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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is purely coincidental.

The showroom always felt too clean, too bright, too rich for a man like me. At 11:12 a.m., the glass walls threw back the Kochi sun like a shield, trapping the kind of heat the AC struggled to kill. I stood at the entrance pretending to tidy a stack of brochures, but really I was waiting for oxygen. My phone buzzed in my pocket—still there for now. Twelfth time that morning. I didn’t have to look—I already knew the list by heart.

Three missed calls from the bank.

Eight from the landlord.

One from a loan shark I’d stupidly saved under “Delivery Guy.”

I didn’t answer. What was I going to say—“Please hold while I lose my job”?

A salesman with zero sales in March didn’t get to talk big. Mr. Nair proved that point by stomping past reception and planting himself under the sales board. He jabbed the marker at my column like he wanted to stab the zero beside my name.

“Rajan,” he barked.

I didn’t look up. Didn’t want to.

“End of month. End of excuses. One more zero, and you don’t come in April.”

He walked away before I could nod. Before I could swallow.

My chest tightened. Two months behind on rent. One on electricity. An auto-driver who had “accidentally” grazed my bike last week had sent men to “talk.” I could feel their shadows on my back even here, under the bright halogen lights of Aruna Motors.

I sucked in a breath. Smiled mechanically at a couple looking at a Crysta. They didn’t smile back.

At 11:15, the air changed.

Not the temperature. The atmosphere.

The glass doors hushed open and she walked in—one long red streak of perfume, heels, and trouble. Natasha D’Souza. I didn’t know the name yet, but every head in the room turned like they’d rehearsed it.

Her Mercedes outside caught the light—her driver idled in the front seat, CCTV grabbing a partial number plate. She didn’t bother to close the door gently. People who wore a dress like that didn’t close things gently. They expected the world to move around them.

She didn’t glance at the receptionist. Didn’t acknowledge the salesboys who straightened their ties in panic. She walked straight to the white Toyota Fortuner on the centre podium—the very car I’d been failing to sell for two months.

I told myself to breathe. Then I realised I was staring.

She ran her hand along the hood, slow and deliberate, tracing the curve like she was testing its temperature. She wasn’t looking for a car. She was looking for someone to ruin.

Her gaze drifted across the staff... and settled on me.

Of course it did.

The man with the cheapest shoes, the weakest posture, the most unpaid bills. Predators always spot the weakest.

I forced a salesman’s smile and walked over. “Good morning, ma’am. This is our top-of-the-line—”

“Tell me the torque,” she said.

Sharp voice. Confident. Not here to flirt. Here to control the room.

“Five hundred Newton-meters,” I said.

She nodded once, but she wasn’t looking at engine specs. She was looking at the ceiling. At the dome camera directly above us. Then at the second one toward reception. Then the third near the service door.

Every angle. Every movement.

Her eyes flicked. Calculated. Approved.

“Good coverage,” she murmured.

I frowned. “Sorry, ma’am?”

She didn’t answer. Instead she stepped closer, lifting her chin. Her perfume hit me again—clean, expensive, with a sharp edge like citrus over steel.

She leaned against the Fortuner, crossed her arms, and gave me a long, measuring stare.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“R–Rajan.”

“Hmm.” Her eyes scanned my shirt, my faded blazer, my scuffed shoes. “Honest face. Quiet. Not the type who causes trouble.”

It wasn’t a compliment. It was a selection.

At 11:18, she stepped back from the SUV and walked a slow circle around it, making sure the cameras caught her from every angle. Her movements were precise. Rehearsed. If this had been a movie, she was checking her marks.

She stopped in front of me again. “Tell me something, Rajan. How badly do you need money?”

My throat tightened. “Ma’am, that’s—”

She cut me off. “Fifty thousand rupees.”

I blinked. “What?”

“Cash.” Her hand dipped into her Hermès bag. Out came a neat, crisp bundle of thousand-rupee notes—fresh from the bank, edges sharp. “Fifty thousand. For three seconds of your time.”

My heart slammed into my ribs. “Ma’am, I—I don’t—what are you asking?”

She smiled. Small. Dangerous. “A kiss.”

My jaw locked. “I’m sorry?”

“On the lips,” she added, as casually as someone ordering chai. “Three seconds. In front of my boyfriend.”

For a moment the noise of the showroom fell away. No customers. No AC. Just the sound of my pulse choking me.

“I’m not—” I stammered. “I can’t—”

“Yes, you can.” She slid the bundle closer. “Fifty thousand. Real notes. No digital trail. No one will think twice. You’ll look like the desperate salesman you already are.”

Her words landed like slaps. Because they were true.

“How... why...?” I managed.

“Because I said so,” she said. “And because you need it.”

I looked at the cash. Fifty neat notes banded together. Enough to pay my rent, electricity, part of the loan. Enough to push the wolves away for a week.

But no amount was worth being beaten to pulp by a jealous boyfriend.

I tried to take a step back. “Ma’am, please—”

She stepped closer, her perfume slashing through my refusal. “Okay, let me simplify.”

She raised her voice just enough for the reception-side mic to catch it.

“Kiss me for three seconds,” she said, “or he kills you.”

Every syllable was crisp. Audible. Recorded.

I froze. “Who—”

The glass doors opened.

It was 11:22.

He walked in like a storm cloud wearing boots. Karan Malhotra. I recognised him even before he reached reception—broad shoulders, thick forearms, the faint bulge of an ID wallet clipped to his jeans. The suspended encounter specialist Kochi feared more than the rain.

Natasha’s eyes softened instantly. “Baby!” she called, sugar-sweet.

He didn’t smile. Just scanned the room. His gaze landed on me. Then on Natasha. Then on the dome camera.

He walked over, steps heavy enough to rattle the tiles.

Natasha leaned towards me. Her voice a whisper for my ears alone. “You see that look? That’s the look a man gives before he pulls a gun.”

My blood turned to ice.

Karan reached us. He gave Natasha a slow once-over, then turned his stare full force on me. “Who’s this?”

Natasha laughed lightly. “Just a dare, baby.” Lie #001, delivered perfectly.

She let her fingers brush my sleeve, just enough for the cameras to catch.

Karan’s jaw ticked. He looked two seconds away from smashing my skull into the Fortuner’s bumper.

I stepped back instinctively. Natasha’s fingers tightened on my arm like steel hooks.

“Relax,” she cooed to him. “It’s harmless.”

He didn’t relax.

His eyes drilled into mine—the kind of eyes that had seen men die and gone home for dinner.

“You,” he said.

My knees nearly buckled.

Natasha nudged me gently. “Remember what I said.”

I whispered back, “Please... I can’t...”

She smiled, cold as glass. “You already agreed.”

“I didn’t—”

“You took the offer,” she murmured. “And you need the money. So don’t embarrass yourself.”

I swallowed. My throat burned.

At 11:28, the air around us thickened. Natasha positioned herself between me and Karan, body angled perfectly for the CCTV. She tilted her head to hide her lips from the staff, but not from the cameras.

She looked at me. “Three seconds,” she whispered. “Exactly.”

My legs trembled. Sweat clung to my neck. The cash bundle in her bag might as well have been a hand grenade now.

Karan stepped closer.

Natasha slid her hand into her Hermès again, pulled out the bundle, and pressed it into my palm under the cover of her body. No one saw it. But the camera did.

She whispered, “You’re already dead if you say no.”

Her fingers clamped around mine.

“Do it.”

The showroom lights seemed to dim. The hum of the AC became thunder.

Natasha lifted her face to mine.

“Three,” she whispered.

And the trap slammed shut.

***
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For a moment, the world froze under the halogen lights.

At 11:36:50, Natasha’s fingers tightened around my wrist, her nails digging in just enough to tell me resistance was over. We stood exactly beneath Camera 02—the central dome everyone ignored unless they were stealing hubcaps. She’d positioned us here like she was arranging chess pieces, not humans.

Her face tilted up toward mine, inches away. The air between us was warm, charged, fatal. She watched me the way a gambler watches dice—knowing the outcome before they land.

“Rajan,” she whispered, “stop thinking.”

But I was thinking. Hard. About rent, bills, the twelve missed calls. About Karan’s eyes narrowing like a sniper’s scope. About the way the cash in my palm felt heavier than gold, heavier than sin.

She saw the hesitation and leaned close enough for her breath to brush my cheek.

“The only question,” she murmured, “is how much your life is worth.”

Her hand slid up my arm, fingers brushing the back of my neck. Not romantic. Not warm. Just staging. Perfect framing for the cameras. Her thumb pressed lightly behind my ear—guiding me, pushing me across a line that would never un-cross.

At 11:36:59, my jaw clenched.

At 11:37:00, I made the decision.

I stepped in.

And the world snapped shut.

Natasha pulled me by the shirt, fast and practiced. Her lips slammed against mine with a precision that made something in my spine go cold. She wasn’t kissing me. She was performing surgery—three seconds of clean, calculated humiliation.

“One-Mississippi,” she said, voice muffled against my mouth.

Camera 02 caught everything. Camera 01 caught Karan’s face. Cameras 03 and 04 had us from the sides. Four angles, no blind spots, no mercy.

“Two-Mississippi.”

Her fingers curled at the back of my neck, tilting my head just right. A staff member near reception gasped. Someone dropped a brochure. The entire showroom froze like mannequins.

“Three.”

She broke away exactly at 11:37:03, the timestamp burned forever into Aruna Motors’ cloud storage. The moment her lips left mine, I felt the weight of what I’d just done slam into my chest like a tyre iron.

But she didn’t give me time to breathe.

She stepped aside, clearing my line of sight.

Karan moved.

He didn’t rush. He didn’t shout. He just took one slow step forward, then another. Rage didn’t distort his face—it froze it, carved it, sharpened it into something that belonged in a morgue photo.

He stopped a couple of steps away—close enough to freeze my blood, far enough for the cameras to frame every angle.

“Thirty minutes,” he whispered.

Soft. Precise. Deadly.

Camera 01 captured his mouth forming each syllable. Camera 03 picked up the faint audio—those two words cold enough to shut down the building’s power grid.

Thirty minutes.

Not to escape.

Not to apologise.

To sell him a car.

Or die.

He pulled back slowly, eyes never leaving mine. Then he turned, shoulders stiff, boots hitting the floor like hammer blows. He pushed through the glass doors and vanished into the noon glare.

At 11:37:26, silence crashed.

I stood there, stunned stupid, the taste of lipstick still on my lips, the raw shock of Karan’s whisper drilling into my skull. Natasha didn’t look at me. Not at first. She watched Karan leave—waited for his outline to shrink into the traffic outside.

Then she pivoted.

Predator mode.

She stepped into my space, her smile thin as blade-edge. The bundle of cash—full fifty thousand, crisp, warm—slid from her bag into her hand.

“Pocket,” she whispered.

My fingers opened without permission. She shoved the bundle into my inner blazer pocket, pressing her palm flat against my chest to make sure the notes sat flush, out of view. Warmth seeped through the fabric. Perfume clung to my collar.

She leaned toward my ear, smiling sweetly for the benefit of the cameras.

“Sell him the Fortuner,” she murmured.

The smile vanished.

“Or you die.”

The words were poison disguised as customer feedback.

She patted my chest twice—like sealing a deal—and stepped back. Her heels clicked across the tile, sharp as nails being hammered into a coffin.

At 11:38:00, she walked out through the same door Karan had stormed through, leaving a trail of perfume, lipstick, and disaster.

The staff were still frozen. A junior salesman near the Crysta looked like he’d forgotten how to breathe. The receptionist froze, eyes wide, pretending not to stare. Someone muttered, “What the hell just happened?”

I couldn’t answer. I couldn’t even move.

Camera 02 stared down at me like an unblinking witness. Its little red light flickered, recording every tremor in my hands, every twitch of my jaw, every second of the panic sinking its claws into my ribs.

The ₹50,000 bundle burned against my chest—heavy, wrong, radioactive. My collar still smelled faintly of Natasha. My lips tingled from the kiss. My spine tingled from Karan’s whisper.

Thirty minutes.

Time was already slipping—minutes gone before I could breathe.

My mouth went dry. I needed water. Air. Sanity. Something.

I forced my legs to move. Step by step, stiff as broomsticks, I walked toward the restroom at the far end of the hall. Camera 04 caught me passing, shoulders slumped, face pale.

Inside the small tiled room, the fluorescent light flickered once before steadying. I leaned both hands on the sink and looked at my reflection.

My eyes looked like they belonged to someone else—someone already dead.

Sweat clung to my hairline. My shirt collar was creased where Natasha had grabbed it. A faint smudge of lipstick clung near the edge—evidence that would later appear in the case file, courtroom photos, news debates, Reddit threads.

I opened my blazer.

The cash bundle stared back.

Neat. Crisp. Deadly.

Fifty thousand rupees that sealed my fate.

I pulled it out. Held it in both hands. My fingers trembled. My brain screamed to throw it away. My debts screamed louder to keep it.

The seconds ticked.

My life ticked with them.
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11:44:50.

11:44:55.

11:45:00.
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Hard cut.

I stared at the mirror one last time, breathing like a man who’d been running from something for years and had finally been caught.

Because the truth was simple.

I had twenty-three minutes left to sell a homicidal cop a ₹52 lakh SUV.

Or die in the attempt.

At 11:45 a.m., the showroom lights felt brighter than they had any right to be. The kind of bright that made lies shine and dead men sweat. My shirt was damp at the collar, Natasha’s perfume still hanging on it like a private joke. The ₹50,000 bundle in my pocket felt like a brick of guilt sewn under my ribs.

I was halfway to the restroom again—fighting the urge to throw up—when Nair’s voice sliced through the floor.

“Rajan! You deaf?”

I froze at the reception counter. He marched toward me with that impatient schoolmaster walk of his. Pen in his hand. Crease in his forehead like he’d carved it there years ago.

“Where were you going?” he snapped.

“Restroom,” I lied, the word barely making it past the dryness in my mouth.

“No. Not now.” He grabbed my arm—manager grip, not hostile, but firm. “VIP customer waiting in my cabin. White Fortuner Legender. Wants only you.”

Only me.

Of course.

My blood turned cold. My tongue glued itself to my palate. That damned SUV had already become a coffin on four wheels.

“Sir, I—”

“No excuses,” he growled, steering me across the floor. “He asked for you by name.”

By name.

The words hit like a punch.

A couple of colleagues glanced up as I passed. One of the junior salesboys whispered, “Why’s he so pale?” Another shook his head, murmuring, “He looks like he’s gonna faint.”

Good. They should have seen it. That was evidence now—my alibi for why my hands shook later, why my voice cracked in the finance office, why I would eventually look like a man caught in a vice.

Nair shoved me toward the rear corridor. “Go. Don’t screw this up.”

The corridor ahead was narrow, dimmer, the carpet older. I walked like a man being marched to an execution. Because that’s exactly what it felt like.

11:48 a.m.

Two minutes lost already.

The hum of air-conditioning faded behind me. The chatter of customers died. The glass-fronted showroom world vanished, leaving only the long passage of corporate beige.

I didn’t know that, thirty seconds earlier, Karan Malhotra had entered through the service door behind the building—untouched by cameras, unseen by staff, unnoticed by the world. The blind spot. The one place he could appear like a ghost with murder on his mind.

But I felt something. A shift in the air. A wrongness. A predator stepping into his cage.

By the time I reached the cabin door, the hair on my arms had started to rise.

At 11:50, Nair opened it, cheerful in his fake salesman way.

“Sir! Sorry for the delay. This is Rajan, our Legender specialist—”

Karan Malhotra sat in the visitor’s chair.

He wasn’t wearing a cop’s uniform, but he didn’t need one. His shoulders carried the badge of a man who’d killed before and wasn’t afraid to kill again. His eyes were the same as they’d been during the kiss—flat, cold, measuring how difficult I’d be to bury.

“Mr. Malhotra is finalizing the Fortuner,” Nair said. “You assist him. I’ll leave you both to discuss.” He reached up and unplugged the CCTV camera in the corner—something he always did when clients handled cash. The tiny red light died.

Legal privacy.

Illegal danger.

Perfect for Karan.

Perfect for murder.

I stood rooted to the spot. My throat felt scraped raw. My legs wanted to run back to the showroom, out the glass doors, down the bloody highway. But fear glued me there.

Karan lifted his chin at Nair. “Thanks.”

His voice carried no threat. No emotion. The real danger was in the way he didn’t blink.

Nair stepped out. “Call me if you need anything,” he said, closing the frosted glass door behind him.

The click of the latch sounded like a cell door.

As soon as that sound died, Karan stood.

He reached behind him, locking the door fully. The soft, deliberate thck of the bolt sliding home was louder than any scream.

My heart kicked my ribs.

The room shrank.

My palms started sweating.

He moved with casual precision—professional, almost bored. Like he’d practiced this exact motion in rooms just like this, with men who never walked out.

Then came the Glock.

He didn’t brandish it. Didn’t wave it. Didn’t even seem proud of it. He just lifted his shirt with his left hand and drew the black 9 mm with his right—smooth, quiet, disciplined. Serial number filed off. Grip tape worn from use.

Object-002.

He stepped in close, too close. His breath smelled faintly of mint and cigarettes. Before I could react, the cold muzzle slid under my ribs, right into the floating bone that would bruise in two hours and ache for days.

I sucked in a breath on instinct—but the gun moved with me, digging deeper.

“Sit,” he said.

I sat. Hard. The chair wheels squeaked.

The Glock never left my ribcage. He adjusted his stance behind me, pressing the metal exactly into the place doctors warn patients never to get hit. I could feel my heartbeat slamming against the barrel.

Natasha’s perfume still clung faintly to my shirt. Karan smelled it too. His nostrils flared once. His jaw tightened.

“She’s collateral,” he said, as if reading my thoughts.

My mouth opened to speak—something stupid, something desperate—but no sound came out.

He leaned forward. His mouth came close to my ear. “She signs as guarantor. Her passport stays with the finance manager. You forge my income. You close the sale.”

Every word landed like a nail.

“You fail...”

The muzzle dug harder, kissing bone.

“...you die in this cabin.”

My breath hitched. The walls blurred. My hands trembled so violently the chair shook. But this cabin had no witnesses. No camera. No microphone. Only his fingerprints on the gun, my prints on the desk, and a bruise that would bloom like a purple flower later tonight.

At 11:56, he slid into the chair beside mine, gun never shifting.

“Open the CRM,” he ordered.

My fingers hovered over the laptop keys, unsteady.

“Login,” he said. “Use your ID. I want the timestamp clean.”

I typed my credentials. Slowly. Carefully. The gun reminded me not to make mistakes.

The CRM dashboard blinked open.

The clock in the top corner read 11:56:42.

“Pull up the white Legender,” he said. “Top-end. Dual-tone package. On-road fifty-two point four.”

I clicked. My hand shook. The cursor jittered.

He noticed. “Steady,” he murmured.

Easy for him to say.

The booking form opened—a digital coffin being assembled around me.

He leaned back slightly, letting the Glock rest firmer against my ribs. “Natasha said you liked the kiss,” he said casually, like we were discussing cricket scores.

My stomach clenched.

“She counted slow,” he said. “Three seconds, but she stretched the second one. You noticed?”

A bead of sweat rolled down my neck.

“She must’ve tasted good.”

The gun pressed harder.

“Did you enjoy it?”

I swallowed. My throat felt like sandpaper.

“Answer,” he whispered.

“No.”

He chuckled—not loudly, not long, but enough to twist my gut.

“You’re lying. She always tastes sweet.”

The retching feeling hit again.

But the booking form stared at me, blank, waiting for data. Waiting for the sale that would either save or end my life.

“Start filling,” he ordered. “Name: Karan Malhotra. ID proof: pending. Employer: security consultant. Income: four lakhs a month.”

The same lies I’d forge later in the finance office. He already had the story scripted, rehearsed, airtight. I was just the puppet typing it into a computer that didn’t care who lived or died.

I typed. Each keystroke felt like a countdown.

When I hesitated over the EMI field, he exhaled softly. “Don’t stall.”

The Glock nudged my ribcage again, cold enough to burn.

11:58.

11:59.

My hands moved on autopilot, filling the form exactly the way he commanded.

Name.

Address.

Preferred color.

Delivery date.

He checked every field, every digit, every comma.

He was calm.

Too calm.

Then he glanced at the cabin door, as if already planning the exit route once the sale was completed and the body removal began.

“You’ve got four minutes,” he said softly. “Then the real timer starts.”

I typed the last line.

My life depended on a white Fortuner.

***
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The cabin felt smaller by the second.

Three meters by four, but it might as well have been a coffin.

At 12:00:00, the air-conditioning kicked in with a soft hum, but it didn’t cool a thing. Sweat trickled down my spine. My ribs throbbed where the Glock muzzle dug deeper—slow pressure, deliberate cruelty. Karan wasn’t rushing. He wanted me to feel every second, every heartbeat, every breath I might not be taking thirty minutes from now.

“Listen carefully,” he said.

His voice was low, unhurried, dangerous in the way still water hides currents strong enough to drown a man.

“The rules are simple. Even you can follow them.”

I swallowed. My throat felt tight. The cursor blinked on the screen, waiting for the remaining details of the booking form. Karan nudged the gun again, harder this time. The pain jolted through my right side and shot up my spine.

“You get exactly thirty minutes,” he said. “Not a second more. You will complete the paperwork. You will get the finance team to approve the loan. You will hand me the keys. And you will walk me out with a smile like I’m your best customer.”

Another push of the Glock. This one made me gasp. Pain flared deep under the skin—bruising would bloom later.

“If you fail...”

The gun drilled deeper.

“...you die here.”

My breath stuttered.

“And if,” he said, pausing just long enough for the words to sink claws into me, “you think of calling the cops, or shouting, or running, or blinking wrong—Natasha dies first.”

The bottom dropped out of my stomach.

I turned my head, tiny movement, enough to see the faint twitch at the corner of his mouth. Not a smile. Not quite. But something close. Something that said he’d done this before. Something that said killing people came as naturally to him as breathing.

“She’s waiting outside,” he said. “Mercedes. Engine running. Driver in front. She’s watching the clock too.”

He wasn’t bluffing. Natasha had planned too much already. If she wanted me dead, she would have done it in the godown. If she wanted Karan dead, she would have done it in the lake. What she wanted now was the performance—the choreography of humiliation, fear, power.

And I was the lead actor.

“Understand the rules?” Karan asked.

I nodded. The gun punished me for that tiny move.

“Use words,” he said.

“Yes,” I croaked.

“Good.”

The clock on the laptop hit 12:01:30, and Karan suddenly straightened. The pressure on my ribs eased—only so he could reach into his pocket.

He placed a cheap black burner phone on the desk.

It looked like the kind of phone you throw into a river after using it once. Scuffed edges. No SIM. No Wi-Fi. No fingerprints except his. He turned the screen toward me.

A timer app glowed in blood-red digits.
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29:59

29:58

29:57
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The numbers bled time.

“This,” he said, tapping the phone lightly, “is for you.”

My stomach tightened into a fist.

The countdown wasn’t the whisper from earlier. That one had been a trailer. A teaser. A psychological shovel marking the grave.

This was the real thing.

“Look at it,” he said.

I tried not to—my instinct was to keep my eyes on the desk, the booking form, anything but the clock that was counting down my life—but he nudged the Glock again.

So I looked.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


29:44

29:43
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Each tick was a hammer against my skull.

“You remember what I told you under the cameras?” he asked quietly.

Yes.

God, yes.

That whisper—“thirty minutes”—still lived behind my eardrum like a parasite, feeding on fear.

He leaned close enough that his breath brushed my cheek.

“That was the warm-up,” he said. “This is the real clock.”

My heart lurched. My palms were slick on the keyboard.

He angled his head, forcing my gaze toward his.

“Say it,” he whispered. “Say you understand this is a brand-new thirty minutes.”

My lips felt numb. My tongue leaden.

“I... understand.”

“Good boy.”

He said it the same way Natasha had. Sweet, mocking, cold. They were the same breed of monster—just wearing different perfume.
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12:02:20.
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“Sit up,” he ordered.

I straightened. The gun pressed into my ribs again, sensing weakness, rewarding obedience with pain.

He leaned in so close the Glock’s grip brushed my shirt.

“Now pay attention,” he murmured.

His eyes locked on mine—a predator studying its food. He didn’t blink.

“Thirty minutes.”

The same words.

Same cadence.

Same quiet promise of death as earlier.

Only now, I understood the message.

This wasn’t revenge.

This wasn’t jealousy.

This wasn’t the kiss anymore.

This was power.

Dominance.

A man committing a crime in plain daylight because he knew nobody could stop him.

I couldn’t breathe.

The booking form waited on the laptop between us, cursor blinking, mocking me.
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12:02:50.
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Ten seconds left.

Karan angled the burner phone toward me again. The digits glowed brighter, like hell’s stopwatch.

He adjusted his stance, straightened his shoulders, and spoke with the deliberate precision of a man detonating a charge.

“Timer starts...”

A pause that stretched like a blade.

“...now.”
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12:03:00.
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His thumb tapped the screen.
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29:59.
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The number flipped, alive, merciless.

The world shrank to that one glowing red second.

A tight knot formed under my sternum. My lungs forgot how to work. My pulse hammered so hard my vision blurred. I stared at the timer, then at the booking form, then at the gun. My fate laid out on a desk like a bad loan agreement.

Karan said nothing. He didn’t need to. His presence filled the cabin, heavy as cement. His eyes didn’t leave my face. His finger tightened imperceptibly on the Glock’s trigger, reminding me that even breathing was a privilege he controlled.

Time no longer felt linear. It felt like a noose.

The red numbers pulsed.
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29:59 → 29:58 → 29:57
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The cursor blinked.

The gun pressed harder.

My body locked. My mind scattered.

I wasn’t a salesman anymore. I wasn’t even a man. I was a countdown. A clock with legs.

A dead man in instalments.

The cabin door stayed shut.

The unplugged CCTV stared silently.
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