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Don’t Deserve It

When Justice Tastes Like Blood

Azan I

Dedication 

For my sister, 

Your love is my anchor, your support my compass. In the darkest moments, your light reminds me who I am.

"He fought monsters for so long, he forgot how to be human.

In the end, he didn’t slay the darkness, he became it."

​-Azan I 
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​Chapter 1 The Death 
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My name is Ali Hassan, and once, I was known as a professional detective. Today, I am the one telling this story, a story that changed everything I ever believed in. From childhood, I had a strange gift. While other kids laughed at cartoons, I watched Scooby, Doo and always guessed the real culprit long before the mask was pulled off. To me, mysteries were never just games; they were puzzles my mind loved to solve.

As I grew older, this small habit became more than a game. Investigations slowly turned into my passion. I loved observing people, their movements, their voices, the lies hidden in their eyes. While most children dreamed of becoming doctors, pilots, or businessmen, I dreamed of chasing shadows. My eyes were trained to notice what others missed. A missing detail, a wrong word, a nervous twitch, it was enough for me to pull the truth out of silence.

By the time I became a man, that passion had shaped my destiny. I stepped into the world of law and justice and wore the badge of a detective with pride. My reputation grew quickly. I could track down any criminal, anywhere. No matter how clever they thought they were, I found them. No matter how far they tried to run, I followed. Every criminal left behind a trace, and every trace was a thread I knew how to pull. It was not arrogance, it was the truth.

But then came the case that broke that truth apart. The case that stands before you now. It was unlike anything I had faced before. It was not just about evidence or suspects or finding the guilty. This one was personal. This one was emotional.

Because this time, I was not only fighting against crime. I was fighting against myself.

From the very first moment, something about it felt different. Usually, when I started an investigation, my mind was sharp, clear, and focused like a scalpel. But when this case reached my hands, the weight of it pressed against my heart in ways I could not understand. It was as if the shadows themselves were whispering to me, dragging me into their darkness.

I remember thinking, Why does this feel so heavy? Why does this feel like more than just work?

The answer revealed itself slowly, painfully. This case was not simply about solving a murder. It carried a purpose, something bigger than myself. I realized it would test not only my skills as a detective but also my strength as a man. For the first time, I feared what I might uncover.

Because sometimes, the truth is not a light. Sometimes, it is another kind of darkness.

That is how my story begins. With me, Ali Hassan, a detective who thought he had mastered the art of hunting criminals, standing at the edge of a mystery that would consume not just my mind but also my soul.

And this time, it would not be as simple as unmasking a villain like in a cartoon. This time, the monsters were real.

That morning began with nothing unusual, nothing extraordinary to mark the weight of what was to come. I woke up slowly, stretching out of sleep the way a man does after a dream he cannot even recall. It was just a regular dream, the kind that slips out of your mind the moment your eyes open. There were no images, no faces that lingered, only the ordinary sense of waking, of returning to the stillness of a quiet room.

The house around me was silent. The curtains were half drawn, and through them came a soft stream of light from the rising sun. The air carried the faint chill of early morning, and I could hear nothing but the occasional call of birds outside. For a few moments, I stood in that silence, breathing it in, letting myself believe it was going to be just another ordinary day.

I moved toward the kitchen, the floor cool beneath my feet. Making coffee was the first step of my morning, the habit I clung to without fail. I filled the pot, waited as the machine hissed softly, and soon the smell of strong coffee filled the room. It was a smell that carried comfort, familiarity, the kind of thing that keeps you grounded even when the world outside refuses to stand still. I poured myself a cup, the warmth seeping into my hand as I lifted it, and for that small moment, I let the heat of it calm me.

On the counter, I set out bread for toast. My thoughts were still slow, caught somewhere between sleep and the rhythm of morning. Nothing in my world gave me any warning that the peace would be shattered.

Then the sharp sound of my phone rang out, tearing through the calm. It startled me enough that I set the cup down quickly, the liquid rippling inside. I glanced at the phone where it vibrated against the counter, the screen flashing the name of the police station.

My body shifted instantly. I was awake now, fully awake. Calls like these never came for nothing. They always carried weight, and even before I pressed the phone to my ear, I knew this was not going to be something light.

“Mr. Ali,” came the voice on the other end. It was steady, but I heard the pressure underneath it. “We have a case for you. You’ll be leading the investigation. I hope that’s not a problem?”

I held the phone close, staring at the still, steaming cup of coffee on the counter. Their words were not a request. It wasn’t truly a question either. They had already decided, already chosen me for this case. And truth be told, I didn’t mind. I had lived long enough in this profession to understand that when they called me, it meant the case was serious.

“Of course,” I replied, my voice calm, though curiosity stirred inside me. “What’s the case?”

The officer hesitated, just long enough to make me notice. His silence told me that whatever he was about to say was not going to be simple. Finally, he spoke again.

“A murder. The victim was a 21, year, old, the son of the village owner.”

I felt my breath catch slightly. A twenty, one, year, old, a young man barely more than a boy, murdered. But not just any young man, the son of the village head. This was not only a loss for a family; it was a strike against influence, against reputation, against authority itself. Whoever killed him had not just taken a life, they had shaken the balance of power in the community.

But then the officer added something that twisted the case into something stranger, something heavier.

“Here’s the strange part. We didn’t find his body in the village. It was discovered in a warehouse... 7 kilometers away.”

I straightened, my mind immediately active. A warehouse, far from his home, far from the village? That was no accident. A killer doesn’t take a body and move it such a distance unless there is purpose. It wasn’t just about killing. It was about confusion, about sending a message, about hiding something bigger than the crime itself.

“And the warehouse owner?” I asked quickly. That was the obvious place to look for answers. If the body was left there, there had to be a link.

But the officer’s answer made the mystery even deeper.

“No connection to the village at all. None. The owner has nothing to do with the victim or his family. That’s why this is so unusual.”

I stared down at the untouched toast ingredients on the counter, at the cup of coffee now slowly cooling. It no longer felt like a peaceful breakfast. It felt like the start of something heavy pressing against my chest.

I asked again, pushing forward because I needed more to stand on. “What about other information? His family? His childhood? Anything else I should know?”

There was a pause, a hesitation that told me the officer either didn’t know or wasn’t allowed to say. Then he spoke again, his tone a little softer this time.

“Good question. The victim was the son of the village head. For the rest... you’ll get the details when you arrive.”

That was it. No more information. No insights into his past, no hint of the people who might have wanted him gone, no clues to explain why someone would move his body so far. All I was left with was the outline of a puzzle, with most of the pieces still missing.

The silence that followed pressed against me. In my kitchen, the world felt still again, but it was not the stillness of peace. It was the stillness before a storm. I looked at the phone in my hand, then at the room around me, at the breakfast I had no appetite for anymore.

And then I gave the answer I had known I would give from the moment I picked up the phone.

“Alright,” I said clearly, without hesitation. “I’ll take the case.”

The words left my mouth simply, but their weight was enormous. In speaking them, I had stepped into something I could not yet see, into a story that was only beginning to unfold.

At that moment, I thought it was just another case. Another murder to investigate, another crime scene to read, another criminal to hunt down. But I didn’t know. I couldn’t know. That single line, “I’ll take the case,” was more than just acceptance of a job. It was the doorway into a darkness I was not ready for, a path that would lead me far beyond the boundaries of an ordinary investigation.

And so, my ordinary morning ended with that phone call, with cold coffee, an unfinished breakfast, and a decision that would change everything.

This case was interesting, different from the usual files that landed on my desk. It had weight, it had mystery, and it carried the kind of complexity that awakened the detective inside me. From the very first details, I felt the pull of it. This was exactly the kind of case I had always wanted to work on, the sort of challenge that tested not only skill but also instinct. Some cases come and go, routine investigations that are solved in a matter of days, but this one felt alive. It was the kind of case that could define a man’s career, or consume him entirely.

With that thought lingering in my mind, I returned to my morning. I finished my breakfast quickly, though the food had little taste now. The phone call had already taken away the simple comfort of my meal. Still, I ate what I could, pushing the rest aside, and reminded myself that life had to move in order, step by step, no matter what shadows were beginning to rise.

Once ready, I gathered myself for the small duties that always came before the larger ones. My children were waiting, backpacks slung over their shoulders, full of the endless energy that only youth can carry. I dropped them off at school, watching as they ran through the gates, their laughter trailing behind them. For a moment, that sound softened the edge of the case pressing against my mind. It reminded me that no matter how dark the world became, there were still places untouched by it.

Next came my wife. I drove her to her office, the way I always did. She sat beside me, speaking lightly about her plans for the day, her words flowing like the rhythm of routine. I listened, nodding, letting her voice fill the silence between us. She didn’t ask about the call, didn’t pry. She knew this life well enough to understand that when the police contacted me, it meant trouble, and trouble was not something to unpack in the morning sunlight. She only placed a gentle hand on mine before stepping out of the car, a silent gesture of trust.

The drive afterward felt strangely calm. The weather was beautiful, the kind of day that makes the world look softer than it really is. The sun was shining warmly across the roads, and birds perched on the trees, singing their songs as if nothing in the world could ever go wrong. It was the sort of morning where the air itself carried peace, the kind of morning where a man could almost forget that evil existed.

As I drove through the streets, people noticed me. They smiled, waved, and nodded in greeting. And of course, they did, I was Ali Hassan, a respected man in society. My work as a detective had made my name known, not just among the police but among ordinary people who trusted me to protect them. Some waved with familiarity, others with admiration, but all carried the same unspoken message: they believed in me. That respect was something I valued deeply, but it was also a weight. Every smile, every wave was a reminder that failure was never an option.

For a brief stretch of road, everything seemed perfect. The world looked normal. The air felt light. It was as if the phone call had been nothing more than a passing cloud, a shadow that would soon dissolve into the brightness of day. I almost allowed myself to believe in that peace, to believe that life could continue in its quiet rhythm.

But peace never lasts long in my world.

Even as I drove, the words of the officer echoed in my head: a 21, year, old boy, the son of the village head, found dead 7 kilometers away in a warehouse with no connection to him. The strange detail returned again and again, breaking the illusion of calm. No matter how bright the sun, no matter how cheerful the birds, no matter how many people smiled at me, the truth lay heavy underneath it all.

And deep inside, I knew the peace I felt was fragile, no more than glass waiting to shatter.

That morning might have looked beautiful, but beauty is often the skin that hides the darkness beneath. And soon enough, that darkness would come rushing in.

Because the peace I carried with me did not last long.

I reached the police station after the drive, my mind replaying the officer’s words again and again. The moment I stepped out of the car, the weight of the case pressed against me like a shadow that refused to leave. The officers were waiting for me, their faces carrying the kind of tension that only comes when they are holding back something gruesome. They greeted me respectfully, their voices low, but there was no time wasted in small talk. Without delay, they gestured for me to follow.

Their footsteps echoed against the tiled floor as we moved down the hallway. Each step felt heavier than the last, my instincts preparing me for what I was about to see. Cases like this always carried a sense of dread, but the silence of the officers made it worse. They didn’t explain, didn’t brief me with more details. They simply led me forward, their silence almost saying: You’ll understand soon enough.

Finally, they opened the door to the room where the body was kept. The air was colder inside, heavy with the scent of disinfectant and something darker beneath it, the faint trace of blood that no cleaning solution can fully erase.

And then I saw him.

Oh my God.

For all my years as a detective, all the crime scenes and bodies I had witnessed, this one struck me differently. The moment my eyes fell on him, a chill rushed through me, rooting me to the spot. The victim lay before me, but it was almost impossible to call what remained a face.

His face was completely destroyed. The skin, the structure, everything had been ruined with brutal, merciless violence. His eyes were missing, empty sockets staring back at me, hollow and lifeless. The sight of those empty spaces pulled at my stomach, a grotesque void where there should have been humanity.

It was not just murder. It was rage. Whoever had done this had not wanted to simply kill the boy. They wanted to erase him, to strip him of identity, to make recognition impossible. It looked as though someone had stabbed his face over and over again, each strike an explosion of anger, until the features blurred into something unrecognizable.

His clothes were soaked in blood, the fabric clinging to his body like a second skin, stiff where the blood had dried. The crimson stains covered him entirely, painting him in a way that left no doubt about the violence he had endured.

But it was his left hand that caught my eye. It was barely hanging on, attached only by strips of torn flesh and muscle. The bones peeked through the mangled skin, and it looked as though the hand had been deliberately targeted, hacked at with precision or hatred. I stared, my heart tightening at the cruelty it revealed.

And then, as I stood there, frozen, something horrifying happened.

The last remaining flesh gave way, and his entire left hand suddenly fell off.

The sound of it hitting the surface below was soft, almost muffled, but in the silence of that room, it echoed like thunder. My chest tightened, and for a moment, the reality of it sank in deeper than before. This was not just a killing. This was brutality at its rawest, a display of violence meant to terrify anyone who saw it.

I stood there, my eyes fixed on the ruined body, my mind already racing. Every detail screamed that this was not ordinary. This was not a clean killing done in haste. This was a statement. Whoever had done this wanted to leave behind horror, to carve fear into everyone who looked upon it.

And in that moment, I realized that this case was far darker than I had imagined.

“SHIT!” The word burst out of me, sharp and loud, echoing off the cold walls of the room. My voice carried not fear, but shock, shock so raw it demanded to be released. I had seen crime scenes before, more than I could count. Murders, accidents, assaults, I had walked through blood, through death, through the aftermath of cruelty many times. But this? This was something else entirely.

This was not the ordinary cruelty of men. This was savagery.

I forced myself to steady my breathing, dragging air deep into my lungs. My heart was beating hard against my ribs, but I refused to let it show. A detective cannot afford fear, not in front of his men, not in front of a crime scene, and especially not in front of death. Still, I knew what I had just witnessed was unlike anything I had ever seen before. The brutality was not just shocking, it was deliberate.

I closed my eyes for a moment, shutting out the image of Kazim’s destroyed face, his missing eyes, his blood, soaked clothes, his fallen hand. And then I opened them again, sharper, clearer, filled with determination.

I knew what I had to do.

I had to find the person who had done this. Whoever they were, they carried rage inside them, the kind of rage that does not burn out after one act of violence. No, if this killer was not stopped, if he struck again, this would not be remembered as a single murder. This would become something much worse.

A serial killer.

The thought pressed heavily in my chest. A single murder shakes a family, a community. But a serial killer? That shakes the very ground beneath a society. It plants fear like poison in the hearts of people, making them believe death could be waiting anywhere, at any time. That was not something I could allow to happen.

My voice came out firm, carrying command now. “I... I want everything. His background, his life, his age, everything. Just find it. And also, make sure if there’s anyone who hates him. Oh, and what’s his name?”

The officer standing beside me straightened. His eyes, like mine, carried the shadow of what we had just seen, but his tone was steady. “His name is Kazim Raza. He is the son of the village head who lives up in the mountains. Should we go there if you order?”

Kazim Raza. The name echoed in my mind, attaching itself to the broken body I had just witnessed. He was no longer just the victim. He had an identity, a family, a history. And his father was no ordinary man, he was the head of an entire village, a figure of power and respect. That meant the crime was more than personal. It had the potential to shake politics, society, and order in ways that went far beyond the murder of one young man.

There was no hesitation in my answer. My decision came quickly, almost instinctively, because there was no other path forward. If I was going to understand why Kazim had died in such a brutal way, I had to look at the people closest to him. His family, his home, his relationships, those were the threads that would lead me to the truth.

Without a second thought, I nodded. “Yes,” I said firmly. “Let’s go.”

The words carried weight, more than I realized at the time. They marked the beginning of the journey into the heart of the case, a journey that would lead me up into the mountains, into the home of the Raza family, and into secrets I had not yet imagined.

But at that moment, I wasn’t thinking of secrets. I was thinking of justice. I was thinking of Kazim’s face, torn beyond recognition, and of the rage that had put him in that condition. My only thought was to track that rage back to its source.

And I would.

No matter how far I had to go, no matter how deep I had to dig, I would find the one who had done this.

Because in my world, there is no hiding from the truth.

We stepped out of the room where the victim’s body lay, and as the door shut behind us, I felt like I had escaped from a suffocating prison. Inside, the air had been heavy with silence, disinfectant, and the stench of blood, a place where death ruled. Out here, though, the air felt entirely different. Fresh, sharp, almost alive. The first breath I drew was like waking up after being underwater too long.

Around me, the station was alive with its usual rhythm. Officers bent over their desks, scribbling notes, flipping through case files, answering phones. Their conversations rose and fell, a background hum of routine duty. For them, today was like any other. But for me, it was already a day carved in brutality.

I glanced toward the holding cells, standing empty today. But their silence reminded me of something I had tried to leave behind. Last month, one of those cells had held someone unforgettable: a seven, year, old boy.

At first glance, he had looked harmless. Small hands, round face, eyes wide with innocence. The kind of child who should have been running through playgrounds, not sitting behind iron bars. Yet behind that soft face was the mind of a killer. He had murdered more than once. A child serial killer.

We had caught him with something as simple as a biscuit. I still remembered the moment clearly, the way his eyes lit up at the sight of it, the way he fell into our trap so easily. And then came the confession. In that soft, childish voice, he revealed everything, every crime, every secret. It was chilling, hearing such darkness from someone so young.

Now, he was locked away in Jevelin Jail. But even though the case was over, his memory lingered like a ghost. Evil, I had learned, doesn’t always wear the face of monsters. Sometimes, it hides behind innocence.

I shook the thought away. I had no time for ghosts of the past. Kazim’s case demanded my attention.

I walked out toward the police car waiting in the yard. The engine was already running, the officers prepared for the trip ahead. My own car was nearby, but I chose not to drive it. I didn’t like anyone else behind my wheel, and honestly, I wasn’t in the mood to drive myself either. My head was too clouded with thoughts of Kazim’s ruined body. Better to let someone else steer while I focused on the case.

I slid into the back seat. The door shut with a heavy thud, sealing me into the silence of the car. The engine rumbled, and soon we were pulling out of the station gates.

Our first stop was the warehouse, the place where Kazim’s body had been discovered. It was about seven kilometers away, not far, but far enough to feel like another world.

The road stretched ahead, narrow but straight, cutting through the edge of town. At first, we passed through busier streets where life moved normally. Vendors pushed carts piled with vegetables, women carried baskets balanced on their heads, children chased one another down dusty lanes. People waved at the police vehicle as it rolled past, their smiles genuine, unaware of the horror I carried in my mind.

Gradually, the scenery shifted. Houses grew smaller and farther apart, replaced by open stretches of land. The fields glowed under the morning sun, green and golden patches swaying with the breeze. A herd of goats crossed the road at one point, and our driver slowed down, honking gently until they scattered to the side. An old man stood nearby, watching us with curious eyes, his stick resting against his shoulder.

As we continued, the silence in the car grew heavier. The officers exchanged short sentences now and then, but their words never lasted long. The hum of the engine and the sound of tires grinding over gravel filled the emptiness.

I leaned my head against the window, watching the trees rush by. The branches swayed, shadows falling across the road like fleeting ghosts. A pair of boys cycled past us on rusty bicycles, their laughter trailing behind. For a moment, it struck me how life outside continued so peacefully, so untouched by what had happened. Seven kilometers away, a young man’s life had been ended in brutality, and yet here, birds still sang, children still played, and the world seemed blissfully unaware.

But I couldn’t forget. Every image of Kazim’s body stayed with me, the missing eyes, the ruined face, the hand that had fallen off. The contrast between the peaceful world outside and the nightmare in my memory was almost unbearable.

The warehouse was drawing closer. I could feel it in the pit of my stomach. The answers I needed were waiting there. And so were the shadows of whoever had done this.

I straightened in my seat, my eyes narrowing on the road ahead. The journey wasn’t just seven kilometers long, it was a passage from the ordinary into the heart of something darker.

And I was ready to walk into it.

When we finally arrived at the warehouse, the place was far from quiet. A large crowd had gathered outside, their voices rising in waves of grief, curiosity, and whispers of fear. People pressed forward, craning their necks to catch a glimpse of what had happened inside. Some stood with hands covering their mouths in shock, while others whispered to one another, spreading rumors before the truth had even been spoken. The air was thick with tension, heavy with the kind of unease that spreads when death touches a community.

At the very front of the crowd stood the victim’s family. Their pain was like an open wound for everyone to see. The father’s face was pale, his lips trembling as though each breath was a battle. The mother clung to her younger son, her body shaking, tears pouring down her cheeks without pause. The younger son, no older than his murdered brother had been, stood stiff, trying to appear strong but unable to hide the redness in his eyes.

They were pleading with the officers, begging them to let them inside, to let them see their boy one last time. “Please,” the mother cried, her voice breaking, “he’s our son... we just want to see him.”

But the officers stood firm. Rules were rules. A crime scene was sacred, untouchable until the investigation was complete. No exceptions, no matter who the family was or how much they begged. The officers’ voices were steady, but their eyes betrayed sympathy. It was never easy to deny grieving parents their last look, but it had to be done. Evidence mattered more now.

I took a moment to observe the family. Grief has many forms, and understanding it often reveals more than words. The father looked like a man carrying the weight of an entire mountain on his shoulders. His jaw was clenched tightly, as if keeping his sorrow locked behind his teeth. The mother, on the other hand, allowed her grief to spill freely, wailing and clinging to her younger son as though she might lose him too. And the boy, caught between childhood and manhood, stood there with empty eyes, lost between the roles of brother and survivor.

One of the officers quietly approached me, his tone formal but tinged with unease. “Sir, for your information, the victim also has a sister.”

I raised an eyebrow. A sister? That was news worth noting. “Interesting,” I muttered, more to myself than to him. Families often held secrets, and siblings often knew things parents did not. A sister could mean a new thread in the investigation, a witness, a confidant, or perhaps someone carrying her own secrets.

I turned back toward the father. He stood slightly apart from his wife and son now, his hands trembling as he pressed them together, as though silently praying for strength. His grief was clear, but so was his effort to hold himself together. I approached him slowly, careful not to seem intrusive, yet firm enough to show I needed answers.

He looked at me with eyes clouded by sorrow, but when I spoke, he listened. “Where is your daughter?” I asked, my voice calm but direct.

For a moment, he hesitated. His lips parted, but no words came out. His throat worked as though the effort of speaking itself was painful. Finally, in a voice barely louder than a whisper, he replied, “At home... she... she locked herself inside her room.”

I studied his face carefully. His voice cracked on the words, and I could tell he wasn’t just giving information, he was giving me his fear. A daughter shutting herself away after the death of her brother was understandable, but grief sometimes hides guilt, and fear sometimes hides knowledge. His tone carried more than sorrow; it carried a kind of unease he couldn’t quite conceal.

“I see...” I murmured, my thoughts beginning to turn.

Around us, the crowd still buzzed with whispers and questions. Some neighbors muttered about curses, others about old feuds, and still others simply stared in silence, as though trying to process the reality of a young man murdered so brutally. The family’s cries echoed above it all, the sound of loss rising higher than any rumor.

I took another long look at the father. His tears might have been held back, but his pain was written clearly on his face. Whether his daughter’s isolation was just grief or something more, I couldn’t yet tell. But one thing was certain, every member of this family had a story to tell. And I was going to uncover it.

I turned away from the grieving crowd and stepped into the warehouse. The moment the heavy door creaked shut behind me, the noise of the people outside faded, leaving behind only a suffocating silence. The air inside was still, thick, and unsettling. It smelled faintly of something burned, but beneath that smoky layer was another odor, one I recognized all too well. The metallic sting of blood.

The warehouse was filled with wooden boxes stacked haphazardly, their shadows stretching long in the dim light. Dust floated in the air, caught in the beams of sunlight leaking through cracks in the old ceiling. Every step I took echoed slightly, the sound bouncing back at me as though the building itself was alive, listening.

I let my eyes roam carefully across the room. Investigators often say that the smallest details scream the loudest. And sure enough, something caught my attention behind one of the boxes, a faint smear of black on the ground. I moved closer, crouching down. My gloved fingers reached for it, scooping up the fine powdery remains.

Ashes.

I rubbed them gently between my fingertips, feeling their texture. Something about them felt wrong. They weren’t the fine dust of wood or paper. Some flakes were stubborn, clinging to my gloves. On closer inspection, realization struck me, it wasn’t ordinary ash. It was tape. Black tape, partially burned, still identifiable even in its ruined state.

Immediately, the pieces started connecting in my mind.

Killed by a knife.

The knife had tape on its handle.

The tape was meant to hide fingerprints.

The victim was stabbed, brutally, over and over.

My lips pressed together in a thin line. “The murderer is smart,” I whispered under my breath. “But not perfect.”

I looked again at the ash, this time more critically. Tape burns easily. So does paper. They vanish quickly in flame, reduced to fine dust. But here, the fire hadn’t finished its work. The flakes were too large, too intact. Something had interrupted the burning. Something had gone wrong.

And mistakes... mistakes are how killers get caught.

I stood abruptly, my voice cutting through the silence. “OFFICER!”

Footsteps echoed almost immediately, and one of the officers appeared at the doorway, his brows raised. “Yes, Ali?” he asked, stepping inside with cautious curiosity.

I paced slowly across the floor, pointing to the ashes. “Take note of this. The killer taped the weapon, most likely a knife, and when the work was done, he tried to burn the tape. He wanted to erase his fingerprints. But look here. It wasn’t completely destroyed. Which means the burning failed. And if the tape didn’t burn entirely, then the knife...” I paused, letting the weight of my words hang in the air, “...the knife must still be out there.”

The officer frowned, trying to keep up. “How do you know for sure it was tape?”

I crouched again, scooping a few burnt flakes into my palm. “Look carefully,” I said, letting them drift down like black snow. “See the shine? See the uneven edges? This isn’t paper. It isn’t wood. It’s adhesive, melted but not erased.”

He leaned closer, eyes narrowing as he studied the fragments. “Ashes,” he muttered. “And you’re certain this means the knife is still nearby?”

“Think logically,” I explained, my tone firm. “If a fire couldn’t destroy tape, then what chance did it have against steel? Knives don’t burn that easily. The weapon is out there. Maybe here in the warehouse. Maybe close by. But it exists.”

The officer stared at me for a moment before a smile tugged at his lips. “Ali,” he said, half amused, half impressed, “you’re too smart for your own good.”

I smirked faintly, though my eyes stayed cold. “I know.”

But my smirk faded quickly as my mind spiraled deeper into thought. I turned away, walking a slow circle through the warehouse, my boots crunching lightly against the dirt floor. My voice dropped to a low murmur, more to myself than anyone else. “He wanted the world to believe he had erased every trace. He wanted us to think he had vanished into smoke. But arrogance... arrogance is every killer’s weakness. They always think they’re cleverer than everyone else. That’s how they fall.”

The officer tilted his head. “Do you really think one mistake is enough?”

I looked at him, my gaze sharp. “One mistake is always enough. That’s all it takes. A thread. A crack. A shadow. You pull it hard enough, and the entire mask comes off.”

I walked back to the ashes, crouching one final time. My fingers hovered just above the flakes, not touching this time, only observing. I spoke softly, almost like I was addressing the killer directly. “You thought you could hide behind fire. But fire betrayed you. And I will find you... because this ash is not the end of your story. It’s the beginning of mine.”

The silence of the warehouse seemed to press in again, heavier than before. Outside, I could faintly hear the distant cries of the family, the murmur of the crowd. Life and death were colliding just beyond these walls.

I rose to my feet, straightened my coat, and glanced back at the officer. My smirk returned, but this time it carried steel behind it. “Let’s get to work. The knife is somewhere nearby. And when we find it... we’ll find him.”

The officer nodded firmly, his earlier smile fading into seriousness. He looked at me like a soldier awaiting orders, and I could see the determination in his eyes now. My certainty had become his certainty.

And that’s what I wanted. Because in investigations like this, doubt is the enemy. Conviction is the weapon.

We both chuckled at the officer’s remark, but the moment of lightness was short, lived. The sound of our laughter echoed briefly in the empty warehouse before being swallowed again by the heavy silence of death. Reality pressed back in, cold and merciless. I exhaled slowly, straightened my shoulders, and stepped outside.

The sunlight hit me as I pushed open the door, almost blinding compared to the dim interior. A small group of officers stood waiting just beyond the threshold. Their faces were serious, their posture stiff. They didn’t move until my eyes met theirs. That was something I had almost forgotten, an investigation of this magnitude didn’t start without me. That wasn’t just duty; it was respect. Respect I had earned through years of experience, respect that came with its own kind of burden.

“Begin the investigation,” I commanded firmly, my voice steady. At once, the officers moved, spreading out with disciplined efficiency. Some went back inside to collect evidence, while others began questioning the bystanders. The machinery of justice had started moving.

But my own steps carried me in a different direction. A small tent had been set up nearby, its fabric flapping faintly in the breeze. Inside, the victim’s family sat together, their grief filling the air like a storm cloud. The cries of loss cut through me, sharp, unfiltered, and heavy with despair. For a brief moment, even I felt a lump rise in my throat. No matter how many bodies I’d seen, how many cases I’d worked, grief like this always found a way to pierce through.

I drew in a deep breath, steadying myself, then approached them slowly. My footsteps were soft, deliberate, as though I didn’t want to intrude on their sorrow. Standing just at the edge of the tent, I lowered my voice, speaking with as much gentleness as I could muster.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I said, my words careful but sincere. “I promise I will do everything I can to bring justice for your son.”

The father lifted his eyes to me briefly, but before he could speak, the younger son stepped forward. He couldn’t have been more than nineteen, still caught between boyhood and manhood. His eyes were bloodshot, swollen from hours of tears. His hands trembled as he spoke, his voice breaking apart with grief.

“Please, officer,” he pleaded desperately, “please find my brother’s killer. He was my whole world. We need justice... please.”

There was no performance in his tone, no disguise. His pain was raw, bleeding through every syllable. He wasn’t just mourning a brother, he was mourning a part of himself. I felt his desperation, and for a heartbeat, I wished I could hand him the name of the murderer right then and there.

My gaze shifted to the father. His pain wasn’t as visible, but it was there, buried beneath a mask of control. He looked to be around fifty, his face lined with age and responsibility. His jaw clenched every few seconds, as if he was swallowing tears before they could fall. He was holding himself together, but just barely, like a dam on the verge of breaking.

Beside him sat the mother. Unlike her husband, she didn’t attempt to contain her sorrow. Tears streamed freely down her cheeks, her shoulders shaking silently. Yet she didn’t speak a single word. Grief had stolen her voice. She clung to the fabric of her dress, her hands twisted tightly, as if holding on to something that could anchor her in a world that had just collapsed.

I nodded slowly, then crouched down, lowering myself to their level so I could look them in the eyes. It was important for people in pain to feel seen, not spoken down to. My gaze settled on the father.

“Can you tell me your names?” I asked softly.

The father cleared his throat, his voice rough, unsteady. “I am Raza Khan,” he said. He gestured to the boy who had spoken earlier. “This is my younger son, Razik Raza. My wife, Saliha Raza. And my daughter, Fiza Raza, is at home. And my son...” His voice faltered, catching on the word. “...my son...” He looked away abruptly, his jaw tightening again, fighting back the tide that threatened to drown him.

I studied him carefully, letting silence linger for a moment. His grief was there, yes, but it seemed controlled, almost calculated. Too measured, too restrained. Some people grieve in silence, it’s true. Some turn their pain inward, some outward. But something in his tone unsettled me. Was this just the way he coped with loss? Or was there something he wasn’t saying?

My instincts stirred uneasily.

I rose to my feet again, but my eyes lingered on Raza Khan. Inside my head, my thoughts sharpened into a whisper: Grief speaks in many languages. But silence... silence is the one I trust the least.

The younger son, Razik, spoke again, his voice shaking. “He didn’t deserve this. My brother never hurt anyone. Why would someone do this to him?”

I looked at him with steady eyes and answered with honesty, even if it hurt. “Sometimes, the question isn’t why someone was killed... but why someone wanted him gone. Justice begins when we stop looking at the victim as innocent or guilty, and start looking at who benefited from their death.”

Razik’s face paled at my words, but I didn’t soften them. Truth was never gentle.

The father clenched his fists, then muttered almost under his breath: “Justice? Justice doesn’t bring back the dead. But injustice... it kills the living every single day.”

His words struck me deeply. They weren’t just grief. They were something else. Resentment. A warning, maybe.

I filed the thought away, keeping my expression calm. But inside, I was alert.

As I turned to leave the tent, one thought stayed with me, grief can be honest, but it can also be a mask. And sometimes, the ones who cry the loudest are the ones who have the most to hide.

I pulled out my walkie, talkie, my thumb pressing down on the button with a sense of urgency. My voice was sharp, commanding, carrying the weight of responsibility.

“We need three therapists,” I ordered. “And make sure they understand what I really want.”

The static crackled back, an officer confirming the request. But deep inside, I knew it wasn’t really about therapists, it was about truth.

What I really wanted was the truth. And truth is rarely found in evidence alone. Blood, fingerprints, tape, knives, those speak one language. But people, they speak another. To uncover truth hidden behind grief, behind fear, behind silence, you need someone who can cut through the layers. Someone who can break the armor of emotion and pull out the raw core.

That’s why I needed him.

Before the thought could settle, my phone buzzed in my pocket. I stepped away from the grieving family’s tent, away from the officers and their chatter. Privacy mattered when it came to him. I answered the call, pressing the phone to my ear.

“Yeah, Clown,” I said immediately, my tone dry but familiar. “You must know everything by now.”

A burst of chaotic energy came through the speaker. “YOOOOOO! Wassup, my boy?” The voice was filled with excitement, dramatic and over the top, the kind that could make even the darkest place feel like a comedy show. “Yeah, yeah, I know the details, but first, tell me, have you ever had Uncle Non, Stop’s chicken nuggets?”

I blinked, caught off guard, then sighed heavily. “Of course I have. Why? Did you bring some for me?”

His laugh boomed through the phone, wild and unrestrained. “Hell no, bro! I ain’t your delivery boy. But...” he dragged the word out mischievously, “...if you got cash, I could turn into one real quick.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose, suppressing a reluctant smile. That was Clown, always joking, always bringing noise where there should’ve been silence. “Fine, fine,” I muttered, giving in. “I’ll give you the money later. Just get here fast... and bring extra food. We’re going to be here for a while.”

“Niceeeee!” he shouted back, the sound almost tearing my eardrum. His laughter followed, sharp and unapologetic, like a hyena in the night.

“Yeah, yeah. See you in the evening, Joker.” My voice softened slightly at the nickname. He wasn’t just Clown, not to me. He was Joker, the wild card in my deck. The man who could see through masks and pull out truths others didn’t even know they were hiding.

I ended the call, sliding the phone back into my pocket. For a moment, I just stood there, staring at the horizon where the sun was beginning to dip lower. The light was fading, and with it, so was the patience of everyone involved.

Truth, I thought silently. Everyone wants it, but no one likes it when they hear it. Some will fight against it. Some will cry because of it. And some... some will try to bury it forever.

That’s why I needed Joker here. He wasn’t like me, sharp, logical, disciplined. He was the opposite. Loud, unpredictable, unfiltered. But it was that chaos that made him dangerous to liars. He laughed too hard, talked too much, acted too carelessly, and in doing so, he disarmed people. They never saw him coming. And when he cut through their walls, the truth spilled out before they realized what had happened.

I looked back toward the tent where the family still sat in their grief. My eyes lingered on the father, Raza Khan. His control over his emotions had unsettled me earlier. Was it strength... or something else? I would need Joker to find out. Some truths, only madness could uncover.

The crowd outside had started murmuring again. Whispers floated through the air, villagers talking to one another in hushed tones, speculating, accusing, grieving. Snippets of words reached me.

“Poor boy...”

“Why in a warehouse?”

“Who could do something like this?”

“Didn’t the father look too calm?”

Rumors were already blooming like weeds. And rumors, if left unchecked, could grow faster than the truth.

I inhaled deeply and clenched my jaw. This is my job. This is my responsibility. Find the truth before the lies swallow it whole. 

My walkie, talkie buzzed again, an officer reporting progress. I barely registered the words. My mind was elsewhere, on Joker, on the questions that had no answers yet, and on the knife that still had to be out there.

The officers had their orders, the family had their grief, and I had Joker on his way. Justice demands many tools, logic, patience, and evidence. But sometimes... sometimes it demands madness. And madness was about to arrive.

Yes, someone had died. Yes, we were standing in the middle of a brutal crime scene. But even then, hunger gnawed at me like a persistent animal. My stomach growled, and I couldn’t ignore it. I’ve always been that way, I don’t work well on an empty stomach. A detective’s mind needs fuel, and mine runs on food, caffeine, and the occasional cigar. Besides, my best friend was on his way. And we both knew, from years of working together, that when Joker and I were side by side, things always got done. We didn’t just solve cases, we tore them apart.

But beneath my hunger, beneath the casual words I had exchanged with him, there was something heavier pressing against my chest. Something about this case felt wrong. Not just “murder wrong,” but wrong in a way that dug into your gut and stayed there. The father’s behavior, the way he held back his tears like he was afraid of letting them fall. The mother’s silence, not the silence of shock, but the silence of someone carrying an unspoken weight. It was all... strange. Too strange.

Something wasn’t right. And I was going to find out what.

I stepped out of the warehouse for a moment, needing air, needing space to think. The sky above had shifted, clouds rolling in like an army preparing for war. I pulled out a cigar, lit it with a flick of flame, and took a long drag. The smoke filled my lungs, bitter and grounding, a reminder that I was alive while someone else was not. My feet carried me to the edge of a nearby lake.

The water was perfectly calm, still as glass. A flawless mirror reflecting the storm, heavy clouds above. The world looked upside down in its reflection, heaven in the water, and earth in the sky. I stared at it for a long moment, letting my thoughts spiral.

Cases like these, messy, brutal, full of unanswered questions, they always made me think harder than I wanted to. A young man murdered savagely, his body found miles away from where he lived. Why hide the body so far? Why leave the crime scene in a warehouse instead of the village? Why not burn the body completely, if the killer had already tried with the knife?

I dragged on the cigar again, the tip glowing orange in the dim light, then exhaled slowly. The smoke curled into the air and melted into the fog hovering low over the lake. For a brief moment, it felt almost peaceful. Almost.

And then, crackling static snapped through my walkie, talkie.

“Mr. Ali! We found the knife!”

I froze, my hand still raised mid, drag. The words slammed into me like a punch to the chest. For a moment, I felt like a complete idiot. Instead of heading straight into the village to continue my investigation, I had wandered off here, wasting time, lost in my own head.

I flicked the cigar into the water, watching it hiss and vanish beneath the ripples. Then I spun on my heels and cursed under my breath, my boots crunching against the gravel as I rushed back toward the warehouse.

By the time I arrived, the officers had gathered in a tight circle near one of the larger wooden crates stacked in the corner. Their voices were hushed, their faces pale. They stepped aside as I approached, creating space for me.

And then I saw it.

The knife.

It was stabbed deep into the crate, like a marker, a signature left behind. Its blade glistened dark with dried blood, the color almost black under the fading light. The handle was charred, edges scorched from fire. It was exactly what I had suspected earlier, someone had tried to burn the evidence, but failed. The attempt was sloppy, rushed. A mistake. And mistakes are how killers get caught.

But my eyes didn’t stop at the blade or the burns.

Because carved into the handle were words. Not scratched randomly, not accidental, but deliberate. Etched deep, as though the killer wanted them to last forever.

“.”

For a heartbeat, my breath caught. A chill snaked down my spine, crawling cold fingers across my skin. I stepped closer, my gloved hand hovering just above the weapon, tracing the letters with my eyes.

.

This wasn’t just a weapon anymore. It was a message. A statement.

This wasn’t a random killing. This wasn’t robbery, rage, or coincidence.

This was personal.

I could almost feel the voice of the killer echoing through those three words. A voice spitting venom, a voice justifying, a voice that believed the victim, Kazim Raza, had earned his death.

The officers shifted uneasily around me, their whispers filling the silence. One muttered, “What kind of killer writes something like that?” Another said, “It feels... like he’s mocking us.”

I ignored them, my eyes never leaving the knife. My instincts screamed louder with every passing second.

This wasn’t just a murder investigation anymore. This was a message war.

The victim had been chosen. The body had been moved. The weapon had been marked. And behind every choice, there was intent.

I clenched my fists at my side. This wasn’t random. This was personal.

And if it was personal, then whoever killed Kazim Raza wasn’t done yet.

I took out my walkie, talkie, gripping it firmly, my eyes never leaving the knife that was still buried deep in the wooden crate. My voice was steady but sharp, slicing through the air like a blade of its own.

“Send this knife for forensic analysis immediately. I want every detail, fingerprints, blood type, the material of the handle, everything. If there’s even the faintest trace of DNA on it, I want it. Nothing leaves my sight without answers.”

The officer in charge nodded quickly, already pulling on gloves thicker than mine. He carefully wrapped the weapon in a layer of cloth before sliding it into a transparent evidence bag. The blade looked smaller now, trapped inside the plastic, but the weight of its message, DON’T DESERVE IT., still loomed larger than the room itself. Another officer sealed the bag with red tape, marking it with today’s date and case number.

As they carried it away, I felt an odd mix of relief and unease. Relief that we had something concrete, a lead that could talk if examined closely enough. Unease because I knew evidence alone never solved crimes, people did. And the people in this case were already looking like a maze.

I stepped outside, brushing ash off my coat from the cigar I’d flicked earlier. The cool mountain breeze greeted me, brushing across my face like a warning whisper. My thoughts shifted. Now, it was time for the next step.

The village.

I opened the door of the police vehicle and slid inside. “Take me to the village,” I ordered. The driver nodded without a word, turning the key. The engine hummed to life, and soon, the car was rolling along the narrow, winding road that carved its way through the mountains.

The ride was quiet at first, broken only by the hum of the tires over gravel and the occasional crackle of the radio. I leaned back, my eyes glued to the blur of trees passing by outside. Tall pines stood like silent soldiers on either side of the road, their needles swaying with the sharp mountain wind. The air smelled of damp earth and pine resin, fresh and raw.

We curved around bends where the valley opened up, and I caught glimpses of waterfalls cascading down gray cliffs, their roars muffled by distance. Birds darted across the sky in flocks, moving in perfect formation, as if they sensed something was wrong in the heart of their peaceful home.

Despite the tragedy, the mountains and forests were breathtaking. Nature had its own way of ignoring human suffering. The earth moved on, rivers kept flowing, birds kept singing. Death might shake people, but it never shook the world.

As the car rolled deeper into the valley, the forest gave way to something gentler. A clearing spread open, and nestled in it was the village. It looked like a painting brought to life. Quaint houses with sloping wooden roofs, smoke curling lazily from chimneys, children running barefoot in the distance, chasing each other through narrow dirt lanes. Small farms stretched out, golden with ripened crops, and a silver river cut neatly through the valley, its surface catching what little light the sun still offered.

But my eyes weren’t drawn to the river, or the farms, or even the distant laughter of children.

They were drawn to one house.

The victim’s home.

It stood taller than all the others, its walls painted a clean, almost blinding white, as if grief dared not touch it. A lush garden surrounded the property, full of flowers blooming in every color. Butterflies danced lazily above them, wings flashing like tiny stained, glass windows in the sunlight. A wooden swing hung from the thick branch of a sturdy oak tree near the gate, swaying gently in the wind though no one sat on it. Birds perched in the tree above, chirping as if they were announcing the beginning of spring.

For a brief, fleeting moment, it almost felt untouched by tragedy. Untouched by death.

But that’s the thing about houses. They always look perfect from the outside. They always wear their beauty like a mask.

It’s the inside where the ghosts live.

I stared at the house for a long moment as the car rolled to a slow stop. My chest felt heavy. This wasn’t just a house anymore. It was a stage. A stage where grief, secrets, and lies would all perform their parts.

And I was about to step inside.

The maid opened the door with the same cold indifference, stepping aside without a word. I frowned. Odd, I thought. Families usually questioned, demanded to know why the police were here. But she simply moved, as if she had already rehearsed this silence.

We stepped into the marble, floored hallway. Every step echoed, ricocheting off the tall walls lined with paintings, faces in golden frames staring back at me, their eyes following, their silence accusing. The house was too quiet, like it was hiding something beneath its polished surface.

At the end of the hall, a wooden door stood closed. The officer knocked gently, his voice calm but laced with nerves. “Ms. Fiza, this is Inspector Ali. We need to ask you a few questions. Can you please open the door?”

For a moment, there was only silence.

Then, a voice, soft but unnervingly steady, came from within. “Sure, you can... but you have to wait.”

The officer shifted beside me, scratching the back of his neck. “I’ll be back, Ali. Need to grab something from the store.”

I arched a brow. “Donuts, right?”

He smirked, half embarrassed. “You know me too well.”

I gave him a look as he left. His timing didn’t sit right, but there were more pressing matters at hand.

Minutes crawled by. Finally, the door creaked open.

Fiza stepped out.

She looked barely sixteen, maybe seventeen. But grief had stolen her youth, carved years into her pale face. Dark circles hung heavy under her eyes. Her lips trembled, but her gaze was steady, locked on me.

“Yes, Inspector?” she whispered, her voice fragile, barely rising above the silence of the hall.

I softened my tone. “Don’t cry, little girl. I know how much it hurts to lose someone you love. But the world is cruel. Anything is possible here.”

Her lips pressed tight, and her fists clenched. “You don’t understand, Inspector. He wasn’t just my brother. He was...” Her voice cracked, and she swallowed hard. “...he was my shield. And now he’s gone.”

I nodded slowly. “I understand more than you think. The world doesn’t give us time to grieve. It only gives us choices. And the wrong choice... can chain you for life.”

Her eyes glistened with unshed tears, but there was fire burning behind them.

“I know, Inspector,” she said through clenched teeth. “But I don’t want choices. I want his murderer. And once I find him...” Her fists tightened until her knuckles turned white. “...I’ll become a murderer too.”

Her words hung in the air like a blade.

I stared at her, my breath caught. “Be careful with what you say, child,” I murmured. “Revenge sounds sweet, but it poisons slowly. It doesn’t free you. It just teaches you how to bleed in silence.”

She stepped closer, her voice rising, trembling but fierce. “Silence is what killed my brother. Everyone here saw how he lived, how people envied him, how some hated him. But no one spoke! They stayed quiet! If silence can kill, then maybe violence can speak!”

Her outburst hit me harder than expected. The officer behind me shifted uneasily, but I held her gaze.

“Pain can twist even the purest hearts,” I said quietly. “But if you let it twist you, you’ll never be your brother’s sister again. You’ll just become his shadow.”

For a moment, her face softened. Her lips trembled, her eyes filling with tears. But the anger returned almost instantly.

“You talk like you understand,” she snapped. “But have you ever buried your own blood? Have you ever held a coffin knowing your world was inside it?”

I inhaled sharply. Her words cut deeper than she knew. I looked down, my jaw tightening. “No,” I admitted. “But I’ve stood beside too many coffins to count. And every time, I swore the same thing: I’d never let grief turn into another grave.”

She blinked at me, her resolve flickering, caught between rage and despair.

I softened again, lowering my voice. “Chill out, kid. You need rest. Go back inside and get some sleep. Tomorrow will hurt too, but at least you’ll face it standing.”

Her hands shook as she reached for the door. For a moment, she hesitated, her eyes still burning into mine. “Inspector...” she whispered. “If the law doesn’t give me justice... then I’ll find justice myself.”

I let her words linger, heavy in the hall.

Then she stepped back into her room, and the door closed with a quiet thud. The lock clicked.

I exhaled, staring at the wooden door, the echo of her voice still ringing in my head.

If the law doesn’t give me justice... I’ll find it myself.

Grief could be silent. It could be loud. But sometimes, grief sharpened into something far more dangerous.

I lit a cigar, the flame briefly casting light across the cold paintings on the wall. Maybe it was just grief speaking. Or maybe, just maybe, I’d heard the first confession of a future crime.

And then, it hit me.

A smell. Sharp. Acrid. Bitter.

Burning.

The scent slithered into my nose, cutting through the cigar smoke still lingering in my lungs. My instincts surged. My body moved before my mind could even catch up. I bolted through the hallway, down the marble steps, and into the cold night air.

The air was heavy with smoke. The kind that crawls down your throat and refuses to leave. My heart pounded so hard it drowned out every other sound. Somewhere beyond the courtyard, a bright orange glow pulsed against the shadows, flickering like a dying sun.

I ran.

And then I saw it.

A body.

It was writhing under the fire’s cruel embrace, flames devouring it like a beast starved for flesh. The night screamed with crackling fire, the smell of burning skin so thick it clawed at my stomach. For a second, just a second, I froze. Not from fear, but from the horrifying realization of who it might be.

My hands moved before my mind did. I grabbed the nearest bucket by the garden wall, the metal scalding against my palms. I threw the water with all the force in me.

The flames hissed and roared, shrinking back as steam exploded into the air. Smoke rose in thick, choking clouds, swallowing the orange glow. Slowly, painfully, the fire began to die.

And then, as the last flickers faded, the truth emerged from beneath the ashes.

A body. Charred. Blackened beyond recognition.

My knees nearly buckled.

Officer Ahmad.

The same officer who had just left me minutes ago. The man who smirked about donuts, whose voice was still echoing in my memory. Now, he lay on the cold earth, reduced to nothing but a silhouette of ash and ruin.

His skin was cracked like burnt paper. His uniform was gone, eaten away by the flames. What little remained clung to him in shriveled tatters. His face, God help me, was melted into something unrecognizable, his features erased by fire.

But the worst wasn’t the fire.

It was the knife.

Buried deep in his chest, the blade glistened under the faint glow of moonlight. Blackened by soot, but unmistakable. And on its handle, etched with chilling precision, were the words I had seen before.

“.”

My breath hitched. My hands shook, but not from fear. From rage. From the horrifying realization that this wasn’t just a case anymore. This was a game.

A cruel game.

The message wasn’t random. It wasn’t an accident. It was deliberate. First the boy in the warehouse, now Officer Ahmad. Both stabbed. Both marked with the same words.

I clenched my fists, my eyes fixed on that cursed phrase.

DON’T DESERVE IT..

What did it mean? Who didn’t deserve what? Was it punishment? A twisted sense of justice? Or a warning?

The officers around me began shouting, their voices breaking the silence of the night. “Call backup!” one yelled. Another dropped to his knees beside Ahmad’s body, his face pale as chalk. “God... it’s Ahmad!”

I didn’t move. My eyes stayed locked on the knife.

“This killer...” I whispered to myself, my voice low but steady, “...he isn’t just murdering. He’s sending a message. A personal one.”

My thoughts spiraled, questions clawing at me. Why Ahmad? He had only stepped away for minutes. Did someone follow him? Did someone lure him? Or was he a target all along?

The words “” burned into my brain like the flames had burned his flesh.

I crouched beside the body, ignoring the sting of the smoke in my eyes. I reached out, my fingers trembling as I brushed against the knife handle, but I stopped. Evidence. Every detail mattered. I couldn’t afford to taint it.

I pulled out my walkie, talkie, my voice heavy. “Seal the area. No one in, no one out. This is no longer just a crime scene, it’s a battlefield.”

Silence fell among the officers. Some looked at me in disbelief. Others nodded grimly. They all felt it too. This wasn’t a random killing spree. This was a pattern. And patterns meant planning. And planning meant intelligence.

As I stood there, staring at the charred remains of a man I had spoken to less than an hour ago, one truth settled deep in my chest.

The killer wasn’t hiding.

The killer was watching.

And as the smoke rose into the night sky, I couldn’t shake the feeling that those words, etched into cold steel, weren’t meant for Ahmad.

They were meant for me.

I pulled the walkie, talkie from my belt, my fingers trembling slightly despite my attempts at calm. “All units, report immediately. Officer Ahmad is dead. Lock down the village. Check every security camera. I want every single detail. Now.”

I clipped the device back, taking in the chaos around me, the muted rustle of trees, the occasional flicker of a streetlight, the distant hum of an engine. My pulse was racing, yet my voice had to remain steady. Authority had to remain intact, even when my own mind threatened to betray me with panic.

And then I saw it.

Movement. A shadow threading through the trees like smoke escaping a flame. It was unnatural, fluid, swift, almost predatory. My eyes followed, straining in the darkness. Branches snapped under impossible weightlessness; the figure leapt, disappeared, reappeared. And through it all, one thing stood out, long, flowing hair, glinting faintly under the scattered moonlight.

It wasn’t a man.

It was a woman.

I froze for a fraction of a second, registering the impossible. A woman capable of such speed, such agility, she was no ordinary killer. My mind ran through everything I knew, every case I’d handled, every murder I’d investigated. Nothing fit this profile.

And yet... there was no doubt. She was the killer.

I wanted to chase her. God knows I wanted to. My boots itched to hit the ground, to follow that shadow into the abyss. But instinct screamed, too fast, too far, and this was her terrain. I would only lose her if I ran now. I swallowed my frustration and forced my hand back to the walkie, talkie.

“The killer is a woman,” I said, my voice steady, almost eerily calm considering the storm inside me. “That’s confirmed. Everyone, be on high alert. Do not engage unless you’re absolutely ready.”

I put the device down and drew a deep breath, feeling the cool night air fill my lungs. I could hear my own heartbeat in my ears. Officer Ahmad... dead. And I had just confirmed the impossible: this wasn’t just murder. It was a calculated message. A warning. Something bigger than any of us could comprehend.

I stepped forward, boots crunching over scattered leaves, eyes scanning the shadows. Every instinct screamed at me to move, to act, to chase, but another part of me, the part honed by years of investigation, urged patience. She wanted this. She wanted me rattled, distracted. And I wasn’t going to give her that satisfaction.

I closed my eyes for a moment. Ali, focus. You’ve faced monsters before. You’ve stared into the abyss and come back. Don’t let this woman, this force of nature, turn your judgment into chaos.

My mind wandered briefly to Ahmad. He was more than a colleague. He was... a friend. And I had failed him. That failure burned hotter than any fear, driving me forward, sharpening my resolve. This was no longer just a case. It was personal.

I thought about the villagers, the unsuspecting people caught in this nightmare. How many of them had noticed her? How many had glimpsed the impossibility of what I just saw? The thought churned inside me, twisting my stomach into knots. And yet, through that fear, a singular determination anchored me. I would catch her. I had to.

I walked deeper into the shadows, senses alert. Every rustle, every crack of a branch, every whisper of wind could be her. I reminded myself that patience, observation, and strategy would win over raw instinct. She may have speed, but I had reason. And I would not fail, not this time.

I glanced at the streetlamps flickering intermittently, imagining her silhouette weaving through them, untouchable. The adrenaline was a heavy cloak on my shoulders, yet I carried it willingly. This woman... she had planned everything meticulously. Every move, every escape route, every moment designed to taunt and challenge me. And I would rise to that challenge. I had to.

And then I allowed a thought I had been suppressing all night to surface: maybe she was more than just a killer. Maybe this... this was a statement. A performance. Something that required intelligence, precision, and brutality all at once. Whoever she was, she was dangerous. And yet, beneath the fear, a spark of admiration flickered. Not for what she had done, but for the skill, the audacity. That spark vanished immediately, there would be no romanticizing this. Not now. Not ever.

I straightened, walking toward the village’s edge, and glanced once more at the trees. Somewhere in that darkness, she waited, always moving, always watching. And I knew, she wanted me to know she was there. She wanted me to feel the weight of her presence.

I felt my own shadow stretch long against the pavement, silent witness to the chaos around us. And a thought whispered in my mind, sharp as a blade: Ali, this is far from over. You will see her again. And when you do... you must be ready.

I adjusted the walkie, talkie on my belt and muttered under my breath, almost to myself:

"You think you can hide in the darkness... but I will find you. No matter what it takes."

And then, before the night swallowed me completely, I heard the faintest rustle from the trees behind me, a whisper of movement, a flicker of hair in the moonlight.

She was out there. Watching. Waiting.

And I knew... the real hunt had only just begun.

She’s not just a killer... she’s a shadow I can’t escape. And the closer I get, the darker it becomes.
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​Chapter 2  pe-ka-bo 
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​As I stood there, staring at Officer Ahmad’s lifeless remains, something tugged at the corner of my vision. Smoke still curled into the night sky, and officers scrambled around like ants in a broken colony, but my eyes had already locked onto it.

The window.

Fiza’s window.

Wide open. Curtains swaying in the cold mountain wind like a ghost waving me closer.

A chill ran through me that had nothing to do with the night air. Ahmad’s body still smoked faintly, the words DON’T DESERVE IT. burning in my mind, but now, another fire began smoldering in my chest.

Why was her window open?

Just minutes ago, she had locked her door from the inside. I’d heard the click myself, the sound of a grieving sister shutting the world away. And yet, here it was, wide open, the night air rushing through it, as if the house itself was exhaling secrets it couldn’t keep.

The investigation team had arrived by now, their vans pulling up with sirens muted out of respect for the dead. Officers in gloves and uniforms hurried past me, securing the area, snapping photographs, combing the courtyard for evidence. Their voices mixed with the rustle of paperwork and the static of walkie, talkies. It was routine chaos, the kind that followed every crime scene.

But I wasn’t interested in routine.

I wasn’t interested in procedure.

I was interested in truth.

And truth never walked hand in hand with order, it hid in the cracks, in the shadows, in the things people didn’t want you to see.

One of the officers approached me. His face was pale, his voice careful. “Sir, should we start interviewing the villagers? Lock down the roads? Run forensic sweeps?”

I barely looked at him. My gaze was still fixed on that window. “Do what you have to do,” I said flatly. “But remember, killers don’t just leave evidence, they leave messages. Find the message.”

He blinked at me, confused, but nodded and hurried away.

I lit another cigar, letting the flame linger just long enough to cast a brief glow across the yard. For a moment, I imagined Ahmad’s laugh, the way he had smirked at me about donuts. My chest tightened. If I hadn’t let him leave... if I had just stopped him...

I inhaled the smoke, hard, trying to drown the guilt before it drowned me.

My eyes lifted back to the window.

The curtains moved again, not from the wind, but from something else.

Someone was inside.

I exhaled slowly, forcing my voice into calm. “You can fool the officers. You can fool your parents. But you can’t fool me.”

No answer came, but I wasn’t expecting one.

I started walking toward the house. Each step felt heavier, the marble tiles beneath my shoes echoing louder than they should have. I passed the hallway where portraits stared at me with their golden frames and silent judgments. This time, their eyes didn’t just follow me, they accused me. As if to say: You’re too late. Again.

When I reached the staircase, I found another officer fumbling with his notepad. “Inspector,” he said, “we’re logging statements from the family. Would you like, ”

“No,” I interrupted, not breaking my stride. “They’ll only tell you what grief allows. I’m not here for grief. I’m here for truth.”

He looked puzzled but didn’t stop me.

At the top of the stairs, I paused. The corridor was dim, only half lit by a flickering lamp. Fiza’s door was still closed, but the window beside it remained open, the night air whispering through.

I knocked once, firmly.

No response.

I knocked again, harder. “Fiza. This is Inspector Ali. We need to talk.”

For a moment, silence.

Then, the faintest sound, like fabric rustling, or maybe footsteps retreating.

I pushed my ear against the door. My instincts screamed at me: She’s hiding something. Or someone.

I spoke louder, my voice carrying down the hall. “You can stay silent, but silence is also a confession. And believe me... silence never saves anyone.”

Still nothing.

I pulled back, taking a long drag from the cigar. Smoke curled toward the ceiling, and I whispered almost to myself, “You locked the door. But you left the window open. Which one is it, Fiza? Are you trying to keep people out... or let someone in?”

The curtains swayed again, a gentle mockery of my question.

Footsteps approached from behind me. It was one of the forensic officers, carrying a camera. “Sir, do you want us to collect samples from inside the room?”

I turned slowly, meeting his eyes. “Not yet. Not until I’ve seen it myself. Evidence means nothing without the story. And the story always begins with the living.”

He hesitated, then nodded and left.

I leaned closer to the door, lowering my voice so only the wood could hear me. “Listen to me, little girl. Pain makes monsters out of us. But if you’ve seen something, if you know something, you better speak now. Because the killer is moving faster than us. And next time, it won’t be a body outside your window. It’ll be you.”

The silence that followed was heavier than words.

I pulled back, exhaled, and walked away, but my mind stayed behind. I knew the officers would spend the night cataloging evidence, photographing blood, analyzing ashes. But me? I wasn’t going to chase after ash.

I was going to chase after shadows.

Because that open window wasn’t just a mistake. It was an invitation.

And whoever opened it wanted me to notice.

I returned to my tent, which was pitched just near the village head’s home. The night air was still thick with smoke and whispers, but I ignored it. My mind was already moving toward the next step. If I was going to uncover the truth, I couldn’t just be Inspector Ali Hassan. Everyone here knew who I was, and people rarely spoke the truth when the law was standing in front of them. No, this would require something else, someone else.

Inside the tent, I stood before the small cracked mirror, changing piece by piece. I slipped on a thick jacket, one that looked worn by travel. Then came a plain cap, tilted low to shadow my eyes, followed by a pair of dark glasses that masked half my face. The glasses reflected back a stranger, a man who looked out of place, a man who could be from anywhere. I tucked my badge into my bag, out of sight, and slid my gun under the coat, hidden but ready.

For the finishing touch, I wrapped a scarf loosely around my neck. In the mirror, the reflection no longer looked like a detective from the city. It looked like a wanderer. Someone from far away. Someone harmless.

Perfect, I thought. A foreigner, maybe from Japan. Someone curious, not threatening. Exactly the kind of man villagers would talk to without hesitation.

I stepped out of the tent and walked into the village, my posture deliberately casual, my footsteps unhurried. My disguise wasn’t just in the clothes, it had to be in the way I moved, the way I spoke. I had to shed the weight of authority, the sharpness of a detective’s presence, and replace it with the light curiosity of a stranger.

The village was alive despite the tragedy. Small fires crackled as women cooked meals, children ran barefoot across the dirt paths, and men huddled in groups, their voices low but intense. But above it all, there was a heaviness, an invisible pressure that wrapped itself around the village like a curse. They had lost someone important, and fear was in the air.

I approached one group, lowering my head slightly. “What is happening here?” I asked in a softened, unfamiliar accent, forcing my voice to sound unlike my own. “Why are the cops everywhere?”

A few heads turned toward me. Suspicion flickered in their eyes at first, villagers were always wary of outsiders. But curiosity won quickly. A stranger meant an opportunity to share their version of the truth, or perhaps to twist it.

One man stepped forward, his voice filled with pride and bitterness at once. “The family was rich,” he said, spitting into the dirt. “Rich and respected. They had no problems, no shortages. Everyone bowed to them. But make no mistake, wealth creates enemies.”

Another villager, younger, nodded in agreement. His face was lined with sleeplessness, his words carrying the edge of frustration. “People from other villages... they had grudges. Old grudges. Sometimes they came here, picked fights, tried to stir up trouble. But Kazim, ” He paused, lowering his head. “Kazim was strong. Too strong. They feared him. As long as he lived, no one dared to truly cross this family.”

A silence fell over the group, broken only when the young man sighed heavily. “But now Kazim is gone. And when lions die, jackals always circle.”

I studied their faces as they spoke. Fear. Anger. Maybe even relief. Emotions reveal more than words ever can.

An older villager with a thick beard spoke next, his voice cracking under the weight of memory. “This enmity isn’t new. It began long ago, our fathers fought, our grandfathers bled. Family against family. The kind of hate that passes down like inheritance. Even in peace, there was no trust. A smile in the daylight, but knives sharpened in the dark. Perhaps... perhaps now the other side saw their chance for revenge.”

The group murmured in agreement, their eyes shifting nervously toward the mountains that loomed around the valley, as if those ancient grudges were hiding in the trees, listening.

I pretended to think it over, tilting my head like a curious outsider. “So you think his enemies killed him? Just for revenge?”

The bearded man shook his head. “Revenge, yes... but not only revenge. This land, ” He gestured toward the rolling hills and the glittering river. “This land is worth dying for. Worth killing for. Anyone would want to own it. Maybe someone wants to push this family out, take their power, their home, their wealth. Blood is the currency of land.”

His words clung to me. Blood is the currency of land.

I nodded slowly, pretending to absorb their theories like a traveler hearing village tales. But inside, my mind spun. Revenge. Power. Land. All were motives strong enough to kill. But what gnawed at me wasn’t their words. It was the silence.

Saliha.

The mother who hadn’t spoken a word. Not a sound, not a plea, not even a curse at the murderer of her son. Her silence was louder than any theory the villagers could offer.

What are you hiding, woman? I thought. Are you broken by grief, or shackled by fear? Or do you know something the rest of us don’t?

I kept my expression neutral, thanked the villagers politely, and drifted away, blending back into the shadows like just another passerby. But in my mind, the notes were already written:

Kazim’s enemies. Old grudges. Land disputes. A family wrapped in silence.

And at the center of it all, Saliha.

She wasn’t just quiet. She was too quiet. And in my world, silence is never just silence.

The static hum of my walkie, talkie broke the silence, that faint crackling sound that always carried weight. It wasn’t just noise, it was the bridge between thought and action, between what I wanted and what the world needed from me.

“Order!” the voice came through, sharp and expectant.

I pressed the button, my tone low but firm. “Note it down, murderer might be one of their enemies. Keep that angle alive. And by the way...” I paused deliberately, allowing a brief silence to hang in the air, “...where’s that joker?”

There was a chuckle on the other end, then a reply, slightly playful but laced with respect. “Sir, that joker, I mean, Mister Ryan, is here. And noted.”

I couldn’t help the corner of my lips curling into a half, smile. Ryan. My partner, my brother, in, arms. The one man who could read my mind before I even spoke. In this world of blood and lies, he was my anchor. People called him a clown, a joker, someone who turned seriousness into banter, but I knew better. Behind those jokes lay a sharp mind and a heart that never missed its mark.

“Good,” I said simply, sliding the device back into my pocket. My tone was calm, but inside, a storm was brewing.

For a few seconds, I stood there in silence, letting the weight of everything settle around me. The air carried whispers of grief from the victim’s family, still mourning in their tent nearby. The officers shuffled across the scene, gathering evidence, their boots crunching on gravel, their voices a low murmur of routine. And me? I was caught between hunger in my stomach and hunger in my mind, the kind that wasn’t satisfied with food but with truth.

Ryan’s arrival meant the balance was shifting. It meant soon the case would move from scattered threads to a woven plan. That’s how it always worked. I dug for facts, and he tied them together with patterns that others couldn’t see. We weren’t just colleagues. We were the storm that no criminal ever survived.

I closed my eyes briefly, exhaling. The phrase repeated in my head like an echo: The murderer might be one of their enemies. It wasn’t enough. Enemies existed everywhere, envy, jealousy, and grudges built enemies in every corner of a man’s life. Kazim’s strength had kept them at bay, but with him gone, every wolf hiding in the forest would now crawl out for blood. The family’s silence, the village’s whispers, the enemy’s shadow, they all pointed in one direction. But which enemy? Which shadow?

A voice inside me whispered: This isn’t about enemies. This is about punishment.

I pushed that thought aside for now. My hand brushed over my coat where the weight of the hidden gun rested, reminding me of the disguise I had worn earlier, reminding me of the knife at the fast, food stall. The enemy wasn’t just hidden. He was bold. He was near.

And then there was Ryan.

I could already imagine him walking into the scene with his usual grin, a bag of food in one hand and sarcasm in the other. People underestimated him. They mistook humor for weakness, when in truth, humor was his armor. I needed that now. Because beneath the jokes, he saw the cracks in people’s souls, the little fractures no one else noticed.

“Good,” I had said. But what I really meant was: Finally.

Finally, this wouldn’t be my burden alone. Finally, I could lean into the madness we both carried.

My stomach growled again, snapping me back to the moment. Hunger, both physical and mental. I chuckled under my breath, the sound bitter. What a strange balance, solving a murder while craving a meal. But maybe that was life. Death and hunger lived side by side. And Ryan? He always fed both hungers.

I glanced toward the road, half, expecting to see him already there. Not yet. But soon. And when he arrived, the case would shift. The silence of grief would meet the noise of laughter, and in between, we’d carve out the truth.

For now, I slipped the walkie deeper into my pocket, straightened my coat, and whispered under my breath: “Let’s see what joke you crack this time, Ryan. Because behind the laughter... we both know, someone out here is laughing too. And that’s the laugh I’ll silence.”

My stomach growled again, loud enough for me to mutter under my breath, “Damn it, Ryan... I know you’ve got food waiting for me at the warehouse, but I’m not walking all the way back just to eat.”

The thought of Ryan, probably lounging back with a smug grin and a box of steaming food, made me chuckle, but the truth was, I needed something now. Hunger was my weakness. Not the kind that slowed you down, but the kind that distracted you at the wrong moment. And in this line of work, distractions could get you killed.

So I turned toward the village market.

The marketplace was alive with a strange kind of chaos, the sort of scene that looked ordinary to an outsider but carried tension for someone like me. Stalls lined the narrow dirt road, selling everything from ripe mangoes stacked in neat pyramids to piles of second, hand clothes hanging loosely from ropes. Smoke rose from grills, where skewers of meat sizzled, dripping fat into the flames. The air was thick with the scent of chili powder, coriander, and freshly baked bread. Children darted between adults, laughing, carrying sweets in their hands, while vendors shouted prices over one another like a battlefield of voices.

And yet... beneath the color and noise, I felt it. Eyes. Somewhere in that sea of faces, someone was watching me.

I pushed the thought aside for now and made my way to a fast, food stall at the far end of the road. The red canopy over it was faded from the sun, the counter scratched and stained from years of business. I felt oddly relieved. “Just what I need,” I muttered, stepping forward.

But before I could even order, the cashier held up his hand. “Pick, up orders only. If you didn’t call ahead, you’ll have to wait.”

I stared at him for a second, biting back the sharp reply that almost escaped my lips. Instead, I let out a tired sigh and grabbed the menu sitting on the counter. Maybe something would be worth the wait. My eyes ran down the list, burgers, nuggets, fried fish, when suddenly, 

THUNK!

A knife flew out of nowhere, slamming straight through the menu and pinning it to the wooden wall behind the counter.

The sound was sharp, violent, so loud it cut through the market noise for a brief second. But strangely, no one else seemed to notice. The crowd kept moving, bargaining, laughing, eating, as though nothing had happened.

I didn’t freeze. Not for a second. Instinct took over. My head snapped toward the direction the knife had come from. My eyes scanned the busy road, the moving bodies, searching for a face, a shadow, a hand lowering after a throw.

But the attacker was already gone.

I pulled the knife free from the wall. The blade gleamed under the sunlight, its steel edge smeared faintly with soot, as though it had been heated or burned before. My grip tightened when I saw the words carved into the handle, etched deep and deliberate:

“.”

The same words as before.

The cashier gasped, stumbling back against the counter, his hands shaking. He had seen enough to know this wasn’t some street prank. His lips trembled as though he wanted to scream, but fear held him back.

I held the knife firmly, the weight of it heavy in my palm. Someone was watching me. They weren’t just hiding, they were close. Too close. They knew I was hungry. They knew where I would go. They were playing with me, step by step, move by move.

But they had made one mistake.

They thought they could scare me.

Slowly, I slid the knife into the inside pocket of my jacket, close to my chest, letting its cold weight press against me like a challenge. Then, I turned to the cashier, leaning close so only he could hear me.

“Shhh,” I whispered. My tone wasn’t threatening, it was commanding. “Guess I’ll eat later.”

The man’s wide eyes stared into mine, fear and confusion battling for control.

From my jacket, I pulled out something he hadn’t expected: a small camera. I raised it casually and snapped a quick picture of the counter, the knife mark in the wooden wall, and the cashier’s terrified face framed by the chaos around him. Evidence. Proof that I wasn’t imagining this.

“Listen carefully,” I said, lowering my voice even more. The air between us felt heavy, the kind of moment where one wrong word could break someone apart. “In a few minutes, police officers will be here. You will not tell anyone what just happened until I give you permission. Not your friends, not the market owner, not even your family. You’ll wait. When I say it’s safe, you’ll talk. And then you’ll speak freely. Understand?”

The cashier’s knuckles were white as he gripped the edge of the counter. His throat bobbed as he swallowed hard, and finally, he gave a shaky nod.

“Good man,” I muttered. I tapped the camera against the counter once, a silent promise that I had captured enough.

Reaching for my walkie, talkie, I pressed the button. My voice was sharp, no longer calm. “Emergency. There’s been an attack at the only fast, food stall in the village market. Send a unit immediately. Secure the area and keep eyes open. We may have just missed our ghost.”

The line crackled. A quick response followed: “On our way, sir.”

I released the button and slipped the device back into my pocket.

For a moment, I stood there, letting the scene sink in, the market noise still carrying on as though nothing had happened, the cashier trembling silently, the faint smell of spices mixing with the metallic tang of the knife that now rested in my jacket.

Then, without another word, I turned and walked away.

Back at my tent, I changed clothes again. Not because my disguise was ruined, not because the earlier outfit was dirty. No, it was about comfort. Control. A man thinks clearer in his own skin, in his own clothes. The disguise had served its purpose. Now it was time to go back to being me, Ali Hassan, the hunter.

Because this game wasn’t about disguises anymore.

It was about survival.

My feet carried me back to the biggest house in the village, the home of the victim’s family.

Everything looked exactly as I had left it. Too exactly. The air carried the same eerie stillness, like time itself was refusing to move here. The garden still swayed gently with the wind, the swing creaked under the oak tree, and the chirping of birds sounded almost staged, as if the house was pretending to be normal when, in reality, it wasn’t.

Inside, nothing had changed either.

Fiza was still locked away in her room, her silence speaking louder than any words could. A girl drowning in grief, or hiding something deeper? That question scratched at the back of my mind. The mother, Saliha, was nowhere in sight. Perhaps grieving in private, or perhaps keeping her distance for another reason altogether.

But the maid was there. Always there. She stood rigid by the window, her posture straight, her gaze fixed firmly outside, like a soldier on guard. Her stillness unsettled me more than the crying family had.

Something about this house wasn’t right.

I took a slow walk through the hallway, my eyes tracing the polished marble tiles, the carefully chosen décor, the sheer size of the place. This wasn’t a house that belonged in a simple mountain village. No. This was something else. The wealth here felt out of place, almost as if it had been forced into the landscape.

And then I noticed them.

Small, black domes mounted discreetly in corners, glowing faintly red.

Security cameras.

In a house like this? In a village like this? My instincts sharpened immediately.

I turned on my heel and approached the maid. She stiffened the moment I stood before her. I studied her face carefully, looking for cracks in her composure.

“Where do these cameras record?” I asked, my voice calm but firm.

Her lips parted slightly. For a second, I thought she wouldn’t answer. Her eyes flickered toward the ceiling, then back at me. And then, with a hesitation that only confirmed my suspicion, she finally spoke.

“The... the security house. It belongs to the victim’s uncle.”

Her tone was flat, but the pause before her words was heavy. She was holding something back.

I leaned closer, my voice dropping. “And who has access to the recordings?”

Her eyes darted to the side, almost nervously. “The uncle. Only him. No one else.”

That was enough for me.

I turned and motioned for two officers to follow me. We stepped out of the grand house, and the crisp mountain air hit us. My boots crunched softly against the gravel path as we moved toward the far end of the property. The village was quiet, unnervingly quiet.

One of the younger officers, barely in his twenties, kept glancing around nervously. I caught the look and asked, “What’s wrong? You scared of trees now?”

He straightened up quickly. “No, sir. It’s just... it doesn’t feel right. The air here is heavy, like the whole village is holding its breath.”

I smirked faintly. “Good. That means your instincts are working. Hold on to that feeling, it’s the only thing that will keep you alive in this job.”

The other officer, an older man with a thick beard, grunted. “I’ve worked here for fifteen years. Never once seen this place so quiet. Even during funerals, the village would echo with wails and prayers. But now...” He trailed off, shaking his head.

“Because grief isn’t the only thing here,” I replied. “Fear is. And fear makes people silent.”

We walked past a row of houses. A few villagers stood in their doorways, staring at us. Their faces were blank, unreadable, like masks. Not one of them spoke, not one of them moved forward. Just silent eyes watching our every step.

“Sir,” the younger officer whispered, lowering his voice. “Why do they look at us like that? Like... like we’re not supposed to be here?”

“Because we aren’t,” I said flatly. “In their minds, we’re intruders. Outsiders meddling in their village matters. And intruders are never welcome.”

The path narrowed as we moved toward the edge of the property. A cold wind swept through the trees, carrying with it the faint smell of damp earth and smoke. My hand brushed instinctively against the gun hidden under my coat. I didn’t draw it, but I was ready. Always ready.

At one point, the younger officer bent down, picking up something from the dirt road. “Sir, look at this.”

It was a small piece of black wire, torn and bent. I took it from him and studied it. The texture was familiar.

“Security cable,” I muttered. “Probably from one of the cameras.”

The bearded officer frowned. “So why’s it here, broken, lying in the dirt?”

I slipped the wire into my pocket. “That’s the question, isn’t it?”

We continued walking. The path twisted through tall hedges, the greenery almost swallowing us whole. The further we went, the more isolated it felt. Finally, through the leaves, the building came into view, the so, called security house.

It was smaller than I expected. A single, story brick structure, plain and unremarkable. But the moment I saw it, my gut clenched. Something about it was wrong. Too quiet. Too... staged.

As we approached, the younger officer whispered, “Sir, doesn’t it look... abandoned?”

“Abandoned?” I repeated, narrowing my eyes. “No. Not abandoned. Protected.”

The air grew colder near the building. The bearded officer touched the door, then pulled his hand back quickly. “The lock’s new,” he said. “Cold, strong. Someone doesn’t want us inside.”

I crouched down, examining it closely. He was right. The lock was brand new, its metal gleaming under the faint sunlight. Whoever had put it there had done so recently.

The younger officer shifted uneasily. “Sir... do you think the uncle knows we’re coming?”

I stood up slowly, scanning the trees around us. My instincts screamed again. We weren’t alone.

“Not just knows,” I muttered, my voice low. “He’s waiting.”

The three of us exchanged glances. The bearded officer rested his hand on his holster. The younger one swallowed hard, sweat trickling down his temple despite the cold breeze.

“Sir, what now?” he asked.

I pulled out my walkie, talkie. My voice was steady, unshaken. “This is Ali. I need a locksmith at the victim’s uncle’s security house. Now. And bring backup. We’re not safe here.”

A pause crackled over the line before the reply came: “On it, sir.”

I clipped the device back to my belt and took one last look at the locked door. My jaw tightened.

“You can lock your secrets away,” I whispered under my breath, “but nothing stays hidden forever. Not from me.”

And as I stood there, a cold breeze rushed through the trees, carrying with it the faint sound of footsteps.

Someone was here.

Watching.

Waiting.

The security house loomed at the far edge of the property like an unwanted shadow. It wasn’t large, just a small brick building, but the silence around it screamed louder than words. The hedges nearby were overgrown, curling like fingers trying to hide the structure from curious eyes. A faint mist clung to the air, wrapping the place in a shroud of unease.

I reached for the door. My hand met the heavy iron lock dangling there. Cold. Firm. Too new. The metal still gleamed with a factory shine, untouched by rust or age. Whoever had locked it had done so recently, maybe even within the last few hours.

My chest tightened, a storm of suspicion rising inside me. “Damn it,” I muttered, my voice low, the words slicing through the quiet.

The lock wasn’t just a barrier, it was a message. Someone was telling me I didn’t belong here, that I had no right to whatever secrets lay behind those walls. My gut twisted. Secrets this big always rotted, and when they rotted, they killed.

I crouched down, studying the lock closely. The officer beside me shifted nervously, his boots scraping against the gravel. He broke the silence. “Sir... should we force it open?”

I shook my head. “No. Forcing it will only alert whoever’s protecting it. And trust me, if there’s one thing killers hate more than witnesses, it’s surprises. Call a locksmith. Discreetly.”

Pulling out my walkie, talkie, I spoke clearly, each word measured. “This is Ali. I need a locksmith at the victim’s uncle’s security house. Now. And bring backup. We’re not safe here.”

The line crackled before a voice replied, steady but hesitant. “On it, sir.”

I clipped the device back onto my belt and straightened up, eyes fixed on the locked door. “You can lock your secrets all you want,” I muttered under my breath, “but nothing stays buried forever. Not from me.”

Turning on my heel, I left the officers behind and began the walk back toward my tent.

The path was narrow, weaving like a snake through tall hedges and crooked trees. My boots crunched against the gravel in a rhythm that should have been comforting, but instead, it unsettled me. Because beneath my own footsteps, I heard something else.

Another rhythm. Softer. Quieter. Matching mine.

Someone was following me.

I didn’t turn. Didn’t hesitate. That’s the trick with stalkers, you never let them know you’ve noticed. The moment you do, they’ll change their game.

Instead, I let the silence stretch. The wind moved through the trees, carrying with it the sharp scent of damp earth mixed with something faintly metallic. Blood, maybe. Or rust. Either way, my instincts screamed. My hand brushed against the gun hidden inside my coat. I didn’t draw it, yet. But I was ready. Always ready.

The path curved, opening into a narrow clearing. I glanced up at the victim’s house. The massive structure loomed in the distance, its white paint glowing faintly under the gray sky. And then, movement.

One of the upper windows shifted. The curtain pulled back, only slightly, before falling still again. Someone was watching me. Maybe Fiza. Maybe not.

I kept walking, my face expressionless, my mind burning with possibilities.

Was it just paranoia? No. Paranoia whispers. Instinct roars. And right now, my instincts roared louder than ever.

The footsteps behind me grew fainter as I neared the open ground near my tent. Either my stalker had melted back into the shadows, or they were still there, crouched in the dark, waiting for their moment. The problem was, I couldn’t know which.

I pulled a cigar from my coat pocket, lit it with a small match. The flame flickered briefly, cutting through the gloom before vanishing into smoke. I took a slow drag, letting the smoke burn into my lungs, then exhaled into the cold air.

“Keep watching,” I muttered under my breath, the smoke curling out like words written in the night. “You’ll slip eventually.”

By the time I reached my tent, pitched just behind the victim’s house, the silence had thickened. Too quiet for a village that had supposedly been buzzing with grief only hours ago. No cries, no prayers, just silence. The kind of silence that carried weight.

And then my eyes fell on the police car parked a few feet away.

It looked ordinary, parked exactly where I’d left it. But the closer I got, the more I noticed. The windshield was fogged slightly from inside. A faint line of condensation ran down the glass.

I stepped forward, peering inside.

There he was.

The officer I had assigned as my driver. Head tilted back against the seat, mouth slightly open, eyes closed.

Asleep.

For a moment, I just stared at him.

Asleep, while a killer was loose in the village. Asleep, while footsteps had shadowed me all the way here. Asleep, while secrets locked in a building could change the course of this entire case.

I clenched my jaw. My hands tightened into fists. This wasn’t just laziness. This was dangerous. In this line of work, one mistake, one careless moment, could get a man killed. Or worse, could get everyone killed.

I tapped hard on the glass. “Wake up.”

The officer jolted, eyes snapping open, confusion clouding his face. He rubbed at his eyes, then straightened in his seat. “Sir, sir, I, ”

“Save it,” I cut him off coldly. “You don’t get to sleep on my watch. Not today. Not ever. A man was burned alive hours ago. Another was murdered brutally. And you thought this was nap time?”

His face flushed red, shame mixing with fear. “I’m sorry, sir. It won’t happen again.”

“Damn right it won’t,” I snapped. My voice softened slightly, but only slightly. “Because next time, I won’t wake you. Next time, I’ll let the killer do it.”

The words hung heavy in the air, more powerful than a scream.

He swallowed hard, nodding quickly. “Understood, sir.”

I stepped back, taking another drag of my cigar, eyes scanning the dark treeline beyond the tent. Whoever had been following me was still out there. Watching. Waiting.

And as much as I wanted to rest, I knew one thing for certain.

This village wasn’t sleeping. Not really. It was holding its breath. And sooner or later, it was going to exhale, in blood.

His face flushed with embarrassment. “I, I was just resting my eyes for a second.”

I exhaled through my nose, sharp and disappointed. “Resting your eyes? You’re an officer, not a child in class. Don’t test me again.”

He opened his mouth to say something, but I cut him off, my tone turning cold. “Start the engine. Take me back to the warehouse.”

He blinked, confusion flickering across his face. “The warehouse, sir? Now?”

I didn’t bother answering. My gaze had shifted, locking on a figure in the distance. Someone was walking slowly toward us, their body swaying under the weight of exhaustion.

It took me a second to recognize him, Razik.

The younger brother.

But what unsettled me wasn’t his presence. It was the direction he had come from.

He was approaching from the road that led straight to the warehouse. And that was at least seven kilometers away.

I stepped out of the car, narrowing my eyes. “Razik!” I called out. My voice carried sharp against the still air. “Why in God’s name are you walking here, all the way from the warehouse?”

He stopped, bent forward slightly with his hands on his knees, sweat dripping from his forehead. His chest heaved with every breath, like he had been running before slowing to this walk.

“My father told me to,” he finally said, his voice ragged. “He... he wanted me to check on my sister.”

I folded my arms across my chest, studying him carefully. “Your father told you to walk all the way here? On foot? Seven kilometers? When you could have just told me, since I was already here?”

Razik wiped his face with the back of his sleeve. His expression was blank, almost too blank. “You didn’t tell me you were here.”

“Right,” I muttered, more to myself than to him. Something didn’t sit right.

His eyes were glassy, his movements sluggish. He looked like someone who had been drained of both energy and spirit. My instincts whispered two possibilities, he was either hiding something, or he was just another pawn in a bigger game.

I softened my tone slightly, tilting my head. “You must be tired.”

His legs trembled under him, and he gave the faintest nod.

“Rest in my car,” I said, gesturing toward the backseat. “No need for you to go home right now. I can’t let you go just yet anyway, there’s something I need to clear up. So, you’re coming with me.”

For a second, I expected hesitation. A question. Maybe even resistance. But instead, Razik’s face remained blank, unreadable.

“Okay,” he said simply.

No suspicion. No doubts. No curiosity about what I needed from him. Just obedience.

And that... bothered me.

People who were too willing, too compliant, always triggered a red flag in my head. Grief could break a man, yes, but grief could also mask intentions.

He climbed into the backseat, his body slumping heavily against the leather. Within seconds, his head tilted to the side, and he was asleep.

Not drifting. Not resting. But asleep, deep and immediate.

I stood by the open car door for a moment, staring at him. His breathing evened out quickly, his chest rising and falling with exhaustion. If he had really walked all seven kilometers in this terrain, maybe sleep had claimed him that fast.

Or maybe he wanted me to believe it had.

I closed the door quietly, my reflection glaring back at me from the tinted window. My own face looked older than I remembered, harder. My eyes didn’t blink as I whispered to myself:

“Either this boy is innocent... or he’s the best liar I’ve ever seen.”

The station looked like it was drowning in grief.

The minute I stepped out of the car, the silence of the place hit me harder than the cold mountain breeze. Officers stood in scattered groups, their uniforms rumpled, their eyes heavy. Some looked like they hadn’t blinked for hours, others like they hadn’t even registered what had happened yet.

I adjusted my coat, scanning the faces until my voice broke the silence.

“Where’s that joker?”

At first, no one replied. They all just looked at me with hollow eyes, as if my question didn’t belong in a world where death had just shaken them. Then, finally, a man in uniform turned around. His cap tilted slightly, his stance too casual for someone wearing police blues.

“That joker...” he said, his voice dripping with smugness, “...is standing right in front of you.”

Ryan.

Or, as I sometimes called him, Joker.

He smirked, stepping forward. “By the way, your food’s in my car. Should I bring it up now, boss? Or you want me to wait till you faint from hunger?”

I exhaled, shaking my head. “Bring it.”

He gave me a mock salute. “Aye aye, Captain.” Then he spun on his heel and strolled away like he owned the place.

I watched him leave, my jaw tightening. This man... this madman... he could wear any disguise, infiltrate anywhere, slip into any skin like it was his own. Once, I had joked he needed three therapists just to function. But right now, staring at how effortlessly he blended in among grieving officers, I wasn’t sure if it was a joke anymore.

Behind me, a muffled sob caught my attention.

I turned.

A cluster of officers stood near the steps of the station, their faces streaked with tears. Some were clinging to each other, their grief raw and unfiltered. Others just stared at the ground, lips trembling but words refusing to come out.

One young officer, barely twenty, two, finally broke. He dropped to his knees, clutching his head as sobs racked his body. “Ahmad... he was like a brother to me. Always... always stood by me. Even when I messed up paperwork, he’d cover for me. Even when I was scared, he told me to breathe.” His voice cracked. “And now he’s gone. Just like that. Gone.”

Another officer, older, placed a trembling hand on his shoulder. His own eyes glistened, his beard wet with tears. “He saved me once,” he whispered. “During a raid in Karachi. A bullet was aimed at me, and he shoved me aside. Took the scar himself. That man carried everyone’s burden without complaint.” His throat tightened. “And now look what they did to him...”

The younger one cried harder. “How do we face his family? How do we tell them their son, their brother, their protector, is nothing but ashes now?”

The silence after his words was heavy, suffocating. It pressed against my chest like a weight.

I walked forward, my boots echoing against the gravel. The officers looked at me with broken eyes, searching for something, maybe hope, maybe strength, maybe lies.

“Listen,” I said quietly, my voice slicing through the thick air. “I know words are useless right now. I know nothing I say can stitch up the hole his death left behind. Ahmad isn’t coming back. And that’s the kind of truth that eats you alive.”

Their gazes didn’t waver.

“But hear me,” I continued, crouching slightly to meet the younger officer’s eye. “Ahmad didn’t die for nothing. He didn’t fall as just another name on a list. His death means something. And I will make sure it becomes something. Whoever did this, whoever carved that message into the blade, they think they can bury him under fear.” My jaw tightened. “But they’re wrong. Because his death isn’t fear. His death is fire. And I’ll carry it until the day I burn the bastard who did this.”

The young officer swallowed, tears streaming freely. His lips trembled, but he nodded.

Another officer muttered under his breath, clenching his fist. “Justice...”

“Yes,” I said firmly. “Justice. That’s what Ahmad deserves. And that’s what we’ll give him. Not tomorrow, not one day, now. Because justice delayed is justice denied.”

The men straightened slightly, their broken postures shifting into something steadier, fueled by anger and resolve.

Behind me, footsteps approached. Ryan returned, carrying a bag of food in one hand, the other tucked casually into his pocket. His grin was wide, almost mocking the gravity of the moment.

“Cheer up, gentlemen,” he said loudly, setting the bag down on a desk. His tone was laced with sarcasm, but his words carried a sting of truth. “Your inspector just swore blood. And trust me, when he swears, he delivers. I’ve seen it. Hell, I’ve bled for it.”

The officers stared at him, unsure whether to be offended or comforted. But Ryan didn’t care. He leaned back casually against the wall, arms crossed, eyes glinting with mischief.

“You know what the problem is with grief?” he said suddenly. “It makes people weak. Soft. Easy to break. But you’re cops. You don’t get to break. You don’t get to drown in tears while the bastard who did this is still breathing. You want to honor Ahmad? Then sharpen your teeth. Because crying never scared a murderer. But hunting does.”

The older officer frowned. “Who the hell are you to talk to us like that?”

Ryan smirked. “Nobody. Just a friend of your boss. But trust me... I’ve put more men in the ground than you’ve had birthdays.”

The room fell silent again. His words hung in the air like smoke, thick, unsettling, undeniable.

I finally cut in, my tone low but firm. “Ignore him if you want. He’s insane. But he’s right.”

Ryan chuckled, tilting his head toward me. “See? He gets me.”

I shot him a sharp look. “Don’t push it.”

He raised his hands in mock surrender, but that damn grin never left his face.

I turned back to the officers. “Mourn Ahmad. But don’t forget him. Every tear you shed is fuel. Use it. Channel it. Because the fight isn’t over, not until we carve justice out of the bastard who thought Ahmad ‘didn’t deserve it.’”

A murmur of agreement rippled through the men. Shoulders straightened, jaws clenched. The room still reeked of sorrow, but now it carried something else too, resolve.

Ryan clapped his hands suddenly, breaking the moment. “Alright! Now that Inspector Ali’s motivational speech is over, let’s eat before the food gets cold. Grief’s heavy, but trust me, empty stomach’s heavier.”

A few officers even managed small chuckles, weak but real.

And in that strange, broken balance of grief and determination, we carried on.

The tent was dimly lit, its thin fabric walls trembling whenever the cold mountain wind blew past. The smell of dust mixed with the faint trace of sweat and grief; it was suffocating. Inside, Mister Raza and Miss Saliha sat opposite me, their postures stiff, their expressions unreadable. A lantern on the wooden table flickered slightly, throwing shadows that danced across their faces.

I didn’t waste time. Leaning forward, elbows resting on the table, I asked the question that mattered most.

“Did your son have any enemies?”

For a few seconds, silence stretched in the air like a noose tightening around our throats. Then, Miss Saliha finally spoke. Her voice was bitter, sharp, like a knife trying to cut through her grief.

“A lot,” she said coldly. “But his murderer?” She narrowed her eyes, venom in her tone. “It’s that woman from the neighboring village.”

I blinked, thrown slightly off. “A woman?”

She nodded immediately, her lips trembling but her words solid. “That witch... Wakiza Saeed.”

For a second, my mind stumbled. A woman. It matched certain instincts I’d had earlier, the clean cuts, the precision, the emotional rage behind the killing, but hearing her confirm it out loud sent a shiver down my spine.

I pulled out my walkie, talkie without hesitation. “Second suspect: Wakiza Saeed, from the neighboring village. Get her.” My voice was firm, unshaken, but my insides churned.

Clipping the device back to my belt, I noticed Mister Raza’s face twist into confusion. “Second?” he repeated, his voice tight.

“Yes.” I met his eyes with unwavering calm. “My first suspects were you and your wife.”

The words landed like a grenade. Raza froze, his breathing quickened, and then his body jerked forward like a man possessed.

“You thought we killed our own son?!” he roared, his voice raw, trembling with rage.

Before I could react, he lunged. His fists connected with my jaw, then my shoulder, then again across my cheek. Pain shot through me, sharp but dulling quickly beneath my composure.

I didn’t stop him.

His fists were weak, but his grief was stronger.

“YOU BRAT!” he screamed, tears streaming down his face. His punches were sloppy, almost desperate, but each one carried the weight of a father’s heartbreak. “YOU THINK I KILLED MY OWN SON?! MY BLOOD?! MY BOY?!”

Miss Saliha tried to pull him back, her own sobs breaking free at last. “Raza! Stop! Please!” But he didn’t. His body shook violently, his grief erupting in anger.

I let him. Because this wasn’t about me. This was his pain talking.

Then, the tent’s flap rustled, and in walked Ryan, nugget box in hand, one half, chewed already hanging from his mouth. He stopped mid, bite, tilted his head, and smirked.

“Well damn,” he muttered with a mouthful, “I leave you alone for five minutes, and you’re already getting your ass beat. Classic Ali.”

“Ryan, ” I started, but before I could finish, Raza’s fists came down again. Ryan suddenly bolted forward, faster than I’d seen him move all day. He grabbed Raza’s arms, pinning them to his sides with surprising strength.

“Alright, old man,” Ryan said, his tone calm but edged with warning. “We all got issues. Yours? I get it. But if you keep punching my guy here, I’ll have to do something we’ll both regret.” His grin widened, unsettlingly playful. “And trust me... you don’t want me to regret things.”

Raza froze, his sobs shaking his chest. “YOU THINK I KILLED MY SON?!” he shouted again, but this time his voice cracked mid, sentence, breaking into uncontrollable tears. His knees gave out, and he sank into the chair like a man crushed under the weight of his own heart.

Ryan loosened his grip and sat beside him, oddly calm now, like a friend sharing silence. He opened the nugget box and pushed it toward Raza. “Here. Have some.”

The absurdity of the gesture made me blink. Nuggets? At a time like this? But that was Ryan. Somehow, he had this strange ability to slip into grief like he’d been living with it all his life. He didn’t comfort people with soft words or empty promises. He just... existed. And that alone made people feel less alone.

Raza didn’t take the nuggets, but his breathing slowed. His sobs quieted.

I rubbed my jaw, stood, and brushed the dust from my jacket. My voice came steady, low. “I had to consider it. Every angle. Every possibility. If I ignored you two as suspects just because you’re grieving parents, then I’d be failing your son. But I’ve confirmed, it’s not you. You’re not the killers.”

Saliha’s face twisted, torn between relief and fresh sorrow. “Then why accuse us at all?”

“Because murder doesn’t care about appearances,” I said firmly. “It hides behind masks of grief, of innocence, of love. My job is to rip those masks away. Even if it hurts.”

Raza lowered his face into his hands, shoulders trembling. “Then who will be next?” he whispered, his voice broken.

I hesitated, then spoke the truth. “Maybe you. Maybe all of you. Because whoever killed your son... isn’t finished.”

The tent fell into silence. The words hung heavy, suffocating, as though the air itself had thickened.

Ryan leaned back, chewing another nugget, unbothered by the gravity of my words. He looked at Saliha, then at Raza, and smirked. “Y’know... I’ve seen killers who smile while grieving, laugh while lying, and eat nuggets while planning their next move.” He gestured casually with his food. “Grief doesn’t prove innocence. But rage?” He tapped Raza’s chest with the nugget box. “That’s real. Rage can’t be faked.”

Raza broke into fresh sobs, clutching his chest. Saliha pulled him close, her own tears unstoppable now.

I sat back down, my voice softer this time. “Listen. I know this hurts. I know it feels like you’re being torn apart piece by piece. But this isn’t about me accusing you. This is about me protecting what’s left of your family. Because mark my words, the killer isn’t done yet.”

Ryan stretched, tossing the empty nugget box aside. “He’s right, y’know. Pain like this doesn’t end. It spreads. Like fire.” His grin returned, unsettling yet somehow oddly comforting. “Question is, do you want me and Ali to burn with you, or burn the bastard who started it?”

The silence broke with Saliha’s whisper. “Then find them. Find Wakiza. Find whoever it is. Just... don’t let my son’s blood go unanswered.”

I nodded, my jaw tightening with resolve. “We will. That’s a promise.”

One thing was now certain, Mister Raza and Miss Saliha were not the murderers.

But there was still one person left to question.

Razik.

He was still asleep in the car, exhausted from his mysterious journey. But when he woke up... I knew his answers would change everything.

And maybe, just maybe, reveal the truth behind the words carved into every blade.

.

It took me nearly an hour to finish my food. Not because I was full, but because every bite tasted like ash in my mouth. The night had grown colder by then; the kind of cold that seeps under your skin and makes you feel heavier than you are. The village had fallen completely silent.

Most of the houses were swallowed by darkness, their lanterns long snuffed out, their families huddled together inside. A few faint lights flickered in the distance, but they looked more like dying stars than homes.

Ryan and I decided to take a walk by the lake.

The water lay still, flat like glass, reflecting the moon so perfectly it looked like a second sky beneath our feet. For a moment, it almost felt peaceful, the kind of peace that mocks you when chaos is tearing everything else apart.

Ryan pulled out a cigar, struck a match, and lit it with practiced ease. The small flame flared against his face, showing that familiar smirk that never really left him. He inhaled deeply, exhaled slow. Smoke curled into the air like restless spirits.

Then he spoke, without looking at me.

“I don’t think any family member is involved.”

His voice was low, but sure.

I turned my head, studying him in the moonlight. “Why do you say that?”

He flicked ash onto the dirt, his eyes still on the lake. “They’re emotionally dead.”

I frowned. “Dead?”

“Too dead,” he said flatly. “Mister Raza and Miss Saliha, they don’t have the fire for something like this. Grief? Yes. Anger? Absolutely. But murder?” He shook his head. “Murder requires either cold calculation... or raw, unrelenting fire. And they don’t have either left in them. They’re spent.”

His words carried weight. And they weren’t wrong. I thought about Mister Raza collapsing in tears, his fists powerless, his grief louder than his rage. I thought about Miss Saliha’s bitterness, but her exhaustion eating her alive.

“Then who?” I asked quietly.

Ryan shrugged. “Razik. He’s the only one left. Maybe he’s not involved either, but we can’t rule him out yet. A younger sibling carries things differently. Sometimes they hide it better. Sometimes they explode when you least expect it.”

I stared back at the moon’s reflection in the water. “You’re right. Mister Raza isn’t strong enough for this.”

“Exactly.”

For a while, we just stood there in silence. The only sounds were the distant howl of wind and the soft lapping of water against the shore.

Finally, I broke the silence. “The warehouse had ashes. It was burned, but someone stopped the fire before it spread.”

Ryan’s head turned toward me, smoke still trailing from his cigar. His eyes narrowed. “Which means someone was there. Someone who didn’t want everything destroyed.”

I nodded slowly. “We need to find that person.”

Ryan smirked faintly. “And when we do, they won’t walk away.”

Before we could say anything more, hurried footsteps crunched against the gravel. A police officer appeared out of the shadows, breathing hard. His eyes were wide with urgency.

“Sir,” he said, catching his breath. “Mister Razik has woken up.”

I exchanged a glance with Ryan. He raised a brow, then tossed the cigar into the lake, watching the embers die with a hiss.

I nodded at the officer. “Alright. We’re coming.”

As we started walking back toward the warehouse tents, I felt something heavy press against my chest. The kind of weight that doesn’t come from the cold night air but from the reality of what could happen next.

I turned to Ryan. “If something happens to me, take care of my family. And make sure this family gets justice.”

Ryan frowned immediately, his playful smirk dropping. “What the hell are you talking about?”

I didn’t answer. My pace quickened, my eyes fixed on the faint glow of lanterns in the distance. “Let’s go. Razik is waiting.”

Ryan muttered under his breath. “Dramatic bastard.” But he followed.

The tent felt smaller than before, suffocating almost. Inside, Razik sat stiffly on a wooden chair, his hands clenched so tightly in his lap that his knuckles were white. His face was pale, eyes ringed with exhaustion. His parents sat nearby, their gazes locked on him, part concern, part fear.

Ryan was the first to move. His footsteps were slow, unhurried, like he was approaching an old friend. He leaned casually against the table, arms folded, and spoke in a tone so relaxed it almost felt out of place.

“Hey, Razik,” he said, voice smooth, casual. “How are you feeling?”

Razik’s eyes flicked toward him, then away. “Tired,” he muttered.

Ryan tilted his head, studying him. “You want justice for your brother?”

Razik’s jaw tightened. “Of course.”

Ryan leaned forward slightly, his gaze sharp but his tone soft. “You and Kazim were close, right?”

The boy’s eyes welled up, his voice breaking. “He was my brother.”

Ryan nodded, like he was acknowledging a truth too heavy to challenge. He had this way of making people talk, of slipping past their defenses without them realizing it. It wasn’t interrogation, it was conversation.

For a long moment, Ryan stayed silent. Then, almost absentmindedly, he muttered under his breath, “DON’T DESERVE IT...”

The words were quiet. Too quiet. Almost like a whisper lost in smoke.

But I saw Razik’s face.

Nothing.

No flicker of guilt. No twitch of fear. No spark of recognition. His expression didn’t shift even a little. He just sat there, staring at the ground, breathing slow and heavy.

Ryan glanced at me, his eyes narrowing slightly. We had both expected something. Anything. But Razik gave us nothing.

If he was hiding something, those words should’ve cracked him open. But he was either innocent... or far colder than we imagined.

Ryan straightened, stretching his arms with exaggerated laziness. “Alright,” he said finally, exhaling as if bored. “We’re done.”

Razik blinked, confused. “That’s it?”

“Yeah,” Ryan replied casually, patting his shoulder on the way out. “That’s it.”

But his smirk had faded. And I knew him well enough to know, he was already planning our next move.

Because Razik hadn’t reacted.

And sometimes... no reaction is the loudest answer of all.

The tent felt heavier after Razik’s questioning, like all the air had been drained out of it. His silence had spoken louder than any words could. Even though his answers were short, every pause, every hesitation, every sigh carried its own story.

I studied him for a long moment. His face was pale, his hands clenched tightly in his lap. He had answered truthfully, or so he wanted us to believe. But I knew better. Truth had layers. People never gave it away in one go.

Finally, I pushed my chair back slowly, the wooden legs scraping against the dirt floor. The sound broke the silence like glass shattering.

“Enough for now,” I said. My voice was steady, but inside, my mind was racing. Razik’s eyes flicked up at me for a brief second, then dropped back to the floor. His parents hovered close to him, both of them exhausted, their grief weighing on their shoulders like iron chains.

Ryan stretched lazily beside me, his body language a complete contrast to mine. He yawned as if he had just sat through a boring play. Then, with a half, smirk, he tipped an imaginary hat toward the family. “Pleasure chatting,” he muttered under his breath, his tone dripping with sarcasm.

I gave him a sharp look, but he only grinned, like he was daring me to scold him. That was Ryan for you, he never took anything at face value. He was unpredictable, unfiltered, and yet, somehow, always useful.

I turned toward the flap of the tent and pushed it open. The cold night air hit me the second I stepped outside. Compared to the suffocating tension inside, it felt like breathing again. I inhaled deeply, letting the chill clear my head.

Outside, the village had grown even quieter. Most of the houses were dark, their windows sealed shut. Only a few lanterns burned faintly in the distance, swaying in the breeze. The silence wasn’t peaceful, it was unnerving. The kind of silence that made you feel like someone was watching, listening, waiting.

The ground crunched softly under my boots as I moved forward. A lantern hung near the entrance of the tent, its weak glow casting long shadows across the dirt path. Ryan followed close behind, his hands shoved deep into his pockets.

“Well,” he said casually, whistling low, “that was fun.”

I stopped in my tracks and shot him a glare. “Fun?”

He shrugged. “Yeah. You don’t get to see a grieving family lose their patience and almost punch an inspector every day. If you ask me, ten out of ten entertainment.”

I shook my head, exhaling. “You’re insane.”

“Thanks,” he said brightly, grinning like he had just been complimented.

We walked side by side, the silence of the night occasionally broken by the distant howling of dogs. I glanced at him from the corner of my eye. Ryan wasn’t like the other officers. He didn’t wear grief on his face, didn’t carry the weight of responsibility like a badge. No, he carried humor like a shield, laughter like a weapon.

But underneath all that, he was sharp. Sometimes sharper than me.

Behind us, the tent still hummed with quiet whispers and muffled sobs. Ahead, the dirt path wound toward the lake, the water shimmering faintly under the moonlight. The village felt frozen in time, its grief and fear stitched into every corner.

Razik leaned back inside the tent, rubbing his face. He looked exhausted, but I didn’t let myself feel sympathy. Sympathy clouded judgment. Sympathy got people killed.

Ryan turned to me with that trademark smirk of his. “Guess I’m not just here for therapy. I’m your right, hand man now. Your assistant too.”

I smirked back. “The murderer won’t be able to hide forever.”

“Exactly,” Ryan said, flicking invisible ash from his non, existent cigar.

I paused, staring at the dark outlines of the houses in the distance. My voice dropped, almost a whisper. “Because they might be standing right in front of you... and you’d ignore them.”

Ryan raised an eyebrow, his smirk fading for a second. He let out a sharp laugh and shoved my shoulder lightly. “Shut up.”

I chuckled, but my eyes stayed sharp, scanning the empty road ahead. The truth was, I wasn’t entirely joking. Murderers were never strangers, they were always hidden in plain sight.

We walked further, our boots crunching against the dirt. The night was colder now, the wind cutting through my jacket. Somewhere in the distance, an owl hooted. It felt almost cinematic, almost staged, like the village itself was mocking us.

Ryan jammed his hands deeper into his pockets, his tone softening. “You know, Ali, sometimes I wonder... how do you do it? Sitting in front of grieving families, looking them in the eye, and still suspecting them? I mean... they’ve lost someone. Isn’t that enough punishment?”

I didn’t answer right away. My eyes were locked on the moon’s reflection in the lake nearby, its silver glow trembling on the surface of the water.

Finally, I said quietly, “Because grief doesn’t wash away guilt. A murderer can cry just as much as a victim. Sometimes more.”

Ryan was silent for a moment. Then he let out a slow breath. “Damn. That’s dark.”

I gave him a side glance. “You think murder is supposed to be light?”

He laughed softly, shaking his head. “Fair point.”

We stopped by the edge of the lake. The water was still, reflecting the moon like a perfect mirror. The silence wrapped around us again, heavy and suffocating.

Ryan broke it with his usual humor. “Well, Inspector, if I really am your assistant now, does that mean I get paid?”

I smirked faintly. “Paid? You’ll be lucky if you get another box of nuggets.”

“Unbelievable,” he muttered dramatically, throwing his hands up. “Here I am, risking my life for you, eating cheap nuggets for dinner, and all I get in return is sarcasm.”

“Better than nothing,” I replied dryly.

He chuckled, but his eyes stayed on me for a long moment. “You know what, Ali? One day, your sarcasm is going to get you killed.”

I didn’t respond. I just stared out at the water, the reflection of the moon trembling like a secret waiting to be uncovered.

Because deep down, I knew he was right.

Just then, my walkie, talkie crackled alive, the static sharp against the silence of the night.

“Sir,” a voice came through, urgent but controlled, “the security room is open. You can come and check it.”

For a second, the world stilled. The security room, the place that had been locked tight, hiding whatever truths it contained, was finally open. A small surge of adrenaline ran through my veins.

“Understood,” I replied, my voice firm.

I clipped the walkie, talkie back to my belt and turned toward Ryan, who was fiddling with the lighter in his hand like he had all the time in the world.

“Showtime,” I muttered.

We started toward the police car, our boots crunching over gravel. The night was colder now, the mountain air sharp in my lungs. The village was dead quiet, too quiet, as if the very earth was holding its breath, waiting for what came next. Lanterns flickered weakly from a few distant houses, but most of the village had already retreated into the shadows.

When we reached the car, I stopped dead in my tracks.

The officer assigned as our driver was still inside, slumped back in the seat, his mouth slightly open, snoring softly.

Unbelievable.

I yanked the door open, the hinges groaning. Without hesitation, I grabbed his collar and pulled him out with a sharp tug.

“Wake up!” I barked.

The officer stumbled forward, his feet dragging like dead weight. His eyes were half, shut, his body swaying as if he were sleepwalking.

I stared at him, baffled. “Are you kidding me right now?”

Ryan leaned against the hood of the car, arms crossed, watching the scene with an amused grin. “What kind of policeman is this? Sleeping through murders, fires, and God knows what else. If he were in my unit, I’d have sent him to work as a traffic cone.”

The officer mumbled something incoherent, still fighting the fog of sleep. I shook my head, exhaling in frustration.

“Get in, Ryan,” I said, already sliding into the driver’s seat.

Ryan raised an eyebrow. “You’re driving?”

“Unless you want Sleeping Beauty here to crash us into a tree, yes.”

He laughed, climbing in on the passenger side. “Fine, Inspector. Don’t say I didn’t warn you, I get motion sickness.”

I rolled my eyes and started the engine. The headlights cut through the darkness, illuminating the narrow dirt path ahead. The car groaned as it moved forward, the wheels crunching over gravel and mud.

For a while, the only sound was the hum of the engine and the faint static from the walkie, talkie. Ryan leaned back in his seat, his gaze fixed on the window as the trees whipped past. Then, without looking at me, he started talking.

“Kazim was a topper in school,” he said casually, almost as if we were discussing weather. “Razik was always with him, like a shadow. They were close. Too close, maybe. If either of them were guilty, one of them would’ve reacted when I said it.”

“When you said what?” I asked, glancing at him.

“‘DON’T DESERVE IT...’” He smirked faintly. “I slipped it into the interrogation. Just to test him. No reaction.”

I tightened my grip on the steering wheel. It was a risky trick, but Ryan was good at reading people, and he was right. A guilty man couldn’t stay stone, faced in front of those words.

I nodded slowly. “Which means they aren’t the killers.”

“Exactly.” Ryan shifted slightly, turning to face me now. “Which brings us back to Fiza.”

Her name hung in the air like smoke.

“She’s a girl,” he continued. “And you said yourself, you think the murderer is a woman, right?”

“Yeah.”

Ryan tilted his head, studying me curiously. “How do you know?”

I exhaled, keeping my eyes on the road. “It’s the details. The burned warehouse, fires are often set to erase evidence, but whoever did it stopped before the flames spread. That’s not recklessness. That’s precision. Then there’s Officer Ahmad’s death, stabbed clean in the chest, burned alive after. Cold. Calculated. And the footprints, small, lighter than a man’s. It all points one way.”

Ryan whistled low, his grin widening. “An assassin, huh? Interesting. You know, if this were a movie, this is the part where the femme fatale walks in, dressed in black, smoking a cigarette.”

I shot him a sharp look. “This isn’t a movie.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” he muttered, smirking. “The way this case is going? It’s better than anything Hollywood could write.”

I didn’t reply. My mind was already racing ahead, picturing the security room waiting for us. If the cameras had caught anything, anything at all, it could shatter this case wide open.

The road curved sharply, the trees growing thicker on both sides. My headlights cut through the branches, shadows stretching and twisting like claws. Ryan leaned forward slightly, his playful grin fading for the first time.

“You feel that?” he asked quietly.

I frowned. “Feel what?”

“The air.” He tapped the glass window with his finger. “It’s heavy. Like someone’s watching.”

I tightened my grip on the wheel, my instincts already telling me the same thing.

“Good,” I muttered. “Then they know we’re coming.”

Ryan smirked again, but his eyes stayed sharp. “Hope they’re ready. Because we sure as hell are.”

The car sped forward into the night, toward the security room, toward answers that someone, somewhere, desperately wanted to keep hidden.

The night had swallowed the village whole.

The silence was so deep it felt like the air itself had died. Only the faint glow of lanterns flickered in the distance, and the occasional bark of a stray dog broke through the stillness. The mountain wind carried with it the smell of damp earth, smoke, and something else, fear.

By the time Ryan and I reached the far side of the property, the village seemed half, asleep. But near the gates of the security house, a shadow was waiting for us.

A man.

Tall. Broad, shouldered. His face sharper than stone, his eyes colder than the mountain wind. He stood stiff, almost as though he had been carved out of the darkness itself.

I slowed my steps, already having a suspicion.

“Nice to meet you, Mister Raza’s brother,” I said, watching his reaction closely. “What’s your name?”

The man didn’t even blink. His jaw tightened, and he spoke with the kind of bluntness that carried weight.

“I don’t feel nice meeting you. I’m Khalid Khan.”

There it was.

The uncle. The man behind the cameras.

“Interesting,” I muttered under my breath. (I really do like that word.)

Ryan glanced at me. He knew that tone. My instincts were digging claws into me, and when that happened, someone was about to be exposed.

I gave Ryan a silent signal with my eyes. Investigate him.

Ryan nodded, casually stepping closer to Khalid, pretending like he was only stretching his arms. But his gaze never left the man’s hands, his posture, his breathing.

room, I expected wires, screens, blinking lights, a place that screamed “surveillance.”

Instead, I was met with disappointment.

A single, dusty computer sat on a wooden desk.

No high, tech screens. No rows of monitors. Just that old machine, humming weakly like it hadn’t been touched in years.

Wonderful.

I called over my IT officer, a sharp, skilled policewoman named Samina. She carried herself with quiet confidence, her laptop bag slung over her shoulder. If there was anyone who could dig into this fossil of a system, it was her.

“Check the footage,” I told her.

She nodded and got to work immediately.

Meanwhile, I turned to Khalid, who had followed us inside reluctantly. I motioned to the chair across from me. “Sit,” I said.

He didn’t argue. He sat down, folding his arms across his chest.

“Let’s talk,” I began. “Tell me about Kazim.”

Khalid shrugged, his face a mask of indifference.

“We didn’t talk much. We were just relatives. Nothing more.”

My eyes narrowed. “Relatives? He was your nephew. He was murdered brutally. And you say it like you’re discussing a stranger.”

Khalid’s expression didn’t waver. His eyes, however, were void of grief.

“Why would I be sad for someone I barely knew?”

I leaned back, studying him carefully.

“Interesting,” I murmured again, deliberately.

Behind me, Ryan smirked. “That word again. When he says that word, mister, it usually doesn’t go well for the other person.”

But Khalid didn’t react. His calmness was unnerving, almost unnatural.

Suddenly, Samina’s voice broke the tension.

“Sir,” she said, her tone sharp. “The footage of the murder is missing.”

I stiffened. “What?”

“The files have been deleted.” Her fingers flew across the keyboard, her brows furrowed in concentration. “But the cameras also cover the office, the hallways, even the gate. I’ll check those too.”

Ryan leaned closer. “Deleted? Who deleted them?”

Samina’s voice grew harder. “That’s the thing. If someone erased these files, the act itself should’ve been recorded. Whoever entered this room to delete them would still be on camera.”

I turned slowly toward Khalid.

His hands twitched ever so slightly.

“Care to explain?” I asked, my voice calm but cutting.

Khalid raised his palms in protest. “I know nothing! It wasn’t me. I just have the keys. I don’t even know how to use this system.”

Ryan chuckled darkly. “That’s funny. A whole security system in your possession, and you ‘don’t know how to use it’?” He leaned closer, lowering his voice. “Sounds like the kind of excuse my therapist used when he skipped my appointment.”

“This isn’t a joke,” Khalid snapped.

Ryan’s smirk widened. “Neither was my trauma.”

Samina sighed, slamming a frustrated hand on the desk. “Sir, not only are the murder files missing, but every single recording from the past 72 hours has been wiped clean. Whoever did this knew exactly what they were doing.”

I clenched my jaw. “Which means...”

“Which means,” she continued, “the killer was caught on these cameras. And someone erased the evidence to protect them.”

The room fell silent.

The hum of the computer was the only sound between us.

My gaze locked on Khalid.

He looked away.

I stepped closer, my shadow falling over him. “You control the cameras. You hold the keys. You’re the only one with unrestricted access. So tell me, Khalid... why shouldn’t I think you’re protecting the murderer?”

His lips trembled slightly, but his voice was still firm. “Because I’m not. I didn’t kill anyone. And I didn’t erase the files.”

“Then who did?” I pressed.

He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

Ryan circled him slowly, like a wolf testing its prey. “You know, it’s funny. Everyone in this family seems broken, shattered, barely holding themselves together. But you?” He leaned down, his grin unsettling. “You’re ice cold. Not a tear, not a sigh. Just excuses. That doesn’t make you look innocent, mister. That makes you look dangerous.”

I pulled out my walkie, talkie, my patience thinning.

“This is Inspector Ali. Arrest Khalid Khan as a suspect.”

The order cut through the room like a blade.

Two officers entered immediately, their hands already reaching for handcuffs.

Khalid stood, his face burning with anger. “You can’t arrest me without proof!” he shouted.

Ryan leaned casually against the wall. “Proof? Oh, don’t worry. Proof has a funny way of showing up when people like you try too hard to hide it.”

Khalid’s fists clenched. His eyes darted between me and Ryan, rage boiling beneath his calm mask. “You’re wasting your time. The real killer is still out there while you play games in here!”

I stepped closer, my voice cold as the night air. “Maybe. Or maybe the real killer is standing right in front of me.”

For the first time, his face cracked. Just for a second. A flicker of something, fear, or guilt, flashed in his eyes before he quickly masked it again.

That was all I needed.

“Take him away,” I ordered.

The officers grabbed him firmly, dragging him toward the door. He struggled, shouting curses, his voice echoing in the small room.

As he was pulled out, I caught his last words:

“You think you’re smart, Inspector. But you don’t know the game you’ve stepped into. This isn’t your city. This is our village. And here... the rules are different.”

The door slammed shut behind him.

Silence returned.

Ryan let out a long breath, running a hand through his hair. “Well, that escalated quickly. One minute we’re looking at old footage, the next we’ve got an angry uncle screaming about village rules.”

Samina shut down the computer, shaking her head. “He’s lying. I can feel it. He knows more than he’s saying.”

I didn’t respond immediately. My eyes lingered on the blank computer screen, its emptiness mocking me.

Evidence. Gone.

Truth. Hidden.
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