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Chapter 1 – The Arrival 
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“Some deaths leave grief; Minha’s left a fire I will make someone pay for.”

The city looked the same, but nothing felt familiar anymore. Not since Minha.

Farhad stood outside the terminal, suitcase in hand, the weight of loss pressing against his chest so heavily that each breath felt like a betrayal. His baby sister. His light. Gone.

A drizzle hung in the air, London’s sky its usual gray, but he barely noticed. The only thing he saw was her smile, sharp and bright in his memory. The sound of her laughter, ringing in fragments like broken glass.

A flash of her as a little girl, running barefoot across their garden, hair tied messily, a gap-toothed grin lighting her face. “Catch me, bro!” she had shouted, clutching a stolen mango in her tiny fists. He had stumbled dramatically, letting her win, until she collapsed against him in victorious squeals.

She had been his shadow. His heartbeat outside his own body. The one who trusted him to shield her from every storm.

Now she was six feet under foreign soil. He still can’t believe his baby sister took her own life.

And all because of betrayal.

The dreams he had once carried into this city—reuniting with his childhood best friend, seeing his sister again, building the life he and Miran had sketched out together—felt hollow, meaningless. London, which had promised hope, now tasted like ash. The only thing that drove him forward was a single, burning need: to find the person responsible for taking Minha from him, and make them pay.

The half-torn letters she had left behind burned in his pocket. Smudged by tears, edges ripped jaggedly, words missing as if even paper could not endure her pain.

And then there was the name he could not escape.

Shaila Murad.

Minha had written about her constantly. Shaila understands me... Shaila is my refuge... Shaila says Steve is different...

Fury coiled inside him, cold and bright, safe space? If Shaila had been safe, then why was Minha gone? If she had been a true friend, she would have protected her. She would have dragged Minha away from Steve, not encouraged her. And the last lines in the letter—the ones that made his blood boil—hinted at betrayal, at Shaila going behind Minha’s back.

The rest was missing, ripped away. But Farhad didn’t need the full story. His heart had already filled in the blanks with fire.

Shaila. The girl Minha had loved and trusted the most. The girl who had failed her.

Farhad’s vision blurred, tears threatening to fall, but he refused them. He swallowed the grief, letting it curdle into rage. Rage at the world, at the unfairness, at the girl who had taken his sister’s place in trust and broken it.

He had one mission now.

One sharp, burning purpose.

To confront Shaila.

To make her understand—even if just a fraction—of the pain she had left behind.

And he would not stop. Not until Shaila Murad felt the weight of what she had done.
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Chapter 2 – The First Encounter
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Shaila’s world had become quieter since Minha’s death. The silence clung to her like a second skin — in the way she avoided mirrors, in the way her lips curved into polite smiles that never reached her eyes, in the way her laughter had vanished entirely.

Eight months, and yet it felt like yesterday that she had buried the only true friend she had ever made. Minha had been more than a friend; she had been family, a sister of choice. And now, every corner of London reminded her of what she had lost — a café they had once giggled in, a bookstore they had browsed together, a bus stop where they had shared secrets.

Shaila had aged ten years in those months. She woke, she worked, she went home. A routine held together by threads of exhaustion.

That evening, she was leaving the small town-side library where she worked, slipping her scarf tighter around her neck as the air turned damp with drizzle. Across the street, the café’s warm lights spilled into the night.

She pulled the library keys from her coat pocket, head lowered, when she noticed him.

A man leaned against the stone pillar just outside, dark coat buttoned to his throat, hands buried deep in his pockets. He wasn’t staring at her, not directly, but when her eyes met his, he didn’t look away.

“Excuse me,” he said, his voice smooth, deliberate, carrying an edge of authority wrapped in civility. “Do you know if the café around the corner is still open?”

His accent was familiar yet polished, difficult to place — the kind of voice that sounded like it belonged everywhere and nowhere at once.

Shaila hesitated. Strangers rarely spoke to her now, and she rarely offered anything back. But something about the weight in his gaze made her pause.

“It should be,” she said softly, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “They close late.”

“Good.” A small smile curved his lips, though it never reached his eyes. “I’m new here. Still finding my way around.”

Behind the smile, Farhad kept his true name buried. Not here. Not yet. To Shaila, he would not be Farhad — Minha’s brother, the grieving man who had come seeking justice. He would be Ayaan Miraj, a stranger with a polite voice and kind eyes. It was the only way to get close enough to her.

She shifted uneasily, something in him unsettling her — not danger, but heaviness, as if he carried storms within him.

“Then... welcome,” she murmured, stepping past him, hoping that would be the end of it.

But he fell into stride beside her, his presence measured, his steps steady. “I’m Ayaan,” he said after a moment, his tone almost casual. “Ayaan Miraj. And you?”

She froze for a fraction of a second. She hadn’t shared her name with anyone in months — not like this, not to a stranger. Something about his voice, the quiet persistence in it, disarmed her in a way she couldn’t explain.

“...Shaila,” she said at last, her own voice quieter than she intended.

The name slipped out before she could stop it, and instantly, she wondered why. Why tell this bizarre, intriguing stranger something so personal?

“Shaila, and?” Ayaan asked.

“Just Shaila Murad”, she replied sternly and instantly with a faint shadow of emotion that came and went away quickly before Farhad could’ve made a meaning of it.

“A beautiful name,” Ayaan said, with the faintest curl of a smile.

And in that instant, Farhad tasted the bitter-sweetness of victory. He had found her. The girl his sister had trusted most. The girl he believed had betrayed that trust.

But alongside his triumph, an unfamiliar tug stirred in his chest — a strange kashish, an undeniable pull toward the very woman he had vowed to destroy.

And Shaila, walking beside him in the drizzle, wondered silently why she felt as though she had just stepped into a story that would change everything.
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Chapter 3 – Unwanted Company
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The following week, Shaila saw him again.

Or maybe it was the other way around — he saw her.

The rain hadn’t stopped all afternoon. London streets glistened under the yellow haze of lamps, umbrellas bumping against one another in the crowded walkways. Shaila hurried out of the campus gate, clutching her own against the wind, when a voice rose above the steady hum of rain.

“Shaila!”

She stopped. Nobody called her like that anymore. Slowly, she turned, and there he was — the man from the library steps. Ayaan.

He was jogging toward her, his hair damp, his coat dripping. There was something almost deliberate about the way he appeared out of nowhere, though she couldn’t place it. In his hand was a familiar notebook.

“You dropped this,” he said, holding it out.

Her chest tightened. She hadn’t even realized it slipped from her bag. Taking it, she whispered, “Thank you.”

Ayaan smiled, faintly, like someone testing an expression they weren’t used to wearing. “Seems fate doesn’t want us to stay strangers.”

She blinked at him, half tempted to walk away. “Or maybe coincidence.”

“Maybe,” he said, his gaze steady on her. “But London doesn’t feel as big when you keep running into the same face.”



It wasn’t coincidence, of course.

Nothing about this was.

Farhad — hidden behind the name Ayaan Miraj — had already begun weaving himself into her days. The meetings were planned: the books he left near her library desk, the routes he “happened” to take, even this moment, where he had noticed her notebook slide from her bag and waited for the right time to call her name.

And in the short weeks he had watched her, he learned more than he wanted to admit. Shaila was quiet, too quiet. The kind of quiet that comes from carrying things too heavy for words. She preferred corners, shadows, her voice soft like she didn’t want to disturb the air around her.

She lived with her elder sister in a modest flat at the edge of town, her brother-in-law away most of the time for work. No family nearby that she spoke of. His search had told him the rest: her mother gone five years now, her father a ghost who had walked out when she was ten. Nothing else. Just a girl who had stitched her world together with silence and routine.

He told himself all of this mattered for the plan — the plan to punish her for what she had done to Minha. The more he knew, the closer he could stand, the easier it would be when the moment came.

But sometimes, late at night, he caught himself thinking about the way her lashes lowered when she looked down, or the way she said his name, soft and unsure, as though giving it away had cost her something.

And that unsettled him.

Because the mask of Ayaan Miraj was only meant to be a disguise.

Yet, with each passing day, it began to feel disturbingly real.
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Chapter 4 – The Cracks in Her Walls
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Days folded into weeks. Ayaan seemed to appear at the most unexpected moments—never too obvious, never too forced, yet always there.

He held the door when her arms were stacked with books.

He appeared when the streetlights flickered and she hesitated at the corner, walking beside her as though it were nothing.

Once, he even arrived at the library desk with a steaming paper cup.

“Ordered one too many,” he said casually, placing it in front of her.

Shaila had resisted, of course. Solitude had become her armor these past eight months. It was the only thing that felt safe. But his presence wasn’t loud or demanding. It was quiet. Patient. The kind of persistence that waited for her to meet it halfway.

Against her own instincts, she found herself... softening.

He made her laugh once—really laugh—when he teased her about her “intense relationship with dusty books.” The sound startled her. She hadn’t heard it in months.

And then, one evening, he asked again.

“Have coffee with me.”

She shook her head. “I don’t—”

“You always say no,” he interrupted gently, leaning on the library counter. “But I’ll keep asking. Because one day you might say yes.”

His eyes carried something steady, something that wasn’t mockery or pity. It unnerved her. She realized, almost too late, how close he’d leaned—just a fraction of a step, but enough that she could see the flecks of amber in his irises, the faint crease at the corner of his lips when he waited for her answer.

For a heartbeat, their gazes locked. The hum of the library faded; the distant rustle of pages and whispers of other readers disappeared. She felt it—an unspoken pull, as if the space between them were charged, alive. Her chest tightened, and a part of her, the part she didn’t allow anyone to see, wanted to lean in, just a little, to feel the warmth radiating from him.

He held her gaze without moving, patient yet insistent, and she couldn’t look away. Something in that quiet intensity reached past her walls, threading its way into a corner of her heart she’d kept shuttered.

And maybe that was why, when he asked for the third time that week, she finally said, “Fine. Just coffee.”



The café was small, tucked between two crooked bookshops. She sat across from him, her hands wrapped around the warm mug, still unsure why she was here. He talked first, easy and unhurried, telling her about himself — at least the parts of himself he allowed her to see.

“No family,” he said simply, when she asked where home was. “It’s just me. Been just me for a long time.”

There was a softness in the way he said it, the kind that tugged at her without warning. She knew too well what loneliness tasted like.
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