armed guards with assault rifles. Cameras swept the perimeter, their red lights blinking steadily.

"Subtle," Monk muttered, scanning for weaknesses. Whatever was happening inside, they were serious about keeping people out.

He circled the perimeter, moving from shadow to shadow with practiced ease. His boots made no sound on the dusty ground. At the rear of the compound, Monk found what he was looking for, a section of wall that was slightly lower than the rest, hidden from the guards' sightlines by a stack of rusted machinery.

Monk backed up, calculating distances and angles. He took a deep breath, centering himself. Then he ran.

His feet hit the wall and he pushed up, fingers grasping for the top edge. For a heart-stopping moment, he thought he'd misjudged the jump. Then his hands found purchase, and he hauled himself up in one fluid motion.

Barbed wire greeted him, glinting wickedly in the fading light.

"Of course," Monk grunted, a humorless smile tugging at his lips.

He twisted his body, years of training allowing him to find gaps in the wire that a normal person would miss. Where others would have been shredded, Monk slipped through like water through a sieve.

He dropped to the other side, landing in a crouch. Monk held his breath, listening intently. No alarms. No shouts. So far, so good.

The compound sprawled before him, a maze of buildings and machinery. Monk moved silently, sticking to the shadows. His senses were on high alert, ready to react to the slightest threat.

As he neared the center of the compound, a sharp, chemical smell hit him.  It burned his nostrils and made his eyes water. Monk's unease grew. Whatever was happening here, it wasn't good.

He peered through a grimy window, and his blood ran cold.

Inside, dozens of workers hunched over massive vats, stirring bubbling chemicals. The fumes were so thick that Monk could see them, a toxic haze hanging in the air. In another corner, more workers filled plastic bags with the resulting liquid, sealing them with practiced efficiency.

Monk's jaw clenched, a muscle twitching in his cheek. He'd seen operations like this before, in the darkest corners of the world. Cheap, illegal alcohol. Poison, really. The kind of stuff that blinded people, killed them, destroyed families and ruined lives.

This was bigger than he'd expected. More dangerous. Monk's mind raced, reassessing the situation. He'd come here for divorce papers, but he'd stumbled into something much darker.

A door creaked open nearby. Monk melted into the shadows, becoming one with the darkness. A man stumbled out, clutching a bag of murky liquid. His eyes were unfocused, hands shaking. Another victim of this place's poisonous product.

Making a split-second decision, Monk moved. He grabbed the man from behind, one hand clamping over his mouth to muffle any shouts.

"Qamar Cheema," Monk whispered, his voice low and urgent. "Where is he?"

The man's bloodshot eyes widened in fear and surprise. For a moment, Monk thought he might have to subdue him. Then, slowly, the man raised a trembling hand and pointed towards a central building.

Monk pressed a nerve in his neck, and he collapsed on the floor, no more a threat to raise an alarm. He felt a pang of guilt for using someone so clearly in distress, but then pushed it aside. He had a job to do.

Taking cover behind a stack of empty barrels, Monk surveyed the central building. It was larger than the others, with actual windows instead of just grimy portholes. A faint light glowed from inside. If Cheema was anywhere, he would be there.

Monk took a deep breath, trying to clear his lungs of the chemical stench that permeated everything. This was more than just a simple divorce case now. Whatever Cheema was involved in, it was destroying lives on a massive scale.

He checked his watch. He'd been inside the compound for twelve minutes. Soon, someone might notice him on some CCTV camera. Time was running out.

Monk moved towards the main building, keeping low and using every bit of cover he could find. His mind raced through scenarios, planning for every contingency. Whatever came next, he had to be ready.

As he reached the building's entrance, Monk paused. Through the door, he could hear voices. One loud and authoritative, the others submissive and fearful. Cheema and his underlings, no doubt.

Monk's hand moved to his back, feeling the reassuring weight of his pistol. He hoped he wouldn't need it, but something told him this wasn't going to end peacefully.

He took one final deep breath, steeling himself for what was to come. Then, with a mix of determination and resignation, Monk reached for the door handle.

Monk's hand closed around the door handle. He took one last breath, then pushed it open.

The conversation inside cut off abruptly. All eyes turned to him.

The room was spartanly furnished— a desk, a few chairs, and a large safe in the corner. Behind the desk sat a heavyset man, his silk shirt straining against his bulk. A gold chain glinted at his neck, a stark contrast to the squalor outside.

Qamar Cheema. It had to be. The son-in-law. The man Monk needed to make sign those papers.

Two men flanked the desk, their hands moving towards concealed weapons. Monk tensed, ready to move.

Cheema recovered first. "Who the hell are you?" he demanded, his voice filled with anger and surprise.

Monk stepped forward; his movements deliberate. He pulled out the envelope from his back pocket, tossing it onto the desk. "Divorce papers. Sign them."

Cheema's eyes narrowed. He made no move towards the envelope. "My father-in-law sent you, didn't he? That old bastard never learns."

One of the guards took a step forward. Monk shifted his stance slightly, ready for anything.

"You've got some nerve," Cheema continued, leaning back in his chair. "Breaking into my property, making demands. Do you have any idea who I am?"

"I know exactly who you are," Monk replied, his voice cold. "I've seen your handiwork out there. How many lives have you destroyed with that poison you're peddling?"

Cheema's face darkened. "Business is business. If these fools want to drink, who am I to stop them?"

"And the children working out there? Is that business too?"

For a moment, silence reigned. Then Cheema broke into a laugh, cold and mirthless.

"You're out of your depth, whoever you are," he said, all pretense of civility gone. "Boys, why don't we show our guest some Peshawar hospitality?"

The guards moved in, their fists raised. Monk's muscles coiled, ready to spring.

The first guard swung. Monk ducked, the fist whistling over his head. He countered with a sharp jab to the solar plexus, sending the man stumbling back, gasping for air.

The second guard was smarter, more cautious. He circled, looking for an opening. Monk kept him in his peripheral vision, most of his attention on Cheema. The man hadn't moved from his chair, but his hand was inching towards a drawer.

"Don't," Monk warned.

Cheema froze, a flicker of fear crossing his face.

The remaining guard saw his chance. He rushed forward, trying to grapple Monk. But Monk was ready. He sidestepped, using the guard's momentum against him. In one fluid motion, he had the man's arm twisted behind his back, face pressed against the desk.

"Now," Monk said, his voice unnaturally calm. "Let's try this again. The papers, Mr. Cheema. Sign them."

Cheema's eyes darted between Monk, his subdued guards, and the envelope. Sweat beaded on his forehead.

"You're making a big mistake," he said, but his voice lacked conviction.

"The only mistake here is yours," Monk replied. "Sign the papers, shut down this operation, and maybe you walk away from this."

"And if I refuse?"

Monk's grip on the guard tightened, eliciting a pained groan. "Then things get really unpleasant. Your choice."

For a long moment, nobody moved. The only sound was the muffled noise of the factory outside and the labored breathing of the guard Monk had first struck.

Then, slowly, Cheema reached for the envelope.

Monk allowed himself a small smile. But as Cheema's hand closed around a pen, a new sound cut through the tension.

Sirens. Growing louder by the second.

Cheema's face split into a triumphant grin. "Looks like time's up, my friend. Still feeling confident?"

For a moment, silence reigned. Then seven men rushed inside Cheema's office. Seeing them Cheema broke into a laugh, cold and mirthless. "Boys," he called out, "looks like we've got ourselves an uninvited guest. Why don't we show him some Peshawar hospitality?"

As workers began to close in, Monk tensed. He'd faced worse odds, but never with so much at stake.

But as the men grew closer, one thought crystallized in his mind: What have you gotten yourself into, Monk?
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The men grabbed Monk and dragged him outside the office on the factory floor— to a more open space.

Following them, Cheema's gaze hung in the air, thick as the chemical fumes. His men, a motley crew of scarred enforcers and dead-eyed addicts, closed in on Monk. The clanking of machinery faded, replaced by the shuffle of feet and the cracking of knuckles.

Monk's eyes darted, taking in his surroundings. Vats of chemicals, rickety tables, piles of sealed bags. Weapons, if used right. He centered himself, muscles coiled, ready to explode into action.

The first attacker lunged— a mountain of muscle with jagged scars running across both his cheeks. Monk sidestepped with liquid grace, grabbing the man's outstretched arm. In one fluid motion, he redirected the attacker's momentum, adding a twist of his hips for extra power. The scarred giant sailed through the air, eyes wide with surprise, before crashing into a nearby table. Plastic bags exploded on impact, showering the floor with foul-smelling liquid. The man lay still, dazed and reeking of cheap booze.

Two more rushed towards Monk simultaneously — a wiry man with a wild look in his eyes and a heavyset bruiser with meaty fists. Monk dropped low, his hand brushing the grimy floor. As the wiry one reached for him, Monk exploded upwards. His shoulder caught the man under the chin, snapping his head back. In the same motion, Monk swept his leg in a wide arc, taking the legs out from under the bruiser.

As both men stumbled, Monk capitalized. He grabbed the wiry one's shirt, using the man's own unbalanced momentum to hurl him into his larger companion. They collided with a sickening crunch, sprawling in a tangle of limbs. The wiry one's head lolled, unconscious, while the bruiser wheezed, the wind knocked out of him.

"Who's next?" Monk muttered, not even breathing hard.

A fourth man charged, this one wielding a length of rusty pipe. He swung it wildly, the pipe whistling through the air. Monk ducked under the blow, feeling the wind of its passage ruffle his hair. As the pipe-wielder's swing carried him forward, Monk struck. A quick, precise jab to the solar plexus. The man's eyes bulged, his breath leaving him in a whoosh. As he doubled over, Monk smoothly disarmed him, wrenching the pipe from his grasp.

Now armed, Monk faced the next two attackers with cold confidence. They approached more cautiously, having seen their comrades fall. One feinted left while the other rushed straight on. Monk wasn't fooled. He used the pipe like a staff, parrying a punch from the rusher while simultaneously sweeping the legs out from under the one trying to flank him.

The flanker went down hard, his head cracking against the concrete floor. He didn't get up. The rusher pressed his attack, throwing a flurry of punches. Monk deflected each blow with precise movements of the pipe, the metallic clangs echoing through the warehouse. Finding an opening, Monk thrust the pipe forward, catching his attacker in the ribs. There was a dull crack, and the man stumbled back, his face contorted in pain.

Monk pressed his advantage. He tossed the pipe into the air, momentarily distracting his opponent. As the man's eyes followed the spinning metal, Monk closed the distance. His right hand shot out, fingers rigid, striking the pressure point where the man's neck met his shoulder. The attacker's eyes rolled back, and he crumpled to the ground, unconscious before he hit the floor.

Catching the pipe as it fell, Monk surveyed the scene. Six men lay scattered around him, in various states of injury and unconsciousness. The fight had lasted less than two minutes.

Those still standing backed away, fear replacing bravado in their eyes. They looked to Cheema, uncertainty clear on their faces.

Monk twirled the pipe casually, his breathing only slightly elevated. "I believe," he said, locking eyes with Cheema, "we were discussing some paperwork?"

Cheema's face contorted with rage, a vein pulsing at his temple. "What are you fuckers waiting for?" he bellowed at his remaining men. "There's one of him and a dozen of you! Get him!"

The men hesitated, eyeing Monk warily. In just minutes, this stranger had laid waste their toughest fighters, armed with nothing but his bare hands and a metal pipe.

But slowly, urged on by Cheema's furious glares, they began to close in again.

Monk's eyes narrowed, his muscles tensing once more. The first round may have been decisive, but the real fight was just beginning.

His lungs had started to burn, the chemical laden air was making him sick. He had not eaten anything for hours. Sweat and blood stung his eyes.

But he couldn't just give up.

As the remaining men closed in, Monk watched them like a hawk.

A burly man with a shaved head charged. Monk raised the pipe to block him, but his reactions were a heartbeat too slow.

The man's shoulder caught him square in the sternum, the impact reverberating through Monk's chest like a thunderclap. Air exploded from his lungs as they crashed into a workbench, the cacophony of clattering tools barely registering in Monk's ringing ears.

Desperation lent Monk strength. He drove his elbow into the man's kidney, creating a sliver of space. But as he pushed away, gasping for breath, another attacker blindsided him. A wild haymaker connected with Monk's jaw, the force of the blow sending him pirouetting. The world spun, floor and ceiling trading places in a dizzying waltz.

Monk's mouth filled with the coppery taste of blood. He spat, crimson droplets spattering the grimy floor. Through the haze, he saw shapes converging. Monk lashed out blindly with the pipe, feeling it connect with something solid. A grunt of pain told him he'd scored a hit, but it was like trying to hold back the tide with a teaspoon.

Three men rushed him at once, a coordinated assault that Monk's battered body couldn't hope to counter. He managed to sidestep the first, muscles screaming in protest, ligaments threatening to tear. The second caught him with a textbook tackle, meaty arms wrapping around Monk's waist. The ground rushed up to meet him, the impact driving out what little air remained, from his lungs. The pipe, his last line of defense, clattered away, swallowed by the chaos.

Before Monk could even think about recovering, the third attacker was on him. A barrage of punches rained down, each impact a miniature explosion of pain. Monk raised his arms, a pitiful defense against the onslaught. He deflected what blows he could, but for every punch blocked, three more found their mark. Knuckles connected with his ribs, his kidneys, his face.

More men piled on, the weight threatening to crack Monk's ribs. He fought like a cornered animal, all technique and training abandoned in favor of pure, desperate survival. Monk clawed at eyes, bit at any flesh within reach, thrashed with the frenzy of a drowning man. But for every attacker he managed to dislodge, two more took their place. It was like fighting a hydra made of fists and fury.

Through the forest of legs and flailing limbs, Monk caught glimpses of Cheema. The man's earlier worry had vanished, replaced by a triumphant sneer that twisted his features into a mask of cruel satisfaction. Cheema barked orders, his voice rising above the din of combat.

"That's it, boys! Show this motherfucker what real Peshawar hospitality looks like!"

A boot caught Monk in the ribs, the impact accompanied by a sickening crack. Pain exploded through his chest, white-hot and all-consuming. Each subsequent breath was a fresh agony, a knife twisting between his ribs. Black spots danced at the edges of Monk's vision, consciousness threatening to flee.

Monk's struggles grew weaker, his movements more erratic. The weight of bodies pressed down, an avalanche of flesh and bone. The stench of sweat mingled with the acrid chemical fumes, a suffocating miasma that filled Monk's nostrils and lungs. He tasted blood and defeat, a bitter cocktail that threatened to choke him.

With one last herculean effort, Monk managed to heave one of his attackers off. For a brief, shining moment, hope flickered. But as he tried to rise, leveraging his trembling arms against the concrete, a vicious kick caught him in the stomach. The impact lifted Monk off the ground, folding him in half. He crashed back down, retching and gasping.

Rough hands seized Monk's arms, pinning them behind his back. Someone grabbed a fistful of his hair, yanking his head up. Through swollen eyes, Monk saw Cheema approach, savoring his victory like a fine wine. The man's gold chain glinted in the harsh fluorescent light, a gaudy beacon in a sea of violence.

Cheema crouched down, his face inches from Monk's. The smell of expensive cologne couldn't quite mask the stench of cheap liquor on his breath.

"Not so tough now, are you?" Cheema hissed, spittle flecking Monk's battered face. "I'm going to enjoy making an example of you. Maybe I'll even send pieces of you back to that stupid old man."

Monk tried to speak, to offer some defiant quip, but only a weak groan escaped his bloody lips. His body felt like one massive bruise, each heartbeat sending fresh pulses of agony through his battered frame.

Cheema stood, addressing his men with the air of a general rallying his troops. "String him up, boys. I want everyone to see what happens to those who dare challenge us in our own territory."

Rough hands grabbed Monk, dragging him across the floor towards a support beam. His boots left trails in the grime, punctuated by droplets of blood. As they hauled him upright, Monk's vision swam, the edges of his consciousness growing fuzzy.

The grim reality of his situation set in like a lead weight in his stomach. He had underestimated Cheema and his men, underestimated the depths of brutality this world could sink to. Now, battered and at the mercy of his enemies, Monk faced the very real possibility that this makeshift liquor factory might become his tomb.

The old man's mission, Sanam's safety, his own survival— it all hung by a thread. And that thread was fraying fast, unraveling with each labored breath Monk took.

As darkness threatened to claim him, one thought echoed through Monk's mind: How the hell was he going to get out of this one?

The answer came not from his training, but from desperation itself.

As Cheema's men dragged him towards the support beam, Monk's hand brushed against something. Cold glass. A bottle, forgotten in the chaos of the fight. With the last reserves of his strength, Monk's fingers closed around its neck.

"Any last words, tough guy?" Cheema taunted, stepping closer.

Monk's head lolled, his chin touching his chest. Cheema leaned in, a vulture savoring its dying prey.

That's when Monk struck.

With a roar born of pain and fury, Monk swung the bottle. It connected with Cheema's temple with a sickening crack. Glass shattered, spraying cheap liquor and blood. Cheema stumbled back, howling in pain and surprise.

The sudden attack caught everyone off guard. Monk capitalized on the moment of shock, driving his elbow into the solar plexus of the man holding his right arm. As the grip loosened, Monk spun, using the jagged remains of the bottle to slash at the other captor's face.

Both men reeled back, giving Monk the space he desperately needed. Adrenaline surged through his battered body, dulling the pain to a distant roar. He staggered to his feet, using the support beam to steady himself.

"Kill him!" Cheema screamed, blood streaming down his face. "Kill the bastard!"

Monk's eyes darted around, searching for anything he could use. His gaze fell on a large vat of ready liquor nearby.

As the first attacker rushed him, Monk sidestepped. The man's momentum carried him past, and Monk shoved him hard. The attacker crashed into the vat, tipping it over. A wave of foul-smelling liquid cascaded across the floor.

From his pocket, Monk produced a lighter, something he'd grabbed earlier, anticipating its need. He flicked it open, the small flame dancing dangerously close to the spreading pool of chemicals.

"Nobody move!" Monk bellowed. His voice was raw but commanding.

The room froze. Every eye fixed on that tiny flame, a miniature sun holding the power of devastation.

"One spark," Monk said, his breath coming in ragged gasps, "and this whole place goes up. Along with all of you."

Cheema, clutching his bleeding head, snarled. "You're bluffing. You'll die too."

Monk's laugh was hollow, edged with pain and a hint of madness. "Maybe. But I've got a lot less to lose right now, don't I?"

The tension in the room was palpable. Monk could see the calculations running behind each pair of eyes, the odds of rushing him versus the risk of being engulfed in flames.

"Everyone back away," Monk ordered. "Slowly."

Reluctantly, the men began to retreat. Monk kept the lighter held high; his other hand braced against the beam for support. Each breath sent shards of pain through his ribs, but he forced his face to remain impassive.

"Now," Monk locked eyes with Cheema, "about those divorce papers."

Cheema's bloodied face contorted with rage, but fear lurked beneath. "You think this changes anything? You're dead. Maybe not today, but soon. I've got connections you can't— "

"Shut up," Monk cut him off. "Your son. Where is he? Get him here."

For a long moment, only the drip of chemicals and the ragged breathing of injured men filled the silence. Then, slowly, Cheema nodded towards his office.

"The boy is on the floor above the office." he spat.

Monk nodded. "You sign the damn papers," he barked at Cheema.

"And you get the boy. Slowly," Monk barked at one of his men.

The man detached from the group, edging towards the office. Monk tracked his movement, lighter still poised.

"Try anything stupid," Monk warned the room, "and we all burn."

The next few minutes stretched like hours. Monk's arm trembled with the effort of holding the lighter aloft. Sweat mixed with blood, stinging his eyes. But he didn't dare lower his guard for even a second.

Finally, the man returned with the boy.

Cheema was clutching the papers— now signed and held out like a peace offering.

Monk looked at the boy. "Your grandfather has sent me. Do you want to go to him?"

The boy looked fearfully at Cheema, his father.

"He won't do anything. Just look at me and tell me." Monk was trying to be a as gentle as possible.

"Yes," the boy nodded.

"Give the papers to the boy," Monk ordered Cheema.

Cheema looked at his son with disgust but handed him the papers.

"Good, now come to my side," Monk said to the boy, without taking his eyes off the crowd.

As soon as the boy reached closer to him, Monk's hands moved, and he took out the concealed gun stuck to his back. The barrel was now pointed at the boy's temple.

The move shocked everyone, more so Cheema and the boy.

"Don't do anything stupid now." Monk tried to control the proceedings while backing towards the exit. "Here's what's going to happen. I'm walking out of here. Anyone tries to follow…the boy's head is gonna explode. Clear?"

Grudging nods answered him. Cheema's glare promised future retribution, but for now, even he seemed unwilling to test Monk's resolve. No matter what his son wanted but Cheema still loved him.

Step by agonizing step, Monk made his way to the door along with the boy. The chemical fumes made his head swim, and each movement sent fresh waves of pain through his battered body. But the taste of freedom, so close now, spurred him on.

At the threshold, Monk paused. "Oh, and Cheema? I'd find a new line of work if I were you. This place won't be open much longer."

With that, Monk slipped out, the cool air a blessed relief after the toxic miasma of the warehouse.

He and the boy stumbled towards the battered jeep, every instinct screaming at him to run, to put as much distance between himself and Cheema's operation as possible.

"Putting the gun on your head was necessary to get out of that place alive," Monk said to the boy seated beside him in the jeep.

"I get it," the boy said. "This is my grandfather's jeep?"

"Yeah, he gave it to me to get you to him," Monk said.

Monk had one more play to make. Fishing out the cheap cell phone he'd acquired earlier, he dialed a number.

"Peshawar Police? I'd like to report a major illegal liquor operation, run by Qamar Cheema."

As Monk drove away, he allowed himself a grim smile.

He'd completed the old man's task, secured their documents, and shut down a poisonous operation. Not bad for a day's work.
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The bell above the door jingled weakly as Monk stumbled into Qadir's pawn shop. The old man looked up from his workbench, his eyes widening at the sight before him.

Monk stood in the doorway, battered and bloodied, one arm protectively around a young boy. In his free hand, he clutched a folder of papers.

"Allah," the old man breathed, rushing from behind the counter.

Monk managed a pained smile. "Your son-in-law didn't take kindly to the divorce papers."

The boy, wide-eyed and silent, clung to Monk's side. The old man knelt, his weathered face softening.

"Mureed?" he asked gently.

The boy nodded hesitantly. "Grandpa."

Tears welled in the old man's eyes. He opened his arms, and after a moment's hesitation, Mureed ran into them. The old man hugged his grandson tightly, years of separation dissolving in an instant.

Monk leaned against the counter, his body screaming for rest. He set the folder down, sliding it towards the old man.

"It's done," Monk said simply. "The divorce papers, signed. And I brought your grandson."

The old man looked up, still holding Mureed. "You actually did it," he said, wonder in his voice. "I've sent many. Cousins, friends, even hired professionals. None succeeded. Some never returned."

Monk shrugged, then winced at the movement. "It wasn't easy."

The old man gently disentangled himself from Mureed, patting the boy's head. "Why don't you go look at the toys in that cabinet over there?" he suggested. As Mureed scampered off, the old man turned back to Monk.

"I have your papers ready," he said, his voice low.

He disappeared into the back room, returning moments later with two sets of documents. "For you and the girl. They'll stand up to any scrutiny." The old man said.

Monk examined them, impressed by the quality. Every detail was perfect, from the subtle watermarks to the slightly worn edges that suggested years of use.

"Thanks," Monk said.

The old man nodded, a hint of pride in his eyes. "The best work I've ever done."

"How much?" Monk reached for his wallet

The old man shook his head. "You've given me back my grandson. You've freed my daughter from a monster. That's payment enough."

He leaned in close, his voice barely above a whisper. "And don't worry about the girl's identity. Your secret is safe with me."

Monk studied the old man's face, searching for any hint of deception. He found only sincerity and gratitude.

"Thank you," Monk said simply.

The old man nodded, then gestured to Monk's injuries. "You should get those looked at. I know a doctor, if you need one."

Monk shook his head. "No time. And you should leave too. Cheema will come. I saw it in his eyes," Monk advised the old man.

Understanding passed between them. The old man nodded and then reached under the counter and produced a small first aid kit.

"At least let me patch you up a bit," he offered.

"I'll do it myself. You should leave now. Do you have a place to go?" Cheema's threat echoed in Monk's mind.

"Yes, I have prepared long for this moment. Don't worry about me. Cheema and his men will never be able to find us."

"Grandpa?" Mureed's voice broke the silence. "Can we get ice cream?"

The old man laughed, a joyous sound that seemed to brighten the dusty shop. "Of course, my boy. We'll get all the ice cream you want."

As Monk prepared to leave, documents securely hidden, the old man caught his arm.

"Whatever you're involved in," he said softly, "be careful. And if you ever need help again, this is where you'll find me." The old man gave him an address.

Monk nodded and took one last look at the reunited family. Then he slipped back out into the Peshawar's narrow streets.
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The last bus to Noor's village rattled along the winding mountain road, its ancient engine groaning with each incline. Monk sat alone near the back, the bag of money a comforting weight beside him. He pulled the woolen shawl tighter around his battered body, but it did little to ward off the biting cold that seeped through the vehicle's metal frame.

Every bump in the road sent fresh waves of pain through Monk's injuries. He gritted his teeth, forcing himself to focus on the moon in the sky ahead rather than the throbbing ache of his wounds.

As the bus wheezed to a stop at the final outpost, Monk steeled himself for the trek ahead. There was no cell reception in these mountains, no way to call for help or alert Noor of his arrival. He was on his own.

The path to the village was treacherous, barely visible in the dim moonlight. Monk's breath came in short, painful gasps as he navigated the steep terrain. The heavy bag felt like an anchor dragging him down. But he persisted, each step a testament to his iron will.

Hours passed, marked only by the gradual lightening of the sky. As the first hints of dawn painted the horizon, Monk finally caught sight of the village. Relief flooded through him, quickly tempered by caution. He couldn't afford to let his guard down, not when he was so close.

It was five am when Monk limped into the village, his body pushed well beyond its limits. The settlement was quiet, most inhabitants still lost in dreams. But one figure stood alert, silhouetted against the faint light of a kerosene lamp.

Sanam.

Recognizing it was him, she rushed to him, concern on her face. Without a word, she slipped under his arm, supporting his weight. Monk leaned on her gratefully, allowing himself a moment of vulnerability.

"You're hurt," Sanam whispered, her voice tight with worry.

Monk managed a weak nod. "It's been...a long day."

Sanam called out softly, "Noor! He's back!"

The old woman appeared in the doorway, her eyes widening at Monk's condition. "Ya Allah," she breathed. "What happened to you?"

"Long story," Monk grunted. "Later. I need...rest."

Noor sprang into action, disappearing back into the house. "I'll get the medicines," she called over her shoulder.

Sanam guided Monk inside, easing him onto a low cot. The kerosene lamp cast flickering shadows across the walls, turning the small room into a dance of light and darkness.

"How did this happen?" Sanam asked, her fingers gentle as she helped Monk remove the shawl.

Monk shook his head. "Forget it. It's done. We have what we need."

Before Sanam could press further, Noor returned, arms full of supplies. "These ointments have been in my family for generations," she explained, laying out an array of small pots and bundles of clean cloth. "They'll help with the pain and prevent infection."

Together, the two women worked on Monk's injuries. Sanam cleaning the wounds with a steady hand, while Noor applied the pungent ointments. The strong herbal scent filled the small room, mingling with the smoky odor of the kerosene lamp.

Monk hissed as the medicine stung his open cuts, but he didn't pull away. He watched through half-lidded eyes as Sanam and Noor worked in tandem, their movements efficient and gentle. There was something comforting in their quiet competence, a stark contrast to the violence he'd endured earlier.

As Noor wrapped a bandage around his ribs, she spoke softly. "You've taken quite a risk for me, Monk. I owe you a great debt."

Monk tried to shrug, then winced at the movement. "It's what needed to be done."

Sanam's hand paused on his arm. "Thank you," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. The weight of everything he'd done to keep her safe hung in those two simple words.

As the women finished their ministrations, exhaustion crashed over Monk like a wave. His eyelids grew heavy, the events of the past day catching up with him all at once.

"Rest now," Noor said, her voice soothing. "We'll talk more when you've slept."

As Monk sank into the cot, the last thing he saw was Sanam's face, illuminated by the flickering lamplight. Concern etched her features, but there was something else there too. Trust. Maybe even hope.

Then darkness claimed him, and Monk fell into a deep, healing sleep.
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The soft light of dawn filtered through the small window, casting a warm glow across the room. Monk's eyes fluttered open, consciousness returning slowly. The first sensation to hit him, beyond the dull ache of his injuries, was an overwhelming hunger that gnawed at his insides.

He tried to sit up, wincing as his battered body protested the movement. Sanam, who had been seated vigilantly beside his cot, quickly moved to assist him. Her gentle hands supported his back as he maneuvered into a sitting position.

"Easy," she murmured, reaching for a clay pitcher. "How are you feeling?"

Monk watched as she poured water into an earthen glass. A wry smile tugged at his lips. "I need to pee first," he said, his voice rough from sleep.

Sanam's eyes widened slightly, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. "Oh," she said, composing herself quickly.

"Do you need anything?"

"A stick, maybe."

"Sure."

Sanam hurried out the hut and returned moments later with Noor, who carried a wooden cane. "This should help you walk," Noor said, handing it to Monk. "The outhouse is just behind the rocks on the south. Do you need assistance getting there?"

Monk shook his head, determined to maintain some dignity. "I can manage. Thank you."

With effort, he pushed himself to his feet, leaning heavily on the cane. Each step sent twinges of pain through his body, but the need for relief outweighed the discomfort. Sanam hovered nearby, ready to help if needed, as Monk made his slow way out of the room.

The cool mountain air hit him as he stepped outside, a stark contrast to the stuffy interior. Monk took a deep breath, savoring the crispness. The village was coming to life around him— roosters crowing, the distant bleat of goats, the murmur of voices as people began their day.

While done, Monk paused on his way back, taking in the view. The mountains stretched out before him, majestic and indifferent to the human dramas playing out in their shadow. For a moment, the weight of their mission, the dangers they faced, seemed to recede in the face of such timeless beauty.

The moment was broken by a loud rumble from his stomach, reminding Monk of his other pressing need. He made his way back inside, where Sanam was waiting with a steaming bowl.

"Noor made soup," she said, helping him settle back onto the cot. "It will help you regain your strength."

Monk accepted the bowl gratefully. Sanam sat beside him.

She said softly. "When was the last time you ate?"

Monk paused, realizing he couldn't remember. "Right after I reached Peshawar, I think."

Sanam's brow furrowed with concern. "That was more than a day ago. You pushed yourself too hard."

Monk shrugged, then winced at the movement. "It needed to be done."

A moment of silence stretched between them as Monk continued to eat. Finally, Sanam spoke again, her voice hesitant. "Monk...what happened in Peshawar? How did you get hurt?"

Monk lowered the spoon, meeting Sanam's gaze. He saw worry there, but also determination. She deserved to know what he'd gone through to secure their safety.

"It's a long story," he said. "And not a pretty one. How was your day here?"

Sanam spoke, her jaw set. "Some Army soldiers came to the village looking for me."

"What? Pakistan Army? When?"

Sanam's hands twisted in her lap. "It happened fast. Maybe a couple of hours after you left."

Monk set down his bowl, soup forgotten. "Tell me everything."

"We heard SUVs. Noor spotted them first." Sanam's voice dropped. "Four vehicles, packed with soldiers."

Monk's jaw clenched. "How many?"

"At least thirty. They spread out, went door to door."

"What did Noor do?"

"She was quick. Got me hidden before they reached."

Sanam then told Monk what happened.
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Noor had burst into the hut, her eyes wild. "Sanam, come. Now."

She led Sanam to a trapdoor, concealed beneath a rug. "Down. Stay quiet."

The space below was cramped, dusty. Sanam hugged her knees, her heart pounding.

Boots crunched outside. Male voices, sharp commands.

The hut's door creaked open.

"Where is the girl?" A gruff voice demanded.

"What girl?" Noor's voice was steady.

"Don't play games, old woman. This girl." The soldiers showed her a photo of Sanam. "Where are you hiding her?"

"No one like her is here. Just us villagers."

"Search everything!"

A crash. Furniture overturned.

Sanam held her breath, dust tickling her nose.

Footsteps above. The rug shifted.

Then, a child's wail from outside.

"Sir! A fight has broken out outside!"

Retreating boots. The door slamming.

For a long time, silence stretched.

Finally, Noor's whisper: "It's safe."
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Monk leaned forward. "Did they say anything else?"

Sanam nodded. "They made...offers."

"What kind?"

"Money. A house in the city. Government jobs." She met Monk's eyes. "For anyone who turned us in."

Monk's expression hardened. "Damn."

"I don't think we can stay here. It's not safe for these people." Sanam was panicking.

Monk nodded slowly. "You're right. We need to move."

"Where?"

Monk stood, wincing. "First, tell me about that fight. The one that distracted the soldiers."

A ghost of a smile touched Sanam's lips. "There wasn't one. The village kids, they planned it. Created a diversion."

"Smart."

"This place, these people," Sanam's voice cracked. "They risked everything for us."

Monk squeezed her palm. "I'll talk to Noor, and make sure that risk wasn't for nothing. We'll leave tonight."
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Monk cornered Noor as soon as she came back with some food for him. "Why didn't you tell me that soldiers were here?" he said. "We need to leave."

"It was a sudden thing, but don't worry, I've found a safer place and a job for Sanam."

Monk frowned. "A job?"

"At Darwesh Khan's palace. As house help."

"Darwesh Khan? Are you sure she will be safe there?" Monk's voice sharpened.

"His palace is a fortress. Even the Pakistan army don't dare barge in there," Noor said.

Monk's mind raced. Darwesh Khan's protection could be a double-edged sword. But they had asked Noor to arrange this job and now when it was done, Monk found himself in a dilemma.

"I'm still working on a way to get you inside, but Sanam would be safe."

Sanam, who had been listening, spoke for the first time. "House help? At Darwesh Khan's palace?" Her voice trembled slightly. "I don't know if I can do that."

Noor turned to her, eyes softening. "I know, it's not ideal. But it's safer than running."

Monk studied Noor's face. "And what does this job entail?"

Noor sighed. "Cooking, cleaning, laundry. Basic household tasks."

"And Darwesh Khan? What do you know about him?" Monk pressed.

"He's powerful and cruel, yes. But from what I've heard, he treats his staff well."

"But you can't say the same about his sons and his people."

"Yes…that is a risk. But there is far greater risk in staying in the open."

Sanam said "But what if he recognizes me? What if he turns me in?"

Monk responded. "That's a risk but it will be safer, and it will give you access to Laila."

Noor nodded. "Consider this as a form of protection. Laila will help you inside."

Sanam's eyes widened. "You think they will know who I am?"

"It's possible," Monk admitted. "You have to hide your face in there while working."

Sanam fell silent, processing this. Monk turned back to Noor. "You said you're still working on something for me?"

Noor nodded. "I have contacts. People who owe me favors. I'm trying to find you a position too, but it's taking longer."

Monk's jaw clenched. The idea of leaving Sanam alone inside Darwesh Khan's mansion didn't sit well with him. But he forced himself to think strategically. If Sanam was safe from the Pakistan army, he'd have more freedom to move and plan their next steps.

"Sanam," he said gently, "I know this is scary, but Noor's right, it might be our best option right now."

Sanam looked up, her eyes meeting his. "You really think so?"

Monk nodded. "It gives us breathing room. A chance to plan our next move without constantly looking over our shoulders."

"But, " Sanam's voice cracked, "what about you?"

"I'll be close," Monk assured her. "And I'll find a way to communicate. We're not giving up, just...changing tactics."

Sanam took a deep breath, squaring her shoulders. "If you think it's okay, I'll do it."

Noor smiled, relief evident on her face. "You're brave, child. Both of you are."

Monk stood, the decision made. "I'll take her myself," he said to Noor. "But I need someone to get us inside."

Noor hesitated, then nodded. "Bhatti can go. He's trustworthy and knows the region and key people. You should start at night so you can reach there by dawn."
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As night fell, the village held its breath. Monk helped Sanam onto the horse, his ribs protesting. Sitting behind him, she wrapped her arms around his waist, her grip tight.

"Ready?" he asked.

"No," Sanam whispered. "But let's go."

Bhatti was leading them on another horse. His weathered face showed nothing.

They set off; the horses' hooves muffled in the dirt. The moon hung low, casting long shadows. Monk's eyes scanned the surroundings constantly, every rustle in the brush a potential threat.

Sanam's breath was warm on his neck. "Is this really a safer option?"

Monk's jaw clenched. "We'll see."

The journey stretched on, silent save for the horses' rhythmic gait. Mountains loomed on either side, watchful sentinels in the night.

"Thank you. For everything." Sanam's voice was barely audible over the wind.

Monk swallowed hard, emotion threatening to overwhelm him. "Just stay safe. That's all the thanks I need."

By the time they reached closer to their destination, it was almost dawn. The moment they crested the final hill, Bhatti raised a hand. "There."

In the valley below, a sprawling compound glowed with electric light. High walls surrounded it, with armed men patrolling the perimeter.

Monk's stomach tightened. This was no mere palace. It was a fortress.

"We should wait here till the sun is up," Monk said. "Reaching so early will raise eyebrows."

Bhatti agreed and dismounted smoothly from his horse. Monk helped Sanam to get down from their horse and followed suite.

Taking out the food Noor had packed for them, the three of them ate in silence. It was a long journey, and they had no idea how long it would take for them to get to their target location.
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"How much further?" Monk asked, breaking the silence.

Bhatti grunted. "Another hour, maybe two. Depends on the road."

Monk nodded. He studied the older man's weathered face, noting the deep lines etched around his eyes. "You've been doing this a long time, haven't you?"

A ghost of a smile played on Bhatti's lips. "Longer than you've been alive, boy."

"How'd you get started in all this?"

Bhatti was quiet for a long moment, his eyes fixed on the night sky. When he spoke, his voice was low, almost lost in the rumble of the night wind.

"It was Malik Zahir Khan who brought me in. Must've been...hell, thirty years ago now."

Monk's eyebrows shot up. "Malik Zahir Khan?"

Bhatti nodded. "He was the most feared warlord in all of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, back in the day. Made Darwesh look like a schoolyard bully."

He paused, lost in memory. "I was just a kid, really. Barely twenty. Running packages across the border, trying to scrape together enough to feed my family."

"How'd you meet him?"

Bhatti's laugh was bitter. "Got caught. Thought for sure I was done for. But Malik...he saw something in me. Said I had a gift for blending in, for hearing things I shouldn't."

"He made you an informer," Monk said.

"Smart boy," Bhatti nodded. "Started small. Local gossip, troop movements. But as time went on...I got deeper. Learned to read people, to spot lies. Became Malik's eyes and ears in places he couldn't go himself." Bhatti's eyes scanned the horizon, ever watchful.

"It was a good life, for a while. Dangerous, sure, but the pay was good. Malik treated me well. Better than most."

"What happened?"

Bhatti's knuckles whitened on the steering wheel. "War happened. The Americans came, then left. The Taliban. ISIS. Suddenly, everyone wanted a piece of the action. And warlords became weak...Malik lost a lot of men. Got caught in the crossfire."

Monk leaned forward. "That's when Darwesh Khan became stronger?"

Bhatti nodded. "Like a vulture, that one. He helped the Americans. Then took everything, every line of business."

"But not you," Monk said.

A wry smile twisted Bhatti's lips. "Can't take what you can't catch. I went to ground. Used the network I'd built over the years to stay hidden. To stay useful."

"And now?"

Bhatti glanced at Monk. "Now? I've got eyes and ears everywhere. Police movements, warlord's plans, government secrets. Information is power, boy. And in this part of the world, power is everything."

"How to get inside Darwesh Khan's inner circle?"

Bhatti sighed. "It won't be easy. Darwesh...he's paranoid. Keeps his inner circle tight. But..."

"But?"

"But nothing's impossible. Not if you're willing to pay the price."

Monk's jaw tightened. "Whatever it takes."

Bhatti studied him for a long moment, then nodded. "Alright then. Let's see what my network can dig up. But remember, boy. In this game, knowledge is a double-edged sword. The more you know, the more danger you're in."
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The sun peeked over the jagged mountains as Bhatti, Monk, and Sanam began their descent towards Darwesh Khan's compound. The winding path stretched before them, each turn revealing more of the fortress-like structure below.

Monk's eyes darted constantly, scanning the rocky outcrops and sparse vegetation for any sign of movement. His body was tense, ready to react at a moment's notice. Behind him, Sanam's grip on his waist tightened with each step of their horse.

"Remember," Bhatti murmured, his voice barely audible over the clip-clop of hooves, "Let me do the talking."

Monk nodded, his throat too dry for words. As they approached the imposing gates, he felt Sanam's breath hitch.

Two guards snapped to attention, their AK-47s at the ready. One raised his hand, palm out. "Halt! Who goes there?"

Bhatti dismounted from his horse and stepped forward, his weathered face impassive. "New house help, sent by Akbar." He told them the name Noor had asked him to use.

The guard's eyes narrowed, his gaze flicking between Monk and Sanam. "Both of them?"

"Just the girl," Bhatti replied smoothly. "He's her husband."

Monk's eyebrows shot up. It was not decided but he quickly schooled his expression into a meek smile. He raised his hand in an awkward salute, trying to look as non-threatening as possible. The guard ignored him, focusing instead on Sanam, her face hidden behind a veil.

The guards huddled, whispering furiously. Monk strained to hear, catching only fragments. "...unexpected...Akbar didn't mention...should we..."

Finally, one guard turned back. "Wait here." The gate clanged shut with a finality that made Monk's stomach churn.

Silence stretched between them. Five minutes. Ten. Monk's palms grew sweaty, and he resisted the urge to wipe them on his pants. Any sudden movement could be seen as suspicious.

Sanam leaned close, her whisper barely audible. "What if they don't let us in?"

Monk squeezed her hand, hoping to convey reassurance he didn't feel. "Then we'll see."

The gate creaked open, the sound grating in the tense silence. A woman emerged with the guard, her eyes sharp and assessing. Her clothing marked her as a senior servant, someone with authority.

"Arms up," the guard barked. His hands moved efficiently over Bhatti and Monk, searching for weapons. The woman did the same to Sanam, her touch brusque but not unkind.

After a nod from the woman, the guard grunted. "Come inside."

As they passed through the gate, Monk's stomach churned. He glanced at Sanam, wishing he could see her face, gauge her emotions. The compound stretched before them, a maze of buildings and courtyards. Guards patrolled the perimeter, their eyes constantly scanning for threats.

"Sahib," Monk said, his voice hesitant. "Our horses...they need food and rest. It's been a long journey."

The guard jerked his thumb towards a small stable. "Park them there."

Monk swallowed hard, realizing this might be his last chance to buy more time with Sanam. "And…perhaps we could get something to eat as well? We've traveled through the night."

The guards exchanged glances. One snapped, "It's too early. Nothing's ready."

"We can wait," Monk pressed, trying to keep the desperation out of his voice.

"No. Leave the girl and go."

Monk's mind raced. He blurted out, "I've heard no one leaves Darwesh Khan's house hungry. Surely his hospitality extends even to humble servants?"

The guards shifted uneasily. One muttered to the other, "If word gets out..."

After a long moment, the first guard nodded curtly. "Fine. You can wait in the outer courtyard. But don't cause any trouble and don't roam anywhere."

Monk exhaled slowly. A reprieve, however brief. He caught Sanam's eye, giving her a tiny nod. Whatever came next, they'd face it together.

The woman who had searched Sanam stepped forward. "I'll take the girl to the servants' quarters. You two, follow me to the courtyard."

As they walked, Monk tried to memorize every detail of the compound. The layout, the number of guards, potential escape routes— anything that might prove useful later. The courtyard she led them to was small, with a few worn benches and a central well.

"Wait here," the woman said. "Someone will bring food shortly." She turned to Sanam. "Come with me, girl. We'll get you settled. What is your name?"

"Sharjeena." Monk responded.

"Is she mute?" the woman snapped.

"No… why?" Monk asked innocently.

"Then she can tell me her name."

"Sh…Sharjeena," Sanam stuttered.

"Follow me."

Monk's heart raced as Sanam prepared to leave. He wanted to say something, anything, but knew it was too risky with others watching. Instead, he gave her a slight nod, hoping his eyes conveyed everything he couldn't say out loud.

As Sanam disappeared into the building, Monk sank onto a bench. Bhatti sat beside him; his voice low. "You did well. Now we wait."

Minutes stretched into what felt like hours. Monk's nerves were on edge, every sound making him jump. Finally, a young boy appeared with a tray of flatbread and a pot of tea.

As they ate, Monk's mind whirled with questions. How would Sanam manage alone? How could he get word to her? And most pressingly— how would he get out of the compound without raising suspicion?

The courtyard began to buzz with activity as servants started their daily routines. Monk watched each face carefully, wondering if any of them could be potential allies, or threats.

A commotion at the main gate caught his attention. Five SUVs were entering the compound. At their head was a man whose very presence seemed to command respect and fear.

Bhatti leaned close, his whisper urgent. "That's Darwesh Khan."

Monk watched him with interest. The most powerful man of KPK was just feet away. He forced himself to look away, to appear uninterested. But his mind was racing. Somehow, he had to find a way to bring this man down, and get Sanam to safety in the process.

As the sun climbed higher in the sky, Monk knew their time was running short. Soon, they'd be expected to leave. He caught Bhatti's eye, a silent question passing between them. How were they going to play this?

Before they could decide, the woman who had taken Sanam appeared in the courtyard. Her eyes locked on Monk. His heart pounding, Monk rose to his feet. Whatever came next would determine not just his fate, but Sanam's as well.
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The woman walked up to Monk and Bhatti. "Your wife is settled. She'll start work in the kitchens tomorrow." The woman paused, studying Monk's face. "You should leave now."

Monk's throat tightened. "Can I... can I say goodbye?"

The woman's expression softened for a moment. "It's not possible. But I'll tell her."

Monk nodded, his mind racing. What could he say that wouldn't raise suspicion? "Tell her...tell her I'll be thinking of her."

"I will." The woman looked at Monk. "Now leave."

Monk turned to see two guards watching them, hands resting on their weapons. He swallowed hard. He looked at Bhatti. "Time to leave," he muttered.

Bhatti stretched casually. "About time. My old bones aren't made for sitting around all day."

They made their way to the stables, acutely aware of the eyes following their every move. As they saddled their horses, Monk's mind whirled.

A gruff voice interrupted his thoughts. "You there. What's your name?"

Monk turned to see.

"Farid Khan," Bhatti whispered.

Monk knew Farid was Darwesh Khan's third son.

"He came to leave his wife. She is the new house help," one of the guards responded.

Farid's eyes narrowed.  

Monk nodded, forcing a smile. "Salaam, Sahib." His head was down in respect.

"Okay…if their work is done then show them out." Farid ordered the guard without looking at Monk.

As they rode out of the compound, Monk fought the urge to look back. He could feel Sanam's absence like a physical ache. But he couldn't show weakness now.

Once they were out of sight of the guards, Bhatti spoke. "What now?"

Monk's jaw clenched. "I need to find a safe place. Somewhere I can watch the compound without being seen."

Bhatti raised an eyebrow. "I know a couple of spots."

As they rode into the rugged landscape, Monk's mind raced with possibilities. He'd made a promise to keep Sanam safe, and he intended to keep it, no matter the cost.

Behind them, the fortress-like compound of Darwesh Khan loomed, its secrets and dangers hidden behind high walls. Somewhere inside, Sanam was alone, surrounded by potential predators.

The sun climbed higher in the sky, casting long shadows across the rocky terrain. Monk and Bhatti rode in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. The real challenge was just beginning.
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The sun had barely risen when Monk trudged back into the village, his muscles aching from the long ride. Bhatti was with him.

They'd spent the night in a makeshift hideout, watching Darwesh Khan's compound through binoculars, searching for any sign of Sanam. The vigil had yielded little beyond sore eyes and a stiff neck.

As he approached the village, a familiar figure emerged from the shadows.

Noor.

"You look like hell," she said, falling into step beside him.

Monk grunted. "Feel worse."

Inside his small room, Monk collapsed onto a rickety chair. Noor perched on the edge of his cot, her eyes searching his face.

"Well?" she asked. "How did it go?"

Monk rubbed his eyes. "Sanam's inside. That's what matters."

Noor nodded, but her frown deepened. "And now?"

"Now?" Monk said. "Now we need intel. Real intel. About Darwesh Khan's operations, his weaknesses, his plans."

"That won't be easy," Noor warned.

"Never is." Monk stood, pacing the small room. "We need someone on the inside. Either in Khan's inner circle or..."

"Or?"

"Or someone in the local police."

Noor's laugh was bitter. "Good luck with that. The last officer posted here was Khan's puppet. Might as well have been on his payroll."

Monk's eyebrows shot up. "Was?"

"Got transferred. New commissioner in Peshawar caught wind of it. Sent in his own people." Noor's eyes gleamed. "They've been giving Khan hell ever since."

"How long ago?"

"Six months, give or take. Khan's been trying to get them transferred, but no luck so far."

Monk nodded, his mind racing. "These new officers. They're clean?"

"As far as I can tell. But Monk..." Noor stood, placing a hand on his arm. "They don't know you. They won't trust you."

"Maybe not," Monk admitted. "But Khan's people might."

Noor's eyes widened. "You can't be serious."

"Dead serious." Monk's jaw clenched. "I need to find someone in Khan's organization. Someone I can...replace."

"Replace?" Noor's voice was barely a whisper. "But that's suicide."

"Maybe," he conceded. "But it's our best shot at getting Sanam out and bringing Khan down."

Noor opened her mouth to argue, then closed it. She knew that look in Monk's eyes. There'd be no talking him out of this.

"Fine," she said at last. "But you'll need help. Bhatti will ask around, see if he can find out more about Khan's people."

Monk nodded. "Carefully."

"Always." Noor moved to the door, then paused. "Monk?"

"Yeah?"

"Be careful. I'm not the only one who needs you here."

After Noor left, Monk sank back into his chair. His body screamed for sleep, but his mind wouldn't quiet. He pulled out a small notebook and began to write, sketching out possible scenarios, listing potential targets within Khan's organization.

Hours passed. The sun climbed higher, its heat seeping through the thin walls. Monk's writing grew more frantic, his plans more desperate.
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The kitchen at Darwesh Khan's mansion was a cavernous space, a clash of old and new that perfectly encapsulated the complexities of modern Pakistan. Gleaming stainless-steel counters stretched along one wall, dotted with sleek electric ovens and high-tech appliances. But opposite them, ancient wood-fired ovens blazed, their earthy aroma mingling with the sharp scent of spices and simmering sauces.

Sanam stood frozen in the doorway, her eyes wide as she took in the controlled chaos before her. Women in colorful shalwar kameez bustled about, their practiced movements a stark contrast to Sanam's uncertainty. Massive copper pots bubbled on open flames, tended by weathered hands that had likely been doing this work for generations.

The woman who had brought her, whom Sanam now knew as Fatima, clicked her tongue impatiently. "Don't just stand there, girl. Move fast."

Sanam stumbled forward, nearly tripping over a sack of onions. A nearby cook shot her a disapproving glance.

Fatima's sharp eyes assessed Sanam. "So, what can you cook? I hope you're not completely useless in the kitchen."

Sanam's cheeks burned. "I...I can make tea," she offered hesitantly. She had made scrambled eggs a few times at her aunt's house in London and once made pasta in her dorm room, but she could not tell Fatima that. She lived on frozen and processed food and had never set foot in the kitchen at her father's house.

The look Fatima gave her could have curdled milk. "That's all? Didn't your mother teach you anything?"

"My mother..." Sanam started, then caught herself. She couldn't reveal too much about her past. "She didn't cook much," she finished lamely.

Fatima shook her head, genuine pity in her eyes. "Your poor father and your poor husband. How do you expect to keep a man happy without feeding him properly?"

Sanam bit her tongue, fighting back a retort about gender roles and marital expectations. This wasn't the time or place for that debate.

"Never mind," Fatima sighed. "We'll have to find something you can do without burning the place down." Her eyes scanned the kitchen, landing on a mountain of dirty pots and pans. "Ah, perfect. You can start by cleaning those. And when you're done," Fatima continued, "you'll be delivering meals to the family rooms. Nadia Bibi first, then Laila Bibi, then Karim Sahib's wife. Understand?"

Sanam's stomach dropped as she took in the towering pile of greasy, food-encrusted utensils. She'd never cleaned so much as a cup in her life, always relying on the dishwasher in her dorm or her aunt's housekeeper in London. At her father's house in Pakistan, she had an army of servants at her fingertips. The sheer magnitude of the task before her was overwhelming.

For a moment, Sanam felt a wave of nausea. This wasn't just outside her comfort zone; it was in another galaxy. She wanted to turn and run, to confess that she was woefully unprepared for this job.

But then reality came crashing back. She couldn't leave. Her safety, her very life, depended on maintaining this cover. And more than that, Laila's fate hung in the balance too.

Swallowing hard, Sanam forced herself to nod. "Okay," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Fatima raised an eyebrow, clearly skeptical of Sanam's ability. "The soap and the brush are there. Don't waste it, and make sure you scrub every inch. I'll be checking your work."

As Fatima moved away, Sanam approached the sink with trepidation. She rolled up her sleeves, grimacing at the greasy pots before her. The smell alone was enough to make her gag.

"You can do this," she muttered to herself. "It's just dishes. How hard can it be?"

Reaching for the first pot, Sanam nearly dropped it, surprised by its weight. She fumbled with the soap, squirting far too much into the sink. Bubbles quickly overtook the basin, spilling onto the floor.

A nearby cook snickered, shaking her head. Sanam felt her cheeks burn with embarrassment. This was going to be a long, humbling day.

Hours passed in a blur of soap suds and aching muscles. The constant heat from the ovens made sweat trickle down Sanam's back, and her hands were red and wrinkled from the hot water. But finally, mercifully, the last pot was clean.

Fatima reappeared, inspecting Sanam's work with a critical eye. "It'll do for now," she said grudgingly. "Time for deliveries. Follow me."

Sanam's heart pounded as she carefully balanced three heavy trays.

They stopped outside an ornate door, its wood intricately carved with floral patterns. "Nadia Bibi's room," Fatima whispered. "Remember, eyes down, speak only when spoken to. And for heaven's sake, don't drop anything."

Sanam took a deep breath, steadying her nerves and her trembling hands. She could do this. She had to do this.

With one last glance at Sanam, Fatima raised her hand and knocked on the door.
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The door creaked open, revealing a lavishly decorated room. Nadia, Rashid's first wife, reclined on a chaise lounge, her silk robe shimmering in the soft light.

"Ah, Fatima, I was waiting for you," Nadia said, her eyes flicking to Sanam. "What's in lunch today?"

Fatima stepped forward, lifting the lid off the tray. "We have chapli kebab, Bibi ji. And there's also Karahi gosht and Peshawari Naan."

Nadia nodded, her expression unreadable. "And for dessert?"

"Zarda rice, Bibi Ji," Fatima replied.

"Who's this?"

Fatima nudged Sanam forward. "New servant, Bibi Ji. Came today morning in place of Sana."

Nadia sat up, her gaze sharpening. "Let me see you properly, girl."

Sanam stepped closer, heart hammering. She kept her eyes down, remembering Fatima's warning.

"Look at me," Nadia commanded.

Sanam raised her eyes, meeting Nadia's piercing stare. A moment of silence stretched between them.

"My, my," Nadia murmured. "Quite a beauty for a village girl. What's your name?"

"Sharjeena," Sanam replied, her voice barely above a whisper.

"Sharjeena?" Nadia repeated, as if tasting the name. "Which village?"

Sanam's mind raced, recalling the story Noor had drilled into her.

"Rahimabad," she said.

"Have you gone to school?"

"A little bit, Bibi Ji."

Nadia nodded, a small smile playing on her lips. "And how did you come to work here?"

"My...my husband brought me," Sanam stammered. "For a better life."

"Where is he?"

"He works in the city."

"I see," Nadia said, her eyes never leaving Sanam's face. "Well, Sharjeena, work hard and you will have a good life here."

"Yes Bibi Ji," Sanam murmured, bowing her head.

Nadia was awestruck by Sanam's beauty and the way she spoke. And then a thought crossed her mind. She wanted her as her personal servant. But no one at the mansion had a personal servant.

But now Nadia wanted one and only way to get her way was through her husband, Rashid.

"That's all for now," Nadia said, dismissing them with a flick of her wrist.

Outside, Fatima huffed. "Come on, girl. We've got more deliveries."

"Next is Karim Sahib's wife, Safia," Fatima said, interrupting Sanam's thoughts. "Mind your manners. She's not as...forgiving as Nadia Bibi."

Sanam nodded, squaring her shoulders.
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Fatima's knuckles rapped against the polished wood of the door. A crisp "Come in" answered from within. Sanam took a deep breath, steadying herself before following Fatima into the room.

The sight that greeted her was nothing like she'd expected. Gone were the ornate decorations and traditional furnishings she'd seen in other parts of the mansion. Instead, clean lines and minimalist decor dominated the space. A sleek laptop sat on a wooden desk, its screen glowing softly. Abstract art in muted tones adorned the walls, and a plush area rug in geometric patterns covered the floor. It screamed modern, urban, and definitely not local.

Safia wasn't alone. Her husband and Darwesh Khan's second son Karim, Sanam assumed, lounged on a leather couch, his posture relaxed but somehow still alert. A young boy, no more than five or six, nestled against him. Both were engrossed in a game on a smartphone, the tinny sounds of cartoon violence filling the air.

"Lunch, Bibi," Fatima announced, her voice cutting through the electronic noise.

Safia looked up from a stack of papers on her desk, her eyes sharp and assessing. She was younger than Sanam had expected, probably in her early thirties, with a sleek haircut that spoke of big city salons, not village barbers.

"Set it there," she said, gesturing to a side table with a manicured hand. As Fatima placed the tray down, Safia's nose wrinkled in distaste. She lifted the lid, and her frown deepened.

"Again?" she sighed, her voice tinged with exasperation. "Fatima, how many times must I tell you? This food is terrible for our health."

Fatima's shoulders stiffened, a hint of defensiveness creeping into her posture. "It's what the kitchen prepared, Bibi. Everyone else…"

"If everyone else is slowly killing themselves, then we should too, right?" Safia cut in, her tone sharp. She turned to Karim, who had yet to acknowledge their presence. "Why can't we have a cook from Peshawar city who knows a thing or two about healthy food that is not like this? All this oil and meat, it's not good for anyone."

Karim gave Safia a warning look. He didn't want her to make a scene in front of the servants. The boy beside him giggled at something on the screen, oblivious to the tension in the room.

Safia rolled her eyes, a gesture so familiar it made Sanam's heart ache for her own life, now seemingly a world away.

"Never mind," Safia said, more to herself than anyone else. "I'll handle it myself, as usual."

Her gaze suddenly locked onto Sanam, who fought the urge to step back. "I have never seen you here. New?" Safia stated. It wasn't a question.

Sanam nodded while keeping her eyes down. "Yes, Bibi Ji," she murmured.

"Hmm," was all Safia said, but her gaze lingered on Sanam for a moment longer than was comfortable. Then, as quickly as it had come, her attention shifted. She turned back to her papers, effectively dismissing them. "Fine."

Fatima nudged Sanam, and they quietly exited the room. Once in the hallway, Sanam let out a breath she didn't know she'd been holding. The encounter had been brief, but intensely nerve-wracking.

Fatima shook her head, her expression a mix of annoyance and resignation. "This one," she muttered under her breath. "Thinks she's better than everyone just because she's from the city. Always complaining about the food, the decor, everything. If you ask me, she should be grateful she's here at all."

Sanam remained silent, not trusting herself to comment. Her mind was whirling with observations and questions. Safia was clearly an outsider here, much like Sanam herself. But she seemed to wear her differences proudly, almost defiantly. It was intriguing...and potentially useful information.

"Come on," Fatima said, interrupting Sanam's thoughts. "We're late because of her."

As they headed towards Laila's room, Sanam's heart began to race. This was it. The real reason she was here, the culmination of all the risks and hardships she'd endured. She steeled herself, knowing that whatever happened next could change everything.

The walk seemed both endless and far too short. Before she knew it, they were standing in front of another ornate door.

"Now listen," Fatima said, her voice low and urgent. "Laila Bibi...she's different. Be careful what you say, what you do. And whatever you see in there, you forget as soon as we leave. Understand?"

Sanam nodded, her mouth suddenly dry. "I understand," she whispered.

Fatima eyed her for a moment longer, then turned and knocked on the door. There was no answer.

"Laila Bibi?" Fatima called out. "Lunch."

Silence stretched for what felt like an eternity. Then, finally, a soft voice drifted through the wood.

"Come in."

Fatima pushed open the door, and Sanam followed, her heart pounding so loudly she was sure everyone could hear it.
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The door creaked open, revealing a room that looked more like a mausoleum than a bedroom. Plain walls, bare of any personal touch, stretched up to a high ceiling. The sparse furniture seemed to shrink away from human contact. And there, dominating everything, was a massive portrait of Rashid, his eyes following every movement in the room.

Laila stood by the window, a silhouette against the bright outdoor light. She didn't turn as they entered, her stillness a stark contrast to the bustling life outside.

Fatima gestured for Sanam to set the tray down on a small table. "Bibi Ji, today we have chapli kebab…"

Her words trailed off as Laila remained unresponsive. The routine felt hollow, a performance for an audience that had long stopped listening.

Sanam's eyes darted around the room, taking in every little detail. They landed on two small photos near where Laila stood. An older man with kind eyes and a stern mouth. Next to him, a woman with a gentle smile. Sanam knew who they were, Malik Zahir Khan and his wife, Noor.

Fatima sighed, her shoulders sagging slightly. She turned to leave, clearly accustomed to Laila's silence. Panic surged through Sanam. This was her chance, maybe her only one. She couldn't let it slip away.

"Who is he?" The words tumbled out before she could stop them, louder than she'd intended.

Fatima froze mid-step. The question was out of the blue.

Laila turned slowly, surprise breaking through the mask of melancholy she wore.

"Who?" Laila's voice was hoarse, as if unused to speaking.

Sanam swallowed hard. There was no turning back now. "That man in the photo," she said, pointing. "Who is he?"

Laila moved towards the photos, her movements cautious, as if approaching a wounded animal. Her fingers brushed the frame of her father's picture. "You...you know him?"

"He used to visit our village, Rahimabad." Sanam said, her heart pounding so hard she was sure the others could hear it. "He came often, gave money to the poor, even built a school for us." She paused, then added softly, "But he stopped coming. We wondered if we'd done something wrong." Sanam used the same story Noor had told her to tell Laila.

The change in Laila was immediate and profound. Her eyes, which had been dull and lifeless, suddenly blazed with emotion. Tears welled up, spilling down her cheeks in silent rivers.

"My father," she whispered, her voice cracking. "He is my father." She clutched the photo to her chest, her body shaking with repressed sobs. No one...no one at Darwesh Khan's house ever spoke of him. And certainly not like this. Not as a man who helped others.

Laila's gaze locked onto Sanam, intense and desperate. "What else did he do? How did people at your village speak of him?"

Fatima's face had darkened, a storm brewing in her eyes. "Bibi Ji, perhaps this isn't…"

"Shhh!" Laila snapped, a flash of her old fire showing through. She turned back to Sanam. "Go on. Please, tell me everything."

Sanam's mind raced, pulling together the stories Noor had told her. "He was respected, Bibi Ji. People would gather when his car arrived, not out of fear, but excitement. Children would run alongside, and he'd often stop to talk with them, ask about their studies."

With each word, Laila seemed to come more alive. Color returned to her cheeks, and she stood straighter, as if a great weight was lifting.

"Once," Sanam continued, "there was a drought. Crops failed and animals were dying. Your father came with trucks full of food and medicine. He also helped distribute it himself. He and his sons."

Laila nodded, a watery smile breaking through her tears. "That sounds like him and my brothers. He always said a true leader serves his people, not the other way around."

She looked at Sanam, her eyes searching. "What's your name?"

"Sharjeena, Bibi Ji."

Laila reached out, her hand hovering in the air, as if she wanted to touch her but didn't quite dare. "Sharjeena," she repeated softly. "Thank you. You've given me...I can't even explain what you've given me."

Fatima, who had been watching this exchange with growing alarm, finally stepped in. "Forgive her, Bibi Ji. She's new, doesn't know how to speak properly. I'll teach her to mind her tongue."

She grabbed Sanam's wrist, nails digging in as she dragged her towards the door.

"Wait," Laila called out, but then said nothing. Although she wanted to ask her if she would come again? To talk? But she didn't.

As the door closed behind them, Sanam caught one last glimpse of Laila. She was looking back at her, the photo of her father still clutched to her heart, a spark of life in her eyes that hadn't been there before.
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As soon as the door closed behind them, Fatima's grip on Sanam's wrist tightened. She dragged her down the hallway, away from Laila's room, before rounding on her with fury blazing in her eyes.

"What were you thinking?" Fatima hissed. Her voice was low but sharp as a knife. "Who told you to speak about such things? Do you have any idea what you've done?"

Sanam kept her head down, avoiding Fatima's gaze. She mumbled, "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to…"

"Didn't mean to?" Fatima cut her off. "You don't speak unless spoken to. You don't ask questions. And you certainly don't bring up the past. That man and woman in the photo…no one is allowed to talk about them. Those are the rules here."

She jabbed a finger at Sanam's chest. "If you ever, ever do something like this again, you'll be out of here before you can blink. Do you understand me?"

Sanam nodded, still not looking up. "It won't happen again."

Fatima glared at her for a long moment, then let out a frustrated sigh. "Get back to the kitchen. And don't think I won't be watching you."

As Fatima stormed off, Sanam finally raised her head. She should have felt scared, should have been worried about her position. But all she could think about was Laila's face when she'd spoken of her father. The way life had flooded back into those empty eyes.

She'd made contact. More than that, she'd made an impact. It was a small step, but a crucial one. As she walked back to the kitchen, Sanam's mind was already planning her next move.
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Rashid's hand hesitated on the doorknob to Laila's room. Every night, the same routine. Every night, the same cold silence. He steeled himself for another evening of stilted conversation and barely concealed resentment.

But when he entered the room this time, something was different. Laila sat on the edge of the bed, her posture open, inviting. A strange light danced in her eyes.

"What took you so long?" she said, her voice softer than he'd ever heard it. "I was waiting for you." She walked to him and held his hand and steered him towards their bed.

He walked behind her cautiously, half-expecting this to be some sort of trick. Laila had never been happy seeing him in the room. As he sat beside her, she took his hand, placing it on her shoulder. Then, in a move that nearly stopped his heart, she leaned into him, resting her head against his chest.

Rashid went rigid, his mind racing.

What was happening? Was this a dream?

He'd fantasized about Laila warming to him, but never truly believed it would happen.

"Are you…" he wanted to ask her what happened but then he stopped midway, to maintain some semblance of control.

Laila looked up, her eyes meeting his. "Why are you so surprised?"

"Nothing. It's just...unexpected…after what happened," he admitted, hating the hint of vulnerability in his voice. He was Rashid Khan, feared and respected. He shouldn't be thrown off balance by a simple gesture of affection.

She smiled, a small, secretive thing that sent a shiver down his spine. "I thought about it a lot," she said. "You're my husband. It's my duty to be what you want. We should start afresh."

Rashid's heart raced. This was everything he'd wanted, everything he'd dreamed of since the moment he'd first laid eyes on Laila. But now that it was happening, he felt strangely unprepared. Instead, he searched her face for any sign of deception or reluctance.

Then without any hesitation, Laila raised her head and brought her lips very close to his. It was not the reluctant, closed-mouth pecks she usually allowed, but a real kiss. Passionate. Willing. Rashid felt as if he were drowning and flying all at once.

When they broke apart, her eyes remained closed, a contented expression on her face. Rashid felt something rising in his pants. He was feeling hot and demanding.

Laila's hands moved to the buttons of his shirt, her touch setting his skin on fire. "I want to be a good wife to you," she whispered. "To make you happy."

He wondered about what had changed. What had sparked this transformation in a cold, distant Laila? But the thought was quickly overwhelmed by more pressing concerns. His last shred of suspicion melted away as his clothes fell from his body. This was real. This was happening. Laila, his beautiful, unattainable Laila, was finally accepting him.

As they fell back onto the bed, Rashid felt a sense of triumph. He had won. After months of patience and perseverance, he had finally broken through Laila's defenses. She was his now, truly his.
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Rashid's world narrowed to the feeling of Laila's skin against his, the scent of her body and hair. He was drunk on victory, blind to the subtle signs that something wasn't quite right. The slight tremor in Laila's hands as she touched him, the way her smile didn't quite reach her eyes—all of it faded into the background of his triumph.

Later, as they lay tangled in the sheets, Laila's head resting on his chest, Rashid stared at the ceiling. His fingers absently stroked her hair, a contented smile playing on his lips. Everything was falling into place. His father's empire grew stronger each day, and now, finally, he had a willing, beautiful wife by his side.

Laila stirred, raising her head to look at him. Her eyes, dark and unreadable in the dim light, locked onto his. She leaned in, pressing a soft kiss to his lips. "It was amazing," she murmured.

Rashid's chest swelled with pride. He traced the curve of her cheek, his touch possessive. "You're mine," he said, his voice husky. "Forever."

A shadow passed over Laila's face, so quick he almost missed it. She took a deep breath, as if steeling herself. "Rashid...I feel alone and lost here."

His brow furrowed. This wasn't what he expected to hear in the afterglow. "Why? Everyone's here. The servants, Abba and Ammi. How can you feel alone?"

Laila's fingers traced patterns on his chest, her voice soft. "The servants... they look at me like I'm an enemy, a stranger. As if they resent me for taking you away from Nadia."

Rashid said nothing, but understanding dawned. He knew Nadia's iron grip on the household, how his mother favored her over all other daughters-in-law. If not for his father's support, he might never have married Laila at all.

"I'll get you someone new," he said, the words tumbling out before he could think them through. "Someone who'll answer only to you." Rashid had promised Laila what no one at the Darwesh Khan's household had. A private servant.

Laila's eyes lit up, a hint of something— relief? excitement? — flashing across her face.  Rashid could not see it as her head was buried in his chest.

"I met a new girl today. Fatima brought her. Can I have her?" she whispered.

"New girl?" Rashid frowned, trying to recall if he'd heard anything about a new servant.

"She joined today." As she spoke, Laila pressed closer, her breasts rubbing against his chest and Rashid felt another rush.

"Whatever my queen wants," he murmured, his hand cupping her breast. "I'll make it happen."

Laila smiled and kissed him again. Rashid this time not only kissed her but rolled her over to get on top of her. He wanted another round.

As they lost themselves in each other once more, neither noticed the portrait of Rashid looming over the bed. Its eyes seemed to watch the scene unfold, a silent witness to the currents of desire, desperation, and deception swirling beneath the surface of their passion.
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Sanam wolfed down her dinner, barely tasting the simple fare and got up before the rest of the thirty or more servants even finished their meal.

Her mind was elsewhere, focused on the phone call she needed to make. As she scraped the last bit of lentils from her plate, she realized with a start how eager she was to hear Monk's voice.

In the morning, Fatima's voice had rung out, sharp and clear, as she addressed the gathered servants. "Remember, all cell phones are to be handed over to security the moment you enter the compound. No exceptions." Her eyes swept the group, daring anyone to object. "This is for your own good. The family values their privacy, and we respect that." The unspoken threat hung in the air: disobey, and you're out.

That's why right now the female servants' quarters buzzed with activity, people winding down after a long day, calling their families back home.

Sanam slipped out, unnoticed in the bustle. She found a quiet spot in the shadows of the building, her back pressed against the cool stone wall.

Her hands shook slightly as she pulled out the basic Nokia phone Noor had given her. It felt like a lifeline in this strange, dangerous world she'd entered.

She dialed the number, holding her breath as it rang. Once. Twice. Three times.

"Hello?" Monk's voice, low and cautious, came through.

Relief flooded through Sanam. "It's me," she whispered.

"Are you safe?" The concern in his voice was evident.

"Yes. And I made contact with Laila."

A sharp intake of breath. "Already? How?"

Sanam quickly recounted her encounter in Laila's room, the story about Malik Zahir, the tears in Laila's eyes.

"Good work," Monk said. "But be careful. You're walking a tightrope there."

"I know." Sanam glanced around, making sure she was still alone. "There's more. Nadia, Rashid's first wife, she seemed like a leader of the servants. And Safia, Karim's wife, she's different from the others. More modern."

"Interesting," Monk mused. "Any sign of suspicion?"

"Not yet, but…"

A noise nearby made Sanam freeze. Footsteps, getting closer.

"I have to go," she hissed into the phone.

"Sanam, wait…" Monk wanted to say something more but Sanam ended the call, quickly stuffing the phone into her pocket. Her heart raced as she tried to look casual, just another servant enjoying the cool night air.

A figure rounded the corner. Fatima. Her eyes narrowed as she spotted Sanam.

"What are you doing out here?" she demanded.

Sanam forced a smile. "Just getting some fresh air. It's stuffy inside."

Fatima's gaze was suspicious, but she nodded curtly. "Don't stay out too long. Early start tomorrow."

As Fatima walked away, Sanam let out a shaky breath. That was close. Too close. She'd have to be more careful.

But as she headed back inside, she couldn't shake off the warmth she'd felt hearing Monk's voice. In this den of lions, he was her only real anchor. Her lifeline.

And maybe, she realized with a start, something more.
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Sanam's footsteps echoed in the quiet night as she walked towards the servants' quarters. Her mind buzzed with the conversation she'd just had with Monk, but a prickling sensation at the back of her neck made her quicken her pace. Something felt off.

Suddenly, a shadow materialized before her, blocking her path. Sanam's heart leapt into her throat.

"Who are you?" A man's voice, low and menacing, cut through the darkness.

Sanam squinted, trying to make out his features, but he was backlit, his face hidden in shadow. "Sh-Sharjeena," she stammered, hating how weak her voice sounded.

"Sharjeena? Hmmm," The man took a step closer. "I've never seen you here before."

The smell of expensive cologne mixed with alcohol wafted towards her. Sanam fought the urge to gag. "I...I started today," she managed.

"Where are you going in such a hurry?"

"To the servants' quarters."

He moved closer still, invading her personal space. Sanam instinctively took a step back but found herself against a wall.

"What's that in your hand?" His voice had dropped to a whisper.

Before Sanam could react, his hand shot out, grabbing her wrist. She gasped in pain as his fingers dug into her flesh. The phone slipped from her grasp, landing with a soft thud on the grass.

Sanam's heart raced. She tried to pull away, but his grip was like iron. With a sudden yank, he pulled her towards him, closing what little distance remained between them. In the dim light, she finally saw his face clearly. Her blood ran cold.

Farid Khan. Darwesh's youngest son. Unmarried. Known for his volatile temper and...other things.

"I'm married," Sanam blurted out her only defense, still struggling to free herself.

Farid's lips curled into a cruel smirk. "Then where's your husband, Sharjeena? Why isn't he here with you?"

His free hand came up to brush a strand of hair from her face. Sanam flinched. "Please," she whispered, "I'm just a servant. I am not worthy of your attention."

"I own you, your body and your everything," he growled, his fingers trailing down her cheek to her neck. "You should be happy to get my attention."

Panic clawed at Sanam's throat. "Someone might see…"

"No one," Farid interrupted, pressing closer, "will say anything if they do. Do you understand?" His breath was hot on her face, reeking of expensive whiskey.

Sanam's mind raced, searching for a way out. "Please," she tried again, hating how small her voice sounded. "Let me go. I won't tell anyone about this."

"Has anyone ever told you how beautiful you are?" Farid's eyes roamed her face, lingering on her lips. "Too pretty to be just a maid."

"I'm nobody," Sanam insisted. "Just a weak woman. Please, let me go."

For a long, terrifying moment, Farid said nothing. His grip on her wrist tightened painfully, and Sanam bit back a whimper. Then, suddenly, he released her.

Sanam stumbled, her legs weak with relief and residual fear. She fell to the ground, scraping her palms on the rough stone.

Farid loomed over her, his face in shadow once more. "Fine," he said, his voice thick with something Sanam didn't want to identify. "But don't think this is over, sweet Sharjeena. We'll meet again soon. And next time..." He chuckled at those unspoken words.

His laughter, cold and cruel, echoed in the night as he walked away. Sanam remained on the ground, her whole body shaking. She could still feel his touch on her skin, could still smell his cologne mixed with alcohol.

Only when Farid's footsteps had faded completely did Sanam dare to move. With trembling hands, she retrieved her phone from the grass. The screen was muddy, a spiderweb of grass obscuring it. It felt like a bad omen.

Sanam ran, not caring about the noise she made. She didn't stop until she reached the relative safety of the servants' quarters, slamming the door behind her and sliding down to the floor.

As her racing heart began to slow, the reality of what had just happened— and what could have happened— hit her. Tears welled up in her eyes, but she blinked them back furiously. She couldn't afford to be weak. Not here. Not now.

As she crawled into her narrow bed, she couldn't shake the feeling that she'd just had a glimpse of the true danger lurking in this household. And Farid's parting words echoed in her mind, a chilling promise of things to come.

Sleep, when it finally came, was filled with nightmares of hands reaching out of the darkness, and cruel laughter echoing in empty corridors.
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Nadia's fingers trembled as she smoothed her robe for the hundredth time. The mirror reflected a woman she barely recognized: hopeful, nervous, trying too hard. She took a deep breath and sent the message to Rashid.

As she waited, her thoughts drifted to Laila. That girl. That intruder. Nadia's jaw clenched. Laila's arrival had changed everything. At first, Nadia had been furious, ready to fight tooth and nail. But then, something unexpected happened. Rashid had started paying attention to her again.

Was it guilt? Overcompensation?

Nadia didn't care.

For the first time in years, she felt seen. And yet, the jealousy still gnawed at her. Laila was young and beautiful, everything Nadia used to be.

Minutes crawled by like hours. Nadia paced, her mind racing. She caught sight of herself in the mirror again and winced. When had she gotten so... old? They'd married so young, barely more than children themselves. Now, at thirty-five, she looked a decade older. The stress of managing the household, raising their son, it had all taken its toll.

Rashid, on the other hand...he'd only improved with age. His daily workouts, the hunting trips, even the stress of the family business, it had all sculpted him into a formidable man. Sometimes, Nadia hardly recognized the boy she'd married in the powerful figure he'd become.

Finally, a knock. Nadia's heart leapt.

Rashid entered, his eyes sweeping the room before settling on her. "You wanted to see…" And then he paused, his eyes landing on Nadia.

Nadia patted the bed beside her, trying to keep her voice steady. "It's been a while since we've had time alone."

He sat, leaving space between them. Nadia inched closer, fighting the urge to close the gap entirely.

"You look...nice," Rashid said, his tone careful.

Rashid studied his wife, guilt gnawing at him. She'd clearly put effort into her appearance, but all he could see were the years etched on her face, the desperation in her eyes. He remembered the young bride she'd been, full of fire and life. Where had that woman gone?

"Just nice?" Nadia pouted, leaning in. The scent of her perfume, the same one she'd worn on their wedding night, filled his nostrils.

Rashid tensed, then forced a smile. "Beautiful. As always."

The lie tasted bitter on his tongue. He did love Nadia, in his way. She was the mother of his son, a cornerstone of his household. But the passion... that belonged to Laila now.

His hand found Nadia's waist, an old habit more than desire. Nadia felt a flicker of hope at his touch. She'd planned this moment for hours, rehearsing what to say, how to move. But now, words failed her.

Instead, she pressed closer, willing him to remember how things used to be. Before Laila. Before the years had worn them both down.

"I've missed you," she whispered, meaning it with every fiber of her being.

Rashid's grip tightened, but his eyes remained distant. "I'm right here, Nadia."

Nadia's heart sank. Physically, yes, he was here. But his mind, his heart, those were elsewhere. With her. The younger, beautiful Laila who had stolen everything.

"Are you?" The question slipped out before she could stop it.

Silence stretched between them, heavy with unspoken truths.

Rashid fought the urge to flee. He knew he was hurting Nadia, knew she deserved better. But the thought of pretending, of going through the motions of desire, made him feel hollow.

Nadia swallowed hard, steeling herself. It was now or never. "I was thinking...maybe I could have my own personal servant? To help with household duties so that I can spend more time..."

Rashid pulled back slightly, surprise and suspicion warring on his face. "Is that what this is about?"

"No! I mean, not entirely." Nadia fumbled for words, cursing herself for ruining the moment. "I just thought…with everything I do for the family..."

She trailed off, seeing the disappointment in Rashid's eyes. He thought she was manipulating him, using sex to get what she wanted. Maybe she was. Nadia wasn't sure of anything anymore.

Rashid stood abruptly, relief and regret battling within him. "I'll speak to Abba about it."

"Wait," Nadia reached for him, desperation clear in her voice. "Don't go yet."

But Rashid was already at the door. He paused, not quite meeting her eyes. "Get some rest, Nadia. It's late."

The door clicked shut behind him. Nadia stared at it for a long moment, then buried her face in her hands.

She'd lost him. Maybe she never really had him to begin with. The realization hit her like a physical blow, leaving her gasping.

In the hallway, Rashid leaned against the wall, his heart heavy. He hated hurting Nadia, hated the person he was becoming. But the thought of returning to that room, of pretending to want her...it was impossible.

His mind drifted to Laila, to her youth and beauty, to the way she made him feel alive. Guilt warred with desire as he pushed himself off the wall and headed towards her room. He knew he should split his time more evenly between his wives, but the pull towards Laila was too strong to resist.

Back in her chamber, Nadia wiped away her tears and stood. Her reflection stared back, eyes hard with resolve. If Rashid wouldn't give her what she wanted, she'd find another way. She was Nadia Khan, after all. And she always got what she wanted— one way or another.
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Laila stood before the mirror, her eyes unfocused. The room around her faded away as she lost herself in thought.

The door creaked open. Sanam's reflection appeared behind her.

Laila turned, a smile sliding into place.

"Fatima said you wanted to see me, Bibi Ji," Sanam said, her voice careful.

"Yes," Laila nodded. "From today, you'll serve only me."

Sanam's brow furrowed. "But Fatima...she'll be angry, Bibi Ji."

"Don't worry about her." Laila waved a hand dismissively. "Now, come. Braid my hair."

Sanam moved behind her, fingers working deftly through Laila's dark locks. Silence stretched between them, broken only by the soft sound of the hair being woven.

"What else do you know about my family?" Laila asked suddenly.

Sanam's hands stilled for a moment. "I met your mother, Noor, a few days ago."

The words hung in the air for a heartbeat. Then Laila spun around, her eyes wild. She shoved Sanam away, hard.

"Is this a joke?" Laila's voice cracked. "Who are you? Did Rashid put you to this? What game are you playing?"

Sanam stumbled back, hands raised. "Laila, please…"

"My mother!" Laila advanced on her. "She has left Khyber. Everyone knows that. So, I'll ask you one last time. Who are you?"

Sanam was trying to calm Laila down. "I'm not lying, I swear. Your mother, she's here, still in Khyber. She sent me."

Laila's hand shot out, gripping Sanam's arm. "Sent you? For what?"

"To help you," Sanam whispered. "To get you out of here."

Laila's grip tightened. "Prove it. Show me something, anything, that proves you've met my mother."

Sanam's free hand reached into her pocket. She pulled out a small, ornate ring. The gold was tarnished with age, a single emerald glinting in the center.

Laila's eyes widened. Her grip on Sanam's arm loosened.

"Where did you get that?" Laila's voice was barely above a whisper.

"Your mother gave it to me," Sanam said softly. "She said it's been in your family for generations. That your father gave it to her on their wedding day. She told me about your father and your brothers."

Laila reached for the ring with shaking hands. As her fingers closed around it, a sob escaped her throat.

"It's real," she murmured, turning the ring over in her palm. "It's really hers."

Laila sank onto the bed, her world tilting on its axis. She looked up at Sanam, tears glistening in her eyes.

"How is this possible?" Laila asked. "Why is she here? What does she want?"

"Long story, Laila," Sanam said gently. "But if you'll listen, I'll tell you everything."

Laila nodded, clutching the ring to her chest. "I'm listening," she said.

Outside, the sun climbed higher in the sky, oblivious to the secrets unraveling within the walls of Darwesh Khan's compound.
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The teacup rattled in Sanam's hand as she poured, stealing glances at Laila. The silence between them was thick, loaded with unspoken words.

The door burst open. Nadia stormed in, her eyes wild.

Sanam jumped, tea sloshing onto the tray. Laila sat up straighter, her face a mask of surprise.

"Get out!" Nadia's voice cracked like a whip.

Sanam froze, her eyes darting to Laila. A slight nod from her mistress, and Sanam scurried out, the door slamming behind her.

Nadia's chest heaved as she glared at Laila. "You can't have her."

"Who?" Laila's voice was calm, a stark contrast to Nadia's fury.

"Don't play dumb. The girl. Sharjeena."

Laila's eyebrows rose. "The new servant? What about her?"

"She is mine."

"Is she?" Laila's tone was light, almost bored.

"Rashid promised me."

"He didn't mention it when he was here earlier."

Nadia's fists clenched at her sides. "You're lying. He was with me tonight."

"Was he?" Laila smirked. "For how long, exactly?"

Nadia's face flushed red. "You little snake. You think you're so clever, don't you?"

Laila stood, her movements fluid. "I don't think. I know."

"You have everything else," Nadia spat. "My husband, this house. You can't take this too."

"Take what, exactly?" Laila circled Nadia slowly. "A servant? Or the last shred of your dignity?"

Nadia lunged forward; her hand raised to strike. Laila caught her wrist mid-air.

"Careful," Laila hissed. "Remember where you are. Who I am now."

"You're nothing," Nadia wrenched her arm free. "A trophy. A plaything. Once Rashid tires of you… "

"He won't," Laila cut her off. "Face it, Nadia. You've lost."

They glared at each other, the air crackling with tension. Two lionesses, circling, neither willing to back down.

"I was here first," Nadia's voice cracked. "I gave him a son. I built this house."

Laila said softly. "Times change. People change."

"Not Rashid. Not really. He'll come back to me. He always does."

"Is that what you tell yourself at night? When you're alone in your bed?"

Nadia's eyes filled with tears of rage. "You don't know anything about us. About our history."

"History," Laila echoed. "That's all you have left, isn't it?"

For a moment, Nadia seemed to deflate, the fight draining out of her. Then she straightened, her chin lifting. "I want Sharjeena. You can't have her. Rashid promised her to me."

Laila studied her for a long moment. "Is that really what this is about? A servant?"

"It's about respect," Nadia said. "Something you clearly know nothing about."

Laila's eyes hardened. Then, unexpectedly, she shrugged. "Fine. Take her."

Nadia blinked, thrown off balance. "What?"

"You heard me. Take Sharjeena. If it means that much to you."

Nadia's eyes narrowed, searching for the trap. "Just like that?"

"Just like that. Consider it a gift. From one wife to another."

The words hung in the air between them, a reminder of their shared, uneasy position.

Nadia stood for a moment longer, uncertainty written across her face. "But this won't change anything between us." She turned to leave, her hand on the doorknob when Laila's voice stopped her.

"Wait."

Nadia froze, not turning around. "What now?"

Laila stood, smoothing her dress. "You can have Sharjeena."

Nadia spun around, suspicion etched on her face. "I thought we established that."

"Yes, but I have a condition," Laila said, her voice level. "I'll be the one to tell her."

Nadia's eyes narrowed. "Why? So, you can turn her against me?"

Laila laughed softly. "Don't be paranoid, Nadia. It doesn't look good on you."

"Then why?"

"Consider it a gesture of goodwill," Laila said, her tone almost sincere. "I'll explain to her that she'll be serving you now. It'll be easier coming from me."

Nadia hesitated, clearly torn between suspicion and the desire to accept this olive branch.

"Come now," Laila pressed. "Isn't this what Rashid wants? Us to work together? For the sake of the family?"

The words were honeyed poison, and they both knew it. But Nadia found herself nodding slowly.

"Fine," she said. "You tell her. But she comes to me immediately after."

Laila smiled, all teeth. "Of course. I wouldn't want to keep you waiting."

Nadia straightened, as if trying to reclaim some dignity. "I…appreciate your cooperation."

"That's what family does, doesn't it?" Laila waved her hand dismissively.

The word 'family' hung in the air between them, loaded with unspoken tension.

Nadia nodded stiffly and left, closing the door behind her with a soft click.

As her footsteps faded, Laila's shoulders sagged. She sank onto the bed, her calm facade crumbling.

The thought that she was fighting for Rashid's attention, the man who had slaughtered her family, made her sick.


Chapter 64



The door opened again. It was Sanam.

Sanam whispered, "I heard everything."

Laila managed a weak smile. "Is she gone? What now?" Her eyes met Sanam's. A silent understanding passed between them.

Sanam suddenly changed her tone, and said, "Now, we play their game. And we win. And we get you out of here."

And after a very long time, Laila smiled without any feelings of guilt.
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The gray Ford inched forward in the heavy Peshawar traffic, coming to a stop behind a motorcyclist at the city's busiest intersection. Inside, four men sat in tense silence, their eyes darting between each other and the patrol car directly ahead.

Officer Malik sighed, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. He glanced at his partner, Officer Jawed. "Another day in paradise, huh?"

Jawed grunted, his eyes never leaving the street. "Stay alert. Something feels off."

The motorcycle squeezed between their patrol car and the one beside it, its rider hunched forward, eager to beat the red light.

In the Ford, Mustafa Hassan, Darwesh Khan's right-hand man, his most powerful enforcer and the leader of this attack, checked his watch. His voice was barely a whisper. "Everyone ready?"

Three quick nods answered him. Hands tightened on concealed weapons.

A block away, in a parked car, Farid, Darwesh Khan's youngest son, watched the scene unfold. His phone buzzed. A single word flashed on the screen: "Now."

He pressed a button on his radio. "Go."

The intersection erupted into chaos.

Car doors flew open. Nine men emerged, AK-47s glinting in the afternoon sun. They moved with practiced precision, fanning out to surround the patrol cars.

A woman, stopped at the light in her white Toyota, felt her world narrow to a pinpoint. Time seemed to slow as she watched the armed men take position. Her mouth went dry, heart hammering against her ribs.

"Ya Allah," she whispered, fumbling with her seatbelt. "Ya Allah, Ya Allah."

With trembling hands, she eased her door open, crouching low. The cool asphalt scraped her palms as she crawled towards the back of her car, praying she wouldn't be seen.

Officer Malik's eyes widened as he caught the movement in his rearview mirror. "Jawed, look out…"

His words were swallowed by an explosion of gunfire.

Bullets tore through the air, peppering the patrol cars with deadly accuracy. Glass shattered, raining down on the officers inside. The motorcyclist caught in the middle jerked violently, a spray of red misting the air before he slumped over his handlebars.

Inside the lead patrol car, Officer Malik ducked below the dashboard. "Call for backup!" he shouted, struggling to be heard over the cacophony of gunfire and screaming civilians.

Officer Jawed fumbled for the radio, his fingers slick with blood from a gash on his forehead. "This is Unit 17, we're under heavy fire at…"

A bullet punched through the windshield, catching him in the shoulder. He cried out, dropping the radio.

In the second patrol car, rookie Officer Amir froze, his hand halfway to his holster. It was his first week on the job. This wasn't supposed to happen. Not here. Not now.

"Amir!" his partner shouted. "Get down!"

A burst of gunfire shredded the car door. Amir felt a searing pain in his leg as he crumpled to the floor.

The assault was over in minutes, though to those caught in the crossfire, it felt like hours. As suddenly as it began, silence fell over the intersection. Smoke curled from still-warm gun barrels as the attackers melted away into the panicked crowd.

The woman, huddled behind her car, slowly raised her head. The scene before her was one of utter devastation. Both patrol cars were riddled with bullets, their windows shattered. The motorcycle lay on its side, its rider motionless on the pavement. All around, people were screaming, crying, running.
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Hours later, as the sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across the city, a figure moved silently through the streets of downtown Peshawar. With quick, practiced strokes, he painted a message on a wall:

"This is the fate of those who comes from Karachi to rule Khyber Pakhtunkhwa people. Let this be a warning to all who stand in our way."

The paint was still wet when the first news vans arrived, their cameras capturing the chilling message for all of Pakistan to see.

In a house across town, Rashid Khan, Darwesh Khan's eldest son, cleaned his weapon, the news playing quietly in the background. He looked up as Mustafa entered the room.

"It's done," Mustafa said simply.

Rashid nodded. "And now we wait. The government will have no choice but to respond."

"And when they do?" Mustafa asked.

A grim smile played across Rashid's face. "Then our rule in KPK will begin."

As night fell over Peshawar, the city held its breath, waiting to see what the dawn would bring.
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Commissioner Adil Khan stood at his office window, his reflection grim in the glass. Peshawar city sprawled before him, a deceptively peaceful vista that belied the violence that had erupted just hours ago. Seven of his officers had been gunned down in broad daylight. The thought made his blood boil.

He turned as his assistant, Faraz, appeared in the doorway. "Sir, the press is getting restless. They're demanding a statement."

Adil waved her off, irritation etched on his face. "Let them stew. I need to think."

Faraz hesitated. "There's also a call from the Chief Minister's office. They're insisting…"

"I don't care if it's the Prime Minister himself," Adil snapped. "Tell them I'll call back."

As Faraz retreated, Adil returned to his desk, sinking into his chair. He knew exactly who was behind this brazen attack. Darwesh Khan. The name left a bitter taste in his mouth. The most feared war lord of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa after the death of Malik Zahir Khan. Once he was nothing but a glorified poppy and arms smuggler with political connections. And now he was carrying attacks on the Pakistan police.

His phone buzzed again. Another message from the Chief Minister's office. Probably another thinly veiled warning to tread carefully. Adil's jaw clenched. He was sick of playing it safe while criminals like Darwesh ran roughshod over his city while sitting at the Pakistan-Afghanistan border in Khyber.

A knock at the door interrupted his brooding. "Come in," he barked.

Sub-Inspector of Police Mohsin entered, looking as haggard as Adil felt. "Sir, we've got a situation at the station in Darwesh's territory. Only two constables are left, rest have fled the place. And the two of them are requesting immediate backup."

Adil leaned forward, his mind racing. An idea began to form, dangerous and potentially career-ending. But it might just work.

"Get me SI Ali Ansari," he said suddenly.

Rashid blinked in surprise. "Ansari? Sir, with all due respect, he's barely out of the academy. This situation calls for…"

"Just do it," Adil cut him off.

As Mohsin left to fetch Ansari, Adil pulled up Ali's file on his computer. He was an average cadet at the police academy, with below average performance overall. Adil wanted someone unassuming and more like a wall painting who would be there only for the sake of being there. Adil couldn't afford any more of his best officers dead. Adil knew he would not be much concerned if Ansari got killed on the job there.

Ten minutes later, a young man in a crisp uniform stood before him. His eyes had dark circles and they looked tired as they settled on Adil. Good.

"Officer Ali, how'd you like to run your own station?" Adil asked without preamble.

Ansari's eyebrows shot up, but he quickly schooled his expression. "Sir?"

Adil leaned forward, his voice low and intense. "I'm not going to sugarcoat this, Ali. It's a tough mission. But it will be great for your career. The station you'd be taking over is in the heart of Darwesh Khan's territory. He just had seven of our officers killed there this morning and we need someone who is smart but unassuming to take charge."

Ansari's eyes widened slightly. "Why me, sir?"

"Because you're the last person they'd expect," Adil lied. "You're young, and you're unknown. They'll underestimate you. That's our advantage."

He stood, pacing behind his desk. "I need someone who can think on their feet, who can build connections in the community. Someone who might be able to gather intelligence on Darwesh's operations without raising suspicion." He was lying to his teeth.

Ansari nodded slowly, processing the information. "But sir, just a few hours ago they have killed…"

"I know, and right now we need someone like you to step up." A ghost of a smile crossed Adil's face. "This is your moment to shine."

Ansari was troubled by the mere thought of getting posted in Darwesh Khan's territory.

"But, sir?" Ansari wanted to say a big 'No' to this mission. But his boss wasn't in a mood to listen.

"You are leaving tonight," Adil ordered. "Go home. Pack everything you need. Trust no one when you get there. You will find two constables at the station. We don't know how deep Darwesh's influence runs. You will carry your own file and posting orders and no one will send any message to the police station that you are coming. Once you take charge there, send your CO a message," Adil said. "Got it?"

"But, sir…"

"You may leave now. You would be getting late."

Ansari seemed scared and confused but he had no power to say no to the police commissioner.

"Ansari!" Adil called from behind and Ansari paused at the door. "Be careful. If things get too hot, you send us a message. Understood?"

Ansari nodded once, then he was gone.

Adil sank back into his chair, the weight of what he'd just set in motion settling on his shoulders.

He had just sent a rookie officer to commit suicide.

His phone buzzed again. The Chief Minister. Adil hit ignore and reached for his coat. He had a press conference to face.
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Monk's fingers tightened around his coffee mug as he watched the news report. Seven cops gunned down in broad daylight. The reporter's voice faded to a buzz as his mind processed this.

Those weren't just any cops. They were from Darwesh Khan's territory. He set the mug down, ignoring the tremor in his hand.

This changed everything.

A knock at the door. Noor slipped in. Her face was grim. "You heard?"

Monk nodded. "Khan did the unthinkable."

"It's bad. Really bad."

He stood, pacing the small room. "Maybe not."

Noor's eyebrows shot up. "Seven dead cops, and you say, 'maybe not'?"

Monk stopped, turning to face her. "It's an opening."

"What are you talking about?"

He leaned in, voice low. "The cops, whom they killed? They ran Khan's territory. Now there's a void."

Understanding dawned on Noor's face. "And voids get filled."

"Exactly." Monk resumed his pacing. "We need to know who's taking over that station."

Noor shook her head. "After what happened? They'd be crazy to send anyone."

"They have to. Can't leave it unmanned." Monk's eyes gleamed. "And whoever they send..."

"...will be our way in," Noor finished.

Monk nodded. "I need everything you can get me. Names, backgrounds, and when they're coming in."

"That won't be easy."

"Nothing worth doing ever is."

Noor sighed, rubbing her temples. "I'll see what I can dig up. But…?"

"Yeah?"

"Be careful. Khan is dangerous. If he catches wind of what you're planning..."

Monk's jaw tightened. "He won't."

After Noor left, Monk returned to the window. The mountainous village bustled with life, people going about their day as if seven cops hadn't just been massacred.

After three hours, his phone buzzed. A message from Bhatti:

Ali Ansari. New officer coming. Tonight, from Peshawar. 1625 is his train number. B1-25 is his seat.

Monk smiled. This was it. His chance to infiltrate, to get closer to Khan.

He checked his watch. Sundown in three hours.

Time to get ready and leave for Peshawar.
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The front door slammed, echoing through the small government house in police quarters. Ansari stumbled in, his uniform disheveled, sweat beading on his forehead despite the cool evening air.

"Ali?" His mother called from the kitchen. "Is that you?"

Ansari's throat tightened. He tried to steady his voice. "Yes, Ammi."

She appeared in the doorway, wiping her hands on her apron. Her smile faded as she took in his appearance. "What's wrong? You look like you've seen a ghost."

"I..." Ansari swallowed hard. "I need to pack. I'm...I'm leaving tonight."

His mother's eyes widened. "Leaving? But where? Why?"

Ansari brushed past her, heading for his room. "It's work. A new posting."

She followed him, concern etched on her face. "But so suddenly? What are you hiding? Is everything okay?"

He paused, his hand on his closet door. The truth bubbled up inside him, threatening to spill out. He wanted to tell her everything— about the dead officers, about Darwesh Khan, about the fear that was eating him alive.

Instead, he forced a smile. "I'm hiding nothing, Ammi. This is a great posting. I'll be fine."

As he threw clothes into a bag, his mother hovered nearby, her worry palpable. Ansari's hands shook as he packed, his mind racing. How could he tell her he might never come back?
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The train rattled through the night, its rhythmic clacking a counterpoint to Ansari's racing thoughts. The compartment was nearly empty, with just a few other late-night travelers dozing in their seats.

Ansari stared out the window, his reflection ghostly in the dark glass. In a few hours, he'd be in Darwesh Khan's territory. The thought made his stomach churn.

Stories of the region flooded his mind. He'd heard whispers among his fellow officers, tales that chilled him to the bone. In Darwesh's domain, the police weren't just disliked— they were despised. Seen as obstacles to be removed, violently, if necessary.

He remembered a conversation he'd overheard in the locker room, just a week ago. Two senior officers, speaking in hushed tones:

"Did you hear about that officer? Posted in Khan's territory last month."

"Yeah, poor bastard. Found him in a ditch three days later. They didn't even try to hide it."

Ansari's hand instinctively went to his throat, suddenly feeling too tight. He'd be walking into a place where his uniform wasn't a shield, but a target.

He glanced around nervously, paranoia setting in. Did anyone know he was a cop? He was in civilian clothes, but he felt exposed and vulnerable. Every glance from a fellow passenger sent a jolt of fear through him. Were they sizing him up? Planning?

A man a few seats away caught his eye. Something about him seemed... off. The man's posture was too rigid, his eyes too alert for this late hour. Was he watching Ansari? Ansari wondered about it, although right now the man was looking outside the window.

Ansari shook his head, trying to clear his paranoid thoughts. He was jumping at shadows now. But the fear wouldn't leave him. In Darwesh's territory, shadows had teeth.

He thought of his mother, of the lie he'd told her. Would she ever know what happened to him if...? He couldn't finish the thought.

As the train hurtled towards the next station, Ansari couldn't shake the feeling that he was being watched.

He didn't know that the man was indeed keeping a close eye on him.

Soon the rocking train made Ansari sleepy, but he had to go to washroom first.

He got up, his only bag was on his shoulder. He couldn't leave it unattended. As he entered the washroom, the man watching him got up too and looked around. Every other passenger was snoozing. Then he walked towards the washroom where Ansari was right now.
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Ansari zipped up, his hands shaking. As he unlocked the door and turned to leave the tiny washroom, the door burst open. The man he'd noticed earlier pushed in, filling the cramped space.

"Officer Ali Ansari," the man growled, his voice barely above a whisper, "Darwesh Khan has sent his regards." He had a gun in his hand that was now pressing at Ansari's gut.

Ansari's throat went dry. He pressed himself against the wall, trying to put any distance he could between himself and the man. "I...I…don't know what you're talking about."

Monk pressed closer, his eyes cold. "Drop the act. We know everything. Your assignment, your family, even what you had for dinner last night."

Ansari's mind raced. How could they know? "What do you want?"

Monk's smile was chilling. "Darwesh Khan has sent you a message. The moment you step off this train at the station, you will be shot dead. Khan doesn't take kindly to uninvited guests in his territory."

"But I…I…can't go back," Ansari stammered, his voice cracking. "My job, my career..."

"Shut up and listen," Monk hissed, grabbing Ansari's shirt. "Khan's offering you a way out. One of his men will take your place at the station. For that to happen, you must disappear. Now you have to decide if you want to be breathing or you want yourself buried six feet under."

Ansari's mind whirled. "I want to live, but my mother..."

Monk relaxed his grip slightly. "Here's how it works. You'll deboard on the next station and then you vanish. You can talk to your mother, but that's it. You cannot contact anyone else. No one from your department, no friends, no one from your life. As far as the world's concerned, you're still at KPK police station. And we will make sure that your salary will keep landing in your bank account."

"And if I refuse?" Ansari asked, already dreading the answer.

Monk's eyes hardened. "Then we start with your mother. How long do you think she'd last, all alone in that apartment if my men start right now?"

Ansari felt the blood drain from his face. His legs threatened to give way. "You wouldn't..."

"Try me," Monk growled. "Darwesh Khan isn't known for his mercy."

Ansari's mind searched for a way out. But every scenario ended in disaster. If he ran, they'd find him. If he fought back, he'd lose. And if he went through with his assignment...He remembered the stories, the bodies found in ditches.

"How...how would this work?" he asked, his voice barely audible.

Monk nodded, sensing victory. "As I said, get off at the next station. Walk away, start a new life. We'll provide you with some cash to get settled. Your bank account will keep getting your salary. You can call your mother, tell her you're on a long-term undercover assignment. But that's it."

"And she'll be safe?"

"As long as you play by the rules, she doesn't get hurt. But step out of line..." Monk let the threat hang in the air.

Ansari felt trapped, boxed in from all sides. His mind scrambled for alternatives but found none. The weight of the decision pressed down on him, suffocating him.

"How do I know you'll keep your word?" he asked, grasping at straws.

Monk shrugged. "You don't. But consider the alternative. You show up at that station, you're dead within minutes and then my men will kill your mother. This way, you live. Your mother lives. It's the best deal you're going to get."

The train whistle blew, signaling the approach of the next station. Ansari's time was running out.

"Tick tock, Ansari," Monk said, holding out his hand. "Your file. ID. Everything. Now."

With trembling fingers, Ansari reached into his bag. He pulled out the file containing his life—his posting letter, police ID, everything that made him who he was. As he handed it over, he felt a piece of himself die.

Monk passed him a thick envelope in return. "Cash. Enough to start your new life. Remember, my men will be watching you and your mother. Always. Never go back to your house. When our job is done, we'll contact you. Keep your phone always on."

The train began to slow. Monk stepped back, his hand on the door. "This is your stop. Get off, walk away. Don't look back."

"But I don't know where to go." Ansari said.

Monk leaned in close, his breath hot on Ansari's ear. "You'll figure it out."

As the train screeched to a halt, Ansari's life as he knew it was over, erased in a single train ride.

He stepped onto the platform, his bag on his shoulder, the envelope heavy in his pocket. Part of him screamed to run, to fight, to do anything but walk away. But the image of his mother, vulnerable and alone, kept him moving forward.

As Ansari walked out of the station into the pre-dawn darkness, he'd never felt so isolated. Or so terrified. Behind him, his old life receded with each step. Ahead lay only uncertainty.

Standing at the compartment's door, Monk watched him go. He was ready to take his place at the station.

The train pulled away, carrying with it the last traces of Ali Ansari. And in his place would walk a man who was a ghost for everyone at the KPK, a man with a new name, new past, and a very unique name— Ali Ansari AKA Axel Monk.
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Monk was in plain clothes when he saw the police station. The two-story building loomed before him, its once-white walls now a dingy gray, paint peeling in large patches. Windows, grimy with years of neglect, stared out like tired eyes. A faded sign hung crookedly above the entrance, declaring "Police Station" in Urdu.

The closest village was a mile away, leaving the station in eerie isolation. Monk climbed the crumbling steps, wincing at each creak underfoot. He went straight to the desk meant for the station-in-charge. It was dusty, with files and papers strewn across its surface. The chair behind it was even dustier, its leather cracked and peeling.

"Why is this not cleaned?" Monk looked at the two constables who had not noticed him yet.

"Who are you?" one of the constables asked, his voice thick with sleep.

"Sub-Inspector Ali Ansari. The new in-charge of this station. Who are you?" Monk asked sternly.

The constable who had questioned Monk jumped to attention and saluted him. The other one almost fell from his chair. Monk saw the surprise etched across their faces.

"Sahib?" the first one stammered. "We...we weren't expecting anyone so soon."

Monk took a moment to study the two men before him. The one who had spoken was Constable Wajid, a man in his late forties with a paunch that strained against his uniform buttons. His mustache, once likely a point of pride, now drooped sadly over his mouth. Years of desk duty had left him soft, his movements slow and cumbersome.

The other, Constable Faraz, was younger but no fitter. Short and round, with thinning hair poorly hidden under his cap, he wheezed slightly as he scrambled to stand at attention. His uniform was rumpled, as if he'd slept in it, which Monk suspected, he probably had.

"Clearly," Monk said dryly. "Your names and ranks. Now."

"Constable Wajid, Sahib," the older one said, his voice quavering slightly.

"Constable Faraz, Sahib," the younger one added, still trying to catch his breath.

Monk nodded curtly. "Well, constables Wajid and Faraz, care to explain why this station looks like it hasn't seen a broom in years?"

The two exchanged nervous glances. Wajid spoke up, his tone defensive. "Sahib, we've been understaffed since...well, since the incident. It's just been the two of us."

"And cleaning isn't in our job description," Faraz muttered, then immediately paled as Monk's gaze snapped to him.

"Isn't it?" Monk's voice was dangerously soft. "Last I checked, maintaining the station was part of every officer's duties. Or perhaps you think you're above such tasks?"

"No, Sahib! Of course not, Sahib!" Faraz stammered, sweat beading on his forehead.

Monk surveyed the cluttered desk again, then looked back at the constables. Their postures screamed discomfort. Wajid's eyes darted to the exit, while Faraz seemed to be trying to shrink into himself.

"Right," Monk said, his tone clipped. "Here's what's going to happen. Wajid, you're going to get this desk and chair cleaned. Faraz, get me a cup of tea. Strong. No sugar."

"Yes, Sahib," Faraz nodded vigorously.

"Good. And while you're at it, I want every file we have on Darwesh Khan, his family, and his businesses. Opium, weapons smuggling, all of it.

The constables stared at him, mouths agape.

Wajid blinked. "Sahib?"

"Did I stutter?"

"N-no, Sahib. Right away, Sahib."

"And get me files on the other four warlords who control the rest of KPK," Monk added.

Wajid nodded vigorously, his Adam's apple dancing. "Yes, Sahib. Immediately, Sahib." He loped away, all arms and legs, his gait reminiscent of a penguin.

"Well?" Monk barked. "Move!"

Faraz scrambled to lead the way, nearly tripping over his own feet.

Alone, Monk allowed himself a small smile. Step one, complete. Now for the hard part.

While they were gone, Monk changed into Ansari's uniform. It fit surprisingly well. A good omen, perhaps.

Faraz returned first, teacup rattling on the saucer. His round face glistened with sweat. "Your tea, Sahib."

He was still trying and failing to hide his bewilderment.

Monk took a sip. Lukewarm and over-sweetened. He grimaced. "The files, Faraz?"

"Coming, Sahib. It's...it's a lot of documents."

Faraz headed to help Wajid. Finally, they both appeared, arms laden with dusty folders. They dropped them on the desk with a thud. "The warlord files, Sahib. Except..."

Monk raised an eyebrow. "Except?"

Wajid and Faraz exchanged glances. Faraz cleared his throat. "Well, Sahib, some of the more...sensitive information...it's not here."

"Where is it?"

Another nervous glance between the constables. Wajid spoke up, his voice cracking. "The dead officers, Sahib. They...they took some files with them. For safekeeping, they said."

Monk leaned back, studying the two men. Faraz fidgeted with his belt, while Wajid stood ramrod straight, his Adam's apple working overtime.

"I see," Monk said slowly. "And did these officers mention where they might be keeping these files? For safekeeping?"

Silence stretched between them. Wajid's mustache twitched. Faraz's fingers drummed against his thigh.

Finally, Faraz spoke, his voice barely above a whisper. "They didn't say, Sahib. But...but there were rumors."

Monk leaned forward.
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The afternoon sun slanted through grimy windows, casting long shadows across the cluttered office. Monk hunched over the desk, surrounded by stacks of yellowed files. The rustle of paper and the occasional creak of his chair were the only sounds in the stifling room.

Suddenly, the door burst open. Wajid stumbled in, his thin, potbellied frame silhouetted against the bright doorway. Sweat glistened on his forehead, his eyes wide with panic.

"Sahib, they are coming." His voice cracked, almost hysterical.

Monk looked up, his eyes sharp despite hours of reading. "Who?"

"Darwesh Khan's men." Wajid's Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed hard.

Monk straightened, pushing aside a file. "How do you know?"

Faraz appeared behind Wajid, his short bulk filling the door frame. His round face was flushed, his uniform dark with sweat stains. "The jeeps, Sahib," he panted. "When they come, their vehicles kick up dust clouds. You can see them for miles."

"The villagers," Wajid chimed in, his words tumbling out. "They spot the dust, they call everyone."

Monk's chair creaked as he leaned back, his mind racing behind an impassive face. "In how much time?"

Faraz wiped his brow with a grimy handkerchief. "Minutes, Sahib. Maybe less. They drive like devils."

"Why are they coming?" Monk's tone was casual, but his eyes were alert.

The two constables exchanged nervous glances. Faraz cleared his throat. "The...previous officers, Sahib. The ones who..." He trailed off, unable to say the words.

"The dead ones," Monk finished bluntly. "Go on."

Faraz nodded, his jowls quivering. "They had seized a drug shipment. Fifty kilos."

"Where is it now?"

"Armory room," Wajid piped up. "There's a secret compartment. Was supposed to go to Peshawar, but..." he shrugged helplessly.

Monk stood, his chair scraping against the floor. "Show me."

They hurried through the dingy hallway, their footsteps echoing off peeling walls. The armory door groaned as Wajid wrestled it open, revealing a room cluttered with outdated weapons and dusty equipment.

In the corner, Wajid knelt, his fingers probing a seemingly solid wall. With a click, a panel swung open. Inside lay twenty packets, each wrapped in brown paper and plastic.

Monk grabbed one, his knife flashing as he sliced it open. He dabbed a finger in the white powder and tasted it. His eyebrows rose. "Top quality stuff," he muttered.

Wajid and Faraz gaped, questions forming on their lips. How did the new SI know about the quality of this? But the distant roar of engines silenced them.

"What do we do now, Sahib?" Wajid's voice was barely audible over the growing rumble.

Monk's face hardened, his eyes glinting with determination. "You two, write your numbers on that notepad and disappear."

"Disappear?" Faraz echoed, his face pale beneath the sweat.

"Leave the station. Hide somewhere safe. I'll call when I need you."

Wajid's voice quavered. "But, Sahib, what about you?"

Monk's smile was cold. "Don't worry about me. Use the back door. Go. Now."

As they scribbled their numbers with shaking hands, Monk turned to the weapons racks.

Faraz paused at the door, his bulk blocking the exit. This new SI was mental, but he was giving them a way out. Before leaving, they gave Monk a final look to see if he wanted to come along but he was busy with weapons. Moving with practiced efficiency, checking the guns he liked, his fingers dancing over metal with familiar ease.

"He's lost his mind," Wajid hissed. "This is suicide."

"Or he's got a death wish," Faraz puffed behind him. "Or maybe he wants to die fighting."

"Fighting for what? He just got here!"

"Who cares? We'll collect his body later...if Khan's men leave anything to collect."

Their voices faded, swallowed by the growing roar of approaching vehicles. Dust seeped through the cracks in the windows, dancing in the sunbeams. Monk worked methodically, laying out weapons on the scarred desk. Each movement was precise, economical, speaking of years of training and experience.

The growl of engines grew to a crescendo. Gravel crunched under heavy tires. Car doors slammed.

Monk allowed himself a smile. He chambered a round with a satisfying click and pulled his chair to sit.

Showtime.
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Monk counted. Two white SUVs. Seven men in total. Each carrying an AK-74 Krinkov, slung across their backs. Hands empty. Cocky.

He rose from his chair, sauntering to his desk. Leaned against it, casual. Behind him, a small arsenal. M16s. Two Uzis. Twin Berettas at his hip.

But it wasn't the firepower fueling his smirk. It was the opportunity that had come to his door so quickly.

The men barged in, faltering at the sight of Monk, confusion etched on their faces.

"Who are you?" the leader demanded, his voice gruff.

Monk cocked an eyebrow. "Funny. I was about to ask you the same thing."

"You must be new that's why you don't know who I am. Anyways…I'm here for my package. Go and get it."

"Package?"

"50 kilos."

"Of what?"

"Enough of this." The leader's jaw clenched. "Where are those two constables? They know."

"I still don't know who the hell you are? And why all these questions?" Monk's tone was still the same. "And why are you carrying these guns here? This is still a police station, right?"

"Listen, kid, whoever you are, I'm Darwesh Khan's man. That should be enough."

Monk scoffed. "Sure, you are. And I'm the Queen of England."

"You're calling me a liar?" The leader's face reddened, veins bulging in his neck.

"If the shoe fits..."

"I don't have time for this!" The man lunged, reaching for Monk's throat.

Big mistake.

Monk straightened, lightning fast. Grabbed the man's hand, twisted. Two sickening cracks. Two fingers snapped like twigs.

The leader howled, stumbling back. Monk slammed his leather boot on his knee, and he collapsed on the floor, screaming. Monk's Beretta materialized in his hand. Two quick shots. The men behind the leader staggered, their right shoulders blooming red. Their rifles clattered to the floor, useless.

Four left. They were still not sure what was happening, but they instinctively reached for their weapons. But Monk was faster.

He dove, rolling across the desk. M16 now in hand, he came up firing. Short, controlled bursts. The first man's chest erupted in a spray of crimson. He was wounded enough to not be a threat.

The second managed to raise his rifle. Too slow. Monk's bullet found his right palm, blasting it. He would need a whole fucking reconstruction by a good doctor.

The third and fourth opened fire. Bullets whizzed past Monk's head, shattering the window behind him. Glass rained down.

Monk ducked, sweeping the M16 in a wide arc. Both men stumbled back, peppered with rounds.

One fell, but was still breathing. The other, still standing, fumbled with his weapon. Jammed.

Monk didn't hesitate. He charged, driving his shoulder into the man's gut. They crashed into the wall. Monk's elbow found the man's temple. Once. Twice. The guy slumped, unconscious.

Silence fell. The acrid smell of gunpowder hung in the air. Monk surveyed the carnage, his breath steady. No one was dead. He was conscious of not killing anyone. And the leader...

The man was on his knees, cradling his broken hand. Whimpering.

Monk strode over, pressed his Beretta against the man's teeth. The whimpers stopped.

"Still calling yourself Darwesh Khan's man?" Monk's voice was ice.

The leader's eyes widened, filled with pain, fear, and disbelief. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth where the gun pressed.

"Please, don't kill me..." he mumbled around the barrel.

"Take me to Darwesh Khan if you really are his man." Monk smiled and took out his phone. Time to call his constables.


Chapter 75



Wajid's phone buzzed. Unknown number. Still, though hesitant, he answered the call

"Come fast to the station." Click. The call was disconnected.

Faraz leaned in, his round face glistening with sweat. "Who was it? SI?"

"I don't think it was the SI. But whoever it was, they want us at the station."

"If it wasn't the SI, then..."

"Then it's Darwesh Khan's men. We have to go. They'll find us anyway."

Faraz nodded, resigned. But a question nagged. "You think the SI's dead?"

"If not dead, then he must be wishing he was. Told you he had a death wish."

Faraz sighed. Another cop, gone.

The walk back was tense and silent. The station loomed ahead, eerily quiet. two SUVS were parked outside. But there were no signs of life. The door of the station was closed too. It seemed like everyone was inside.

Wajid's hand trembled as he reached for the door. "Maybe we should…"

"Too late now," Faraz muttered.

They pushed open the door and the world tilted.

Blood. Everywhere.

The metallic stench hit them first, followed by the acrid bite of gunpowder. Wajid gagged, pressing a hand to his mouth.

Six men lay scattered like broken dolls. Some moaning, others ominously still. Bullet holes peppered the walls, glass crunched underfoot.

"Ya Allah," Faraz whispered, eyes wide. "What happened here?"

And there, behind the desk, sat the new SI. Calm. Focused on files of Darwesh Khan. As if he was surrounded by sleeping kittens and not bleeding, dying men.

Wajid blinked hard, sure he was hallucinating. "S-Sahib?"

Monk looked up and smiled but the smile didn't reach his eyes. "Where were you? I was waiting for you two."

Faraz's gaze darted around the room, counting bodies. "How...how did this…? How did you...?" Words deserted him.

A low moan drew their attention. Their eyes found the source, and the bottom dropped out of their world.

Azhar. One of Darwesh Khan's powerful enforcers and the brother of Mustafa Hassan, the boogeyman who haunted their nightmares.

Now he was on the floor, with his knees a mess of blood and bone. One hand he cradled to his chest, and his mangled fingers pointed in all the wrong directions.

Wajid's legs gave out. He slumped against the wall, sliding down. "Impossible," he mumbled. "This is impossible."

Faraz couldn't look away from Azhar. The man who'd terrorized them for years was reduced to a whimpering heap. "But... but that's Azhar. He is…" he mumbled.

"Oh, he never told me his name. He kept saying that I should have known about him." Monk's voice was casual. "He said he is Darwesh Khan's man. But now? He'll be our tour guide."

Azhar whimpered. The sound chilled Wajid and Faraz more than any threat ever had.

Monk stood, holstering his weapon. "We were just discussing a field trip. To meet Darwesh Khan."

Faraz's mouth worked soundlessly. His mind couldn't process what he was seeing. This morning, they were nobodies. Scared, powerless. Now...

Wajid found his voice, shaky and thin. "Sahib, who...who are you? Really?"

Monk's smile widened, predatory. "What kind of question is that? I am your new SI."

He stepped around the desk, careful not to step in the growing pools of blood. "Now, I need your help to put all of them in one SUV."

The two constables exchanged glances. Fear, awe, and a spark of something else— hope, maybe? — passed between them.

Faraz swallowed hard. "Where are we going?"

"Not you. Only I am going with these gentlemen. I need to ask Darwesh Khan a few questions," Monk said, nudging Azhar with his foot. "Our friend, Azhar here, is going to introduce me to him."

Wajid struggled to his feet, legs wobbly. "But that's suicide. Darwesh Khan will…"

"Darwesh Khan will meet the new SI," Monk cut in, "and the new SI, which is me, will meet Darwesh Khan and his clan. It's going to be a good day." He checked his watch. "So, are you guys going to help me in putting these in the SUV or not?"

The two constables looked at each other.

What kind of devil had they welcomed into their station? And more importantly, would they dare follow him into hell?
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The SUV thundered down the dusty road, a macabre spectacle on wheels.

Azhar, the most feared enforcer in the region, was now just a grotesque hood ornament. Monk had him tied to the SUV's bonnet. His hands, tied tightly, stretched in both directions. His back was pressed against the scorching metal. His face, a mask of pain and terror, faced the loud winds head on. He could barely open his eyes due to the strong currents, but he still wanted to, just to see whether he would survive this ride.

On the roof, two men lay spread-eagled, their bodies quivering with each bump and turn. The ropes bit into their flesh, drawing blood that mixed with the sweat and dust. Their eyes, wide with fear, darted frantically, silently begging for mercy from anyone who might see.

At the rear, two men dangled precariously, their bodies swaying like gruesome pendulums. Every jolt threatened to snap the fraying ropes. Their hoarse screams were lost in the wind.

Inside the trunk, two more wounded men moaned in agony, their bodies contorted in the cramped space. Blood seeped through their clothes, pooling on the floor.

Behind the wheel, Monk sat with an eerie calm. His eyes, cold and focused, scanned the horizon. An M16 rested on the passenger seat, within easy reach. Two Uzis were tucked between the seats, and twin Berettas rode snug in his holsters. All loaded, all ready.
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Miles behind, at the police station, Wajid paced nervously. His footsteps echoed in the blood-stained room. "We're dead men walking," he muttered, running trembling hands through his hair.

Faraz sat slumped in a corner, his usual ruddy complexion ashen. "Tying up Azhar on the bonnet ...it's...it's unthinkable. What came over us?"

"That devil," Wajid spat. "He made us do it. But Darwesh Khan won't care who gave the order. We'll pay the price."

Faraz nodded glumly. "Maybe we should run..."

"Run where?" Wajid laughed bitterly. "There's nowhere Darwesh Khan can't find us. And what about our families?"

As the sun dipped lower, casting long shadows across the landscape, Darwesh Khan's compound came into view. High walls topped with razor wire promised a grim welcome. Armed guards patrolled the perimeter, their fingers never far from their triggers. Any uninvited, unwanted guest was first welcomed with a warning and then with bullets.

The gate guards squinted at the approaching dust cloud. Confusion flickered across their faces, quickly morphing into horror as the SUV drew closer.

"Open the gates!" one of the guards yelled as Azhar's screams carried on with the wind, a sound of pure desperation.

Monk didn't slow the four-wheeler, rather his foot pressed harder on the accelerator, the engine roaring in response. He knew the gates would open. And even if they didn't, he didn't care if the SUV crashed onto the metal gate.

The guards too realized this. With a screech of protesting metal, the gates opened.

The SUV barreled through, tires squealing as Monk brought it to a dramatic halt in the courtyard closer to the first majestic building in the compound. For a moment, silence reigned, broken only by the tick-tick-tick of the cooling engine and the muffled whimpers of Azhar and his men.

Then, chaos erupted.

Men poured out of the mansion, their weapons drawn. They formed a ring around the SUV, a wall of steel and flesh. But none dared approach the vehicle. The sight before them was too shocking, too unbelievable.

Monk stepped out in his police uniform, his movements deliberate, hands conspicuously empty. He looked around as if he was checking the property to make a bid on it.

A whisper rippled through the crowd. Who was this man who dared to deliver Azhar, Darwesh Khan's right hand, like a trussed-up sacrifice?

"Who the fuck are you?" A voice boomed from the mansion's entrance. The crowd parted, revealing a man in his fifties, his beard streaked with gray, eyes hard as flint.

But instead of answering, Monk took out a cigarette from a packet of cigarettes from his pocket and stared at the man who had asked him that question. He looked at him for a light. When he saw no one coming forward, he put his hand in Azhar's pocket and took out his lighter. Taking a couple of drags from his cigarette, he again looked at the men aiming guns at him and smiled.

"Where is Darwesh Khan?" Monk asked.

"Who are you?"

"Are you blind? Asking a police officer who he is?" Monk's lips curled into a smile that never reached his eyes. "Anyways, these men claim that they are on Darwesh Khan's payroll. I'm here to confirm it."

His gaze swept the crowd, finally settling onto the man who had spoken. This was the second son of Darwesh Khan. Darwesh Khan's eldest son, Rashid, had gone out for business with Farid, the youngest one.

Monk looked at him and said, "You must be Karim Khan."

The man's eyes narrowed dangerously. "And if I am?"

"Then you can take me to your father, simple, " Monk's smile deepened.

The courtyard crackled with tension. Fingers tightened on triggers. The slightest wrong move could turn the place into a bloodbath.

"My father does not meet with police officers of your level." Karim Khan had noticed the stars on Monk's uniform. He knew Monk was just an SI. "And on my orders, they will shoot you just for entering this compound."

Monk laughed. "And lose fifty kilos of your stuff." It was strange. His laughter. As if he was mocking the armed men for doing nothing. "And how many police officers will you kill? Next time, they will send the army with F-16s fighter jets. Will you kill them too?" Monk was clearly enjoying this.

Karim wasn't, but he wasn't hot headed like Rashid. He knew Monk had a point.

He was thinking about Monk's remarks when he heard another man's laugh. This time from behind him.

It was Darwesh Khan whose laugh cut through it all, a sound of genuine amusement. "You've got balls. Or a death wish." He studied Monk for a long moment, then waved his men down. "Come. Let's chat. This promises to be...interesting."

Monk followed Darwesh Khan. Karim followed the duo. Azhar's pitiful whimpers faded behind them.

Outside, Azhar hung from the SUV, blood dripping onto the dusty courtyard. His eyes, filled with a mixture of pain and dawning horror, followed Monk's receding figure.

As Monk followed Darwesh into the mansion, Karim stopped him and signaled his men to pat him down. One of his men did the needful. Rough hands, but Monk seemed to feel more ticklish than being offended.

Inside the mansion, the opulent interior stood in stark contrast to the brutality outside. Persian rugs muffled their footsteps. Priceless artifacts adorned the walls.

Darwesh led Monk to a study, gesturing to a leather chair. "Sit. Drink?"

Monk remained standing. "I prefer to keep a clear head."

"Suit yourself." Darwesh poured himself a generous whiskey. "You said you didn't believe Azhar when he said that I had sent him. You know what I think?"

Monk smiled. "You think that I knew that Azhar was not lying, and I just wanted to beat him and the others."

"So, the question is, why did you do this? And the answer would be that you wanted to meet me."

"No." Monk looked at Karim, who was looking at him with rage. "I could have met you the normal way too."

"Then? Why all this drama?"

"Because then you would have treated me like you treated the last police officer who worked for you."

"Like a dog who wanted bones."

"Like a dog who wanted bones," Monk repeated.

"And now you think you will not be treated like a dog looking for bones?"

"If you'd do that then it could be your last mistake." Monk tone hardened and Karim stepped forward, looking ready to punch Monk. No one threatened his father in front of him. But Darwesh flicked his palm to stop him.

"So, if not dog— then what?"

"Partner."

"Do I need a partner?"

"Maybe not earlier, but now, when you have killed seven police officers. Good officers, and that's why they sent me here to take care of you and your little empire— the way I see fit."

"You are just one man. I know they have sent no one else. And don't tell me that those two constables have suddenly become brave hearts."

"Just one man who took care of seven of your men and paraded them in front of every village that is between the station and your compound."

That made Darwesh pause. He didn't know what had happened at the station, but he knew the number of villages between the police station and his mansion, and word spread fast in his world.

By now, the other warlords would be discussing this on phones and laughing at him. He would have done the same.

And all this just because of one low ranking police officer. But no other police officer could do what this SI had done.

"Who are you, really? Because we both know you're no ordinary cop." He looked closely at Monk.

Monk's smile was razor thin. "Let's just say I'm the man who's going to change your world, Darwesh Khan. Starting right now."
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The courtyard fell silent as Darwesh Khan emerged outside with Monk. Eyes darted between the two men, searching for signs of conflict. But there were none.

Karim was noticeably absent.

Darwesh Khan's men's fingers twitched on their triggers, awaiting the order to riddle Monk with bullets. It never came.

Instead, Darwesh strode towards the SUV where Azhar and his men remained bound. The sun beat down mercilessly, forcing Azhar to squint through swollen eyes.

"I apologize, Khan Saab," Azhar croaked, his voice raw from screaming.

Darwesh's smile was gentle, almost fatherly. "No need. You've served me well. This? Just a stumble."

Behind him, Monk's eyes roamed the compound. He wasn't admiring the architecture. He was looking for someone. Sanam. He knew she was here, somewhere behind these high walls. But the chances of spotting her were slim to none.

Then a movement caught his eye. Karim had appeared, flanked by two men lugging large containers. Monk's nose twitched. The acrid smell hit him before he saw the liquid splashing over the men tied to the SUV's rear.

Gasoline.

Monk took a step back, then another.

Darwesh's voice was soft, meant for Azhar and the other tied men. "I'll take care of your families."

The first scream cut through the air like a knife. Then another. And another.

Azhar's eyes widened in confusion, then terror as he realized what was happening. "No, please, Khan Sahib…"

His words dissolved into an agonized howl as the flames engulfed him.

The SUV became a pyre, the screams of seven men rising with the black smoke. Even hardened killers looked away, their faces pale.

All except two.

Darwesh Khan and Axel Monk stood motionless, watching the inferno without flinching. They'd both seen— and done— far worse.

Karim's gaze flickered between them, a chill running down his spine despite the heat.

What kind of monsters were these men?

And one them was his father. His mind flicked to his decision of coming back here. Safia would come to know about this and then she would say out loud what Karim was thinking right now.

As the screams faded to whimpers, then silence, Darwesh turned to Monk. "Now then," he said, as casually as if discussing the weather, "shall we get down to business?"

Monk nodded, his face unreadable. "Let's."

Behind them, the SUV continued to burn.
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Inside, Darwesh Khan studied Monk, searching for a flicker of fear, a hint of disgust. He found nothing. Monk's face was a blank unreadable canvas. Rare, for a man who'd just witnessed such brutality.

"You shouldn't have brought them here like that," Darwesh said finally. "They could have lived."

Monk's response was cool and matter-of-fact. "I doubt that."

"Why?"

"Word spreads fast. You needed to stamp your authority. I'd have been disappointed if you'd pardoned them."

Karim, hovering nearby, couldn't contain himself. "Why?"

Monk's gaze shifted to the younger man. "Getting power is easy. Keeping it? That takes tough decisions. Your father knows this."

"So, you knew they'd burn when you tied them up?" Karim pressed.

"I expected punishment. Death isn't the only way."

"Then?"

Monk's gaze hardened. "Death is the easy way out."

"What's the toughest punishment, then?" Karim's voice was a challenge.

"Watching your loved ones die. Being powerless to stop it. Living with those regrets." Monk's tone was flat, devoid of emotion.

Karim swallowed hard. "Have you...have you ever punished someone like that?"

"Yes."

"Who?"

A ghost of a smile played on Monk's lips, but his eyes were wells of pain. "Myself."

Silence fell. Heavy. Oppressive.

Karim opened his mouth, then thought the better of it.

Darwesh leaned forward, intrigued. "What did it do to you?"

"Changed me. In ways I never imagined."

Something passed between Darwesh and Monk. A flicker of understanding, perhaps. Or recognition.

Monk straightened, all business now. "But we're here to talk shop. Let's focus on that."

Darwesh nodded, pouring himself another drink. "Indeed. You mentioned a partnership. I'm curious to hear more."

As they settled in to negotiate, the acrid smell of smoke still hung in the air. Outside, the SUV smoldered.
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The SUV rumbled down the dusty road, kicking up clouds in its wake. Karim's knuckles were white on the steering wheel, his jaw clenched tight. Monk sat beside him, relaxed, almost bored.

Three of Karim's men crowded the backseat, hands never far from their weapons. A second SUV followed close behind, a mobile fortress of metal and muscle.

"Why the fuck do I need to drive this?" Karim muttered, breaking the tense silence.

Monk's lips quirked. "Importance of appearances."

Karim's grip tightened. He'd wanted to ride in the back, away from prying eyes. But Monk had insisted he drive.

"People need to know," Monk had said. "People need to know that Darwesh Khan and his sons aren't afraid."

Darwesh had agreed with Monk's point, sealing Karim's fate.

Now, as they passed through villages, Karim felt the weight of countless stares. News traveled fast out here. They all knew what had happened to Azhar. Children stopped playing to gawk. Women whispered behind cupped hands. Men's eyes followed the SUV, fear and resentment in their gazes.

"Can we stop for tea?" Monk said suddenly.

Karim's head snapped around. "What?"

"Tea?"

"I'm not your damn chauffeur," Karim snarled.

Monk just smiled, turning to look out the window. The smile grated on Karim's nerves more than any insult could have.

They didn't stop. Not until they reached the police station.

As they pulled up, Karim's eyes darted to the SUV parked in the police station compound.

"Let's get this over with," he growled, killing the engine.
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As the SUV approached the police station, two familiar figures came into view. Wajid and Faraz stood nervously at the entrance, their eyes wide with disbelief.

The vehicle came to a stop, dust settling around it. For a moment, nobody moved. The two constables stared, frozen, as if they couldn't quite process what they were seeing.

Karim Khan, son of the feared warlord Darwesh Khan, was behind the wheel. And their new SI, the man who had turned their world upside down in a matter of hours, sat casually in the passenger seat.

Truth was they expected him to be dead, considering how he had left from here.

Wajid's mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water. Faraz nervously adjusted his belt, his pudgy fingers trembling.

"Is that..is that Karim Khan?" Wajid hissed.

Faraz nodded, his face pale. "Driving our SI. What the hell is going on?"

Monk approached them, his face unreadable. The constables snapped to attention, a mix of fear and awe in their eyes.

"Sahib," Wajid managed, his voice cracking. "We...we weren't expecting..."

Monk cut him off with a wave. "At ease. We're here on business."

The constables' eyes darted between Monk and Karim, who was now leaning against the SUV, scowling.

Faraz cleared his throat. " Sahib, should we...?" He trailed off, clearly at a loss.

Monk understood their confusion. In a matter of hours, he had upended the power structure they'd known for years.

But Monk knew the value of keeping people off-balance. He'd orchestrated this scene precisely for its shock value.

"Faraz, come with me. Wajid stay here with Karim Khan," Monk ordered and looked at Karim Khan, who pursed his lips.

"Get the bag out," Karim ordered his men.

As Monk and Faraz entered the station, Monk could feel Faraz's questioning gaze on his back. He was bursting with questions, but was too afraid to ask.

But for now, Wajid and Faraz would have to wait. Their confusion was a tool, another piece in the complex game Monk was playing.

Faraz seemed confused as Monk walked to the hidden compartment in the armory room.

But he knew that whatever was happening, it was clear their new SI was no ordinary cop.
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Twelve packets lay on the table inside the station, neatly stacked. The fluorescent lights cast an unearthly glow on the white powder inside, making it shimmer like fresh snow.

Karim's eyes narrowed, darting between the packets and Monk. "Twelve? Where are the other eight?"

Monk leaned against the desk, arms crossed, the picture of casual indifference. "Insurance. I need to keep Peshawar happy. Otherwise, they'll ship me out, and you'll lose your new partner."

"Two and a half crore for twelve packets?" Karim spat, his face reddening. "That's robbery!"

"Robbery?" Monk's laugh was sharp, cutting through the tension like a knife. "You're getting millions for the product. But if you're not interested, I've got four other warlords lined up. I'm sure they'd be thrilled to take it off my hands."

Karim's jaw clenched, a vein throbbing in his temple. His hand twitched, inching towards his waistband. For a moment, the air crackled with potential violence.

Then, slowly, deliberately, he jerked his head at his men. They moved towards the packets, their eyes never leaving Monk.

"Hold it," Monk's voice cracked like a whip. "Money first."

"You don't trust us?" Karim's tone was dangerously low.

Monk didn't blink. "Trust is earned. You haven't even made a down payment yet."

Behind Monk, Wajid and Faraz exchanged nervous glances. This wasn't how things usually went. The new SI was playing with fire, and they were caught in the middle.

Wajid leaned close to Faraz, whispering, "Is he corrupt or just insane?"

Faraz shook his head, bewildered. "I don't know, but either way, we're in trouble."

The air crackled with tension. Karim's men fingered their weapons, eyes darting between their boss and Monk. Monk stood, unmoving, eyes locked on Karim, a slight smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

Finally, Karim nodded, a sharp, angry gesture. A bag materialized, seemingly from thin air.

"Count it," Monk ordered the constables, not taking his eyes off Karim. "Two and a half crore. Every last rupee."

Wajid and Faraz gaped at the amount but got to work. For three long hours, the only sound in the station was the rustle of bills and mumbled numbers. The monotony was broken only by the occasional cough or shuffling of feet as Karim's men grew increasingly impatient.

"It's all here," Wajid finally announced, his voice shaky with disbelief. "Two and a half crore, exactly."

Monk nodded, satisfaction evident in his stance. "Next time, bring a counting machine. Save us all some time and tedium."

Karim's men didn't wait for further permission. They snatched up the packets.

As they filed out, Monk caught Karim's eye. The man's face was a storm of emotions— anger, confusion, and beneath it all, a grudging respect. He'd underestimated this new SI, and he knew it.

The station fell silent once more, the absence of Karim and his men leaving a void that seemed to suck the air from the room.

Wajid cleared his throat, the sound unnaturally loud in the quiet. "Sahib... what do we tell HQ? Half the seizure is gone. They'll want answers."

Monk stretched, his joints popping audibly. He looked utterly relaxed, as if he hadn't just engaged in a high-stakes standoff with one of the most dangerous men in the region. "Right now? I need tea. It's been a long day."

He strode out, leaving Wajid and Faraz staring at each other, panic rising in their eyes.

"What the hell just happened?" Faraz whispered, his round face pale.

Wajid shook his head, running a trembling hand through his hair. "I don't know. But I've got a feeling we're in way over our heads. This new SI...he's playing a game we don't understand."

Outside, sitting on a chair, Monk sipped his tea, watching the sun set over the dusty landscape. The warm liquid was a stark contrast to the cold calculation in his eyes. The game was just beginning, and he held all the cards.

He thought of Sanam, somewhere out there in the gathering darkness. His grip tightened on the cup.

As night fell, the station buzzed with unasked questions. Wajid and Faraz huddled in the corner, voices low.

"We should report this," Wajid muttered, but there was no conviction in his tone.

Faraz snorted. "Report what? That our new SI outsmarted Karim Khan and walked away with millions? We'd be dead before morning."

"So, we just...go along with it?"

"Do we have a choice?"

Their eyes drifted to Monk, silhouetted against the fading light. What kind of man had they welcomed into their midst? A savior? A devil? Or someone far more dangerous— a man with nothing left to lose?

As if sensing their gaze, Monk turned, his eyes glinting in the shadows. "Gentlemen," he called, his voice carrying easily across the yard. "We have work to do. This is just the beginning."

Wajid and Faraz exchanged one last look before following him inside. Whatever storm was coming, they were now in the eye of it. And their new SI was the hurricane.
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The sun dipped low on the horizon as Safia paced the plush living room. Her eyes darted between the clock and the window, waiting for Karim's return. Outside, their son's laughter drifted in, a stark contrast to the tension coiling in her gut.

"Mama, look!" the boy called, waving a toy plane.

Safia forced a smile, waving back. As soon as he turned away, her face fell. The maid caught her eye, concern etched on her weathered face.

"Tea, Bibi Ji?" she offered.

Safia shook her head. "No, Amira. Thank you."

The crunch of footsteps on gravel made her freeze. Was Karim back?

She straightened her hijab, steeling herself. The door opened, and Karim strode in, his face unreadable.

"Where were you?" Safia asked, her voice tight.

Karim shrugged off his jacket. "Business."

"Business," Safia echoed. "Is that what we're calling it now?"

His eyes narrowed. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"Seven people, Karim. Burned alive. In this compound. I know everything."

Karim's jaw clenched. "You don't understand."

"Then help me understand!" Safia's voice rose. "When we met in Berlin, you were different. What happened to that man?"

"That was me," Karim snapped. "This is also me."

Safia recoiled as if slapped. "No. This isn't who we are. This isn't the life I signed up for."

"You knew what you were getting into when you came here."

"Did I?" Safia's laugh was bitter. "All I knew was that my husband needed to help his father with the family business. Not...this."

Their son's laughter floated in again..

Karim's face softened for a moment. "I'm doing this for my family. For him."

"By becoming a monster?" Safia whispered.

The word hung between them, heavy and accusing.

Karim's eyes hardened. "You don't get to judge me. You have no idea what it takes to survive in this world."

"Then tell me," Safia pleaded. "Help me understand."

For a moment, Karim looked torn. Then his phone buzzed. He glanced at it, his face closing off.

"I have to go," he muttered.

"Karim, please," Safia reached for him. "We need to talk about this."

He brushed past her. "Later."

The door slammed shut behind him. Safia sank onto the couch, her head in her hands.

Amira appeared at her side, a steaming cup in hand. "Tea, Bibi Ji. You need it."

Safia accepted it gratefully, her hands shaking. "Amira, what am I going to do?"

The old woman's eyes were kind but knowing. "Sometimes, Bibi Ji, we must make hard choices to protect those we love."

Safia's gaze drifted to the window, where her son still played, blissfully unaware. She thought of Berlin, of the life they'd left behind. Of the monsters that now surrounded them.

Her grip tightened on the cup. She had a choice to make, and the clock was ticking.
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The sun had barely set when Rashid's convoy tore into the compound, kicking up clouds of dust. The guards at the gate scrambled to attention, their faces pale with recognition. Rashid didn't wait for the SUV to fully stop before leaping out, his boots hitting the gravel with a crunch.

"Where is he?" Rashid's voice boomed across the courtyard, causing nearby servants to flinch.

Farid emerged more slowly, his round face gleaming with sweat. He squinted in the fading light, taking in the tense atmosphere. Something was very wrong.

The main house loomed before them, its windows dark and uninviting. As they approached, the heavy wooden door swung open. Darwesh Khan stood in the doorway, his imposing figure backlit by the warm glow from inside.

"Lower your voice," Darwesh's tone was measured, but his eyes flashed a warning. "This isn't a marketplace." He walked inside the room.

Rashid's jaw clenched, a vein throbbing in his temple. "Is it true? About Azhar?"

The silence that followed was deafening. Darwesh's slight nod was all the confirmation needed.

Rashid's roar of rage echoed through the compound, sending birds scattering from nearby trees. "How? Who dared do this?"

Karim materialized from the shadows of the hallway, his face a mask of exhaustion and worry. "A new SI," he said. "He's...different."

Farid, who had been hovering uncertainly behind Rashid, stepped forward. "Different…how?" His usually jovial face was creased with both anger and concern.

Karim's eyes met Farid's, conveying volumes of unspoken dread. "Fearless," he muttered. "Or insane."

The brothers exchanged glances, a silent communication born of years of shared secrets and schemes.

Rashid whirled on his father; his face contorted with fury. "And you let this happen? Azhar was one of us!"

"It was necessary," Darwesh's voice cut through the tension like a knife.

"Necessary?" Rashid spat, flecks of saliva flying. "Having our name dragged through the streets like common thugs was necessary?"

The room temperature seemed to drop several degrees as Darwesh's eyes narrowed. "Watch your tone, Rashid. Remember who you're speaking to."

The threat hung in the air, unspoken but palpable. Even Rashid, in his rage, seemed to shrink slightly under his father's gaze.

Farid cleared his throat. "What's our next move?" His voice was steady, but his fingers fidgeted nervously with the hem of his shirt.

Darwesh sank into his favored armchair, suddenly looking every one of his years. "We wait."

"Wait?" Rashid's incredulous laugh was devoid of humor. "While this cop makes a mockery of us?"

Darwesh's sigh was heavy with the weight of unspoken burdens. "Killing those seven officers," he said, each word measured. "That was a mistake. We can't touch this SI. Not yet."

Rashid's pacing intensified, his boots leaving scuff marks on the polished floor. "Since when have we begun to care about dead cops?"

Karim stepped forward, his voice low but firm. "Since it has brought unwanted attention. Our ministers and people in Peshawar are nervous."

"Then handle them!" Rashid snapped, rounding on his brother. "Isn't that your job?"

Karim's eyes flashed dangerously. "I'm working on it. These things take time."

"Time we don't have," Farid murmured, more to himself than anyone else.

Rashid's fist slammed into the wall, leaving a dent in the plaster. "As soon as this blows over, I'm going to make an example of this SI. He'll wish he'd never set foot in our territory."

Darwesh rose slowly, his presence filling the room. "You'll do nothing without my say-so." The words were quiet but carried the weight of an immovable mountain.

Father and son locked eyes, years of power struggles and unresolved tensions crackling between them. The air grew thick with unspoken challenges and barely restrained violence.

Finally, Rashid looked away, his shoulders sagging in defeat. "Fine. But Karim," he turned to his brother, eyes glinting with malice, "you better work your magic in Peshawar. Fast. I won't stand for this insult much longer."

As Rashid stormed out, the sound of his footsteps echoing through the house, Farid hesitated. He glanced at Karim, worry and apology in his eyes, before hurrying after his older brother.

Karim and Darwesh exchanged a loaded look. The balance of power within the family was shifting, and the consequences could be catastrophic.

Outside, the night air was thick with the scent of jasmine and distant woodsmoke. Rashid inhaled deeply, trying to cool his rage. "We are not sitting idle," he muttered to Farid, who had silently appeared at his side.

Farid nodded, his face set in grim lines. "What's the plan?"

Rashid's smile was slow and cruel, a predator savoring the hunt to come. "We start digging. Everyone has a weakness. We just need to find his."

As they melted into the shadows of the compound, the night settled into an uneasy quiet. But beneath the surface, wheels were turning, alliances shifting. In the game of power and blood that ruled their world, a new player had entered the field. And soon, very soon, the board would run red.
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As night fell, Safia tucked her son into bed, her heart heavy. "Mama, when are we going back?" he asked sleepily.

The question hit her like a punch to the gut. "Soon, baby," she lied, kissing his forehead. "Soon."

She closed his door softly, leaning against it. Memories flooded back of their life in Berlin, the day Karim proposed, and their wedding. It seemed like a distant dream now.

In the hallway, she paused at a family photo. Karim's smile, once so genuine, now appeared phony. Had it always been so?

Her phone buzzed. A text from her sister in Berlin: "How are you? We miss you."

Safia's fingers hovered over the keys. How could she explain? How could anyone understand the nightmare her life had become?

She typed back a simple "Miss you too," and put the phone away.

In the kitchen, Amira was cleaning up. "You should rest, Bibi Ji," she said gently.

Safia shook her head. "I can't. Not until Karim's back."

"He might be late," Amira warned. "Maalik...they keep odd hours."

Maalik. The words sent a chill down Safia's spine. She remembered the day she first realized what that name meant here.

It had been a month after they arrived. She was at the local market with Amira when a shopkeeper refused payment.

"No, no," he'd insisted, his face pale. "For the Maalik, it's an honor."

Later, she'd seen the fear in people's eyes when Karim walked by. The whispers that followed them.

"Amira," Safia said suddenly, "what do you know about this new police officer? The one who..."

"Who beat Azhar and his men?" Amira finished, her voice low. "They say he's different. Dangerous."

"More dangerous than Darwesh Khan?"

Amira's eyes darted around, as if checking for listeners. "No…never, but if you ask me, he's a fool who'll be dead within a week."

The sound of familiar footsteps cut through Safia's thoughts. Karim was back.

She met him in the foyer. His eyes were bloodshot, his shirt rumpled.

"Where were you?" she demanded.

Karim pushed past her. "Not now, Safia."

"Yes, now," she grabbed his arm. "I need answers, Karim. I need to know what kind of world I'm raising our son in."

He spun around, his eyes flashing. "You want to know? Fine. I was cleaning up a mess. A mess caused by a new SI who thinks he can waltz in and change things."

"The new SI?" Safia's heart raced. "What did he do?"

Karim laughed bitterly. "What didn't he do? He humiliated Azhar, challenged father, and now he's trying to muscle in on our business."

"And the burnings?"

Karim's face darkened. "A necessary evil."

Safia felt sick. "Necessary? Karim, listen to yourself!"

"No, you listen," he growled, grabbing her shoulders. "This is the real world, Safia. Not your cushy Berlin life. Here, it's kill or be killed."

She pushed him away, disgusted. "Then maybe we should go back to Berlin."

"You think it's that simple?" Karim sneered. "You think we can just walk away?"

"Why not?" Safia challenged. "We did it before."

"Because things have changed!" Karim roared. "Because I have responsibilities now!"

"What about your responsibility to us?" Safia shot back, tears stinging her eyes. "To your son?"

Karim looked deflated, suddenly very tired of all this. "Safia, please. Try to understand."

"I'm trying," she whispered. "But I don't recognize you anymore."

He reached for her, but she stepped back. "I need time to think," she said.

Karim nodded, his face exhibiting exhaustion and something akin to fear. "Just...don't do anything rash," he warned.

As he trudged upstairs, Safia stood alone in the foyer. Her mind whirled with possibilities, each more dangerous than the last.

Stay and watch her husband become a monster? Leave and risk the wrath of Darwesh Khan?

In the kitchen, she heard Amira moving about, a comforting presence in a world gone mad.

Safia took a deep breath. She had decisions to make, and dawn was approaching fast. Whatever she chose, there would be no going back.

But she was done being a pawn.
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The sun had dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across Nadia's opulent bedroom. Sanam moved silently in her large room, her hands busy arranging silk shararas and embroidered kurtas in the carved wooden wardrobe. Her ears, however, were tuned to the hushed conversation near the window.

"Tell me everything, Fatima," Nadia urged, her voice tight with barely contained curiosity.

Fatima, the head servant, leaned in close. "It was chaos, Bibi. Like nothing I've ever seen."

Sanam's fingers slowed, careful not to make a sound as she strained to hear.

"This new SI," Fatima continued, "he brought Azhar back. Tied to the hood of a car like an animal."

Nadia gasped. "Azhar? But he's..."

"I know Bibi. He is Mustafa Hassan's brother and Rashid Bhai trusted him blindly." Fatima nodded gravely. "And that's not all. There were others, strapped to the roof, hanging off the back..."

As Fatima recounted the afternoon's events, Sanam's mind raced. A new SI, bold enough to challenge Darwesh Khan? Could it be...? No. She shook her head slightly. Monk couldn't be this guy. He was a fugitive like Sanam. There was no way he could have infiltrated the police force.

Yet, a small smile tugged at her lips. Whoever this new player was, he was shaking things up. And that could only be good for Monk and her plans.

"What happened to them?" Nadia's voice pulled Sanam back to the present. 

Fatima's voice dropped even lower. "Burned alive. All of them."

"All…of …them! On whose orders?" 

"Darwesh Khan's."

The silk slipped from Sanam's fingers, landing with a soft thud. Both women turned sharply.

"Sorry, Bibi," Sanam murmured, her eyes downcast. "The fabric...it's so delicate."

Nadia waved her away impatiently. "Go now. Finish this later."

Sanam bowed slightly and left, her mind whirling with the implications of what she'd heard. As she closed the door behind her, she caught one last snippet of conversation.

"And the new SI?" Nadia was asking. "What happened to him? Was he punished?"

Fatima's reply was lost as the door clicked shut, but Sanam's curiosity was piqued. She lingered in the hallway, pretending to straighten a painting on the wall.

"He had tea with Maalik and Karim Bhai and then Karim Bhai drove him to the police station," Fatima's muffled voice came through the door.

"What? Karim drove the car himself?"

"Yes. The SI was behaving like he owned the place. No one expected this, but Maalik...he let him go."

Sanam's eyes widened. Darwesh Khan, letting someone walk away after such an insult? This was unprecedented.

She forced herself to move, knowing her presence would soon be suspicious. As she walked down the corridor, her mind buzzed with possibilities.

Who was this mysterious SI? And how could she use this new development to her advantage?
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Across the compound, in a room draped with gauzy curtains and scented with jasmine, Laila paced. Her bare feet made no sound on the plush carpet as she moved back and forth, back and forth.

The door opened with a bang. Rashid strode in, his face a storm of emotions.

Laila turned, her eyes wide with practiced innocence. "What's wrong?"

Rashid poured himself a generous glass of whiskey, downing it in one gulp. "Everything. Nothing. I don't know."

Laila approached him cautiously, laying a gentle hand on his arm. "Tell me."

And so, he did. The words poured out of him. He told her about the new SI's audacity, Azhar's humiliation and then his death, his father's ruthless response.

With each sentence, Laila's grip on his arm tightened almost imperceptibly.

"How did this SI manage all this?" she asked, her voice a soothing balm to his wounded pride.

Rashid shook his head, pouring another drink. "That's the thing. No one knows. He came out of nowhere, and suddenly..."

"Suddenly he's challenging you," Laila finished, a hint of admiration in her voice.

Rashid's eyes flashed. "He won't get away with it. I'll make sure of that."

"But this SI seems dangerous," Laila prodded gently.

Rashid's face darkened. "Cold. Calculated. He walked into our compound like he owned it. Looked my father in the eye without flinching."

Laila's eyebrows rose. "Brave. Or foolish."

"Both, perhaps," Rashid muttered. He paced the room, restless energy radiating from every movement. "But he's smart, too. He knew exactly how to push us, how to make a statement."

"And your father?" Laila asked carefully. "How did he react?"

Rashid paused, confusion flickering across his face. "That's the strangest part. He...he seemed almost impressed. Didn't order the SI killed on the spot."

Laila's mind raced. Darwesh Khan, impressed by an outsider?

"Perhaps," she suggested softly, "your father wants to use him."

Rashid spun to face her, eyes narrowing. "He said the same thing…but I don't know how he will?"

Laila chose her words carefully. "Think about it. Someone with that kind of leverage and inside information. Imagine if he were on our side."

"I don't know. I think Abba is making a mistake by trusting him," Rashid scoffed. "He's a cop. He can't be trusted."

"Everyone has a price," Laila murmured, her fingers tracing patterns on Rashid's arm. "And if we can't buy him...well, there are other ways to control a man."

Rashid's expression shifted, a slow smile spreading across his face. "You're brilliant, you know that?"

Laila smiled back, but her eyes remained calculating. "I'm learning from the best." Then Laila leaned in close, her breath warm on his ear. "Of course you will tame him. You're Rashid Khan. No one can stand against you."

As Rashid launched into plans for revenge, Laila listened intently. Her eyes, however, were distant and calculating.

This new SI, whoever he was, had just changed the game. And Laila was determined to use this chaos to her advantage. She needed to talk to Sanam and find out if this was the same guy   Sanam was telling her about. 

Finally, Rashid paused and pulled her close, his mind already spinning with possibilities. Laila allowed herself a moment of satisfaction.

The seeds were planted. Now, she just had to wait and see how they would grow.

In the shadows of the compound, secrets swirled like smoke. Sanam, armed with new information. Laila, plotting her next move. And somewhere out there, Monk daring to challenge the Khans' iron grip on power.
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The night deepened, a blanket of stars appearing over the compound. In various rooms, plans were being made, alliances were shifting, and threats were being considered.

Nadia sat at her vanity, staring at her reflection. The conversation with Fatima had shaken her more than she cared to admit. Change was coming, she could feel it in her bones. And change, in her experience, was rarely kind to those already struggling to hold onto power.

In his study, Darwesh Khan pored over the daily business numbers, his brow furrowed in concentration. The new SI's boldness had surprised him, yes, but it had also awakened something in him. A spark of...what? Excitement? Challenge? It had been years since anyone had dared to stand against him so openly.

And in a small, sparsely furnished room, Sanam sat cross-legged on her bed, her mind racing. She took out her phone and dialed Monk's number. She had to tell him about this new SI.

The board was set. The pieces were moving. And blood would soon flow. But whose blood, and for what cause? Only time would tell. And in the world of the Darwesh Khan, time was a luxury few could afford.
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The prison corridor echoed with the metallic clang of doors and the low murmur of inmates. Mustafa Hassan paced his cell, each step measured and controlled. But his eyes betrayed him— dark, restless, burning with barely contained rage.

The guard's keys jingled, growing louder. Mustafa stopped, his body tense as a coiled spring.

"Hassan," the guard called. "You've got a visitor."

Rashid Khan sat in the visitation room, his fingers drumming an impatient rhythm on the scratched metal table. The door opened, and Mustafa entered, his face showing a carefully practiced indifference.

"Eight months," Mustafa said, sitting down. "Eight months I've been in this hellhole, because you asked me to be here."

Rashid leaned forward, his voice low. "And it's working. This is your perfect alibi. No one suspects you being the mastermind behind the killing of those seven officers."

"I don't care," Mustafa cut him off. "I want out. Now."

Rashid's eyes narrowed. "Why the sudden urgency?"

"Azhar," Mustafa spat the name. "My brother. I heard what happened to him. Burned alive like an animal."

Understanding dawned on Rashid's face. "The new SI."

Mustafa's fist slammed the table. "I want his head on my ax."

"It's not that simple," Rashid began. "Abba has ordered…"

"Azhar was my brother. My only brother," Mustafa hissed.

Rashid ran a hand through his hair, frustration etched on his face. "Listen to me. This SI, he's different. Abba thinks…"

"I don't give a damn what Darwesh Khan or you think," Mustafa's voice was cold. "Get me out of here, or I start talking. About everything."

The threat hung in the air between them. Rashid's jaw clenched, his mind racing. Finally, he nodded.

"Fine. I'll arrange it. But this stays between us. Abba can't know."

Mustafa's lips curved into a cruel smile. "Just get me out of here. I'll handle the rest."

As Rashid left, Mustafa returned to his cell. He stood at the window, staring at the slice of sky visible between the bars.

"Soon, brother," he whispered. "Soon, you'll be avenged."
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In his office, the prison warden hung up the phone, his face pale. He'd just received orders to release one of the most dangerous men he'd ever encountered. And he knew, with a sickening certainty, that blood would soon flow on the streets of Peshawar.

Outside the prison walls, life in the city continued. But beneath the surface, a storm was brewing. Monk had upset the delicate balance of power, and now the old guard was preparing to strike back.
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The burner phone vibrated in Monk's pocket. He glanced at the screen, his heart rate quickening at the familiar number.

"Sanam," he answered, voice low.

"It's chaos here," Sanam whispered, her words rushed. "There's a new sub-inspector in town. He's turned everything upside down."

"What happened?"

"He beat Azhar and then brought him here. Tied to a car like an animal. Others too, strapped to the roof, hanging off the back. It was...brutal."

Monk closed his eyes, memories of the day flashing through his mind. "And then?"

"Darwesh Khan had them burned alive. All of them." Sanam's voice cracked. "But the SI...he walked out. Alive."

Monk smiled. "Darwesh let him go?"

"That's the craziest part. He did. Everyone's in shock. Rashid's furious, Karim is confused, and Nadia is intrigued."

"Did you talk to Laila about it?"

"I didn't get a chance."

A silence fell between them.

"Monk," Sanam said finally, her tone cautious. "Do you...do you know who this SI is?"

Monk's mind raced. He could almost see Sanam's face, searching for answers. The truth burned in his throat, begging to be spoken. But the risk was too great.

"No," he lied, the word tasting bitter. "I don't."

Sanam's sigh crackled through the line. "I thought maybe...never mind. It's just the way he operated. It reminded me of you."

Monk's heart squeezed. "Sanam, listen to me. Be careful. This SI, whoever he is, he's stirred up a hornet's nest. Keep your head down."

"I always do," Sanam replied, a hint of her old fire in her voice. "But this could be our chance. Things are shifting. If we play this right…"

"No," Monk cut her off, more sharply than he intended. "Just stay safe. That's all that matters, and if you get to hear anything about this new SI, let me know."

Another pause, heavy with unspoken words.

"Okay," Sanam said finally. "I'll be careful. But Monk?"

"Yeah?"

"Whatever you're planning, you be careful too."

"I will. Don't worry."

The line went dead. Monk stared at the phone, guilt and determination warring in his chest. Sanam was right, things were shifting. But he couldn't risk her safety by telling her that he was the SI she was talking about.

He pocketed the phone and stepped out onto the balcony of his small apartment, one that was assigned to police officers. The night spread out before him. Somewhere out there, Sanam was risking everything. And here he was, lying to her.

Monk ran a hand over his face, feeling the weight of his choices. The new SI persona was working, better than he'd dared hope. But at what cost?

He thought back to the compound, to Darwesh Khan's face as he'd walked out. There had been something there, beyond the anger and humiliation. A flicker of...respect? It was a dangerous game he was playing, but it was working.

A dog barked in the distance, pulling Monk from his thoughts. He had work to do.

Back inside, he pulled out a battered notebook. Names, dates, connections— a web of corruption and violence that stretched across Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and beyond. At the center of it all was Darwesh Khan.

Monk's pen hovered over the page. He'd made progress today, but it wasn't enough. Not nearly enough.

As he worked, adding notes and drawing connections, his mind kept drifting back to Sanam. Her voice, taut with tension and hope. The risks she was taking every day, right under the noses of some of the most dangerous people in Pakistan.

"I'm sorry, Sanam," he murmured to the empty room. "I'm sorry I can't tell you everything."

But even as he said it, doubt gnawed at him. Was he really protecting her by keeping her in the dark? Or was he just protecting himself?
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In Darwesh Khan's compound, Sanam tucked the burner phone away, her mind whirling. Monk's denial felt off, somewhat rehearsed. But she didn't know him that well, so it could be nothing.

A commotion outside caught her attention. Rashid's car was pulling in, earlier than usual. Something was happening.

Sanam straightened her dupatta and slipped into the shadows. Whatever storm was coming, she'd be ready.

She moved silently through the house, ears straining for any snippet of conversation. As she passed Laila's room, she heard raised voices.

"You can't be serious," Laila was saying, her tone incredulous.

"It's already done," Rashid replied, his voice tight with anger.

Sanam slowed her pace, careful not to make a sound.

"Your father will be furious," Laila warned.

"Abba doesn't need to know everything."

There was a pause, then Laila's voice again, softer this time. "Rashid, think about this. The SI…"

"The SI is a dead man walking," Rashid snarled. "Mustafa will see to that."

Sanam's blood ran cold. Mustafa Hassan was Darwesh Khan's most brutal enforcer and Azhar's brother. If he was involved...

She forced herself to keep moving, her mind racing. She had to warn Monk.

As she rounded the corner, she nearly collided with Karim.

"Watch where you're going," he snapped, then paused, looking at her more closely. "Wait. You're Nadia's new maid, aren't you?"

Sanam lowered her eyes, adopting the meek posture expected of a servant. "Yes, Sahib. I'm sorry, sir."

Karim's eyes narrowed. "What are you doing in this part of the house?"

Sanam stammered, "Laila Bibi had asked for fresh towels."

Karim studied her for a long moment, suspicion clouding his face. Finally, he waved her away. "Get back to work. And stay out of the family's wing at this time of the night."

"Yes, sir. Of course, sir." Sanam hurried away, feeling Karim's eyes boring into her back.

Once she was out of sight, she leaned against the wall, heart pounding. That had been too close.

She took a deep breath, steadying herself and dialed Monk's number one more time.
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The iron gates of the prison clanged shut behind Mustafa Hassan. He inhaled deeply, savoring the taste of freedom. A battered pickup idled nearby, his cousin Tariq at the wheel.

"Welcome back," Tariq grinned, gunning the engine.

Mustafa nodded, sliding into the passenger seat. "Take me home."

The dusty roads of their ancestral village hadn't changed. Mud-brick houses, weathered faces, curious stares. Mustafa barely noticed anything. His mind was elsewhere, focused on a single goal.

At the family compound, a crowd had gathered. Uncles, cousins, nieces and nephews. All eager to welcome home the prodigal son. Mustafa endured their embraces, their questions and their sympathy over Azhar. But his responses were mechanical, his eyes distant.

"I need to see him," he said finally, silencing the chatter.

They understood. A respectful hush fell over the gathering as Mustafa walked out, alone.

The graveyard lay just beyond the village limits. Azhar's tomb was fresh, the earth still dark and loose. Mustafa knelt, running his fingers over the rough stone.

"Brother," he whispered, his voice thick. "I'm here."

He bowed his head, memories washing over him. Azhar's laugh, his fierce loyalty, his dreams for the future. All turned to ash, thanks to one man.

Mustafa's fists clenched. When he spoke again, his voice was steel.

"I swear to you, Azhar, I'll bring you his head. The man who did this— he'll beg for death before I'm done."

The sun dipped low on the horizon as Mustafa made his way back to the village. Night had fallen by the time he gathered his most trusted allies in the family's meeting room.

"I need weapons," he said without preamble. "And a sniper. The best we have."

His uncle Jabbar leaned forward. "You're going after the SI?"

Mustafa nodded.

"Alone?" Tariq asked, surprise evident in his voice.

"This is personal," Mustafa growled. "I don't want anyone else involved."

Silence fell over the room. Then, one by one, heads nodded in understanding.

"We have what you need," Jabbar said. " Mustafa, be careful. This SI, he's not like the others."

Mustafa's eyes glinted in the lamplight. "Neither am I."

As the others filed out to gather the requested items, Tariq lingered.

"You sure about this?" he asked softly. "We could help. You don't have to…"

"I do," Mustafa cut him off. "Azhar was my brother. My responsibility."

Tariq studied him for a long moment, then nodded. "Allah be with you, cousin."

Left alone, Mustafa allowed himself a grim smile. Soon, very soon, he'd have his revenge. And the whole valley would learn what happened to those who dared cross Mustafa's family.
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The afternoon sun beat down on the sleepy police station. Monk leaned back in his chair, feet propped on the desk, lost in thought. Sanam's warning echoed in his mind, but he had underestimated the timeline.

The first bullet shattered the window, missing Monk's head by inches.

"Son of a…" Monk dove for cover, adrenaline surging.

Outside, Mustafa Hassan adjusted his scope, a cold smile playing on his lips. "Found you, you bastard."

Inside, chaos erupted. Monk army-crawled towards the armory, glass crunching under his elbows. "Faraz! Wahid! Get down!"

In the break room, constable Faraz and constable Wahid huddled behind an overturned table, terror etched on their faces.

"This is it," Wahid moaned. "We're dead. So very, very dead."

Faraz nodded vigorously. "All because of Mr. Hotshot SI. 'Let's challenge Darwesh Khan,' Faraz cursed under his breath. 'It'll be fun,' he said."

"Fun?" Wahid's voice cracked. "Getting shot at is fun? I should have listened to my mother and become a barber!"

Another bullet whizzed by, embedding itself in the wall.

Faraz yelped. "At least as a barber, the only thing trying to kill me would be hair in my mouth!"

"Speaking of hair," Wahid muttered, "if we survive this, I'm getting a haircut and eating all the mutton biryani I can find. No point in watching my cholesterol if I'm going to die so young."

Monk's voice carried from the hallway. "Stop whining and help me with these weapons!"

Faraz and Wahid exchanged a look.

"You know," Faraz said thoughtfully, "I hear Karachi is lovely this time of year. Maybe we should apply for transfer."

Wahid nodded. "Anywhere is better than here. Hell, I'd take traffic duty in the desert over this!"

Another explosion of gunfire had them both ducking lower.

"On three," Monk shouted, "run for the armory. One...two..."

Faraz closed his eyes. "If I die, tell my wife I love her. And that I'm sorry I said her cooking tasted like feet."

"Three!"

They scrambled across the floor, bullets peppering the walls around them. Somehow, they made it to the armory unscathed.

Monk tossed them each a weapon. "Congratulations, gentlemen. You're about to earn your hazard pay."

Wahid stared at the gun in his hands. "I don't suppose there's a fourth option besides get shot, shoot back, or die of a heart attack?"

Monk grinned, a wild light in his eyes. "Welcome to the new KPK Police, boys. It's going to be one hell of a ride."

Outside, Mustafa reloaded, unaware that his prey was now armed and ready. The real battle was about to begin.

Monk peered through a crack in the armory door, assessing the situation. "Alright, listen up. Mustafa's got the high ground, probably on the roof across the street. We need to flank him."

Faraz's eyes widened. "Flank him? Are you insane? We'll be picked off like ducks in a shooting gallery!"

"Ducks," Wahid mused. "I could go for some roast duck right now. If I'm going to die, at least let it be on a full stomach."

Monk ignored them, his mind racing. "Faraz, I need you to create a diversion. Use the tear gas canisters in that locker. Wahid, you're with me. We're going out the back."

"Out the back?" Wahid squeaked. "To do what, exactly?"

"To catch our sniper friend with his pants down," Monk replied, checking his weapon.

Faraz fumbled with the tear gas canisters. "And what if this doesn't work? What's Plan B?"

Monk's grin was feral. "Plan B is don't die. Now move!"

As Faraz lobbed tear gas out the front windows, Monk and Wahid were at the back door.
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Mustafa lowered his rifle, frustration etched on his face. The tear gas was working. He couldn't get a clear shot.

"Damn it," he muttered. Time to change the game.

He slung the rifle over his shoulder and sprinted towards the stairs. His boots thundered on the concrete steps as he descended.
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Inside the station, Monk and Wahid had just reached the back door.

"Stay low," Monk whispered. "And for God's sake, try not to trip over your own feet."

Wahid nodded, his face pale. "Sahib, I'm very graceful. I once won a dance competition in college."

"Fantastic," Monk muttered. "If Mustafa starts shooting, you can dance your way to hell."

"Yes Sahib," Wahid nodded, without picking up the sarcasm in Monk's voice; his grip white-knuckled on his weapon.

Suddenly, the front door of the station burst open. Wood splintered, hinges shrieking in protest.

Monk spun around, his eyes wide. "What the—"

Mustafa charged in, a whirlwind of fury and purpose. He bulldozed past a startled Faraz, knocking him into a desk.

"He's inside!" Faraz yelled, scrambling to his feet. "Sahib, he's in the building!"

Monk's mind raced. This wasn't the plan. Mustafa was supposed to be pinned down across the street.

"Wahid, with me!" Monk shouted, abandoning the back door strategy. They sprinted down the hallway, towards the chaos.

Mustafa was a man on a mission. He charged straight for the armory, taking down anyone in his path.

Faraz appeared, gun raised. Mustafa didn't break stride. He tackled the man, using him as a human shield as he barreled forward.

Monk and Wahid rounded the corner just in time to see Faraz pinned down behind a desk, blood seeping from a graze on his arm.

"He's inside!" Faraz yelled. "The bastard's going for the armory!"

"No, no, no," Monk muttered. He knew exactly what Mustafa was doing.

The heavy armory door slammed shut. The sound of a bolt sliding into place echoed through the station.

Monk skidded to a stop, Wahid nearly crashing into him.

"He's cutting off our supplies," Monk said, his voice tight with anger and disbelief.

Inside the armory, Mustafa allowed himself a grim smile. He'd turned the tables. Now, he had all the firepower.

"Come and get me, SI," he called out, his voice muffled by the thick door. "Let's see how brave you are without your toys."

Monk pressed his back against the wall beside the armory door, mind racing. He'd underestimated Mustafa. Again.

"What now, Sahib?" Wahid asked, his earlier bravado replaced by genuine fear.

Monk took a deep breath. The hunter had become the hunted. But he'd be damned if he'd let Mustafa win.

"Now," Monk said, checking his weapon, "we improvise."

Inside the armory, Mustafa began to barricade the door. He had all the time in the world now. And enough firepower to take on a small army.

The siege of the police station had begun. And Monk was on the wrong side of the door.

Monk's mind raced, adrenaline sharpening his thoughts. The armory door loomed before him, an impenetrable barrier between him and Mustafa.

"Wahid," he whispered, "I need a smoke grenade."

Wahid fumbled in his vest, producing a small canister. "Here, Sahib. But how…"

Monk snatched it, already moving. "On my signal, be ready to rush in."

He crept to the ventilation grate near the floor, praying it connected to the armory. With nimble fingers, he unscrewed the cover.

Inside the armory, Mustafa paced like a caged tiger. Weapons surrounded him, more firepower than he'd ever dreamed of. But it meant nothing if he couldn't use it.

A faint hiss caught his attention. Smoke began to seep under the door.

"Trying to smoke me out, SI?" Mustafa laughed. "You'll have to do better than that!"

Outside, Monk mumbled under his breath, hoping that the smoke would flush out Mustafa.

Suddenly, the armory door flew open. Monk's heart leapt to his throat. He wasn't expecting the results so soon.

Mustafa emerged, not coughing or blinded, but grinning like a madman. In each hand, he held a high-powered assault rifle.

"Surprise," Mustafa growled.

Before anyone could react, he opened fire.

The hallway erupted into chaos. Bullets tore through plaster and wood, shredding everything in their path.

"Get down!" Monk roared, tackling Wahid to the floor.

Faraz had dived for cover too.  Screams and the deafening rattle of gunfire filled the air.

Monk army-crawled behind a toppled filing cabinet, his mind struggling to process the sudden turn of events. This wasn't just an attack. It was a rampage, that too by a single man.

Mustafa moved through the station like an unstoppable force. Bullets sprayed in all directions, shattering windows and splintering doors.

"Come out, come out, you fucking rats!" Mustafa's voice rang out, terrifyingly playful.

Monk peered around the cabinet, assessing the situation. The two constables huddled behind desks and in doorways, pinned down by the relentless barrage.

"Sahib," Wahid whispered, his face pale with fear, "what do we do?"

Monk's jaw clenched. He'd completely underestimated Mustafa and now his people were paying the price.

He checked his weapon, a plan forming in his mind. It was risky, perhaps suicidal. But he was out of options.

"Wahid, get Faraz out of here," Monk ordered. "I'll deal with our lovely guest."

"But…Sahib…" Wahid protested.

A burst of gunfire cut him off. Chunks of wood exploded from the cabinet, showering them with splinters.

"Found you!" Mustafa called out. His voice was closer now.

Monk met Wahid's terrified gaze. No time for plans. No time for strategy.

Only time for action.

Drawing a deep breath, Monk lobbed another tear gas bomb in the direction of the incoming gun fire and the shooting stopped.

Monk quickly fired a couple of quick shots in that direction "Now! Get Faraz out!" he yelled at Wahid.

As Wahid helped Faraz to safety, Monk moved silently through the station. Every shadow could be Mustafa, every creak a potential ambush.

A floorboard squeaked behind him. Monk spun, weapon raised, only to find himself face to face with the barrel of Mustafa's gun.

"Hello, SI," Mustafa's voice was cold as ice. "I could have shot you long ago, but I wanted to see the fear of death in your eyes before my bullet takes you away."

Monk stared into Mustafa's eyes. He knew this was it. The moment that everything had been building towards.

"Well," Monk said, his voice steady despite the gun in his face. "Isn't this a nice surprise? I was just thinking we needed to liven up the place."

Mustafa's finger tightened on the trigger. "Any last words, you son of a bitch?"

Monk's grin was razor-sharp. "Just four: You really should've knocked."

As tension crackled between them, both men knew that only one of them was walking out of this alive.

In that split second of confusion on Mustafa's face, Monk acted.

His left hand shot up, grabbing the barrel of Mustafa's gun. Simultaneously, he dropped his own weapon, freeing his right hand. With lightning speed, he drove his palm up into Mustafa's chin.

The impact rattled Mustafa's teeth, his finger instinctively squeezing the trigger. The gun fired, but Monk's grip had turned the barrel. The bullet embedded itself in the ceiling, showering them with plaster.

Monk didn't hesitate. He twisted the gun, wrenching it from Mustafa's grasp. In the same fluid motion, he brought his knee up, driving it into Mustafa's solar plexus.

Mustafa doubled over, gasping for air. But he wasn't done. He lunged forward, tackling Monk around the waist.

They crashed into a desk, sending papers flying. Monk's head cracked against the wood, stars exploding in his vision.

Mustafa's fist connected with Monk's jaw, snapping his head back. But Monk had been in tighter spots. He had trained for this.

He brought his elbow down hard on Mustafa's back, once, twice. The third blow loosened Mustafa's grip enough for Monk to break free.

They both scrambled to their feet, circling each other like caged animals.

"Not bad for a cop," Mustafa spat, blood trickling from his split lip.

Monk grinned, tasting copper. "I'm full of surprises."

Mustafa charged again, but this time Monk was ready. He sidestepped, using Mustafa's momentum against him. As Mustafa stumbled past, Monk grabbed his arm, twisting it behind his back.

With a vicious yank, he slammed Mustafa face-first into the wall. The crack of bone echoed through the room.

Mustafa slumped to the ground, dazed but still conscious. Monk stood over him, chest heaving.

"Stay down," Monk warned, retrieving his weapon.

But Mustafa wasn't finished. His hand inched towards his ankle.
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Mustafa's hand shot to his ankle. The hidden blade glinted in the dim light, wicked and eager.

Monk's eyes widened. "Shit!"

The knife sliced through the air, missing Monk's throat by a hair's breadth. He felt the wind of its passage, cold against his skin. He stumbled back, off-balance, heart hammering.

Mustafa lunged, a feral grin splitting his face. "Not so cocky now, are we?"

They circled each other, the air thick with tension. Monk's gun lay just out of reach, knocked away in the scuffle. The metal glinted mockingly at him.

"You killed my brother," Mustafa snarled, his voice dripping with venom.

"Darwesh Khan killed your brother." Monk's voice was steady. "He burnt him."

"I don't care what you say," Mustafa roared, his eyes blazing with grief and rage.

Mustafa charged, knife flashing. Monk sidestepped, but not fast enough. The blade caught his arm, slicing through fabric and flesh. Pain flared, hot and sharp.

Blood blossomed on Monk's sleeve, but he pushed the pain aside. He'd been trained for this. He'd lived for this.

Monk eyed the knife in Mustafa's hand. He himself was bare handed. Blood trickled down his arm where the blade had caught him.

Mustafa lunged, knife flashing. Monk twisted, the blade slicing air where his chest had been a moment before.

"Getting slow, SI?" Mustafa taunted. but he was surprised by Monk's combat skills. He had not expected an SI to be this skilled in combat of all types.

Monk didn't waste his breath on a reply. He circled, looking for an opening.

Mustafa stabbed again. This time, Monk was ready. He stepped in, grabbing Mustafa's wrist with both hands. Pain shot through his injured arm, but he held on.

They grappled, Mustafa trying to free his knife hand, Monk fighting to control it.

Monk slammed Mustafa's arm against the wall. Once. Twice. On the third hit, the knife clattered to the floor.

Mustafa headbutted Monk, sending him staggering back. Both men dove for the knife.

Monk got there first, kicking it away. It skittered across the floor, disappearing under a desk.

"Looks like we're even now," Monk said, raising his fists.

Mustafa spat blood. "If Allah wants me to kill you with my bare hands, then be it."

They circled each other, two predators sizing up their prey.

Mustafa struck first; a haymaker aimed at Monk's jaw. Monk ducked under it, countering with a jab to Mustafa's ribs.

Mustafa grunted but didn't slow. He caught Monk with a left hook, snapping his head back.

Monk tasted blood. He shook his head, trying to clear the stars from his vision.

Mustafa pressed his advantage, raining blows. Monk covered up, absorbing the hits, waiting for his chance.

It came when Mustafa overextended on a punch. Monk slipped inside his guard, driving an elbow into Mustafa's chin.

Mustafa stumbled back. Monk followed, landing a combination to body and head.

They traded blows, neither man giving ground. The room echoed with the sounds of flesh hitting flesh, grunts of pain, ragged breathing, the whisper of the blade through air.

Monk's training clashed with Mustafa's street-fighting instincts. Technique versus raw power.
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Blood and sweat mingled on the floor, creating treacherous puddles. Neither man was willing to give an inch. They were evenly matched, a realization that filled both with equal parts respect and frustration.

A right cross from Mustafa sent Monk reeling. He crashed into a desk, scattering papers and pens.

Mustafa closed in for the finish. But Monk had been playing possum.

As Mustafa reached for him, Monk exploded upward. His shoulder caught Mustafa under the chin, lifting him off his feet.

They both went down in a tangle of limbs. They rolled across the floor, each fighting for dominance.

Monk ended up on top, raining down blows. But Mustafa bridged, throwing him off.

They scrambled to their feet, both gasping for air. Blood and sweat mingled on their faces.

"Not bad...for a cop," Mustafa panted.

Monk managed a grin. "You're not so...tough yourself."

They circled again, slower now. Fatigue was setting in, making their movements sluggish.

As Monk sidestepped, his foot slipped in a puddle of blood. Time seemed to slow as he felt himself losing balance. Mustafa saw his chance and seized it. He lunged at the knife under the table and then tackled Monk, the momentum carrying them both to the ground with a bone-jarring impact.

The knife hovered over Monk's eye, its tip trembling with Mustafa's labored breathing. Mustafa's face loomed close, his breath hot and metallic with blood. "Any last words, SI?"

Monk's hand inched towards a fallen stapler, his fingers brushing its cool metal. He locked eyes with Mustafa, a hint of a smile playing on his lips. "Just one. Duck."

He swung the stapler with all his might, catching Mustafa on the temple with a sickening crack. The bigger man reeled back, stunned, his grip on the knife loosening.

Monk seized the opportunity. He bucked his hips, throwing Mustafa off balance, and scrambled to his feet. His ribs screamed in protest, each breath a fresh agony. But he couldn't stop. Not now.

Mustafa shook his head, trying to clear the fog. The knife had skittered away again in the chaos. Both men's eyes locked on it for a split second before snapping back to each other.

Mustafa spat a glob of blood and saliva onto the floor. "Looks like we do this the old-fashioned way."

Monk raised his fists, ignoring the throb of pain from his various cuts and bruises. They clashed again, a flurry of punches and kicks. The air crackled with the intensity of their exchange.

A right hook caught Monk's jaw with devastating force. The world tilted sickeningly. He staggered back, tasting blood and feeling a tooth loosened by the impact.

Mustafa pressed his advantage, raining blows on Monk's guard. Each impact felt like a sledgehammer, threatening to break through Monk's defenses.

Monk's back hit the wall with a thud that rattled his bones. There was nowhere left to retreat. Mustafa's eyes gleamed with victory, those of a predator closing in for the kill.

But Monk wasn't done. Not by a long shot. As Mustafa wound up for a finishing blow, Monk's survival instincts kicked into overdrive.

He ducked at the last possible second. Mustafa's fist connected with the wall where Monk's head had been a moment before. The crack of bone echoed in the room, followed by Mustafa's howl of pain and rage.

Seizing the moment, Monk surged forward, driving his shoulder into Mustafa's midsection with every ounce of strength he had left. The air whooshed out of Mustafa's lungs as they crashed to the floor once more.

They grappled for dominance, rolling across the floor in a tangle of limbs. Monk managed to get on top, straddling Mustafa's chest. He rained down blows, his fists connecting with satisfying impacts. But even though pinned, Mustafa was far from beaten.

With a roar that seemed to shake the very foundations of the building, Mustafa bucked upwards. Monk, caught off guard, was sent flying. He crashed into a desk, the impact sending shockwaves of pain through his already battered body.

Both men struggled to their feet, chests heaving with exertion. Blood dripped from a dozen cuts, pattering on the floor like macabre raindrops. Bruises blossomed on exposed skin, painting a canvas of violence.

Monk's vision swam, the room seeming to tilt and spin around him. One eye was swollen shut, limiting his field of vision. But he forced himself to focus, to push through the pain. He had to end this.

Mustafa wasn't in much better shape. He favored his right side, his punching arm clearly damaged from the ill-fated encounter with the wall. But his eyes still burned with determination and hate.

They circled each other once more, neither willing to make the first move. The air crackled with tension thick enough to cut with a knife.

Monk took a deep breath, centering himself, calling upon every bit of training and experience he had.

Then, with a cry that tore from the depths of his soul, he charged.

Mustafa braced for impact, a grim smile twisting his bloodied features. This was it. The final round. Winner takes all.

They collided with bone-jarring force.

Their fists flew, a blur of motion. Monk landed a solid hit to Mustafa's solar plexus, driving the air from his lungs. But Mustafa countered with a vicious elbow to Monk's temple, sending him reeling.

They stumbled apart, both gasping for breath. Monk's vision blurred, darkness creeping at the edges. He was running on fumes, his body pushed beyond its limits.

Mustafa charged again, but his movements were slower now, his injuries taking their toll.

Monk knew he had to end this soon. He sidestepped, using Mustafa's momentum against him, then drove forward with a right uppercut.

It connected flush on Mustafa's jaw. Mustafa's eyes rolled back, his knees buckling.

Mustafa howled in pain, but he fought on. He headbutted Monk, sending them both staggering.

They crashed into a filing cabinet, the metal denting under the impact. Papers flew everywhere, adding to the chaos of the destroyed office.

Monk's hand brushed something cold and metallic.

His gun!

It had skittered here in the melee. Hope surged through him, giving him a second wind.

He lunged for the weapon, fingers closing around the grip. But Mustafa was there, his foot coming down hard on Monk's wrist. Bones ground together, and Monk bit back a scream.

Mustafa reached down, his good hand closing around Monk's throat. "Time to end this," he growled.

Spots danced in Monk's vision as Mustafa squeezed. He clawed at the iron grip, lungs burning for air. This couldn't be how it ended. Not like this.

With his last reserves of strength, Monk brought his knee up sharply. It connected with Mustafa's groin, and the big man's grip loosened with a wheeze of pain.

Monk gasped for air, his throat on fire. He scrambled for the gun again, fingers closing around it just as Mustafa recovered.

They grappled for the weapon, rolling across the floor.

The gun went off, the shot deafening in the confined space.

Both men froze.
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The gunshot echoed in the destroyed police station. Silence fell, heavy and suffocating.

Monk blinked, ears ringing. His hands were empty. Where was the gun?

A wet cough broke the stillness. Mustafa.

Monk's eyes found him, sprawled on the floor. A dark stain spread across Mustafa's shirt.

Monk scrambled to Mustafa's side, pressing his hands against the wound. Blood seeped between his fingers, hot and sticky.

"Stay with me," Monk ordered.

Mustafa's eyes flickered open, unfocused. "Didn't...think you cared...SI."

"Shut up and breathe," Monk snapped. He looked around wildly.

Mustafa coughed again, flecks of red on his lips. "Too late...for that."

Monk pressed harder on the wound, feeling Mustafa's life slipping away with each heartbeat.

A ghost of a smile played on Mustafa's lips. His focus was already slipping. His gaze drifted past Monk, seeing something no one else could.
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The crystal tumbler shattered against the wall, shards of glass and amber liquid exploding in a violent constellation. Rashid stood, chest heaving, his hand still clenched from the throw.

"Say that again," he growled, voice low and dangerous.

The messenger visibly trembled. "M-Mustafa is dead, Maalik. Killed by the new SI at the police station."

Rashid's mind reeled. This couldn't be happening. Mustafa was their best, a force of nature.

"How?" The question was barely more than a whisper.

"They fought, Maalik. Hand-to-hand for a long time." The messenger's words tumbled out in a rush. "Mustafa had him cornered, but then there was a struggle for a gun. It went off and...and..."

Rashid held up a hand, silencing him. He walked to the window, staring out at the mountainous skyline. The city looked so deceptively peaceful.

"Tell me everything," he said, not turning around. "Every detail."

The messenger recounted the tale, his voice growing steadier as he spoke. The siege of the police station. The SI's unexpected combat skills. The final, fatal confrontation.

With each word, Rashid felt the noose tightening around his neck.

"And no one thought to help?" he asked, finally facing the messenger again.

"It happened so fast, Maalik. And the SI...he fights like a demon possessed."

Rashid's eyebrow arched. "Explain."

The messenger swallowed hard. "The men have been talking, Maalik. About what happened last week. How he took on seven of our guys at once. Barely broke a sweat."

"Go on."

"They say he moves like a ghost. One minute he's there, the next he's behind you. And his eyes...they say his eyes are cold. Like he's seen hell, and he has come back for more."

Rashid's mind flashed to Azhar. Seven of their men dead in a day. And now Mustafa.

"Four days," he muttered, sinking into his leather chair. "He's done more damage in four days than the entire police force has in years."

"Maalik?"

Rashid snapped back to the present, fixing the messenger with a steely gaze. "Listen to me carefully. What I'm about to say doesn't leave this room. Understand?"

The messenger nodded, eyes wide with fear and anticipation.

"No one can know about Mustafa. Not how he died, not why he was there. Nothing. As far as anyone's concerned, he's still in prison. Got it?"

"But Maalik, what about…"

"Nothing!" Rashid roared, slamming his fist on the desk. Papers scattered, a pen rolling off the edge. He lowered his voice, leaning in close. "If Abba finds out I let Mustafa out...that I'm responsible for this mess..."

The unfinished threat hung in the air, heavy and ominous. The messenger understood the stakes all too well.

"Yes, Maalik. Not a word. But...what about Mustafa's family? They'll ask questions."

Rashid hadn't thought of that. "Tell them he's on a special assignment. Deep cover. No contact allowed. Send them some money."

"And if they don't believe it?"

Rashid's eyes hardened. "Make them believe it."

The messenger nodded, a bead of sweat trickling down his temple. "Anything else, Maalik?"

"Yes. I want everything we have on this new SI. His background, his training, what he ate for breakfast this morning. Everything."

"Maalik, we've tried. There's almost nothing on him. It's like he's appeared out of thin air."

Rashid leaned back, fingers steepled. "Then dig deeper. Bribe, threaten, do whatever it takes. I want to know who we're dealing with."

"Yes, Maalik. Right away." The messenger turned to leave, then hesitated. "Maalik, what if he comes for us next?"

The question hung in the air, giving voice to the fear they all felt but dared not speak.

Rashid's jaw clenched. "Let him try. We're not some common street thugs. We're the power in this place. In this entire province."

The messenger nodded, not looking entirely convinced, and left.

Alone, Rashid let out a shaky breath.

Who was this man? Where did he come from? And how had he managed to inflict so much damage so quickly?

Rashid pulled out his phone, scrolling through his contacts. He needed more information, and he needed it fast. As he dialed, a chill ran down his spine. For the first time in years, he felt something he thought he'd forgotten.

Fear.

The call connected. "It's me," Rashid said, his voice low. "I need a favor. It's about the new SI."

He listened for a moment, then smiled grimly. "Yes, I know it's dangerous. That's why I'm willing to pay triple your usual rate."

Another pause.

"Good. Get it done." Rashid hung up, tossing the phone onto the desk. He stood, walking back to the window. The sun was setting, painting the KPK in shades of red and gold.

Whoever this SI was, he'd just made himself the most dangerous man in the town. And Rashid knew, with sickening certainty, that this was just the beginning.

He poured himself another drink, not bothering to clean up the broken glass from earlier. As the first sip burned his throat, a new thought occurred to him.

What if the SI wasn't working alone? What if there was a leak, someone feeding him information?

Rashid's grip tightened on the glass. If there was a traitor in their midst, he'd find them. And when he did...

He downed the rest of the drink in one gulp. The game had changed, the stakes higher than ever. And Rashid wasn't sure he knew the rules anymore.

But he'd be damned if he'd go down without a fight.
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The old floorboards creaked under Fatima's bare feet as she paced the dusty storeroom. Moonlight filtered through a grimy window, casting long shadows across stacks of forgotten furniture and moldering boxes. The air was thick with the scent of neglect and secrets.

She glanced at her watch. 2:05 AM.

Farid was late.

Fatima tugged at the collar of her kurta, the fabric rough against her flushed skin. She wore nothing underneath, a fact that both thrilled and terrified her. At thirty-two, she knew the power of her body, the currency of desire. It was a game she'd learned to play well in the years since her divorce.

A sound outside. Footsteps?

She held her breath, straining to listen. The footsteps grew louder, more distinct. A key rattled in the lock.

Fatima's heart raced as the door swung open. Farid stepped inside, his face half-hidden in shadow. Even in the dim light, she could see the hunger in his eyes.

"Maalik, you're late," she whispered, her voice mixed with relief and reproach.

"Couldn't get away." His voice was gruff, tinged with impatience. "Abba wouldn't stop talking about the business."

Fatima moved closer, drinking in his scent of expensive cologne and something uniquely him. "I was starting to think you wouldn't come."

Farid's hands lifted her kurta from the sides and found her waist, pulling her close. "And miss this? Not a chance." His fingers moved inside her salwar and dug into her hips, possessive and demanding. "Do you know how hard it is to sit across the dinner table from you, pretending you're just another servant?"

As his lips crashed into hers, Fatima pushed away the nagging voice in her head. The one that reminded her of the risks, of the precarious nature of her position in the Khan household. Or the fact that she was kissing the youngest son of her employer, a man barely in his twenties.

But those worries dissolved under the heat of Farid's touch. He backed her against a wall, his hands roaming her body with an urgency that left her breathless.

"Wait," Fatima gasped, breaking the kiss. She reached for the ties of her kurta, her fingers trembling slightly.

Farid watched, transfixed, as she slowly undressed. The dim light painted her curves in silver, and she reveled in the raw desire she saw in his eyes.

"God, you're beautiful," he murmured, closing the distance between them.

What followed was a frenzy of hands and lips, of stifled moans and whispered promises. Their desire christened every surface of the old storeroom— the rickety table, the dusty chaise lounge, even the cold hardwood floor.

Later, as they lay tangled together on a pile of musty blankets, Fatima traced idle patterns on Farid's chest. "We can't keep doing this," she murmured, even as her body ached for more.

He chuckled, the sound rumbling through her. "That's what you said last time. And the time before that."

Fatima sat up, suddenly serious. "I mean it, Maalik. If we're caught…"

"We won't be." He cupped her face, his thumb brushing her cheek. In the moonlight, she could almost believe the tenderness in his gaze. "I'll take care of everything. Trust me."

But as she gazed into his eyes, she realized that trust was the one thing she couldn't afford. Not in this house. Not with the Khans. And especially not with Farid, who had everything to lose if their affair was discovered.

She forced a smile, pushing her doubts aside. "Of course, I trust you, Maalik," she said, leaning in for another kiss. Her hand slid down his body, reigniting the spark between them. "Now, where were we?"

As Farid rolled her onto her back, his weight a delicious pressure against her, Fatima allowed herself to get lost in the moment once more. The lies came easily now, as natural as breathing. And in the shadows of the storeroom, she wove another strand in her web of secrets and desires.

But even as pleasure washed over her, a part of Fatima remained vigilant. She knew that in the light of day, she'd have to face the reality of her situation. The precarious balance she maintained between servant and lover, between desperation and ambition.

For now, though, there was only this— stolen moments of passion in a forgotten corner of the mansion. And as Farid's lips traced a burning path down her body, Fatima closed her eyes and surrendered to the night.
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Farid zipped up his pants, the sound harsh in the quiet room. Fatima watched from the floor where she still lay, her body still flushed from their encounter. She pulled her kurta closer, suddenly feeling exposed.

Farid reached for his wallet, thumbing through the bills. Fatima's stomach knotted as he counted. This part always made her feel cheap, no matter how many times they'd done this dance.

"Here," he said, holding out ten thousand rupees. "Buy yourself something nice. Maybe some new lingerie or lipsticks?" His smirk made her skin crawl.

Fatima's fingers closed around the money. Relief and shame, feelings so familiar to her now, washed over her. "Shukriya, Maalik," she mumbled, forcing a smile. She hated how easily the mask slipped on now.

She stood, her legs still a bit wobbly, and moved towards Farid. Fatima leaned in for a kiss, hoping for a moment of tenderness to wash away the transaction.

But Farid cupped her face with one hand, turning it away. "Next time," he said, already stepping back. "I've got to get back before someone notices I'm gone."

Fatima's cheeks burned. She clutched the bills tighter, reminding herself why she was here. For survival. For a chance at something better.

"Right," she said, her voice steadier than she felt. "Wouldn't want to keep you."

Farid was already moving towards the door, but he paused at the threshold, his hand on the door handle. He turned back, his eyes roaming over her body one last time.

"What's the name of that new girl?" he asked. "The pretty one with the big eyes."

Fatima's breath caught. "Sharjeena," she said, her voice flat.

"Right, Sharjeena." Farid nodded, a gleam in his eye that Fatima recognized all too well. "Get her to the outhouse."

Fatima's head snapped up. "What? Why…Maalik?" She stuttered.

Farid's eyes narrowed. "Is there a problem?"

Fatima's mind raced. The outhouse was where the Khan brothers took their secret liaisons. Where they did things their wives or other family members couldn't know about. Where Farid had first taken her, all those months ago.

"No," she said quickly, plastering on a smile. "No problem at all. I'll get her there."

"Good." Farid smirked. "Let's have a party there soon. You, me, and Sharjeena. Make sure she knows to dress...appropriately."

The implication hung heavy in the air. Fatima felt her throat tighten, but she nodded. "Of course, Maalik. You want anything special?"

Farid's eyes glinted. "Surprise me."

With that, he was gone. The door clicked shut behind him, leaving Fatima alone in the musty storeroom.

Suddenly Fatima felt another new emotion bubbling up inside her: jealousy. Raw and bitter, it clawed at her insides.

She paced the small storeroom, her mind racing. Sharjeena. The name tasted sour in her mouth.

Fatima caught her reflection in the dusty mirror. She scrutinized herself critically. At thirty-two, she was still attractive, but the years hadn't been kind. Late nights, stress, and the constant fear of losing her position had taken their toll.

Sharjeena, on the other hand, was in her early twenties. Fresh-faced, with a lithe body and eyes that still held a spark of innocence. Everything Fatima used to be.

"Dammit," she hissed, turning away from the mirror. She hugged herself tightly, trying to physically hold back the tide of insecurity washing over her.

Was this Farid's way of telling her she was being replaced? Had she overestimated her hold on him?

Fatima had thought she was special. Different from the other women Farid used and discarded. She'd believed her experience and her skill in manipulation had set her apart.

Now, with a few casual words about Sharjeena, Farid had shattered that illusion. Now, doubt gnawed at her gut like a hungry rat.

Jealousy twisted and morphed into fear. If she lost Farid's interest, what would become of her? The money, the security, the tenuous position she'd carved out for herself in this household— all of it could vanish.

She looked down at the crumpled bills in her hand. The price of her pride. Of her body. Of whatever scraps of dignity she had left.

"Dammit," she whispered, tears stinging her eyes. She allowed herself one moment of weakness, one choked sob escaping her lips.

But crying wouldn't pay the bills, nor secure her place in this house. It wouldn't keep her from ending up back on the streets she'd clawed her way out of.

Fatima wiped her eyes roughly. She smoothed her clothes, checking her reflection in a dusty mirror propped against the wall. The woman staring back at her looked tired, used. But also determined.

She had work to do. A girl to groom. A game to play.

She tucked the money into her bra, right next to her heart. A reminder of what was at stake. Of how far she'd come, and how much further she had to go.

She slipped out of the storeroom, locking it behind her. Her mind was awash with questions.

How to approach Sharjeena? How to prepare her for what Farid would want? And more importantly, how to make sure Fatima remained indispensable?

The halls of the Khan mansion were silent, everyone else long asleep. But for Fatima, the night was just beginning. Tomorrow would bring new challenges, new degradations.

But also, perhaps, new opportunities.

She paused at the door to the servants' quarters, her hand on the knob. For a moment, she considered waking Sharjeena now, getting it over with.

No. Better to let the girl sleep. To enjoy a few more nights of innocence.

Fatima slipped inside, moving silently to her own small room. As she lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, sleep eluded her.

Instead, she plotted. Planned. Prepared.

In this world, in this house, there was no room for weakness. No space for hesitation.

Fatima closed her eyes, steeling herself for what was to come.
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The first rays of sunlight crept through the kitchen window, painting the worn tiles in a soft golden hue. Fatima stood at the threshold, her sharp eyes surveying the bustling activity before her. As head servant, she took pride in running a tight ship, every task delegated with precision, every corner of the household under her watchful gaze.

But today, her mind wasn't on the usual morning routine. It raced, replaying last night's events on an endless loop.

Nadia's fight for getting Sharjeena aka Sanam. Farid's poorly concealed interest. The way the entire household seemed to gravitate towards the newcomer.

Fatima's stomach churned with a toxic mix of jealousy and resentment. She'd clawed her way to this position, navigating the treacherous waters of household politics. And now this...this girl threatened to undo everything.

The kitchen door swung open. Sanam glided in, her silky hair catching the morning light. Fatima's lips pressed into a thin line, her fingers tightening on the clipboard she always carried.

"Good morning, Fatima Di," Sanam said, her voice soft and melodious.

Fatima's eyes narrowed. "Sharjeena," she barked, her voice sharp enough to cut glass. "The toilets need scrubbing. All of them."

Sanam blinked, surprise flickering across her face. "But I thought it was assigned to—"

"You thought wrong," Fatima cut in, a cruel satisfaction blooming in her chest at Sanam's confusion. She thrust a bucket and brush into the girl's hands. "Get to it. Now."

As Sanam trudged away, Fatima allowed herself a small, bitter smile. Let's see how long that pretty face lasts after a day of real work, she thought.

Sanam's mind whirled as she made her way to the bathrooms, bucket and brush in hand.

Just months ago, she'd been attending state dinners, rubbing shoulders with diplomats and dignitaries. The daughter of Pakistan's Chief of Army Staff, she'd lived a life of privilege and respect.

Now, here she was, about to scrub toilets in a foreign household.

The irony wasn't lost on her. She could almost hear her father's voice, gruff with disappointment: "Is this what I raised you for, Sanam? To be a servant?"

As she knelt on the cold tile floor, the harsh smell of cleaning chemicals stinging her nostrils, Sanam steeled herself. She'd endure this. She had to. There was too much at stake.

Throughout the morning, Fatima's orders grew increasingly unreasonable. Each time Sanam finished a task, Fatima was there, clipboard in hand, ready with another grueling chore.

"Polish the silver."

"Reorganize the pantry."

"Scrub the courtyard stones."

With each task, Sanam's shoulders slumped a little more. Fatima watched from her supervisory position, satisfaction and frustration churning in her gut.

Why wasn't the girl complaining? Fighting back? It would be so much easier to hate her if she showed some defiance.

Sanam, for her part, felt herself drowning in a sea of confusion and exhaustion. Her arms ached from scrubbing, her back screamed from bending over, and her mind whirled with questions.

What had she done to offend Fatima? Was this normal treatment for new servants? She'd heard whispers of Fatima's influence in the household, perhaps this was a test?

As the sun climbed higher, casting harsh shadows across the courtyard, Sanam paused in her work. She straightened, wincing at the pain in her lower back, and caught sight of her reflection in a window. Her once-immaculate hair was plastered to her forehead with sweat, her cheeks flushed with exertion. For a moment, she considered confronting Fatima, demanding an explanation for this treatment.

But then she remembered the circumstances that had driven her here. She couldn't risk losing this position. Swallowing her pride, Sanam picked up her brush and returned to scrubbing.

From an upstairs window, Fatima watched with an expression of cold satisfaction. Her face hid a storm of emotions. She'd expected the girl to break by now, to come crawling back begging for mercy. Instead, Sanam worked on, silent and determined. This had only fueled Fatima's anger.

As evening approached, Sanam passed the study, her arms laden with linens for washing. Farid's voice drifted out, stopping her in her tracks.

"Come in, I need your help with something."

Fatima, lurking nearby, saw the warmth in Farid's eyes, the way his gaze lingered on Sanam's figure. Her fists clenched, nails digging into her palms.

"Sharjeena!" she called out, her voice sickly sweet. "The windows need washing. All of them. Inside and out."

Farid frowned, stepping out of the study. "That can wait until tomorrow. She looks exhausted."

Sanam stood frozen, caught between Farid's concerned gaze and Fatima's icy stare. She could feel the tension crackling in the air, knew instinctively that she was at the center of some unspoken conflict.

"It's fine," she said quietly, avoiding both their eyes. "I'll do it now."

As Sanam walked away, her steps heavy with fatigue, she heard Farid and Fatima's voices in the background. She quickened her pace, desperate to escape the suffocating atmosphere.

Fatima watched Sanam go, her teeth clenched so hard her jaw ached. She turned to find Farid staring at her, his expression a mix of anger and disapproval.

"What's gotten into you, Fatima?" he asked.

For a moment, Fatima's carefully constructed mask slipped. Hurt, anger, and fear flashed across her face. Then, just as quickly, the mask was back in place. She plastered on a smile.

"I'm simply ensuring that she starts agreeing to every demand of mine. Then it will be easier to do what you want," she said smoothly.

Farid only smiled in return. "Just don't treat her like other servants. She is special."

Fatima nodded. As she walked away, her mind raced. She'd worked too hard, for too long, to let some pretty face threaten her position. Today had been just the beginning. Tomorrow would be worse for Sanam. Much worse. And if the girl wouldn't break under the weight of work, well... Fatima had other methods at her disposal.

By the time night descended, in her small room, Sanam collapsed onto her bed, every muscle in her body screaming in protest. As exhaustion pulled her towards sleep, her last conscious thought was a mixture of thinking about Monk, determination and dread. Whatever game Fatima was playing, whatever test this was, Sanam vowed to endure. There was too much at stake to fail now.

Night settled over the household, a false calm before the storm that was brewing. In the darkness, two women lay awake— one plotting, one enduring— neither aware of just how far their silent battle would escalate.
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The sun hadn't yet burned off the morning mist when a battered Toyota Hilux rumbled up to the police station. Its approach sent a flock of startled pigeons scattering from the building's crumbling roof. A man in his forties, lean and wiry as a whip, unfolded himself from the driver's seat. His eyes, sharp as a hawk's, scanned the surroundings before he approached the building.

Wajid, who had drawn the short straw for morning duty, intercepted him at the door. "Can I help you?" he asked, stifling a yawn.

The man's gaze fixed on him, cold and assessing. "I have a message for the new Sub-Inspector."

Inside, Monk was hunched over his desk, poring over files. His shirt cuffs were rolled up, revealing angry red lines where a knife had grazed his forearms during the confrontation with Mustafa. He barely looked up when Wajid knocked.

"Sahib, there's someone here to see you. Says he has a message."

Monk straightened, wincing slightly as the movement pulled at his wounds. "Send him in."

The messenger entered, his stance coiled tight as a spring. "Sub-Inspector Ali Ansari?" At Monk's nod, he continued, "Habib Afridi extends an invitation for lunch at his mansion today."

Monk leaned back in his chair, studying the man. The silence stretched, becoming uncomfortable.

Finally, Monk spoke. "Tell Afridi I accept. I'll be there soon."

After the messenger left, Monk turned to his two constables. "What is the deal with Habib Afridi?"

Faraz and Wajid exchanged glances.

Faraz spoke first, his words cautious. He shifted in his seat, grimacing as the movement jostled his injured arm. "He's one of the five major warlords in the region, sir. Controls the eastern territories."

Wajid nodded, adding, "Things have been...tense since Darwesh Khan's sons took out Malik Zahir."

"Hmm," Monk grunted.

Faraz sighed, absently rubbing his bandaged arm. "Well, Sahib, it used to be a balance. Five warlords, each with their piece of the pie. But when Rashid and Farid killed Zahir and his family..."

"They upset the apple cart," Wajid finished. "Now Darwesh Khan's got nearly double the territory of the others. And the others are not happy about it."

"Yeah," Faraz chimed in, a wry smile on his face. "It's like a game of Monopoly where one player suddenly gets two castles. The other players aren't exactly throwing a party."

Wajid snorted. "More like Risk. Except instead of plastic armies, we've got real guns and very real bodies."

Monk's eyes narrowed, ignoring their attempt at gallows humor. "And Habib Afridi?"

"He's crafty," Faraz said, wincing as he accidentally bumped his injured arm against the desk. "Always looking for an angle. Word is, he's been reaching out to the other three warlords. Trying to form alliances."

"Against Darwesh Khan," Monk mused.

Wajid nodded. "They want things back the way they were. When Malik Zahir was alive, there was a sort of...equilibrium."

"Yeah, the good old days," Faraz muttered. "When we only had to worry about six psychopaths instead of one super-psychopath."

Monk stood, pacing the station. His mind raced, seeing possibilities, potential leverage points. He turned to the constables, his expression unreadable. "Get the jeep ready. We're going to pay Habib Afridi a visit."

As Wajid and Faraz hurried out, Monk allowed himself a small smile. He could see the cracks in Darwesh Khan's empire. All he had to do now was apply the right pressure.

Outside, Faraz groaned as he climbed into the jeep. "You know, Wajid, when I joined the force, I thought the worst thing I'd face was dealing with small thugs. Now look at us, playing chauffeur to a man with a death wish."

Wajid chuckled as he started the engine. "Could be worse. We could be the ones having lunch with Habib Afridi. I hear his cook can't tell the difference between curry powder and rat poison."

"You are funny," Monk said, appearing suddenly beside the jeep. Both constables jumped. "Let's hope Afridi's hospitality is better than his choice in messengers. Faraz, you're staying here. That arm needs rest. Wajid, you're with me."

As they pulled out of the station, Faraz called after them, "Try not to start any wars before lunch, Sahib! It's bad for digestion!"

Monk's lips twitched in what might have been a smile as the jeep bounced down the dusty road. As they drove towards Afridi's compound, Monk's mind whirled with possibilities. The warlords wanted equilibrium? He'd give them chaos instead.
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Habib Afridi's mansion was a fortress disguised as a home. High walls topped with razor wire encircled the property, a stark contrast to the lush gardens within. Armed guards patrolled the perimeter, their eyes constantly scanning for threats. It was similar to Darwesh Khan's mansion security. At the backdrop of the compound were the magnificent Terich Mir mountains.

Wajid's knuckles were white on the steering wheel as they approached. "Sahib, are you sure about this?" he asked.

Monk didn't answer. His eyes were fixed on the gate, taking in every detail of the security present.

As they neared, the guards' eyes widened in recognition. The massive iron gates swung open without a word.

"Well, that's new," Wajid muttered, surprise evident in his tone.

The driveway curved through manicured gardens. Peacocks strutted across the lawns, their calls echoing off the walls. Fountains bubbled, their mist catching the sunlight.

Habib Afridi stood waiting on the steps, his arms outstretched. He was a man in his fifties, with a thick salt-and-pepper beard and piercing dark eyes. His silk kurta and gold watch spoke of wealth, but the calluses on his hands hinted at a harder past.

"Welcome, Sub-Inspector Ali Ansari! Welcome to my humble home," Habib called out, his voice booming across the courtyard.

Monk's face showed nothing as he shook Habib's hand. "Thank you for the invitation," he said, his tone neutral.

Habib clapped him on the back, a bit too hard to be entirely friendly. "Come, come! Lunch is waiting. You must be hungry after your long drive."

As they entered, Wajid hung back, unsure. His eyes darted from one armed guard to another, counting weapons, assessing threats. Habib noticed. "Your man is welcome too, of course."

Inside, the opulence was staggering. Persian rugs covered marble floors. Crystal chandeliers hung from vaulted ceilings. Artwork that probably cost more than Wajid would earn in a lifetime adorned the walls.

Habib led them to a dining room where a feast was laid out. The table groaned under platters of steaming meat, fragrant rice, and colorful vegetables. The aroma was intoxicating.

"Please, sit!" Habib gestured grandly. "Eat! In Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, we believe in hospitality above all else."

Monk took a seat, his eyes never leaving Habib. He was studying the warlord, noting every gesture, every flicker of expression. "So I've heard. Though I've also heard it's wise to be wary of such generous hosts."

Habib laughed, a booming sound that didn't quite reach his eyes. "Ah, you've learned our ways quickly! Yes, we may feed you today and fight you tomorrow. But today, we eat!"

Two other men joined them. Habib introduced them as local businessmen, but their hard eyes and callused hands told a different story. Monk nodded to each, filing away their faces for future reference.

Wajid hovered at the edge of the table, his eyes wide. He'd never been this close to a warlord's inner circle. The smells from the table made his mouth water, but his hand never strayed far from his holster.

Habib noticed Wajid's discomfort and smiled. "Come, sit! Eat! Today, we are all friends here."

Wajid hesitated, looking at Monk. At his nod, Wajid sat, trying not to look too eager or too nervous.

As servants began filling plates, Habib leaned towards Monk. His eyes were sharp, assessing. "Now, Ali Ansari, tell me. How are you finding our little corner of the world?"

Monk took a bite, chewed slowly. He was aware of Habib's scrutiny, knew the warlord was trying to gauge the truth behind the stories. "Interesting. Full of surprises."

Habib's eyes glittered. "Oh? Do tell. We've heard quite a few surprises about you as well."

Monk smiled. "I'm sure stories travel fast here?"

"Indeed," Habib said, taking a sip of tea. "They say you walked into Darwesh Khan's compound and walked out alive. They say you tamed his wild dog, Azhar."

Monk shrugged, his face impassive. "People say many things."

Habib laughed again, but there was an edge to it. "I like your modesty!"

As the meal progressed, Wajid couldn't believe his luck. He'd never tasted food like this. Spicy chapli kebabs, tender mutton karahi, fragrant biryani. He tried to focus on the conversation, but the flavors kept distracting him. Still, he kept his wits about him, noting the positions of the guards, the exits, the potential weapons.

Monk and Habib spoke of local matters, their words light but laden with hidden meanings. It was a dance of words, each man probing for weaknesses, seeking advantage. The two "businessmen" watched silently, their eyes missing nothing.

"You know," Habib said, gesturing with his fork, "things used to be different here. There was a balance."

Monk nodded. "I've heard about Malik Zahir."

A shadow passed over Habib's face. "Ah, yes. Malik. A good man, in his way. He understood the old ways, the importance of honor."

"And now?"

Habib's smile was tight. "Now we have Darwesh Khan, with his empire. His sons, who think they can rewrite the rules."

Monk leaned back, his eyes never leaving Habib's face. "Rules can be... flexible."

"Can they?" Habib's tone was sharp. "And where do you stand on these rules?"

The air in the room shifted. Wajid felt it, his hand instinctively moving towards his holster. The guards tensed, hands tightening on their weapons.

Monk's voice was calm, cutting through the tension. "I stand for what is good for me. Nothing more, nothing less."

Habib studied him for a long moment, then burst into laughter. "Self-interest! In Khyber Pakhtunkhwa! Oh, you are not the only one."

As servants cleared the table, Habib's mask of joviality slipped. "You've made quite an impression. Not many men can do what you've done in such a short time."

Monk shrugged. "I'm not most men."

"Clearly." Habib leaned forward; all pretenses gone. "Which is why I think we have much to discuss. About power, about rules, about...balance."

Wajid watched, his stomach churning. The feast suddenly felt like lead in his gut. He realized, with a chill, that the real game was just beginning. He looked at Monk, marveling at the man's composure. Whatever was coming, Wajid knew they were in deep waters now, swimming with sharks.

Habib stood, gesturing towards a door. "Shall we retire to my study? I think it's time we spoke plainly."

Monk nodded, rising smoothly. "Lead the way."

As they left the dining room, Wajid made to follow, but Habib held up a hand. "Just Ali Ansari, I think. Your constable can wait here and enjoy the view."

Wajid looked to Monk, who gave a subtle nod.

As the door closed behind them, Wajid sank back into his chair. The opulent room suddenly felt like a gilded cage. He eyed the remaining kebabs, wondering if he dared to eat more. Around him, the guards watched, their eyes cold and assessing.

In the study, Monk knew, the real dance would begin. The meal had been the opening move. Now, the stakes would rise, and with them, the danger.
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The study was in sharp contrast to the opulent dining room. Dark wood paneling and heavy curtains absorbed the light, creating an atmosphere of secrecy. Bookshelves lined the walls, but Monk doubted Habib had read many of the books. This was a room designed to impress and intimidate.

Habib settled behind a massive desk, gesturing for Monk to sit. "Drink?" he asked, reaching for a crystal decanter.

Monk shook his head. "I prefer to keep a clear head."

A smile flickered across Habib's face. "Wise. Very wise." He poured himself a generous measure, the amber liquid catching the light. "So, Ali. Let's talk about Darwesh Khan."

Monk leaned back. His posture was relaxed but alert. "What about him?"

Habib's eyes narrowed. "Don't play coy. You've upset his apple cart. The question is, why?"

"I'm just doing my job," Monk said, his tone neutral.

Habib barked a laugh. "Your job? Please. We both know that's not true." He leaned forward, his voice dropping. "You're after something. I want to know what it is."

Monk met his gaze steadily. "And if I told you it is justice I am after?"

"I'd say you're either a fool or a liar," Habib snapped. "There's no justice in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Only power."

"Maybe it's time for that to change," Monk said with a smile.

Habib studied him for a long moment. "You're not serious, are you?" He shook his head, chuckling. "Incredible. You actually believe you can make a difference."

"I've done something already, haven't I?" Monk countered. "Or we wouldn't be having this conversation."

Habib's smile faded. "True enough. But how long do you think you can keep this up? Darwesh Khan won't tolerate your interference forever and neither will the other warlords, including me, if it works against us."

"I'm counting on it," Monk said, a dangerous glint in his eye.

Habib leaned back, surprise flickering across his face. "You're baiting us. But why?"

Monk shrugged. "Maybe I just like to poke the bear in the eye."

"Or maybe," Habib said slowly, "you have a personal stake in this."

Monk's expression didn't change, but Habib paused.

"So," the warlord said softly. "What did Darwesh Khan take from you?"

Monk smiled. "Instead of investigating about my stakes here I thought you would like to take my help in getting back your power. Darwesh Khan is coming for your territories, but you don't need me to tell you that. You already know that his sons want to control the whole KPK."

Habib didn't say anything for a long time before he opened his mouth. "I think we may be able to help each other."

Monk paused. "I'm listening."

"You want to bring down Darwesh Khan. So do I." Habib spread his hands. "We could be allies."

Monk turned, his eyes cold. "And why should I trust you?"

Habib smiled, all teeth. "You shouldn't. But you need allies, Sub-Inspector. You can't take on Darwesh Khan alone."

"But even you alone will not be enough." Monk was right.

"If you think I'm alone you are mistaken. Other three warlords are with me too."

"But what's in it for you?"

"Balance," Habib said simply. "With Darwesh Khan gone, things can return to the way they were. Five warlords, five territories. Equilibrium."

Monk considered this. "And if I refuse?"

Habib's smile disappeared. "Then you leave here, and we forget this conversation ever happened. But know this. If you're not with us, you're against us. And you don't want four warlords as your enemy."

The tension in the room was palpable. Monk could feel the weight of the decision pressing down on him. Habib was right. He couldn't take on Darwesh Khan alone.

"I need time," Monk said finally.

Habib nodded. "Of course. But don't take too long. The winds are changing. Make sure you're on the right side when the storm hits."

As Monk left the study, his mind raced. He'd come here looking for information, for leverage. Instead, he'd found a potential ally, or a deadly new enemy.

In the hallway, he found Wajid waiting, tension visible in every line of his body. "Sahib?"

Monk nodded, his face giving nothing away. "We're done here. Let's go."

As they drove away from Habib's mansion, Wajid couldn't contain his curiosity any longer. "Sahib, what happened in there?"

Monk stared out the window, watching the landscape roll by.

The police jeep kept bouncing along the rough road, kicking up clouds of dust in its wake. Inside, Monk sat in silence, his mind churning over the events at Habib's mansion. Wajid kept shooting nervous glances at him, clearly bursting with questions.

Finally, Monk spoke. "Pull over."

Wajid frowned but complied, guiding the jeep to the side of the road. They were in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by barren hills and scrubland. "Sahib?"

Monk got out, stretching his legs. He scanned the horizon, then turned to Wajid. "What do you know about the other warlords?"

Wajid blinked, caught off guard. "Uh, not much, sir. They keep to themselves mostly. There's Azmat Yusufzai, controls the northern territories. Nasir Wazir in the west. And Zahoor Mehsud in the south."

Monk nodded. "And their relationship with Darwesh Khan?"

Wajid shrugged. "Tense, I guess. Ever since Rashid and Farid took out Malik Zahir, the others have been...uneasy."

"Hmmm," Monk said.

A truck rumbled past, the driver eyeing them suspiciously. Monk waited until it was out of sight before continuing.

"Habib wants an alliance," he said bluntly.

Wajid's eyes widened. "An alliance? With us?"

Monk shook his head. "With me. Against Darwesh Khan."

"Allah have mercy," Wajid whispered. "Sir, that's...that's suicide." Wajid looked around nervously, as if expecting Darwesh Khan's men to materialize from thin air.

Monk said nothing. Then he turned to Wajid, his voice low and intense. "I need you to do something for me. It's dangerous, and if you refuse, I'll understand."

Wajid swallowed hard. Part of him wanted to run, to forget he'd ever met this man who seemed determined to upend the entire power structure of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. But another part, a part he'd thought long buried, stirred with something like hope.

"What do you need, Sahib?"

Monk smiled, a predatory grin that sent a shiver down Wajid's spine. "I need you to be my eyes and ears."

Wajid looked at him, uncomprehending. "I didn't understand."

"Do you drink, Wajid?"

"Sahib?"

Monk's grin widened. "The local liquor places and dhabas. That's where the real information flows. You're going to become a regular. I'm going to suspend you and you are going to be a suspended, disgruntled ex-cop drowning his sorrows. And you're going to listen."

"Suspension?" Wajid felt a mix of fear and excitement. This was far beyond anything he'd ever done as a constable.

"To make the story more credible. It will be on the official paper, but the signature will be fake. And your name and mine will be misspelled, to make it worthless."

"And what about you, Sahib?"

"Me?" Monk's eyes glinted. "I'm going to pay a visit to our friend Darwesh Khan. It's time to stir the pot."

As they got back in the jeep, Wajid's mind reeled. He'd signed up to be a simple constable, to enforce the law in a place where the law meant little. Now he was caught in the middle of a power struggle that could reshape the entire region.

"Sahib," he said as they pulled back onto the road. "What if all this goes wrong?"

Monk was silent for a long moment and then he smiled grimly. "Then we'll burn it all down and start over."

As they drove back towards the station, the sun was setting, painting the sky in shades of blood and fire. It felt like an omen, Wajid thought. A sign of chaos to come.
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As the police jeep disappeared down the dusty road, Habib watched from his study window. He pulled out his phone, dialing a number from memory.

"It's done," he said, when the call connected. "The seed has been planted."

On the other end, a gravelly voice chuckled. "Excellent. Let's see how our new SI handles the game."

Habib ended the call, his eyes still on the horizon. The board was set, the pieces in motion. Now, all that remained was to see who would be left standing when the dust settled.

In the gathering dusk, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa held its breath, waiting.
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Meanwhile, in a dimly lit room in Darwesh Khan's compound, a meeting was taking place. Rashid paced back and forth, his face twisted with rage.

"That bastard SI met Habib today. He is causing too much trouble," he snarled. "We should just kill him and be done with it."

Darwesh Khan watched his son calmly, taking a long drag from his hookah. "Patience, my son. This new SI...he's different. We need to understand who is behind him before we make our move."

Karim, leaning against the wall, spoke up. "Abba's right. This SI is not afraid of us. Meaning someone powerful in the government or in the Establishment is backing him. That makes him dangerous and unpredictable."

"Then what are you doing? Why are your contacts in the government not able to come back with something useful?"

"After you ordered the murder of those seven officers, it's dangerous to poke at too much too soon."

Rashid spun on his brother. "What would you know about danger? You're too busy playing a broker while I do the real work!"

"Enough!" Darwesh's voice cracked like a whip. Both sons fell silent. "We will deal with this SI, but we'll do it my way. Understood?"

As his sons nodded grudgingly, Darwesh turned to the window, gazing out at the gathering darkness. SI's meeting with Habib Afridi was shocking but it had happened.

A storm was coming, he could feel it in his bones.

In the heart of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, the pieces were moving on the board. The game had begun in earnest, and the stakes were higher than anyone realized. As night fell, a palpable tension settled over the land, everyone from the lowest beggar to the mightiest warlord sensing that change was coming.

And at the center of it all, a man called Axel Monk, driven by a purpose only he fully understood, prepared to set it all ablaze.


Chapter 106



The stench of cheap liquor and stale sweat hit Wajid like a sledgehammer as he pushed open the door of "The Broken Bottle". He fought the urge to gag, reminding himself why he was here. This dingy joint was a far cry from Habib's opulent mansion, but it was where real information flowed.

Wajid stumbled to an empty table, his act of a drunk already in full swing. He'd splashed some cheap booze on his clothes, and the smell mixed with the sour odor that hung in the air. A few bleary eyes turned his way, then dismissed him. Just another loser drowning his sorrows.

"What'll it be?" a gruff voice asked. The waiter looked as worn out as the peeling wallpaper behind him.

"Whatever's cheap," Wajid slurred, not meeting the waiter's eyes. "And something to eat."

"Hmm," the waiter grunted, already turning away.

Hours crawled by. Wajid nursed his drink, food untouched, ears straining for any useful gossip. But all he heard was the usual chatter of drunks— complaints about wives, boasts about conquests, the occasional argument over cricket scores.

As midnight approached, Wajid's stomach growled in protest. He was about to call it a night when the door swung open with a bang. Two men walked in, and Wajid's pulse quickened. He recognized them from the police files. They were Bashir and Hamid, both part of Darwesh Khan's inner security circle.

The men took a table behind him. Wajid slumped lower, playing dead drunk, ears perked.

After their order, they started to talk.

"...new SI's got Rashid foaming at the mouth," Bashir was saying, his voice a low rumble.

Hamid snorted. "When isn't Rashid ready to explode? Heard he and Karim nearly came to blows over it in front of the old man."

"Idiots. They're gonna tear the family apart while Darwesh Khan's still breathing."

There was a pause as drinks were ordered. Wajid held his breath, trying to slow his racing heart.

"Speaking of family drama," Bashir lowered his voice, leaning in. "You heard about Farid?"

"What now? Kid always has his hand in some cookie jar or another."

"More like a divorced cookie jar, if you catch my drift."

Hamid's eyes widened. "No way. You don't mean..."

Bashir nodded, a smirk playing on his lips. "Caught him sneaking out of the storeroom last night. And guess who came out right after? Fatima."

"Holy shit. Fatima? That head servant?"

"Swear on my mother's grave. Saw it with my own eyes. She was fixing her dupatta, looking all flushed."

Wajid's mind raced. This was dynamite. But there was more.

"Kid's got a wandering eye, that's for sure," Hamid mused. "You see that new servant girl? Sharjeena?"

"The one with the big...eyes and pink lips?" Bashir grinned.

"Yeah, her. Well, word is, Farid's got his sights set on her. Poor girl doesn't know what's coming."

"Damn. The kid knows how to use power to warm his bed."

"But Rashid is also not going to Nadia anymore. His total focus is on Laila."

"Who wouldn't focus on her? She is a hell of a beauty. Nadia doesn't stand a chance in front of her. Rashid cannot be faulted here. Anyone else would be doing the same."

They shared a dark chuckle.

Wajid's palms were sweating now.

"You know what I heard?" Hamid said, his voice dropping even lower. "Karim's been making some interesting phone calls lately."

Bashir leaned in.

"To Islamabad. High-level government types. Looks like he is trying to get into politics."

"Shit. You think he's planning something? Does Rashid know this?"

"I don't think so. But the family is now a powder keg, and that new SI has just lit the fuse."

The conversation drifted to other topics. Wajid's head was throbbing, the fake drunkenness now feeling all too real after hours of playacting. He waited until Bashir and Hamid stumbled out, then counted to hundred before stumbling out too. The cool night air hit him like a slap, clearing some of the fog.

He had to get this information to Monk, now. Family secrets, betrayals, potential government conspiracies— this was the stuff that made empires crumble.

His fingers trembled as he dialed Monk's number. One ring. Two. On the third—

"Yes." Monk's voice, crisp and alert despite the hour.

Wajid spilled everything in a rushed whisper, glancing over his shoulder every few seconds.

"Good job," Monk said when Wajid finished. "Now go home. I'll take it from here."

The line went dead. Wajid stared at his phone, an unexpected warmth blooming in his chest. Praise from Monk was rare as rain in the desert.

He set off, his mind a whirlwind. They were poking a hornet's nest, and Wajid wasn't sure if the honey would be worth the stings.

The street was deserted and Wajid's hand was always hovering close to the gun.

The roar of a motorcycle shattered the night. Wajid's blood turned to ice as it screeched to a halt beside him.

"Well, well," a familiar voice drawled. "What's a suspended constable doing out so late?"

Wajid turned, his heart thundering. Bashir grinned down at him from the bike, with Hamid perched behind.

"Who...who're you?" Wajid slurred, swaying for effect.

Bashir's eyes narrowed. "Saw you at the joint. Drinking like a fish."

Panic clawed at Wajid's throat. He dropped to his knees, grabbing Bashir's leg. "Please...I need a job. That bastard suspended me."

"Get off, you drunk bastard!" Bashir kicked out, but Wajid held on.

"You don't understand," Wajid wailed, really laying it on thick now. "That new SI, he's ruining everything. Suspended me for no reason. Said I was corrupt. Me! After all these years of service!"

Hamid leaned forward, interested now. "The new SI, huh?"

Wajid looked up, his eyes wild. "He's crazy, I tell you. Thinks he can change everything. Doesn't know how things work around here."

Bashir and Hamid exchanged glances. Bashir cut the engine.

"Serves you right," Bashir smirked.

"Please help me…give me some money," he mumbled.

Hamid tapped Bashir's shoulder and whispered in his other ear. "He could be useful. We should talk to Rashid Bhai."

Hope flared in Wajid's chest, mixed with a healthy dose of fear. This was dangerous territory.

"You want revenge from this SI?" Bashir asked, a sly grin spreading across his face.

Wajid nodded vigorously. "More than anything. He took everything from me. My job, my dignity. I'd do anything to see him brought down."

"Anything?" Hamid's eyebrows shot up. "That's a dangerous word, my friend."

Wajid staggered to his feet, swaying slightly. "I mean it. I know things. About the station, about the SI's movements. I can help you if you help me."

Bashir and Hamid shared another look, a silent conversation passing between them.

"Tell you what," Bashir said finally. "Why don't you sleep this off? If you're serious about this revenge this, meet us tomorrow. Same place, midnight."

Hamid scribbled a number on a scrap of paper. "Call this before you come. If we don't answer, don't show up. Understand?"

Wajid nodded, clutching the paper like a lifeline. "Thank you. You won't regret this. I'll show you what a mistake that SI made in crossing me."

Bashir revved the engine. "We'll see. Remember, not a word to anyone. Or it'll be the last word you ever speak."

"But…who are you?" Wajid asked again but the bike roared off, leaving Wajid alone in the street. He waited until they were out of sight before letting out a shaky breath. His act had worked, maybe too well. He'd just opened a door he wasn't sure he could close.

As he trudged home, his mind raced. Should he tell Monk this? He would be the best person to decide if this new development would help their cause or put them all in more danger?

Back home, he locked his door, double-checking it before collapsing on his bed. Sleep eluded him as scenarios played out in his head, each more terrifying than the last.

In the dark of his room, Wajid felt the weight of his choices pressing down on him. He was in deep now, playing a game where the rules kept changing and the stakes kept rising.

And somewhere out there, Monk was orchestrating it all. Wajid just hoped the man had a plan. Because right now, it felt like they were all walking a tightrope over a pit of vipers.

One wrong step, and it would be a long way down.
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Monk sat in the shadows of his sparse police apartment, the tick of a cheap wall clock echoing his racing heartbeat. Wajid's information swirled in his mind, but one name stood out above all: Sharjeena. Sanam.

His fingers drummed on the arm of his chair, betraying an inner turmoil he rarely allowed himself to show.

Farid, Darwesh Khan's youngest, had set his sights on her. The thought made Monk's blood boil, and with it came a realization that unsettled him even more.

This wasn't just about the mission anymore.

Monk stood abruptly, pacing the small room.

When had it happened?

When had Sanam become more than just a partner, a means to an end? The protective surge he felt at the thought of her in danger was foreign, almost forgotten. He hadn't cared this deeply for anyone in...he couldn't remember how long.

"Damn it," he muttered, running a hand through his hair. This complicated everything.

Every move against Darwesh Khan now came with an added risk. Would his actions put Sanam in more danger? The thought of her paying the price for his actions made his stomach churn.

He pulled out his secure phone, his thumb hovering over Sanam's number. The urge to call, to warn her, to pull her out, was almost overwhelming. But doing it at this time of the night could blow her cover, rendering their entire operation useless.

He'd planted Sanam in Darwesh Khan's compound for a reason. She was his connection to Laila, his ace in the hole. But now she was in the crosshairs of a predator, and Monk felt the need to save her even at the cost of unraveling of his carefully laid plans.

More troubling was her silence on Farid's advances. Was she keeping things from him to protect the mission? Or was there another reason?

"Think," he growled to himself, resuming his pacing. "There's always a way."

He stopped at the window, staring out at the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa night. In the distance, the lights from other houses around the police compound glowed. Just the thought of Sanam walking a tightrope of danger every second made his chest tighten in a way he'd long thought impossible.

Monk took out his phone and opened the image gallery. Sanam smiled up at him, her eyes bright with a light he'd sworn to protect. He traced her face gently, a stark contrast to the hardness in his eyes.

As he lay down on his narrow bed, Monk's mind whirled.

The game was changing, evolving into something more dangerous than he'd anticipated. And now, with these unfamiliar feelings for Sanam clouding his judgment, he felt off-balance for the first time in years.

Tomorrow, he'd think about how he could draw Farid out, away from the compound, away from Sanam. And then...

A cold smile played across Monk's lips, but it didn't reach his eyes. They remained focused on the unseen dangers, the countless ways this could go wrong. For the first time in a long while, Monk felt the weight of fear— not for himself, but for Sanam.

And Sanam was counting on him, whether she knew it or not. And Monk would move heaven and earth, would burn the whole of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa to the ground if that's what it took to keep her safe.

As sleep finally claimed him, his last thought was of her. In his dreams, she was safe, smiling, far from danger. But dreams, Monk knew all too well, had a nasty habit of turning into nightmares.

And in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, nightmares had a way of becoming reality.

The clock ticked on, counting down to a dawn that promised chaos, danger, and perhaps, if Monk could navigate these new, turbulent emotions, a chance at something he'd long thought lost to him.

For Sanam. For himself. For a future he'd never dared to imagine.
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The morning sun painted the hallways of Darwesh Khan's compound in hues of gold and amber. Fatima moved with practiced grace, balancing the breakfast tray as she approached Farid's room. Her heart fluttered with anticipation, a daily ritual that had become her secret addiction.

She paused at the door, taking a deep breath to compose herself. The tray clinked softly as she knocked.

"Come in," Farid's voice called out, muffled through the heavy wood.

Fatima entered; her eyes immediately drawn to Farid. He sat on the edge of his bed, hair still damp from the shower, rivulets of water tracing paths down his bare chest. A towel was wrapped loosely around his waist, leaving little to the imagination. Fatima felt heat rise to her cheeks.

"Good morning, Maalik," she said, her voice huskier than intended.

Farid barely glanced up from his phone. When he did, his face twisted into a scowl. "What is it?"

Fatima's smile faltered. "Your usual favorites. Aloo paratha, yogurt, and fresh fruit. I also added some…"

"I don't want it," Farid cut her off, his tone sharp.

Fatima flinched. "Why? Is everything alright?" she ventured, setting the tray down on a nearby table.

Farid's eyes flashed with anger. He stood up abruptly, the towel slipping dangerously low on his hips. Fatima's gaze involuntarily dropped, then snapped back up to his face, her cheeks burning.

"Tell the cook to make naan chane, paya, and andaa paratha instead," Farid growled, pacing the room. "And bring me some juice. None of that weak chai nonsense."

Fatima nodded, bewildered by his sudden mood shift. "Ji, Maalik." She hesitated, then added softly, "If there's anything else you need..."

Farid stopped pacing, his eyes locking onto hers. For a moment, Fatima's breath caught in her throat. There was something in his gaze, something hungry and dangerous that made her pulse race.

Then the moment shattered.

"Actually, there is," Farid said, his voice cold. "From now on, Sharjeena will bring my breakfast."

The name hit Fatima like a physical blow. She stumbled back a step, her hand gripping the edge of the table for support.

"Shar...Sharjeena?" she managed to choke out.

Farid's eyebrow arched. "Is that a problem?"

Fatima forced her face into a mask of neutrality. "No, of course not. Whatever you wish, Maalik."

She turned to leave, desperate to escape before her composure cracked entirely. But Farid's voice stopped her at the door.

"Oh, and Fatima?"

She looked back, hope flaring briefly in her chest.

Farid's smile was cruel. "Make sure Sharjeena wears something...nice when she brings my breakfast. You understand, don't you?"

Fatima nodded mechanically, not trusting her voice. She fled the room, her vision blurring with unshed tears.

In the empty hallway, she leaned against the wall, fighting to control her ragged breathing. Sharjeena. That name was like poison on her tongue. The new girl, barely more than a month old, with her big eyes and pouty lips. Fatima knew the way Farid looked at her, and he had told her that he wanted Sharjeena at their outhouse and she had to arrange for it. But she'd convinced herself it was nothing.

What a fool she'd been.

Fatima straightened, smoothing her clothes with trembling hands. She was just a head servant, nothing more. Her feelings, her desires, her secret fantasies— none of it mattered.

But as she walked away, her mind raced. She had clawed her way to the top of the servant hierarchy, navigating the treacherous waters of this place. She had done things, terrible things, to secure her position. And now some fresh-faced girl threatened to undo it all.

Fatima's sadness crystallized into rage. Sharjeena would pay for this. One way or another.

She strode towards the kitchens, plans already forming in her mind. If Farid wanted Sharjeena to bring his breakfast, so be it. But Fatima knew in this world, power was everything. And she'd be damned if she let some slip of a girl take what was rightfully hers.

As she barked orders at the bewildered cook, Fatima's eyes gleamed with a dangerous light.

She was ready to play dirty.
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A knock echoed through the room. Farid, still sprawled on the bed in his towel, didn't bother to move. "Come in," he barked.

The door creaked open.

Sharjeena—Sanam—stepped in, breakfast tray in hand. Her eyes widened at the sight of Farid's near-naked form. She quickly averted her gaze, scanning the room, looking for the table. This was her first time in Farid's room.

"The table's over there," Farid said, amusement lacing his voice.

Sanam set the tray down and turned to leave.

"Where are you going?" Farid called out.

She paused but didn't turn around. "To the kitchen."

"Who's going to serve me? Hasn't Fatima taught you anything?"

"Ji, Maalik." Sanam's jaw clenched. She returned to the table, focusing on arranging the food. "Where should I put it?"

Farid chuckled. "Put it? So, Fatima has taught you nothing. I don't like getting my hands dirty," Farid said, his grin predatory. "You'll feed me. With your hands."

Sanam's mind raced. This wasn't part of her job. But she had no choice. She approached the table, lifted the plate and walked to the bed.

"What would you like first?" Her voice was flat. Her gaze was locked on the plate, avoiding Farid's eyes.

"Surprise me."

Sanam tore off a piece of naan, dipped it in the chana, and held it out. Farid opened his mouth, leaning forward. As she placed the food in his mouth, his teeth grazed her fingers. She jerked her hand back.

"Mmm," Farid hummed. "Delicious. But you know what would make it better?"

Sanam remained silent.

"If you'd look at me while you're doing it."

She raised her eyes, meeting his gaze. The hunger she saw there had nothing to do with food.

"That's better," Farid said. He shifted, his towel slipping lower. "Now, how about some of that paya?"

As Sanam reached for the dish, Farid's hand shot out, grabbing her wrist. "You know, I've been watching you," he murmured. "The way you move, the way you talk. You're not like the other servants."

Sanam tried to pull away, but his grip tightened. "Please Maalik, let go."

"Why? Are you afraid of me?" Farid's thumb traced circles on her skin. "Or are you afraid of what you might do if I don't let go?"

Sanam's heart raced. This was dangerous territory. She needed to regain control.

"I'm afraid I'll drop your breakfast," she said, forcing a smile. "And then Fatima will have my head."

Farid laughed, releasing her wrist. "Oh, I wouldn't worry about Fatima. She's old news. You, on the other hand..." His eyes raked over her body. "You're much more interesting."

Sanam focused on feeding him, her mind whirling. She needed to tell this to Monk. Things were escalating too quickly.

"You know," Farid said between bites, "there's going to be a party tonight. Some of my friends will be there. You should be there. You know…to help serve."

Sanam said nothing.

"Of course, you'll need something more appropriate to wear." Farid's grin widened. "I'll have something sent to your room. Make sure you try it on. I'll want to see how it fits."

The implications hung heavy in the air. Sanam's fingers trembled as she picked up another piece of naan.

"That's enough," Farid said suddenly. He stood, the towel falling away completely. Sanam spun around, her cheeks burning.

Farid's laugh was low and cruel. "Oh, come now, don't be shy. This is nothing. You are married, it's not like you have not seen men naked."

Sanam hurried to the door, desperate to escape.

"I'll see you tonight," Farid called after her.

The door clicked shut behind her. Sanam leaned against the wall, her heart pounding. This was bad. Very bad.

She needed to talk to Monk. Now.
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Rather than heading for the kitchen, Sanam's legs carried her away from Farid's room and towards the servant quarters, her heart hammering in her chest. She was shivering violently but Monk's words from weeks ago echoed in her mind: "Always have a backup plan."

The hidden burner phone.

The servant quarters were deserted. Everyone else was scattered throughout the compound, catering to the whims of Darwesh Khan and his family. Sanam knew she was breaking rules just by being here without Fatima's permission. But rules seemed trivial now.

Sanam's trembling fingers grabbed the rucksack from her luggage. She then used her memory to find all the parts hidden in different parts of her rucksack.

The burner phone had been Monk's idea. "Technology is both our ally and our enemy," he'd told her during their preparations. "In a place like Darwesh Khan's compound, they'll control all communication. But we need a lifeline, a way to reach each other if things go south."

He'd shown her how to disassemble the phone, hiding its components in various innocuous items— the battery in a hairbrush handle, the SIM card taped inside a tube of toothpaste. "They'll search your belongings," Monk had warned. "We have to be smarter."

Sanam remembered his intensity as he'd made her memorize his number. "Never write it down. Never store it. It has to be only in your head."

Now, as she reassembled the phone with shaking hands, Sanam silently thanked Monk for his foresight. In a world where every move of hers was watched, where even having a personal phone was forbidden, this cheap, little, outdated flip phone was her only link to safety.

She clutched it like a lifeline as she made her way to the common bathroom. But Monk had prepared her for this too. "Use it only when absolutely necessary," his voice echoed in her memory. "And always have a cover story ready."

As she locked the bathroom door behind her, Sanam took a deep breath. This was it. The emergency Monk had prepared her for. She just hoped his plan, whatever it was, would be enough to get her through what was coming.

Her heart pounded as she dialed Monk's number from memory. But it took her a couple of tries to dial the right number. She was shivering violently.

The phone on the other side rang and Sanam began to pray that no one should come knocking at the bathroom door.

"Hello?" Monk's voice was sharp and alert.

Sanam opened her mouth, but all that came out was a choked sob.

"Sanam?" Alarm crept into Monk's tone. "What's wrong?" He was driving the jeep to the station and immediately pressed the brakes.

She tried to speak, but the floodgates had opened. Tears streamed down her face as she slid to the floor, back against the cold tile.

"I can't— " she gasped between sobs. "Farid, he— "

"Breathe, Sanam," Monk commanded. "In and out. Slowly."

She obeyed, forcing air into her lungs and her sobs subsided.

"Now tell me what happened."

The words tumbled out in a rush. Farid's behavior. The feeding. His threats. The party.

"I can't do this anymore," Sanam whispered, shame coloring her voice. "Take me out of here. Please."

Silence stretched on the other end. When Monk spoke again, his voice was tight with barely controlled anger.

"Listen to me, Sanam. You're stronger than this. We knew it wouldn't be easy."

"But I didn't— "

"I know," Monk cut her off. "I should have prepared you better. That's on me. But we can't back out now. We have made a promise, and we will fulfill it."

Sanam closed her eyes, fighting another wave of tears. "What if he— "

"He won't," Monk's voice was steel. "I won't let it happen. But I need you to hold on a little longer. Can you do that for me?"

Sanam took a shaky breath. "I...I think so."

"Good. Now listen carefully. Here's what we're going to do..."

As Monk outlined his plan, Sanam felt a fragile hope bloom in her chest. She wasn't alone in this. Monk was there with her.

A sudden knock on the bathroom door made her jump.

"Sharjeena?" Fatima's voice, sharp with suspicion. "What are you doing in there?"

Sanam's eyes widened in panic. "I have to go," she whispered into the phone.

"Remember," Monk said quickly. "You're stronger than you know. I believe in you."

The line went dead. Sanam flushed the toilet. She turned on the faucet, and shoved the phone into her panties.

Opening the door, she came face to face with a scowling Fatima.

"Sorry," Sanam mumbled, eyes downcast. "Upset stomach."

Fatima's eyes narrowed. "What took you so long at Farid Saab's room?"

"Nothing," Sanam said, without flinching. She was now back in control of her feelings.

"Get back to work. Now." Fatima looked at her with suspicion. As Sanam hurried past, Fatima's gaze bored into her back.

In the hallway, Sanam took a deep breath. Monk's words echoed in her mind. She was stronger than she knew. She had to be.
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Farid's eyes gleamed as he thrust a package into Fatima's hands. "For Sharjeena. Make sure she wears one of these tonight."

Fatima peeked inside, her stomach churning at the sight of the barely-there outfits. Sheer fabric and strategically placed strips of cloth— leaving little to the imagination. "Of course, Maalik," she managed, her voice tight.

"Oh, and Fatima?" Farid's grin widened. "Bring two male servants as well. The strong ones. We'll need extra hands at the outhouse."

Fatima's eyebrows shot up. "Maalik?"

Farid leaned in close, his breath hot on her ear. "We might need their help in disposing the trash. Nothing for you to worry about." His hand brushed her hip. "Unless you want to do it yourself."

Fatima felt her cheeks burning. "No, Maalik. I'll take care of everything."

As Farid sauntered off, Fatima's mind raced. This was her chance. Her opportunity to get rid of Sharjeena once and for all.
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"Pack your things," Fatima barked, bursting into Sharjeena's aka Sanam's tiny room. "You're needed at the outhouse tonight."

Sanam looked up, startled. "But I… "

"No buts," Fatima cut her off, thrusting the package at her. "Farid's orders. You'll wear this there."

Sanam unfolded the outfit, her face paling. "This? But it's so..."

"Revealing?" Fatima's smile was razor-sharp. "That's the point, dear. Farid wants you to look your best for his friends."

As Sanam's hands trembled, Fatima allowed herself a moment of cruel satisfaction. "Be ready by eleven. And Sharjeena?" She paused at the door. "Pack like you are going on a few days leave. I’ll tell Nadia Bibi that you are going to your village as your husband is sick."

The door slammed shut, leaving Sanam alone with her racing thoughts and the damning outfit.
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The night air was thick with tension as the SUV rumbled down the dark road. Fatima sat rigid in the front seat; her knuckles white on her purse. In the back, Sanam was wedged between two hulking male servants, their muscled arms brushing against her with every bump in the road.

No one spoke. The only sound was the engine and the occasional crackle of gravel under the tires.

Fatima's mind whirled with possibilities. By morning, Sharjeena would be ruined, her place in the household destroyed. Maybe Farid would even let her watch...

The male servants exchanged furtive glances. They'd been promised extra pay for tonight's work, but the tension in the air made them wonder if it was worth it.

And Sanam? Her face was filled with fear, but beneath her trembling hands, her fingers traced the outline of the burner phone hidden in her clothes. She silently recited Monk's instructions, clinging to them like a lifeline.

The SUV crested a hill, and suddenly the outhouse was there. A sprawling structure, all dark wood and gleaming windows. Music throbbed from inside, and shadows moved behind curtained windows.

As they pulled up, the front door swung open. Farid stood there, backlit by golden light, a wolfish grin on his face. Four other men lounged behind him; their eyes hungry as they took in Sanam's form.

"Welcome to the party," Farid called out, his voice sending chills down Sanam's spine. "I hope you're ready for a night you'll never forget."

Sanam took a deep breath, steeling herself. Whatever happened behind those walls would change everything. But she was ready. She had to be.

The game was about to begin.
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The outhouse stood like a dark sentinel against the rugged Khyber Pakhtunkhwa landscape. Nestled in a secluded valley, it was a hidden gem that could have been a luxurious mountain resort in another life. The majestic peaks of the Hindu Kush loomed in the distance, their snow-capped summits ghostly white in the moonlight.

The property sprawled across several acres, a testament to the Khan family's wealth and influence. Lush gardens surrounded the main building, dotted with exotic flowers that seemed out of place in the harsh mountain terrain. A crystal-clear stream wound its way through the grounds, its gentle murmur almost drowned out by the pulsing music from inside.

It was a paradise, wasted on the depraved whims of Darwesh Khan's sons.

Monk's jaw clenched as he surveyed the scene through a pair of binoculars. The isolation was both a blessing and a curse. No witnesses, but also no help if things went south.

Seven vehicles were parked in the open parking area, ranging from sleek sports cars to hulking SUVs. Each one probably cost more than most people in the region would see in a lifetime.

A few guards stood sentry at the property, looking bored and restless. His eyes scanned the empty road leading up to the compound, never suspecting that there was any real threat lurking in the darkness.

The outhouse itself was an architectural marvel of glass and stone, designed to blend seamlessly with its surroundings while still screaming luxury. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered tantalizing glimpses of the debauchery within. Lights flashed, silhouettes moved, and the bass of the music seemed to make the very ground vibrate.

Monk's fingers tightened on his binoculars. This place, this oasis of opulence in the middle of nowhere, was about to become a battleground. And he was the invading army.

As the car carrying Sanam and others entered the compound, Monk melted into the shadows, his eyes never leaving the outhouse while he moved towards it. His jaw clenched.

He had analyzed the security details. Two guards at the main entrance, looking bored and half-asleep. Another patrolling the perimeter, more interested in his phone than his surroundings. Monk's lips curled into a predatory smile.

Farid did not think his life was in danger here and so there was no need for him to be extra cautious. Also, he wanted all this to be discreet so why would he carry more people than required?

But Monk's predatory smile indicated that Farid's lust and his carelessness would be his undoing.

Monk's gaze drifted to the north wall. Shorter than the rest, it was a glaring weakness in the compound's defenses. Child's play for someone with his skills. But not yet. He needed more information.

The burner phone in his pocket felt like it was burning a hole through the fabric. He hoped Sanam was carrying her phone too. It would be his only connection to what was unfolding inside.

His mind raced through possibilities. How many hostiles? Weapons? Exits? Without Sanam's intel, it was all conjecture. Dangerous.

Monk forced himself to breathe, to stay focused. She'd call. She would  not have forgotten the phone.

He ran through his inventory again, a ritual to calm his nerves. Twin Uzis nestled against his ribs, their weight comforting. Berettas at his hips, old friends ready for action. The 14-inch blade pressed against his spine, hungry for blood. And the grenades...a last resort. Insurance against the worst-case scenario.

Dressed in all black. Face masked. He was a black shadow amidst the dark mountains.

A burst of laughter drew his attention. A group of men spilled onto a balcony, drinks in hand. Through his binoculars, Monk caught sight of Farid, his arm slung around a barely dressed woman. Sanam? No, too tall. His grip on the binoculars tightened... She was Fatima, the head servant he had met when he left Sanam at the compound the first time.

Breathe. Focus. Don't let emotions cloud your judgment.

The phone buzzed. Monk answered before the first ring ended.

"Talk to me. I am here. I saw you. How many in total?"

Sanam's voice was barely a whisper, fear and adrenaline making it shake.

"Five men. Plus Farid. Three guards outside, three inside."

"Everyone's sober?"

"Farid and his five friends. They're...they're using drugs. All of them. I saw white powder lines on the center table."

Monk's blood ran cold. "Civilians?"

"Two male servants. They're working in the kitchen. And...and Fatima."

Monk cursed under his breath. Collateral damage. Unavoidable.

"You okay? They touch you?"

A pause. Too long. "N-no. Not yet. But Monk, they're talking about...I can't...They want me to change into something very revealing. I can't do it."

"Hey," Monk's voice softened, surprising even himself. "You're doing great. Just a little longer. You got your stuff like you said in the call?"

"Yes."

"Alright. Stall for twenty minutes. I'll be there. Be ready. And Sanam?"

"Yes?"

"Whatever happens in there...remember why we're doing this."

The line went dead. Monk pocketed the phone and stood; his muscles coiled tight like a panther ready to pounce.

He took one last look at the outhouse. Behind those walls, monsters masquerading as men were planning to indulge in their darkest fantasies. But they had no idea what was coming for them.

Monk checked his watch. Twenty minutes.

Time to hunt.

As he melted into the night, moving towards the north wall, Monk allowed himself a grim smile. Farid and his friends thought they were predators. But tonight, they'd learn what it meant to be prey.
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After jumping over the wall, Monk crouched in the shadows, his eyes scanning the compound. The night air was thick with tension, punctuated by bursts of laughter from the outhouse. He took a deep breath, steadying his nerves. It was time.

The first guard never stood a chance. Monk moved like a ghost, closing the distance in seconds. A quick choke hold, and the man's eyes rolled back. Monk eased him to the ground, dragging the unconscious body behind a cluster of shrubs.

"One down," he muttered, melting back into the darkness.

The second guard was more alert, pacing near the main entrance with a hand resting on his holstered weapon. Monk watched, waiting for his moment. As the guard turned to light a cigarette, Monk struck. His hand clamped over the man's mouth, muffling any sound as he applied pressure to the carotid artery. Seconds later, guard number two joined his colleague in the world of unconsciousness.

Monk's eyes darted to the balcony. The third guard was there, leaning against the railing with a bored expression. This one would be tricky.

Using the decorative stonework for handholds, Monk began to climb. His muscles strained with the effort, but years of training had prepared him for this. He reached the top, pausing just below the balcony's edge. The guard shifted, and Monk held his breath.

In one fluid motion, Monk vaulted over the railing. The guard spun, reaching for his gun, but too late. Monk's hand shot out, striking a precise point on the man's neck. The guard's eyes widened in shock, then rolled back as he crumpled to the floor.

"Sloppy," Monk muttered, looking down at the fallen man. "You should have been more vigilant."

With the outside security neutralized, Monk made his way to the drainpipe Sanam had described. He began to climb, every sense on high alert. The sounds of the party inside grew louder as he ascended.

At the top, he saw the open window— Sanam's signal. Monk paused, listening for any sign of danger. Hearing nothing, he slipped inside, landing softly on the plush carpet.

Sanam turned, her eyes widening as she saw him. For a moment, neither moved. Then, with a choked sob, she rushed forward, throwing her arms around him.

"You came," she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. "I wasn't sure... I thought maybe..."

Monk allowed the embrace for a moment, feeling the tremors running through her body. Then, gently but firmly, he disengaged.

"We're not out of this yet," he said, his voice low and urgent. "Are you alright? Did they hurt you?"

Sanam shook her head, wiping her eyes. "No, I managed to avoid them so far. But Monk, it's bad."

Monk's jaw clenched. "I know. But it ends tonight. Are you ready?"

Sanam took a deep breath, squaring her shoulders. "What's the plan?"

Monk moved to the door, pressing his ear against it. The sounds of the party drifted through— music, laughter, the clink of glasses. He turned back to Sanam, his eyes hard.

"First, we need to get you out of here. There's a car hidden half a mile down the road. The keys are under the front left tire."

Sanam's brow furrowed. "But what about you? I can't just leave you here."

Monk's lips twitched in a humorless smile. "I've got some unfinished business with our friend Farid and his guests."

"Monk, no," Sanam protested. "There are too many of them. It's too dangerous."

Monk checked his weapons, his movements precise and economical. "Danger is my business, remember? Besides, Farid needs to answer for his crimes."

Sanam hesitated, then nodded. "What do you need me to do?"

"I need you to leave from here," Monk said. "I'll handle the rest."

Sanam's eyes hardened with resolve. "I can't do that."

Monk placed a hand on her shoulder, his touch surprisingly gentle. "Listen. Once you are safe, I can handle them easily. Once you get to the car and drive to this location." He handed her a phone. "Don't look back, no matter what you hear. Understand? I'll be there soon."

Sanam nodded, her throat tight. "Be careful, Monk."

He gave her a grim smile. "Always am. Now, let's bring this house of cards tumbling down." He then helped her get down to the ground using the same drainpipe. Then, once she jumped the wall, he pointed her to the direction where he had parked the car.

Once Sanam was on the other side of the wall and moving, Monk walked back inside the outhouse building. Slipping like a shadow. Sanam turned back and watched him go, her heart pounding.
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Monk moved through the outhouse like a shadow, every step of his calculated. The first guard stood at the foot of the stairs, lazily scrolling through his phone. Monk's hand shot out, striking a precise point on the man's neck. The guard's eyes widened in shock, then rolled back as he crumpled silently to the floor.

Two more to go.

The second guard was more alert, his hand hovering near his holster as he patrolled the hallway. Monk pressed himself against the wall, waiting. As the guard passed, Monk struck. A swift blow to the solar plexus knocked the wind out of him. Before the guard could recover, Monk's elbow connected with the base of his skull. Another one down, without a sound.

The third guard posed the biggest challenge. He was positioned near the living room, within earshot of Farid and his rowdy friends. The thumping music might mask some noise, but Monk couldn't risk a direct confrontation. Instead, he palmed a small device from his pocket— a signal jammer.

With a flick of his wrist, Monk tossed the device. It skittered across the floor, coming to rest near the guard's feet. Instantly, the guard's radio erupted in a cacophony of static and garbled voices.

"What the— " The guard stepped away, fiddling with the malfunctioning radio. It was all the opening Monk needed. In two silent strides, he was behind the man. His arm snaked around the guard's neck, applying precise pressure to the carotid artery. Seconds later, guard number three joined his colleagues.

Monk dragged the body into a nearby closet. Three down, but the real targets were just meters away.

In the living room, the party was in full swing. Music blared from expensive speakers, the bass so loud it made the crystal chandeliers tremble. Farid and his friends lounged on plush sofas, their laughter mixing with the clink of glasses.

Fatima moved among them, a tray balanced in her hands. Her smile was fixed, but her eyes darted nervously around the room. She herself was in a revealing outfit. Except for Farid, everyone else watched her with hungry eyes.

"Another round!" one of Farid's friends called out, waving an empty glass.

Fatima hurried over, pouring more of the amber liquid. As she turned to leave, Farid's hand shot out, gripping her wrist.

"Where's the entertainment I am here for?" he slurred, his eyes glazed. "Where's that pretty little thing...what's her name?"

"Sharjeena, Maalik," Fatima said, trying to keep her voice steady. "She's still getting ready."

Farid's grip tightened painfully. "It doesn't take this long to put on a dress. Unless..." A lewd grin spread across his face. "Maybe she needs some help taking things off first."

His friends roared with laughter. Fatima felt bile rise in her throat.

"I'll check on her, right away, Maalik," she said, pulling her arm free.

As she hurried towards the stairs, Farid called after her. "Tell her if she's not down in five minutes, I'm coming up there myself!"

Fatima's heart pounded as she climbed the stairs. She'd orchestrated this whole thing to get rid of Sharjeena, but now...now she wasn't sure of anything anymore. If Sharjeena did not agree to do it, she was worried that it would be her taking her place.

Reaching the door, Fatima knocked forcefully. "Sharjeena? Open the door. Now!"

Silence answered her. She tried the handle. Locked.

"Sharjeena, I'm warning you," Fatima hissed, panic creeping into her voice. "If you don't come out right now, there'll be hell to pay."

Nothing. Not a sound from inside the room.

Downstairs, Farid's patience had worn thin. He slammed his glass down, sloshing expensive liquor over the antique coffee table.

"What's taking her so damn long?" he shouted, his words slurring together. "I have paid good money for this show! Do you think all this liquor come for free?"

His friends jeered and whistled. One of them, a heavyset man with a thick beard, stood up unsteadily.

"Maybe we should go up there," he suggested, a predatory glint in his eye. "Give the little tease some encouragement."

Farid grinned, revealing teeth stained with tobacco. "Now that's an idea I can get behind."

As the men stumbled towards the stairs, none of them noticed the dark figure moving silently through the shadows. Monk's eyes were cold, calculating. He'd neutralized the guards, but the real monsters were right in front of him.

And they had no idea what was coming.

Fatima, hearing the commotion from below, redoubled her efforts at Sharjeena's door. "Please," she whispered, more to herself than anyone else. "Please be in there."

But as the sound of drunken laughter grew closer, Fatima realized with growing horror that Sharjeena was not in the room. She was gone. And whatever was about to happen, she was caught right in the middle of it.

The night, which had started with such promise for her, was about to explode into mayhem.
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Farid and two of his friends stumbled up the stairs, their drunken laughter echoing through the outhouse. Fatima pressed herself against the wall, her heart racing.

"Where the fuck is she?" Farid growled, his eyes unfocused and filled with menace.

Fatima pointed a trembling finger at the locked door. "In there, Maalik. But she is not opening the door."

Farid's face twisted into an ugly sneer. He pounded on the door with his fist. "Open up, you bitch!"

Silence.

"Enough of this," the bearded man slurred. He took a step back, then rammed his shoulder into the door. It shuddered but held.

Farid's face contorted with rage. "Break it down!" he shouted.

The bearded man and another of Farid's cronies threw themselves at the door. On the third try, it gave way with a splintering crack.

They tumbled into the room, then stopped short.

"What the hell?" Farid pushed past them, then recoiled.

The room was empty. The window stood open, curtains billowing in the night breeze. And on the bed, illuminated by moonlight, lay the dress Farid had chosen for Sharjeena.

For a moment, no one moved.

Then Farid bellowed, "Search the grounds! Find her!"

His friends scrambled to obey, their drunken stupor replaced by panicked urgency.

Fatima stood rooted to the spot, her mind reeling. This wasn't part of the plan. What had happened? Where was Sharjeena?


Chapter 118



Monk pressed himself against the wall, melting into the shadows of the dimly lit hallway. His breathing was slow and controlled, barely audible even in the tense silence that had fallen over the outhouse.

From his vantage point, he had a clear view of the main living area and the front entrance. The music had been turned off, replaced by the sound of hurried footsteps and urgent whispers.

"She couldn't have gone far," one of Farid's friends, a tall man with a receding hairline, hissed. "Check the gardens, the pool house, everything!"

The two male servants, looking nervous and out of place, nodded frantically. "Yes, Sahib. Right away, Sahib," one of them stammered.

Fatima appeared at the top of the stairs, her revealing outfit replaced by her usual clothing. . "I'll search the servant quarters," she said, her voice tight with anxiety.

Monk watched as they filed out, spreading across the property in their desperate search for Sharjeena. The bearded man, who seemed to be taking charge in Farid's absence, pointed and barked orders.

"You two, take the east side. You, check the garages. And someone get those damn guards to wake up and do their jobs!"

Within minutes, the outhouse had emptied. But Monk had not seen Farid anywhere. Where was he?

Monk listened and then he heard Farid's angry voice drifting down from the upper floor. From the same room where Sanam had been.

Monk's eyes narrowed.

With everyone scattered and distracted, he had a clear shot at his primary target. Farid, alone and unprotected, was vulnerable.

He took a deep breath, centering himself.

Silently, he began to move. His footsteps were soundless on the plush carpet as he made his way towards the stairs. Every sense was on high alert, ready to react to the slightest change in his environment.

As he ascended, Farid's angry mutterings grew louder. The man was agitated, pacing, completely unaware of the approaching danger.

Monk's hand instinctively checked his weapons. Everything was in place.

At the top of the stairs, he paused for a split second. There would be no going back after this. But then, there had never been any other choice. Not for him. Not after how Farid had behaved with Sanam.

With cold determination, Monk moved towards Farid's voice.

He found Farid alone in the bedroom, pacing like a caged animal, muttering and cursing under his breath.

"Where is that fucking bitch?" Farid snarled, kicking over a chair. It crashed to the floor. "I'll make her pay for this."

Monk's voice cut through the room like a knife. "Looking for someone?"

Farid whirled, shock flashing across his face before morphing into rage. His eyes, bloodshot and wild, struggled to focus. "Who the fuck are you? How did you get in here?" Farid had not seen Monk as the new SI. This was his first meeting with Monk. Also, the last.

His eyes landed on the Uzis attached to Monk's body. Fear flickered in Farid's eyes, quickly replaced by bravado. "So, you are here to kill me? Who has sent you? Do you have any idea who I am? Who my family is? Whatever they're paying you, I'll double it. Triple it!"

Monk remained silent.

Farid's hand inched towards the bedside table, likely reaching for a weapon. Monk saw the movement and reacted with lightning speed. In two fluid strides, he closed the distance between them. His hand was a blur as it struck Farid's throat with pinpoint accuracy.

Farid gagged, eyes bulging as he stumbled backward. His legs hit the edge of the bed, and he fell onto the plush mattress, gasping for air.

"Please," Farid wheezed, genuine terror in his voice now. "I can give you anything you want! Just tell me."

Monk's kick caught him squarely in the solar plexus, driving what little air remained from his lungs. As Farid doubled over, Monk's elbow came down hard on the back of his neck. There was a sickening crack, like a branch snapping underfoot.

Farid's body went limp, sliding off the bed to crumple on the floor. His eyes, once so full of malice and arrogance, stared blankly at the ceiling.

Monk stood over the body, his face a picture of cold detachment. He felt no joy, no satisfaction— just the grim certainty that justice, long delayed, had finally been served.

"Hope you enjoy in hell," he murmured, more to himself than the corpse at his feet.

Downstairs and outside, he could hear Farid's friends shouting as they continued their frantic search for Sharjeena. The two male servants' voices joined the cacophony. There was confusion and growing panic.

Monk's mind raced. He checked his watch. He didn't have to kill anyone else.

Monk took a deep breath, centering himself. He moved to the door, pausing to listen. The shouting outside had taken on a more frantic edge. Soon, they'd realize Farid wasn't responding. Their panic would grow.

Good. Let them be afraid. Let them feel a fraction of the terror they'd inflicted on so many others.

Monk slipped out of the room, leaving Farid's lifeless body behind.


Chapter 119



The night air crackled with tension. Hidden in the shadows of the rugged terrain, three men in black fatigues sat motionless. Their eyes, behind their binoculars, never left the outhouse. The leader, a scarred, bald-headed man, raised a hand, signaling for silence.

"He is on the move," he whispered, his voice barely audible over the gentle mountain breeze.

They watched as Monk vaulted over the wall, a dark shadow against the moonlit compound. With brutal efficiency, he took down the guards one by one.

"Damn, he's good," muttered the youngest of the trio.

"Shut it," the leader hissed, his eyes never leaving the scene.

Monk scaled the drainpipe with practiced ease, disappearing through an open window. Minutes ticked by, with each second stretching into eternity.

"There," the third man, pointed.

Two figures emerged from the window. Monk and a woman. They descended quickly, moving with urgency.

On the ground, Sanam headed away from the compound. Monk turned back, melting into the shadows once more.

The leader's hand tightened on his weapon. "Now. Remember, we want her alive."

They moved as one, silent predators stalking their prey. The rocky terrain masked their approach, each step calculated to avoid loose stones or dry twigs.

Almost half a mile later on foot, Sanam finally reached for the car door, her hand trembling slightly. She never saw them coming.

A hand clamped over her mouth, muffling her scream. She kicked, struggled, her elbow connecting with solid flesh. A grunt of pain, but the iron grip didn't loosen.

"Easy now," the youngest one of the three whispered in her ear. "Don't make this harder than it needs to be."

Strong arms lifted her into the backseat. The leader slid in beside her, while the third guy took the wheel. The youngest one rode shotgun, his eyes scanning for any sign of pursuit.

"Drive," the leader ordered as he threw Sanam's phones and other stuff out of the car.

The engine roared to life. Sanam's screams were lost in the night, swallowed by the vast emptiness of the mountains.

Inside the car, Sanam thrashed against the leader's grip. Her mind raced, panic threatening to overwhelm her. But beneath the fear, a cold anger began to form.

"Who are you?" she demanded, her voice shaking despite her best efforts. "What do you want?"

Silence answered her. The men's faces were impassive, giving nothing away.

Sanam's eyes narrowed. "He will find you," she spat, injecting as much venom into her voice as she could muster. "He'll make you pay for this."

A chuckle from the front seat. The youngest one turned, his teeth gleaming in the dim light. "Pray to Allah that before him, your father won't find you."

"My father? What are you talking about. My father is no more." Sanam froze. Did they know who she was?

"He is alive and whole army is looking for you."

"What are you talking about? My father was a cobbler and her died due to tuberculosis." Sanam gave them the backstory Monk had created for her.

The youngest one smiled. "General Bajwa is no cobbler, and her daughter Sanam Bajwa knows that well."

The leader shot the youngest one a warning look. "Enough. Eyes on the road."

Sanam's mind whirled. These men knew her father. But they were not from the army. Who were they? And how had they been expecting her to be where she was? How did they find her? This wasn't a random kidnapping. It was a trap.

"You're making a mistake," she said, trying to keep her voice steady.

The leader's grip on her arm tightened. "Shut the fuck up and sit still."

The car sped through the winding mountain roads, leaving only dust and silence in its wake. In the distance, the lights of the outhouse grew smaller, a fading beacon in the night.

Sanam closed her eyes, fighting back tears of frustration. From one trap to another. But she had to stay strong. Had to believe Monk would come for her. He always did. But how would he know who had taken her? The men had thrown everything she had.

As the miles stretched on and the outhouse disappeared from view, a cold dread settled in her stomach. For the first time since this nightmare began, Sanam wondered if she had finally run out of luck.

In the front seat, the youngest one fiddled with a radio. Static crackled, then cleared.

"Package secure," he said tersely. "En route to rendezvous point."

A pause, then a distorted voice replied. "Excellent. Maintain radio silence until you reach the checkpoint. And gentlemen? Do not underestimate her. I've seen what she can do."

"Understood," the youngest one replied, then killed the transmission.

The car plunged back into silence, broken only by the hum of tires on asphalt and Sanam's ragged breathing.

As they rounded a bend, the headlights illuminated a sign. "Thank you for visiting Peshawar," it read.

Sanam's heart sank. They were crossing into a new city, further and further from anyone who might help her. From Monk.

"Where are you taking me?" she asked, hating the tremor in her voice.

The leader's face remained impassive. "Somewhere safe. For now."

"Safe for whom?" Sanam muttered.

No one answered. The car sped on into the night, carrying its reluctant passenger towards an uncertain fate.


Chapter 120



Monk slipped out of the outhouse. The night air hit him, cool and crisp, very different from the stuffy, cologne-drenched interior he had just left. Behind him, chaos still reigned. Farid's friends and the servants continued their frantic search, oblivious to the fact that their host lay dead upstairs.

He paused in the shadows, listening. Fragments of panicked conversation drifted his way.

"Check the pool house again!"

"Maybe she's hiding in the garage?"

"Farid's going to kill us if we don't find her!"

If they only knew.

Monk allowed himself a grim smile. Let them search. By the time they realized what had really happened, he'd be long gone.

He moved swiftly across the grounds, using bushes and statuary for cover. The perimeter wall loomed ahead, a dark silhouette against the star-studded sky. He'd scaled it once tonight. Time for an encore.

Up and over in seconds, his muscles protesting slightly. Not as young as he used to be, but still more than capable. Monk landed softly on the other side, already moving. He had promised Sanam that he would meet her where he had parked the car.

The mountain path was treacherous in the dark, loose rocks skittering under his feet. But Monk's steps were sure, guided by years of training and a lifetime of navigating dangerous terrain—both literal and metaphorical.

His mind raced ahead, calculating.

How long before they found Farid?

How long before the alarm was raised?

How long before the full might of Darwesh Khan and his army came crashing down on this place?

It didn't matter. By then, he and Sanam would be ghosts.

After twenty minutes of hard hiking, lungs burning from the altitude, Monk saw it. A small clearing, barely visible in the moonlight. And that's where he had told Sanam to wait for him. But something was wrong. The clearing was empty.

Monk's hand instinctively went to his weapon as he scanned the area. No sign of Sanam. No sign of the car. No sign of a struggle either.

"Sanam?" he called softly, tension coiling in his gut.

Silence answered him.

Monk pulled out his phone, fingers flying over the keypad as he dialed Sanam's burner number. A soft ringtone broke the night's stillness. Close by. Too close.

Following the sound, Monk found Sanam's bag behind a boulder near where the car had been parked. The burner phone was inside, still ringing. But no Sanam.

"Damn it," Monk muttered, his mind racing.

Had Sanam finally come to know Monk's truth and run away from him?

No that could not be. No one knew his truth except him and the Conglomerate. No one knew that he was supposed to take Sanam to the Conglomerate and hand her over to them. But that was the past. He was no longer a part of the Conglomerate.

Most likely someone else been waiting here, lying in ambush. Someone had followed them.

He clicked on his flashlight, sweeping the beam across the ground. Tire tracks caught his attention— fresh ones, leading away from the clearing. They weren't headed back towards the outhouse, but further into the mountains, towards the rocky, rarely used roads that snaked through the most treacherous parts of the range.

The full weight of the situation crashed over him. He stood, chest heaving, fists clenched at his sides. The cool mountain air did nothing to quell the heat rising within him.

His jaw clenched. This wasn't part of the plan. Sanam was supposed to be here, waiting. They were supposed to disappear together, vanish into the night before the storm broke over the outhouse.

"Damn it," he muttered, his voice raw with emotion. "Where are you?"

For the first time in years, Monk felt something he'd thought he'd buried deep within: fear. Not for himself, but for Sanam. Images flashed through his mind. Sanam scared, Sanam hurt, Sanam...

No. He wouldn't go there.

The fear quickly crystallized into white-hot anger. Anger at whoever had taken her, yes, but also anger at himself. He was supposed to protect her. He'd promised her safety, and now...

Monk slammed his fist into a nearby tree, barely registering the pain as bark scraped his knuckles.

"Fuck you, Monk. Fuck me," he snarled.

He'd been so focused on Farid, on exacting justice, that he'd left Sanam vulnerable. It was his fault. His failure.

The rage built inside him, a storm gathering strength. Monk welcomed it, let it fill him. Rage was better than fear. Rage he could use.

Who had taken her? The possibilities raced through his mind, each worse than the last. Farid's associates? Unlikely, they were still searching the outhouse. The Khan family's other enemies? The other warlords? Habib? Possible, but how would they have known? Or was there another player in this game, someone he hadn't accounted for?

Monk took a deep breath, forcing his racing thoughts to calm. The rage remained, but now it was focused, honed to a razor's edge. He'd find her. Whatever it took.

"Hold on, Sanam," he whispered to the night. "I'm coming."

With renewed determination, Monk set off again, following the tire tracks. His pace was faster now, driven by rage and fear and grim determination. The night that should have ended with their escape had just become far more complicated. Only one thing was certain— he would find Sanam. And whoever had taken Sanam had no idea what they'd unleashed. Monk had been holding back before, playing by certain rules. Now? Now all bets were off.

They'd taken Sanam. His Sanam. And for that, they would pay.

The hunt was on, and Monk was out for blood.
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