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THE MIDNIGHT COURIER

Part - 1 The Chase Chapter - 1

The USB

The rain in Manhattan had a way of making everything look guilty.
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Maya Carter wiped condensation off the alley dumpster and ducked lower, her camera bag digging into her shoulder. She wasn’t supposed to be here. The tip had said “midnight meeting, 14th and 8th,” but it hadn’t mentioned the black SUV idling two blocks down or the two men in suits who didn’t belong in this part of Hell’s Kitchen.

A scream cut through the downpour.
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She moved before she thought. Phone out, flash off, shutter silent. The lens caught it all: the briefcase dropped, the gun flash, the body hitting wet concrete.

One of the men turned. “We have a witness!” Maya ran.

Her heels slipped on the slick pavement as she cut through the alley, heart hammering against her ribs. She didn’t stop until she was three blocks away, lungs burning, back pressed against a shuttered bodega.

In her hand, something cold and plastic. She looked down.

A USB drive. It must have fallen from the briefcase during the struggle. Small, black, unmarked. Her phone buzzed. Unknown number.

“Maya Carter,” a distorted voice said. “Stop running. You have something that isn’t yours.” The line went dead.

She clutched the USB tighter. Somewhere behind her, a car engine revved. 72 hours. That’s all she had before whatever was on this drive got her killed. Unless she found someone who could keep her alive long enough to use it.
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Chapter - 2
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The Ghost

The alley smelled of rust and diesel.

Maya pressed herself against the brick wall, the USB a cold brand in her palm. The engine sound was closer now, crawling slow like a predator playing with its food.

Footsteps echoed behind her. Heavy. Deliberate. Not running - hunting. She turned, phone already raised, and nearly dropped it.

A man filled the alley entrance. Six-four at least, broad shoulders straining against a black tactical jacket soaked through with rain. His face was all hard angles and a scar that cut through his left eyebrow. He didn’t look like a savior. He looked like the kind of man who buried bodies for a living.

“Don’t scream,” he said. Voice low, gravel-rough. American, but with an edge she couldn’t place. “It won’t help.”

Maya backed up until her spine hit the wall. “Who are you?”

“Rafe Knox.” He stepped closer, hands visible, empty. “I was hired to keep you alive for the next 72 hours. You’re not making it easy.”

“Liar.” The word came out sharper than she felt. “If you wanted me alive, you’d be running the other way.”

His mouth twitched. Almost a smile. “Lady, I get paid more when it’s hard.”

A car door slammed two alleys over. Tires squealed.

Rafe’s expression changed instantly. All business. “Down!”

He moved. One second he was six feet away, the next he had her shoulder and was yanking her sideways as gunfire stitched the brick wall where her head had been.

Plaster and dust exploded in her face.

“Stay low,” he snarled, pulling a pistol from his jacket. Not a cop’s gun. Military. “And don’t let go of whatever’s in your hand.”

Maya hit the ground, rain soaking through her jeans, and realized two things: One, this man wasn’t lying about being hired.

Two, whoever was on that USB drive wanted her dead badly enough to send professionals. Rafe fired twice. The engine noise cut off.

“Stay here,” he said, already moving forward, crouched low. “If I’m not back in thirty seconds, run. Don’t stop.”

He vanished into the darkness.

Maya clutched the USB to her chest, heart hammering, and whispered, “What the hell did I get myself into?”
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Chapter - 3
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The Handler

The darkness swallowed Rafe whole.

Maya counted. One Mississippi. Two Mississippi. Her thumb rubbed the USB until the plastic edge bit into her skin. The alley was too quiet now. Even the rain had stopped.

At twenty-eight seconds, she heard it. Boots on wet concrete. Fast.

She didn’t breathe until his silhouette appeared at the alley mouth. Rafe’s jacket was darker now

- blood or rain, she couldn’t tell. He had something slung over his shoulder. “Clear,” he said, dropping the body to the ground with a wet thud. “For now.” Maya didn’t move. “Who was that?”

“Cleaner. Came for the USB.” He stepped closer, eyes scanning her face like he was checking for damage. “You okay?”

“Don’t ask me that.” Her voice came out steadier than she felt. “Ask me who hired you.”

Rafe froze. Just for a second. Then he crouched, putting himself at eye level. “We don’t have time for this.”

“We have exactly thirty seconds before whoever sent him sends someone else.” She stood up, keeping the USB between them. “Talk.”

For a long moment, he just looked at her. Then he sighed.

“Fine. My client is Elena Vance.” The name hit her like a slap.

Elena Vance. The woman who walked out of her life ten years ago and never looked back. The woman listed as ‘Deceased’ on Maya’s school forms.

“Liar,” Maya said automatically. But her hands were shaking.

“Check the burner phone in my pocket,” Rafe said quietly. “Message timestamped 48 hours ago. From number ending in 7749. Your mother’s number.”

Maya didn’t want to move. Didn’t want the confirmation. But her legs moved anyway. She patted his jacket, found the phone, and pulled it out with two fingers like it might bite her.

The screen lit up. One message.

If you’re reading this, she found the drive. Keep her alive 72 hours. Don’t tell her I’m alive until she asks. - E.V.

Maya’s vision blurred. “She’s alive.”

“Yeah.” Rafe took the phone back, gentle. “And she’s scared shitless for you.”

“Why?” The word tore out of her. “Why now? Why send you after ten years of nothing? Of letting me think she was dead?”

Rafe stood up, pulling her away from the alley entrance. “Because of what’s on that USB.” “Then tell me what’s on it!”

“I can’t.” He looked genuinely pained. “I don’t know. Your mother said if I opened it, I’d be dead before I hit send. But she said if you make it 72 hours, she’ll tell you everything. About your father. About why they came for you.”

Maya laughed. It sounded wrong, broken. “So I’m supposed to trust a ghost and a mercenary?”

“You’re supposed to trust that I’m the only thing between you and a body bag right now.” His voice hardened. “And I don’t lose clients.”

Headlights swept across the alley entrance. Rafe grabbed her arm. “Move. Now.” They ran.

As they sprinted out the other end of the alley, Maya looked back once. At the dead man. At the phone in Rafe’s hand. At the 72 hours ticking down on a life she never asked for.

Her mother was alive.

And Maya had no idea if that was the best or worst news she’d ever gotten.

Maya ne Rafe ka haath jhatak diya. "Tu mujhe touch mat karna. Samjha?"

Rafe ruka, saans lete hue. "Theek hai. Lekin agar hum yahan khade rahe to 2 minute me mar jayenge."

"Toh mar jayenge." Usne USB ko aur kas ke pakda. "Kam se kam pata to chalega ki main kiske liye mar rahi hun."

Rafe ki aankhon me pehli baar gussa dikha.

"Tu bachchi nahi hai Maya. Ye game nahi hai. Meri maa ne mujhe tujhe bachane ke liye bheja hai, aur main wahi karunga."

"Meri maa mar chuki hai." Maya ki awaaz kaanp rahi thi. "Jhooth mat bolo."

Phone phir baj utha. Elena Vance.

Rafe ne phone Maya ke haath me thama diya. "Khud pooch le."

Maya ka haath kaanp raha tha. Usne call receive ki...

Maya ne phone kaan se lagaya. Dusri taraf sirf saans ki awaaz thi. "Maa?" Uski awaaz behad dheemi thi.

"Beta."

Ek shabd. Bas ek shabd. Lekin Maya ke paon ke neeche zameen hil gayi. Wo awaaz... 7 saal me ek baar bhi nahi bhuli thi.

"Tu zinda hai?" Maya ki aankhen bhar aayin. "Tu ne mujhe chhod diya tha. Kyon?"

Elena ki awaaz kaanp rahi thi. "Mere paas choice nahi thi Maya. Agar main wahi rehti, to tu bhi mar jati."

"USB me sab hai. Sab◌ूत. Vance Industries kya kar raha hai. Meri galti... aur meri saza."

Rafe Maya ko dekh raha tha. Uske chehre pe koi emotion nahi tha. Lekin haath me pakdi gun thodi dheeli pad gayi thi.

"5 minute me location change hogi," Elena boli. "Agar tu aayi, to main sab bata dungi. Agar nahi aayi... to yehi tumhari aakhri baat hogi."

Call kat gayi.
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Maya ne phone Rafe ki taraf badhaya. "Sun liya?"
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Rafe ne dheere se sir hilaya. "Ab faisla tera hai. Jaogi uske paas, ya bhagogi?"

Maya ne USB ko apne jacket ki andar wali jeb me rakha. Haath abhi bhi kaanp rahe the.

"Main ja rahi hun," usne kaha.

Rafe ne bhauhen uthaayi. "Akele?"

"Haan." Usne Rafe ki taraf dekha. Pehli baar uski aankhon me darr nahi tha. Bas faisla tha. "Tu ne kaha tha main bachchi nahi hun. To mujhe prove karne de."

Rafe kuch der chup raha. Phir dheere se hansa.

"Theek hai. Lekin agar tu mar gayi, to meri maa mujhe maar degi."

"Toh mere saath chal," Maya boli. "Marna hai to dono saath."

Gali ke dusre koney se gaadi ki awaaz aayi. Time khatam.

Maya ne ek kadam aage badhaya. Rafe uske peeche.
d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SAIRA QASIM





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





