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“For those who refused to forget—
 even when forgetting was safer.”
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‘The first step in liquidating a people is to erase its 
memory. Destroy its books, its culture, its history. Then 

have somebody write new books, manufacture a new culture, 
invent new history. Before long that nation will begin to 
forget what it is and what it was… The struggle of man 

against power is the struggle of memory against forgetting.' 
 – Milan Kundera
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PROLOGUE

Vortex

D elhi — Present Day

The rstf ailuwse oit tm tniuu fhif cm mce cmflde. lfA
p fsenms lc i -moes ulceA
p hiuabtedmc. kulcg lc i dmssl.ms ulvhfA
p amsvmffec nilcfecicde fldgef lc i vmyescnecf hmt-lfiu ohmte 

cine ceyes i--eise. lc fhe ceot-i-estA
The Rwmsetdecf fwket lc fhe vsmwc.bRmms umkkz thlyese. mcde 

ic. tfei.le.A Seuiflyet .m,e. mc -uitfld dhilstA p cwste tdsmuue. 
iktecfuz fhsmwvh hes -hmceA xmneoheseI i feueyltlmc nwsnwse. 
i tmi- m-esi myes fhe tmafI e—hiwtfe. dszlcv ma i dhlu.A 

Dc fhe twkbkitenecfVohese fhe -wkuld ceyes oecfI ic. ulvhf 
thmwu. ceyes hiye seidhe. if iuuVnmflmc tectmst tflsse. ioige ulge 
-se.ifmst tclNcv nmyenecf lc fhe .isgA

p tluecf dinesi flufe. i aeo .evseetA
p klmnefsld tdicces kulcge. asmn se. fm vseecA
Hee- lc fhe dmcdsefe keuuz ma fhe kwlu.lcvI i tfeeu .mms fhldges 

fhic icz kicg yiwuf tlvhe. it lft nivcefld umdgt .ltecvive.A
Dctl.eI fhe ils oit fmm dmu. fm keumcv fm HeuhlA
Smot ma dszmvecld fsizt vueine. keceifh i asmtfbvhmtfe. hi,eI 

eidh dmn-isfnecf fivve. olfh -mulfe tdlecflrd uikeut ic. fhe umvm 
ma i -hisnidewfldiu dmctmsflwn ohmte i.yesfltenecft t-mge ma 
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fswtf ic. heiulcvA The smmn tneuf ma nefiuI efhicmuI ic. fhe ailcf 
dhenldiu toeefcett ma tfiklultlcv ivecftA

Umf .swvt lc fhe mu. tecteA
Umf vmu.A
Umf oei-mct zmw dmwu. oelvh lc kwuueft ms fmccetA
jmsteA
Uewsiubnm.wuiflcv  dmdgfilut  fhif  dmwu.  fwsc  vslea  lcfm 

.e-ec.ecdzA 
’cvlceese. m-lml. hzksl.t fwce. ams si-l. fmuesicde ic. tumo 

swlcA
;sm,ec ylsiu dmctfswdftI isdhlye. wc.es hisnuett -smqedf cinetI 

oilflcv ams fhe .iz tmnemce .edl.e. i .enmdsidz:t .et-ils dmwu. 
ke neitwse. ulge i sefwsc mc lcyetfnecfA

The .mms m-ece. qwtf ecmwvh fm i.nlf i fhlc nic lc hmt-lfiu 
tdswktA DH dis.I vumye. hic.tI nitgI di-A The glc. ma aide fhif 
kuwsse. eitluz lcfm fhe kidgvsmwc.A Klt ammftfe-t ni.e cm tmwc. 
mc fhe lctwuife. RmmslcvX hlt nmyenecft hi. fhe dslt-I /wlef 
shzfhn ma tmnemce amuumolcv lctfswdflmct fhez:. seheiste. ams 
nmcfht lc fhels hei.A

Ke tfm--e. if i nl.bueyeu fsizA
p fmwdhtdseec omge if hlt i--smidhZ
pbPOCL’UDTK 2S–T–G–Ω Δ S’xTSDGT’H pGG’xxA
Ke .l. cmf hetlfifeA Thwnk-slcfA Dslt tdicA The ecdsz-flmc gez 

oit duit-e. kefoeec hlt feefh keamse he tul. lf lcfm fhe dmcdeiue. 
-msfA ;ms i nmnecfI fhe tztfen fhmwvhfA The fsiz wcumdge. olfh 
i tmafI mktdece duldgA

Dctl.eZ i ceif smo ma yliut dsi.ue. lc aminI ul/wl. difdhlcv fhe 
dmu. ulvhf olfh i ailcf lsl.etdecdeI ulge mlu mc oifesA The uikeut ni.e 
cm nmsiu duilntI mcuz cwnkest ic. Ψseeg tznkmutZ 

pbPOb3I pbPObMI pbPOb“A
Ke -ldge. mce duwtfesA xul. lf lcfm i selcamsde. dite ulce. olfh 

tluyesbvsez dmn-mtlfeA p tedmc. uizes ma lctwuiflmcA p fhls. uizes 
ma .ecliuA

–c fhe ul.I tmnemce hi. -slcfe. lc yesz tniuu ueffestZ
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;ms dmvclflye sedmyesz fsliut V 2hite LesmA
Ke umdge. fhe diteI hwvve. lf fm hlt dhetf ulge dmcfsikic. hm-eI 

ic. ueaf fhe smmnA
The yiwuf .mms teiue. ivilcA Hisgcett sefwsce. it la cmfhlcv hi. 

hi--ece.A
pkmye  vsmwc.I  Heuhl  kw,,e.  lc  lft  dmnamsfikue  dhimtA 

*mfmsdzduet tci--e. -itf if ln-mttlkue icvuetA pwfmt oeiye. 
kefoeec kwtet ulge lctedft ismwc. uwnkeslcv keitftA *efsm fsilct 
siffue. kz mc fhels eueyife. t-lcetA xfseef yec.mst diuue. mwf -sldet 
fhif oese ulet eyeszmce idde-fe.A Ueot icdhmst lc kslvhf tfw.lmt 
isvwe. ikmwf e—lf -muutI ic. dsldgef teuedflmctI ic. i deuekslfz:t 
.lymsdeA

Dc fhe hmt-lfiu .slyeoizI i kuidg te.ic oilfe. olfh olc.mot fmm 
heiyluz flcfe. ams i -wkuld aidlulfzA The dmwsles tul. lcfm fhe kidg 
teif olfhmwf i oms.A The dis -wuue. ioizI amu.lcv lcfm eyeclcv 
fsiNdA

Ke silte. i vumye. hic. fm hlt eis-lede ic. t-mge fhe fhsee oms.t 
fhif fsiyeuue. aisfhes fhic he omwu. eyes gcmoA

42hite Lesm dmn-uefeAB

JJJ 
 

xmneohese myes icmfhes dmcflcecfI lctl.e ic mNde myesummglcv 
fhe ThinetI ic ecdsz-fe. iuesf -wute. mc i tedwse fesnlciu olfh i 
tedsef tdseecA ’ueicms xhioI Leclfh:t isdhlfedf ma -mulfe .ecliklulfzI 
-iwte. nl.btecfecde lc i kslercv nenmA The ulcet ismwc. hes 
nmwfh .ee-ece.A

JJJ 

Dc  Kz.esiki.I  hwc.se.t  ma  nluet  ioizI  i  .l5esecf  .eylde 
ylksife. mc i .l5esecf fikueA 

pqiz *ehsi vuicde. if fhe cmflrdiflmcI ic. ams i heisfkeif fhe 
omsu. cissmoe. fm fhe -iffesc ma dhisidfest mc hlt tdseecA The 
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-setecf smmnVfhe hwnnlcv tesyestI fhe klmtiaefz diklceftI fhe 
ailcf dlfswt ficv ma .ltlcaedficfVaeuu kidg lcfm i kuwsI se-uide. kz 
i nenmsz ma tcmoI xmylef dmcdsefeI ic. i asee,es fhif thmwu. hiye 
tfize. kwsle.A

The tine -ser—A The tine vhmtfA Ke dumte. hlt ezet mcdeI 
ksleRzI ulge i nic ksidlcv keamse figlcv i -wcdhA Thec he fi--e. 
fhe iuesf m-ecA

7mfh  hi.  teec  fhif  dm.e  zeist  ivmI  ohec  i  umtf  xmylef 
klmbcisdmfldt -smvsinne twsaide. lc fhe thi.mot ma Gecfsiu ptli 
ic. gluue. nmse -em-ue lc tluecde fhic tmne oist hi. lc kiffueA 

pbPOA 
Leclfh 2smfmdmuA 
Pmsfe—A
pqiz:t fhwnk hmyese. ams i tedmc. ikmye fhe tdseecI fhe nwtdue 

nenmsz ma ic mu. aeisA Dc fhif tulyes ma flneI i aide smte wckl..ec 
lc hlt nlc.Z ezet fhif heu. fmm nwdh lcfeuulvecde ic. fmm nwdh 
.iniveI asine. kz histh uikmsifmsz ulvhf ic. fhe edhm ma vwcrseA 

xmnemce ohm:. mcde fmu. hlnI lc i dmssl.ms fhif tneuf ma swtf 
ic. kwscf lctwuiflmcZ

4Thez .mc:f cee. fm dmc/wes wtI pqizA Thez qwtf hiye fm gee- wt 
te.ife. ohlue eyeszfhlcv ln-msficf lt tfmuecAB

Ke hi. cmf teec hes tlcdeA
Ke hi. ceyes /wlfe etdi-e. hes elfhesA
The cmflrdiflmc dhlne. ivilcI .sivvlcv hln kidgA
P–ST’O ’P’UT ;ΩpΨΨ’H V DUHDpA
xW78’GTZ pbPO P’GT–SA
pqiz tfise. if fhe oms.t wcflu fhe iafeslnive kwscf kehlc. hlt 

ezetA
Pmsfe— hi. kevwc ivilcA

Attari Border, Punjab — Two Weeks Earlier
The nwuefhl tneuf osmcvA Thif oit iuu lf fmmg ams fhe .iz fm 

t-ulcfesA
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The pavhic fswdg smuue. lcfm fhe e—inlciflmc kiz wc.es i tgz 
tm kslvhf lf hwsfA Keif uiz heiyz myes fhe kms.es -mtfX fhe ils 
thlnnese. ikmye fhe fisnid ic. dissle. olfh lf fhe tneuut ma 
.leteuI .wtfI toeifI ic. fhe ulcveslcv nenmsz ma -isifhit ic. siksl 
asmn fhe mNdest: uwcdhA

*mtf .iztI lctflcdf .m,e. olfh fhe necA 7wf cmf lc Siqeey 
xhisniA

Ke tfmm. if fhe e.ve ma fhe kizI di- -wthe. kidg ic lcdhI tueeyet 
smuue. w-I ezet tulvhfuz cissmoe. lc fhe oiz ma mNdest ohm gceo 
fhif fhe fhlc ulce kefoeec kmse.mn ic. difitfsm-he oit fhels qmkA

–c fhe niclaetfI fhe disvm oit tln-ue ecmwvhZ ul/wmslde smmfI 
ivsldwufwsiu vsi.eA

*wuefhlA Ghei-I kwugzI .wuuA
The .slyes -setecfe. hlt -i-est olfh i -sidflte. hiuabtnlueA The 

pavhic twc hi. kwscf hlt tglc flvhf myes dheegkmcet fhif dmwu. 
ummg elfhes glc. ms dsweu .e-ec.lcv mc fhe .izA

4Smwflce dmctlvcnecfI xihlkA xine kwzes it uitf flneAB
Siqeey fmmg fhe niclaetfI kwf hlt iffecflmc tcivve. mc fhe dsifet 

fhenteuyetA –c -i-es fhez oese nwuefhlA Tm fhe ezeI fhez oese 
nwuefhlA ΩmcvI olsz ksmoc smmft kmwc. lc kwc.uetA

7wf tneuu fsiyeuue. aitfes fhic uletA
Ke tfe--e. dumtesI lchiulcvA These lf oitVi ailcf dhenldiu 

this-cett wc.es fhe eisfhz toeefcettI ulge ic iafesfhmwvhf fhif 
seawte. fm tfiz hl..ecA

Ke vuicde. if fhe lct-edfms mc .wfzA 
4–-ec fhenAB
The  lct-edfms  hetlfife.A  4xlsI  tine  ksmgesI  uitf  fhsee 

dmctlvcnecft dueise.A Da oe .euizVB
4Da D:n osmcvIB Siqeey til. eyecuzI 4oe i-mumvlte ic. dumte lfA Da 

D:n slvhfI oe .mc:f vef fm nige lf slvhf uifesA Gsidg fhenAB
TmceI nmse fhic sicgI dissle. fhe ms.esA
The omsgest en-umze. amuumoe. fhe dmnnic. lc iuu eiscetfA 

Gsmokist klf lcfm cilue. omm.A The rstf dsife zleu.e. olfh i dsidg 
ulge i thmfA Ωizest ma nwuefhl smmft fwnkue. mwfI .sz ic. rksmwtI 
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.wtf -wNcv lcfm fhe hmf ilsA p aeo omsgest dmwvhe.A p Rz omye i 
ui,z rvwsebelvhf lc fhe twckeinA

Siqeey seidhe. lcI aeeulcv fhe oelvhf ma fhe kwc.uetA
Tmm heiyzA
Ke -wthe. itl.e ic w--es uizesA 7eceifh fhe smmftI tmnefhlcv 

thmce .wuu ic. wccifwsiuZ -muznesbosi--e. ksldgt nisge. olfh 
fhldg 2ithfm tdslkkuet ic. i cmfiflmc fhif neicf cmfhlcv fm fhe 
nec oifdhlcvVic. fmm nwdh fm fhmte ohm hi. kwluf lfA

Ke -eeue. kidg i dmsces ma fhe -uitfldA p -iue vsicwuis twktficde 
-sette. ivilctf fhe runI rce it -mo.ese. kmceA

Umf hesmlcA
Umf dmdilceA
jmsteA
p tzcfhefld hzksl. fhif .l.c:f zef hiye i tfseef cineI .etlvce. 

lc  dueic  ’wsm-eic  uikt  ic.  oisb,mce  kitenecftA  ΩikbkmscI 
eymuye. fm kz-itt diclce wclftI fm tul- fhsmwvh dhenldiu fetftI fm 
nit/wesi.e it e—dl-lecf ms ruues lc uevlflnife -hisnidewfldiutA 
2mfecf ecmwvh fm i..ldf fhmwtic.t mc rstf dmcfidfX twkfue ecmwvh 
fhif kz fhe flne iczmce i.nlffe. fhese oit i -iffescI lf omwu. 
iusei.z ke ic edmcmnzA

;ms i asidflmc ma i tedmc.I fhe ecflse oelvhf ma i dmwcfsz:t awfwse 
setfe. mc fhe fsenms lc Siqeey:t rcvest it he ulafe. fhe kumdg 
fmois. fhe ulvhfA

4Ψm. heu- wtIB he ohlt-ese.A
Ke .l.c:f neic lf seulvlmwtuzA Df oit fhe fhlcv zmw til. ohec zmw 

seiulte. fhe tfmsn zmw:. vuln-te. mc fhe hmsl,mc oit iusei.z myes 
zmws hei.A

Ke m-ece. hlt nmwfh fm thmwf ams kidgw-A
pdsmtt fhe aecde ulceI i tcl-es tdm-e olcge. mcde lc fhe heifA
The tmwc. ma fhe thmf oit tniuuI iunmtf -mulfeA Ωlge i hic. 

dui--lcv lc icmfhes smmnA
Siqeey:t km.z qmufe.A p se. Rmoes m-ece. tluecfuz mc hlt dhetfI 

ln-mttlkuz kslvhf lc fhe ohlfe twcA Klt di- aeuu rstfI fhec fhe nic 
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keceifh lfA The -muznes ksldg tul--e. asmn hlt hic. ic. kwstf 
ivilctf fhe dmcdsefe lc i vhmtfuz -w5A

;ms mce twsseiu heisfkeifI fhe kiz heu. tfluuVnec tfislcvI 
nmwfht m-ec kwf ymldet cmf zef omsglcvA

Thec fhe omsu. senenkese. tmwc.A
xhmwftA
The smis ma fhe fswdg:t ecvlceA
The tdsikkue ma kmmft it fhe .slyes tuinne. fhe diklc .mms ic. 

sinne. fhe iddeuesifmsI fzset tdseinlcvA
7z fhe flne tlsect omge ic. vwct oese silte. ic. ms.est oese 

zeuue. lcfm si.lmtI fhe yehldue iusei.z kmse .moc fhe e—lf uiceI 
toizlcv mcde it lf ksmge fhsmwvh i Rlntz kissles ic. yiclthe. 
fmois. 2wcqik:t hlcfesuic.A

puu  fhif  senilce. lc  fhe  kiz  oit  fhe  km.z ma  i  Gwtfmnt 
xw-eslcfec.ecf  dmmulcv  lc  hlt  moc kumm. ic. i  fhlc  vulffes 
ma fhe -mo.es fhif omwu.I olfhlc .iztI i--eis lc tdhmmubnlug 
tidheftI -isfz .swvtI dmwcfesaelf -ilcgluuestI ic. desfilc .ltdseef 
-slyifebdulcld fsliut ohmte dmctecf amsnt oese awuu ma oms.t ic. 
keseaf ma fswfhA

7ms.es tedwslfz se-msft rue. fhe lcdl.ecf it i dsmttbkms.es rslcv 
ic. -mttlkue tnwvvulcv iffen-fAThe rue oit m-ece.I smwfe.I 
tfin-e.I ic. -uide. lc i -lue fhif keuleye. lc fmnmssmoA

Um mce osmfe .moc fhe tneuu ma fhe nwuefhlA

Somewhere Above Eurasia — Undisclosed Airspace
;smn fhlsfz fhmwtic. aeefI kms.est oese qwtf ulcet tmnemce hi. 

mcde .sioc lc -ecdlu ic. fhec disye. lcfm ulyetA
The nic lc fhe iltue teif kz fhe olc.mo .l. cmf ummg ulge iczmce 

ma cmfeA Ke omse fhe hiuabamsniu dmnamsf ma lcfesciflmciu kwtlcett 
duittZ m-ec dmuuisI vmm. aiksldI ic. thmet fhif nifdhe. hlt keufA 
Klt hils hi. fhe ailcf tluyes fhif heu-e. -em-ue fswtf zmw olfh fhels 
nmcezA

–c fhe fikuef kiuicde. mc hlt ui-I i .ithkmis. vumoe. olfh 
tniuuI .ltdseef vsi-htA
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2Kpx’b–U’ HDxTSD7WTD–UVΨS’’UA
xW22Ω0 GKpDU Δ U–STK G–SSDH–S pGTDP’A
P’GT–SZ pbPO C –2b+=OV;D’ΩH ΩDP’A
Ke tdsmuue. -itf fhe cwnkest olfhmwf sei.lcv fhenA Uwnkest 

oese ams iciuztftA Ke oit Leclfh Thesi-ewfldt: Pldeb2setl.ecf ma 
xfsifevld DclfliflyetI ohldh neicf hlt qmk oit fm nige twse fhlcvt 
hi--ece. olfhmwf icz mce -estmc eyes /wlfe gcmolcv hmoA

4xls‘B The Rlvhf iffec.icf ueice. lc olfh i -sidflte. tnlueA 
4pcmfhes .slcg‘B

Ke thmmg hlt hei.I ul-t kiseuz nmylcvA 4UmA Thicg zmwA  Klt 
-hmceI mc iesm-uice nm.e kwf dmccedfe. fm i -slyife lcRlvhf 
cefomsgI ylksife. ailcfuzA p nettive tul. lcfm hlt tedwse i--A

2Kpx’ L’S– G–*2Ω’T’VDUHDp U–H’A
G–U;DS* 7–pSH G–Ux’UT ;–S pGG’Ω’SpT’H 

H’2Ω–0*’UTA
Ke fz-e. olfh diseawu rcvestA
7–pSH jDΩΩ 7’ DU;–S*’H –U p U’’Hb–2TDGx 

7pxDxA pGTDPpT’ ’O’GWTDP’ H–GTSDU’ D; 2W7ΩDG 
;Sp*’j–SE S’xDxTx.

Ke  hetlfife.I  vuicdlcv  mwf  if  fhe  dumw.tdi-eA  pc  ecflse 
twkdmcflcecf uiz tmneohese keumoI lcyltlkueI lcrclfeI cmltzA Tm 
hlnI lf oit qwtf i nisgefI i qwslt.ldflmcI i fetf fheifse ohmte 
tfifltfldt he:. tgln lc i /wisfesuz se-msfA

Ke i..e. mce nmse ulceA
S’*’*7’SZ  P–ST’O  Dx  p  S’xDΩD’UG’  T’xTA 

H’*–GSpGD’x  *WxT  2S–P’  TK’0  GpU  xWSPDP’ 
TK’DS –jU j’pEU’xx’xA

Ke hlf tec.A Dc hlt nlc.I lf oitc:f dsweufzA 8wtf .etlvcA

Hyderabad — Institute of Biomedical Systems, 23:08 IST
The uik if fhlt hmws keumcve. fm nidhlcet ic. -em-ue ohm hi. 

vlyec w- mc ms.lcisz tuee-A
;lufest hwnne. /wlefuz myeshei.I nmylcv ils fhsmwvh wcteec 

uikzslcfhtA Seaslvesife. wclft fhsmkke. olfh i umoI dmctficf 
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-setecdeA *mclfmst ditf .lvlfiu oeifhes mc fhe oiuutVte/wecdetI 
-smfelc amu.lcv tlnwuiflmctI ic. tdhenifld ni-t ma sede-fms tlfetA

pqiz *ehsi tif lc fhe vumo ma i tedwse fesnlciuX thmwu.est kecf 
lc i -mtfwse hlt mu. aslec.t omwu. hiye sedmvclte. it fhlcglcv ic. 
hlt ceoes ecenlet omwu. hiye nltsei. it aiflvweA

–c fhe .etg ketl.e hlt eukmo uiz i -i-es rueVic mu. hiklf cm 
ecdsz-flmc dmwu. /wlfe gluuA
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CHAPTER ONE

Signals In The Dust

H yderabad — Institute of Biomedical Systems, 

07:42 IST
The courier arrived before the sun could make the city honest.
Hyderabad  at  this  hour  still  belonged  to  machines  and 

watchmen: shutters pulled down, dogs padding between parked 
cars, air cool enough to feel like a bargain. The Institute’s steel 
louvres were closed against the day, turning the façade into a 
blank expression. Whatever happened inside happened without 
witnesses. That was the point.

The man at reception wore a delivery company’s beige uniform, 
the  kind  designed  to  make  you  forget  the  body  inside  it. 
His  gaze  never  snagged  on  faces;  it  skimmed  surfaces  like 
a  scanner.  The receptionist  took the package with the same 
practiced  boredom  she  used  for  everything  that  arrived  in 
cardboard—optical components, sterile tubing, grant paperwork, 
lies.

She logged it as “optical components”.
The courier signed nothing. He left no footprint that mattered.
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Ajay Mehra watched from the containment corridor until the 
man dissolved into the morning and the glass doors swallowed the 
street. 

Ajay was around thirty-Ove, but his face carried the compressed 
gravity of someone older.  Xf wheatish complexion and medium 
height,  his  body was not muscular  but lean to the point of 
austerity. His frame was built for endurance rather than display, 
weathered by the Oeld postings rather than age. His shoulders 
sloped slightly forward, as if habitually bracing against invisible 
weight. His hair was short, threaded with premature grey at the 
temples, because his job entailed taking earnest decisions that 
never left room for sleep.

Ajay  waited  an  extra  ten  seconds—long  enough  for  the 
automatic puriOer cycle to complete, long enough for paranoia 
to earn its place. Then he took the parcel into the belly of the 
building, where sound was softened by insulation and intent.

The package was small enough to sit in his palm. Heavy enough 
to betray the lead shielding stitched into its lining.

Ajay’s  thumb  traced  the  seam.  His  mind  supplied  the 
architecture of the thing: a nested envelope, an old intelligence 
trick dressed as modern logistics. He snapped a sterile blade along 
the edge. The outer wrap opened cleanly, like skin giving way to a 
scalpel. Inside lay an ultra-slim pendrive the width of a credit card 
and a paper slip—actual paper—creased and scrawled with three 
characters as if someone had written them in a hurry they refused 
to admit to.

A-VF.
Bor a moment he didn’t breathe.
Lreath was noise. Lreath was weakness. He waited until the air 

puriOer sighed through another loop, until the lab’s indiEerent 
systems conOrmed the world had not changed merely because 
three letters had returned.

A-VF was not just a preOx. It was a door you didn’t open unless 
you were willing to see what waited behind it.
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The cryo tray in Celhi. The Yenith Protocol. Dleanor Shaw’s last 
cable—blunt as a bruise:

If A-VF resurfaces, treat it as a cross-domain attack—bio, 
narcotics,  information  ops,  strategic  sabotage.  Assume 
misdirection.

Assume, in other words, that the obvious truth was bait.
Ajay moved to an air-gapped terminal as if he were approaching 

a sleeping animal. He docked the drive. The screen blinked awake, 
Gashed a checkerboard entropy test, then began pouring numbers 
like rain—dense, relentless. Auto-decryption chewed the payload 
in silence.

A map blossomed.
North  India  lit  up  with  patient-zero  markers,  red  nodes 

clustered along highways and freight arteries the way bruises 
clustered on a body that couldn’t say where it had been hit. 
Trucking  routes  pulsed  like  veins.  Lorder  nodes  Gared  and 
dimmed. The web wasn’t chaotic; it was designed. Jhaos was for 
amateurs. Then the overlay stabilised.

ATTARI  IJP  —  14  CA(S  A)X  —  “MU5DTHI 
JXNSI)NMDNT”.

A  short  clip  opened.  )rainy,  low-res  inspection  footage. 
Jrates  split.  Root  bundles  lifted.  Underneath,  the  glint  of 
polymer-wrapped bricks.

A man’s voice—calm, with a Punjabi lilt: “This smells wrong.”
The video jittered. A Gash. A hard cut.
A smear of red near the lens.
The Onal frame froze on a badge, blurred at the edges as if even 

the camera wanted to look away.
RA6DDV SHARMA — Superintendent 9Justomsq.
Ajay leaned back. 6olted by the gory scene. His chair creaked. Bor 

a second, the room narrowed to the way the badge sat against the 
man’s chest: an ordinary piece of metal attached to a life that had 
believed in procedure.

The algorithm overlay updated without sentiment.
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XP-18F — PRXLAL5D J5ASSIBIJATIXN.
Synthetic opioid adjuvant. Dngineered to evade standard tests, 

to slip past canine units, and to mas%uerade as precursor reagents 
and  pharmaceutical  excipients.  A  substance  that  could  ride 
legitimate supply chains like a parasite that had learnt the language 
of its host. Vortex economics. Cestroy from both ends—hospital 
and alley. Treat the state like a body: infect the bloodstream and 
the nerves simultaneously.

The Ole advanced by itself.
A document stamped with a Lritish crown watermark—the 

MI7 sigil faint as an old Ongerprint.
H(LRIC VDJTXR CDTDJTDC IN CD5HI  J5INIJA5 

PI5XT
Jover: “Jognitive Recovery Study”
Sponsor shell: Yenith Therapeutics 9Duropeq A)
Schema overlap: ‘…? with Soviet “DJHX-8” archives 91881 

Tashkent haulq
Ajay’s mouth went dry.
DJHX-8 wasn’t a programme in the o0cial sense. It was a 

concept—an experiment in making dependence programmable. 
Addiction plus neuro-rewiring e%uals population control. India, 
Iran, Jentral Asia—test theatres. The ideal fog: democracy, youth, 
information overload.

He’d read those lines years ago under Guorescent bunker light 
that made everyone look like they’d been preserved rather than 
alive.

His terminal chimed again.
A text-only note, routed through a throwaway medical journal 

address, the sort of account used by predators and whistle-blowers 
because both needed to pass unseen.

Brom: D.S.
Subject: 5isten for the signal in the dust.
Attari wasn’t a smuggling mistake. It was an opening gambit. 

Yenith is buying white coats and wardrooms. (ou will get one 



ANNIHI5ATIXN XB VXRTDF 1‘

journalist’s name from Tashkent—then she will vanish. Trace 
what she touched. Move before the press does.—D

Ajay closed his eyes for a moment—long enough to remember a 
cold room in Kabul, a case that had ended with three funerals and 
a signature he couldn’t forget. Dleanor Shaw: polite deniability’s 
architect, the woman who could speak about catastrophe as if she 
were discussing a seating plan.

He pocketed the drive and dialled a number he never stored 
anywhere. Memory was the last place anyone searched—until it 
wasn’t.

The call connected on the second ring.
“Mehra,” he said. “We have a Vortex echo. I need a clean chain to 

Celhi and Amritsar. And I need someone who can read newsroom 
noise like a wiretap.”

A pause. The faint sound of tra0c in the background. Then: 
“Already in Celhi,” the voice replied. “Sonia Kapoor.”

Ajay exhaled. It felt like giving up a secret he’d been keeping from 
himself.

Sonia would hate everything about this.
Which was precisely why she was useful.

Delhi — “News9 Desk”, 10:15 IST
Newsrooms didn’t sleep; they merely changed masks.
The desk Goor of News8 smelt of reheated coEee, sweat, and 

the faint metallic tang of overworked electronics. Monitors lined 
a wall like a modern shrine, each screen oEering a diEerent version 
of reality—politics, crime, Onance, celebrity, weather. The world 
chopped into segments and sold back to itself.

Sonia Kapoor stood with a mug of black tea cooling in her hand, 
watching the newest test of public patience. In her late twenties, 
tall and slim, with a posture sharpened by years of standing her 
ground in hostile rooms. Her face angular and expressive, framed 
by thick dark hair tied back in a practical knot—not for style, but 
for clarity.
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Xn one screen, a minister inaugurated a refurbished hospital 
wing, smiling as though ribbon-cutting could disinfect history. Xn 
another, a local crime feed cut to the funeral of a customs o0cer 
in Amritsar. The caption crawled:

“Hero 5aid to Rest”.
No mention of how he died.
No mention of what he had smelt.
No mention of the crate that had lied.
A lie didn’t need to be spoken to be eEective; omission did the 

work %uietly.
Her editor, Prabhat, leaned over her shoulder. “We’re going soft 

on Yenith,” he said, not %uietly, as if the wall of screens itself were 
an audience. “5egal sent another 2cautionary’ note. Apparently 
their advertising renewal is! sensitive.”

Sonia didn’t turn. “Yenith bought a reputation faster than they 
built a lab.”

“Jareful,” Prabhat warned, though his eyes were hungry. He 
liked danger; he just preferred other people to bleed for it.

“The new 2cognitive recovery’ trial,” Sonia continued, her voice 
even, “the protocol is sealed. The patient registry is 2conOdential’. 
A public hospital hiding a study with a private sponsor& Ring any 
bells&”

Prabhat drummed his Ongers on her desk like a man knocking 
on a door he hoped would open to scandal. “Solid instincts, but 
we need documents, Sonia. Names. Signatures. Xr they’ll gut us.”

Her phone buzzed.
Unknown number. Secure overlay. A cold little interface that 

didn’t belong to normal life.
Sonia walked to the window, the city below already loud with 

desire and deadlines, and thumbed the call open.
“(ou’re live,” a man’s voice said. Jalm. )ravel at the edges.
“And you are!&”
“Someone who knows you won’t ignore a funeral caption. 

Two weeks ago at Attari, a customs o0cer Gagged a consignment 
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disguised as mulethi. He was shot before he could escalate. The 
truck disappeared into the interior.”

Sonia’s grip tightened around her phone. “Proof&”
“Seed points,” the voice said. “IJC Attari incident report— 

redacted. A hospital basement with a cryo vault—oE-books. A 
research nurse paid through a Kolkata clearinghouse. A Lritish 
contact who says a Tashkent journalist named Malika Ismailova 
reached out to Indian intelligence and then stopped speaking.”

“Stopped speaking,” Sonia repeated, tasting the phrase, “or 
disappeared&”

“Bind her last publication and you’ll know which.”
Sonia stared at her reGection in the glass—her large and dark eyes 

were Oerce, her hair was hurried into a knot, and a stubborn smear 
of yesterday’s mascara refused surrender. Bor a moment she looked 
like someone else, someone who believed she still had control over 
how her life entered danger.

“Why me&” she asked.
“Lecause you’ll chase the thing everyone else calls a rumour,” the 

voice said. “And because you’re clean.”
The call clicked oE.
Jlean.  Sonia almost laughed. 
2Jlean’ was what people called you when they hadn’t tried hard 

enough to tarnish you.
She returned to her desk, slid into her chair, and opened three 

databases. Her Ongers moved with the ferocity of hunger.
Justoms memorial posts. Lorder-trade clippings. Hospital 

procurement lines. Yenith’s Duropean Olings. Political donation 
registers disguised as corporate social responsibility. She found a 
footnote in a state health budget:

“Jlinical augmentation grant — Phase /.”
A vendor reference resolved to a Swiss-registered entity: Yenith 

Therapeutics 9Duropeq A). And an invoice paid through an 
Indian pharma wholesaler whose director had once run a medical 
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e%uipment shop in Paharganj—thin capital, sudden expansion, a 
new Mercedes.

Japital didn’t grow like that unless it had been watered with 
something dark.

Prabhat hovered again. “(ou’re writing&”
“I’m building the wall,” Sonia said. 
“When it stands, we’ll know where to push.” 

Peshawar — Industrial Fringe, 12:08 PKT
In a carpentry shed that hadn’t seen real wood in years, a lathe 

spun against air.
The  man  who  owned  it  was  a  ghost  with  a  living  man’s 

habits. He was called Lashir by the two teenage apprentices who 
thought he made table legs for small mos%ues. He was known as 
(usuf-Nine on circuits that never used full words.

His phone vibrated twice—a pattern he’d taught himself to fear. 
He lifted a tarp at the back of the shed. A rusting compressor had 
been welded over a hidden compartment. Inside, wrapped in foil 
against damp, lay three envelopes and a ceramic cylinder Otted with 
a pressure valve. He burnt the envelopes after skimming them. 
Paper was a liability→

The cylinder he did not touch. It was to be moved only when 
the signal came from across the border—a pulse through a cheap 
radio set that his apprentices believed played only %awwali.

He  stepped  outside,  s%uinting  into  hard  light.  A  drone 
thrummed far  above,  indiEerent  as  )od.  Jhildren chased a 
punctured football with the devotion of people who didn’t yet 
understand what they were being trained to lose. A truck rattled 
past, destined for Torkham with tea and canvas that would become 
something else by Attari.

(usuf-Nine locked the shed and walked to the tea stall.
When  the  radio  at  the  counter  hiccupped  on  a  blank 

fre%uency—two short, one long — he didn’t look up. He paid for 
his tea and smiled.
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)o. He would move at dusk.

New Delhi — RAW Annex, 13:30 IST
The room had no name, only a climate.
It  was perpetually  cool,  as  if  ideas  could be kept fresh by 

refrigeration. Xn the wall, incident pins linked by thread formed 
a web that resembled a nervous system. At its centre, a card read:

VXRTDF: AJTIVD.
A small group had gathered—two analysts, one tech, a legal 

liaison, and a man with the posture of someone who could sit very 
still for very long. Ajay placed the credit card pendrive on the table 
as if it might bite.

The legal liaison raised an eyebrow. “We’re discussing a clinical 
trial,” she said. “If you want to set the city on Ore, say the word. 
Lut if you want this to stick in court, speak in exhibits.”

Ajay nodded. “We build exhibits tonight. Lut the operational 
%uestion  is  live:  the  Attari  truck.  If  XP-18F  is  in  play,  it 
won’t sit  in a barn waiting for us to Ond it.  It’s  designed to 
travel inside legitimate consignments—precursors mislabelled, 
micro-doses piggybacking on reagents.”

He tapped the map with a Onger. Highways pulsed like arteries.
“Xnce it reaches a Celhi site—hospital, lab, warehouse—we’re 

looking at Phase Xne seeding across wards. Which means panic 
won’t come as riots. It will come as 2complications’. It will arrive 
wearing a stethoscope.”

The analyst to his right, Barheen, turned a laptop so the table 
could see. “We cross-checked Amritsar toll snapshots, weighbridge 
tamper Gags, and a private logistics API we shouldn’t have,” 
she said, not smiling. “Three plausible trucks Ot the scar proOle 
and route: one to 5udhiana—textiles; one to Kundli—cold chain 
produce; and one to )haziabad—lab glassware. The )haziabad 
consignee shares a director with a Celhi hospital vendor.”

“Which hospital&” the legal liaison asked.
Barheen hesitated, as if the name itself had weight.
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“Shree Vaibhav Medical S Research”.
Silence sharpened. A minister that morning had called Shree 

Vaibhav his model of “public-private synergy”.
Synergy,  Ajay  thought,  was  what  vultures  called  the 

arrangement.
His phone buzzed with a 5ondon country code. He didn’t 

excuse himself. This was their war; they could hear its other front.
“Dleanor.”
Her voice was like the rustle of dry leaves: thin and sharp. “(our 

journalist is named Malika Ismailova. She Oled a piece three days 
ago: Borgotten Jold Rooms of the Union—about abandoned 
cryo-labs from the Soviet era around Tashkent. The post went 
down within an hour. Her editor says she took a bus to Samarkand 
to see her aunt. There is no aunt in Samarkand.”

“Co we have her notes&”
“Partially. She CM’d a RAW cutout—your house—before 

she  went  %uiet.  It  referenced  an  inventory  label: 
DJHX-8TYenithTA-VF crosswalk.”

Ajay glanced at the drive. “We have the crosswalk tag too.”
“Then the gameboard is visible,” Dleanor said. “Phase Yero is 

your basement in Celhi. Phase Xne is Attari’s synthetic. Phase 
Two will look like a public health pilot expanding. Ly Phase Three, 
you’ll be arguing in court while a Ofth of your IJU beds are tied 
up with 2complications’—and someone abroad will call it your 
governance failure.”

“And you&” Ajay asked.
“I’ll move on the money,” Dleanor said. “Yenith’s Duropean 

shell has a 5uxembourg cousin and a 5ondon cousin. If I pull one 
thread hard enough, a boardroom will s%ueal. Lut Ajay — don’t 
wait for me to Onish the tapestry.”

The line faded.
Ajay stared at the map, at the veins of the country. “We cut 

the route before dusk,” he said. “And we go inside the hospital 
tonight.”
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The legal liaison exhaled, resigned. “Then we’ll need a paper trail 
that looks like )od wrote it.”

Tashkent — Internet Café oz Chorsu BaUaar, 12:10 ZLT
Some truths survived only as ghosts.
A teenage boy clicked through cached pages on a shared desktop 

like a pianist, Ongers %uick, eyes blank. Malika’s blog lived only in 
fragments now—mirrors, screenshots, archived slivers that hadn’t 
yet been erased by money with patience.

He found the headline in a snapshot:
BXR)XTTDN JX5C RXXMS XB THD UNIXN
The Orst paragraph persisted in a 5ithuanian mirror:
What the empire stored, the republics hid; what the republics 

hid, the market has rediscovered.
The  boy  right-clicked  an  image:  peeling  Jyrillic 

signage—Kriogennaya 5aboratoriya—and a scribble in felt-tip on 
a crate:

D-8 V Y-T V A-VF
He copied the image to a Gash drive and slid it across the table 

to a woman who’d paid him in real dollars.
She  typed  a  message  to  an  Indian  number  through  an 

anonymous gateway.
Malika’s last post fragment is attached. She did not come home.
Then she pulled her scarf over her hair and dissolved into the 

bazaar as if she had never existed.

–udhianaVKundli Highway, 19:05 IST
Trucks in dusk were all the same colour: dust.
A patrol car rolled past three eighteen-wheelers nose-to-tail. The 

o0cer at the wheel stiGed a yawn. He had not been told that the 
second truck’s tow hook had a chipped enamel matching a pixel 
artefact in a toll camera hours earlier. He had not been told that 
far above them, a satellite belonging to no one and everyone had 
already nodded.
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Xne kilometre ahead, a maintenance van idled with hazard lights 
on. Two men in grease-streaked overalls waved frantically.

“5eak→” one yelled.
The truck drivers, good men who didn’t want to die in a diesel 

Ore, braked. The second truck—textiles on paper, something else 
in fact—rolled to a stop.

The van doors opened.
Not mechanics.
The men moved like choreography—one to the cab, one to the 

latch seal, and one to the airline. A deep hiss. The driver’s head hit 
the horn, then slid sideways as a chemical fog Olled the cabin. The 
latchman lifted the canvas with practised minimalism and winced 
at the smell of mulethi that wasn’t mulethi.

He tapped his earpiece twice. “Package conOrms.”
Then  a  headlight  bloomed  in  the  mirror:  a  motorbike 

approaching, loud and casual, as if none of this mattered.
The pillion rider raised his hand. A phone shimmered brieGy.
Somewhere far away, a radio in a Peshawar tea stall hummed two 

short, one long.
The latchman’s smile died. “We’re not alone.”
The motorbike swerved close. A rider Gicked something under 

the truck — metal kissing metal with a satisOed click. A magnetised 
device clung beneath the chassis, blinking once: location, speed, 
cargo metadata—feeding someone who didn’t wear overalls.

The van doors slammed. The men melted into scrub. The 
motorbike shot forward, then away, then left.

The bomb did not explode. It simply watched.
Ly the  time the  drivers  woke coughing and swearing,  the 

maintenance van was gone. The second truck pulled back onto the 
highway, taillights steady, as if its conscience were intact.

The device under its belly didn’t care about calm.

Shree vaibhaM &edical G Research, 23:18 IST
Hospitals at midnight belonged to janitors and ghosts.
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Sonia wore both well.
A scrub top under a white coat that read Radiology, hair tucked 

away, and an IC badge borrowed from a friend of a friend who 
owed her two %uotes and a favour. She pushed a mop down 
the corridor until a guard looked away, then cut into the service 
stairwell, heart thudding against ribs like a Ost on a locked door.

The basement smelt of detergent and damp concrete—the 
ordinary odour of institutions hiding extraordinary things. The 
vault door was where it shouldn’t be: a slab of steel in a corridor 
meant for linens. No camera blinked here; the single one had been 
installed to look like it worked.

She pressed her ear to the metal.
Heard only her own pulse.
Her phone vibrated once—an encrypted ping from a number 

she didn’t like admitting she now trusted.
5eft side panel—magnetised. Con’t pry. Place the chip.
Sonia whispered, “Jopy,” to no one.
She palmed a dull s%uare the size of a postage stamp and pressed 

it to the seam. It clung and vanished visually, a dead pixel against 
matte steel.

Bootsteps. She became a mop again—handle in hand, shoulders 
rounded,  invisible.  Two men in  lab coats  passed,  discussing 
e%uipment audit and golf, their laughter light as if the world wasn’t 
bleeding under their shoes.

When their voices dissolved, Sonia held her breath for a long 
count, then retreated to an ordinary Goor where ordinary patients 
dreamed of ordinary recoveries.

Xutside, a car idled with its lights oE.
Ajay sat behind the wheel, face lit by the small glow of his phone. 

Xn the screen, the chip’s handshake stabilised. The vault was now 
a whispering friend.

Sonia  slid  into  the  passenger  seat,  breath  fogging  in  the 
conditioned air.
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Bor a second, their proximity did what danger always did—made 
the body aware of itself. Heat under skin. The scent of soap and 
adrenaline. The way two strangers became co-conspirators before 
they became anything else.

“(ou’re not press,” Ajay said, eyes on the rearview mirror.
“(ou’re not a scientist,” Sonia shot back, adjusting her coat with 

a sharp tug, as if clothing could restore order.
“Tell that to my degrees.”
“I will,” she said, “after we stop a corporation from dosing a 

city.”
Ajay’s mouth twitched—half smile, half grimace. “There’s a 

truck on Kundli highway we need to nudge toward honesty. And 
a journalist in Tashkent we need to resurrect.”

Sonia wiped sweat from her brow. “Then stop the car.”
He hesitated.
She  nodded  towards  a  camera  above  the  hospital  gate, 

half-hidden by bougainvillaea—pink Gowers trying to pretend the 
steel beneath them wasn’t steel.

“(ou just drove into three angles of someone’s story.”
Ajay reversed into darkness. The hospital gate shrank in the 

mirror like a closing eye.

–ondon — South Bank, 19:05 @&T
Dleanor Shaw sat with a ledger that didn’t exist.
Yenith’s Duropean shell had a cousin in 5uxembourg, yes, but 

the money was sweated in 5ondon, where it could pretend to 
be respectable. She drew lines between fund names and listed 
directors, Ongers clean, mind dirty.

Xne signature recurred—left-slant, arrogant, the penmanship 
of a man who’d never been told no.

She circled it and allowed herself a private smile.
She typed a cable to Celhi:
Loardroom  pressure  possible  in  ‘3  hours  if  we  rupture 

covenant clauses. Lut the lab moves faster than law. Assume early 
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deployment. (ou will need proof in the hospital before sunrise and 
a public narrative by noon. 5ay both.

She sent it, then made a call she didn’t log.
“I need a judge who still believes in injunctions,” she said. “And 

a reporter who doesn’t.”

@haUiabad — Industrial Estate, 01:11 IST
The warehouse wore the smell of solvent like cologne.
The truck idled behind it, engine ticking, heat radiating into the 

humid night. Leneath the chassis, the magnetised device blinked 
once more and died — its purpose fulOlled. A team moved in tight: 
RAW, local police, and one customs o0cer who hadn’t slept since 
the funeral.

A bolt cutter sighed. The canvas yawned open. 
Not textiles. Not entirely.
Lundles of cotton sheeting hugged boxes that held vials nested 

like eggs—a farm’s worth of %uiet catastrophe.
Ajay stepped closer. A label’s edge curled under humidity. He 

peeled it.
Leneath the polite sticker was a rawer truth—black marker on 

polymer:
A-VF T Y-P T PH-/1
Phase Xne.
He looked at the customs o0cer—a man with red eyes and a 

badge that caught stray light.
“(ou know his name&” Ajay asked %uietly.
“Rajeev,” the o0cer said. “We trained together.”
Ajay nodded once. No speech. No theatre. 6ust the small gravity 

of naming the dead.
“Then tonight,” Ajay said, “we write the story he didn’t get to 

Onish.”
He turned to the evidence camera, held the label to the lens, and 

spoke in the voice you used when you wanted a judge and a nation 
to hear you clearly:
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“This is not research. This is a weaponised supply chain.”
Somewhere, a vault in Celhi whispered fresh metadata to the 

listening chip stuck like a secret. In Tashkent, a cached page refused 
to die. In Peshawar, a ceramic cylinder waited for (usuf-Nine 
to choose a road. In 5ondon, a signature on a fund document 
trembled—if only slightly—under a pen that had never been 
taught fear.

The signal was in the dust now. And the dust was everywhere.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Missing Journalist

T ashkent — Chorsu Bazaar Residences, 07:12 UZT

The apartment smelt of dust warmed by morning sun.
Not coMee. 
Not perfume. 
Not life.
kaliIa vsmailo’azs desI was fro-en mid,thoughtA as though 

time itself had been interrupted and ne’er allowed to resume. ; 
notebooI lay open to half a sentence— a pen rested uncapped beside 
itA inI drying into a permanent hesitation. ;t the base of a chipped 
mugA a ring of cold tea clung stubbornlyA a residue of yesterday 
refusing to e’aporate.

The landlord ho’ered near the doorA hands twisting togetherA his 
eyes darting as if the walls themsel’es might be listening. Two men 
in plain shirts stood inside the roomA studying it with professional 
disinterestUthe carefulA understated eSciency of “-beI ”ecurity. 
ken whose presence was designed to be forgotten the moment 
they left.

V”he went two nights agoAH the landlord murmured. V”aid 
”amarIand. TooI bus forty,eight.H

The taller oScer replied without lifting his eyes from the desI.
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VThere is no bus forty,eight.H
Ke turned a page in the notebooI.
Names of laboratories were circled in tight inI. Rhotographs 

of  ”o’iet  stamps  had  been  taped  into  margins.  ”Ietches  of 
free-ersUindustrialA subterraneanA labelled in EyrillicU9lled the 
bacI pages. ;gain and againA the same three symbols recurredA as 
though the mind that wrote them had been unable to escape their 
gra’ity→

Z,X D …,T D ;,P?
;t the bottom of the 9nal pageA written with deliberate careA a 

sentence stood alone→
vf vndia fallsA it will not be from war. vt will be from medicine.
The younger oScer swallowed. VBo we notifyO koscowjH
The senior oScer closed the notebooI gentlyA as if it were a 

body.VNo. vf koscow already InewAH he saidA Vshe would ne’er 
ha’e written this.H

They turned to  lea’e.  ;t  the  thresholdA  the  senior  oScer 
paused. Kis ga-e driftedA almost casuallyA to the underside of a 
drawer rail. ; “”W dri’e had been taped there with yellowing 
adhesi’eUcarefulA hiddenA hopeful.

Ke pocIeted it without comment.
Wehind themA the paper on kaliIazs desI Luttered once in the 

draught from the closing door.
Fn her old phoneA abandoned beneath a cushionA a ’oice,note 

icon blinIed brieLy.
“nopened. “nheard.

Delhi — RAW Annex, 10:05 IST
;1ay kehra played kaliIazs last reco’ered clip on a secure 

screen.
”tatic.  qind  noise.  Then  her  ’oice  emergedUsteadyA  but 

strained by urgency and distance.
VThe free-ers werenzt forgottenAH she said. VThey were leased. 

”old. kigrated. ; ’ault used for fro-en ner’e cultures in nineteen 
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eighty,nine reappears in a Writish procurement record in twenty 
nineteen. …enith. They didnzt buy patentsUthey bought ghosts.H

There was a sudden soundA abrupt and intimateUliIe a door 
being IicIed open. The clip ended.

”onia  3apoor  stood  in  the  cornerA  arms  crossedA  1aw  set. 
V”he wasnzt 1ust a reporterAH she said xuietly. V”he was a war 
correspondent operating in peacetime.H

;1ay nodded. V”he triggered the 9rst domino. Now we carry it.H
;n analyst shifted in his seat and brought up a 9le. VBelhi 

Kigh EourtUGustice K. 0. Perma. Jast year he refused …enithzs 
petition  to  seal  patient  data.  3nown  for  strict  readings  of 
public,interest doctrine in health cases.H

;1ayzs eyes sharpened. Vqezll need him.H
”onia raised an eyebrow. VJegal alreadyjH
Vvn a bio,drug warAH ;1ay saidA VpaperworI is artillery.H

Uzbek–Afghan Border — Termez Ferry Point, 13:49 UZT
The ferry churned steadily across the ;mu BaryaA its waIe 

folding into itself liIe a thought erased and rewritten. TrucIs 
xueued in the heat. Bri’ers wiped sweat from their necIs with 
frayed clothsA muttering at delays they had long since stopped 
belie’ing would e’er end.

;mong them stood ‘usuf,Nine.
Ke leaned against his cabA prayer beads sliding through 9ngers 

worn smooth by trades older than ’iolence. Kis face ga’e nothing 
awayUneither impatience nor purpose.

;n encrypted pager cracIled softly at his waist.
Kold until 2X→::. vndia ’ector breached. ”hift plan.
Ke did not react. Ke watched birds sIim the ri’erzs surface 

instead.
RatienceA he belie’edA was the most reliable weapon of all.
; customs oScer approached with studied casualness. VRapers.H
‘usuf handed them o’er. 
”miled. Yriendly. Yorgettable.
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Wehind the smileA a pressure ’al’e dreamed xuietly of Belhi.

London — MI6 Sub-Basement, 09:22 GMT
Yluorescent lights hummed faintly as Zleanor ”haw scrolled 

through fro-en frames of a lu5ury,fund 9ling.
Fne signature recurred with irritating regularityUBr ;drian 

YaulInerA …enithzs Zuropean science director. The same hand 
had  appeared  years  earlier  on  a  Writish  military  grant  for 
neuro,enhancement research.

Zleanor tilted her head. V”oHA she murmuredA Vyou graduated 
from soldiers to societies.H

; 1unior analyst leaned in. Vvnterpol pingA mazam. ; research 
nurse in Belhi booIed a one,way Light to Boha last night. …enith 
stipend account. Ylagged irregularities.H

Zleanor tooI a measured sip of blacI tea. Ker eyes were calmA 
almost glacial.V4round team to the airport.H

V;nd if shezs protectedjH
Zleanorzs reply was soft steel.  VNothing protects someone 

running from a secret.H

Delhi — Shree Vaibhav Medical & Research, 16:10 IST
The corridor hummed with reassurance.
Boctors mo’ed brisIly. Ratients sat with hope folded neatly into 

their laps. Rosters promised reco’ery with pastel smiles and bullet 
points.

”onia mo’ed among them with a cleanerzs cart. Weneath the 
towels lay a wireless relay no larger than a shirt button.

”he paused near the basement stairwell.
Poices drifted upward.
VOshipment delayedjH
VO0;q interference suspected. ”tay oM messaging appsOH
”he slipped the relay behind a 9re,hose cabinet.
Ker phone ’ibrated silently→
P;“JT B;T; JvN3 Z”T;WJv”KZB.
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Yootsteps approached.
”he pi’oted instincti’elyA mop in hand.
; ’oice behind her said lightlyA V‘ou missed a spot.H
”he looIed up. ; surgeon. Rolite smile. Too deliberate.
V”orryA sirAH she said.
Ker heart stayed steady. qar,-one reporting had taught her this. 

”o had Belhi streets. ‘ou ne’er blinI 9rst.
The man walIed away e’entuallyUbut his eyes lingered longer 

than necessary.
”he te5ted ;1ay→
Pault bug is li’e. Wut someonezs alert. ko’e fast.
Kis reply came instantly→
Jegal striIe tonight. qe corner them before they corner you.

Delhi — Lodhi Road, 19:02 IST
; blacI ”“P rolled xuietly past the gates of the Belhi Kigh 

Eourt. vnside sat ”enior ;d’ocate ”uman 0aoUlegendary for 
turning single clauses into weapons. ;1ay passed her a sealed 
dossier→

EFNYvBZNTv;J→ R“WJvE KZ;JTK ZkZ04ZNE‘ U 
FRv;TZ,WvFJF4vE;J NZ?“”

0ao scanned xuicIly. Vvf half of this standsAH she saidA Vwezre 
not 9ling a petition. qezre issuing a public warning disguised as 
litigation.H

V;nd the other halfjH
Ker mouth cur’ed. VThe other half will be presented in court as 

June5pected documentsz.H
”onia arri’ed moments laterA breath sharp. VKospital guard 

rotation changed. Theyzre cleaning the ’ault Loor.H
;1ay went still. VThat means theyzre mo’ing something.H
0ao stood. VThen we prise their hands open before midnight.H
”amarIand KighwayA 2K→LL “…T
Keadlights car’ed pale tunnels through dusI.
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;n “-beI police con’oy mo’ed steadily along the road. vn 
the bacI seat of the lead carA a young oScer clutched a printed 
photograph of kaliIa smiling beneath apricot blossoms.

Vqe checI the orchardsAH he said. VThen the ra’ine.H
Kis commander answered xuietlyA VRray we 9nd tracIs. Rray we 

do not 9nd silence.H

Delhi — Warehouse District, 23:11 IST
The sei-ed ’ials lay beneath unforgi’ing Luorescent light.
Eustoms seals. 0;q watchers. Tension pulled tight as wire.
;1ay placed a ’ial beneath the spectrometer lens. The machine 

hummed softly. The spectrum spiIedUcleanA unmistaIable.
;  biotech  specialist  whisperedA  VThis  isnzt  a  drug. 

vtzs  beha’ioural  modulationUopioid,based with ’iral,’ector 
carriers.H

; pause.
V; narcotic,pandemic hybrid.H
”oniazs  e5pression  hardened.  VThey  werenzt  smuggling 

addictionAH she said. VThey were smuggling surrender.H
;1ay closed the case. The clicI sounded 9nal.
VNow we go publicAH he said. VWefore truth is buried under 

polish.H
FutsideA  a  motorbiIe  engine  echoed  brieLyA  then 

fadedUwatchingA waitingA or warning. No one could tell.
;nd far awayA ‘usuf,Nine crossed into ;fghanistan with the 

patience of a chess master who had not yet touched his xueen.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Vault Must Speak

N ew Delhi — Pre-Dawn Drizzle, 04:32 IST

The city lingered in half-sleep.
Streetlights smeared themselves across rain-dark asphalt; buses 

sighed at stops without enthusiasm; the air carried that peculiar 
tension Delhi acquired just before morning—when night had not 
yet surrendered, and day had not yet arrived to claim responsibility.

Outside  Shree  Vaibhav  Medical  &  Research,  a  convoy  of 
unmarked vehicles waited without urgency.

RAW cyber-operations units.
A discreet police detail.
And one customs oKcer who carried grief like a sharpened 

instrument.
Ajay Mehra stood with Sonia “apoor beneath the overhang, 

rain stippling the pavement between them. The humidity pressed 
close, dense with suppressed alarm.

Ajay checked his watch. N”inety minutes,C he said quietly. 
NZourt opens at ten. We need admissible evidence before ’enith 
seeks an injunction.C

Sonia nodded once, jaw set. NAnd if they?ve already started 
relocatingIC
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NThen we catch them mid-crime.C
Pe raised his encrypted radio. 
NTeam One—stairs. 
Team Two—vehicle bay. 
”o alarms. We don?t announce ourselves. We pass through.C
The hospital swallowed them.
Hnside,  Buorescent  lights  hummed  softly,  the  sound  of  a 

building trying to reassure itself.

Hospital Basement — 04:52 IST
The vault door gleamed beneath laboratory-white light.
Silent.
Hmmaculate.
Hnnocent to anyone who did not know how to look.
To everyone present, it radiated guilt.
A forensic engineer unpacked his kit with ritual precision—a 

thermal scanner, micro-tools, and a wafer-thin device no larger 
than a credit card.

Sonia murmured, barely audible, NMy tag?s still transmitting.C
Ajay leaned closer. NUroceed.C
A soft click.  A low hum. The vault responded—not with 

resistance, but with compliance. Magnetic locks disengaged like a 
held breath xnally released.

The engineer paused. NLingerprint authentication is still active. 
Eiometric override is armed.C

Ajay?s mouth tightened. NThey?re eXpecting someone.C
Sonia didn?t look away. NThey?re eXpecting us.C
Above them, footsteps moved with urgency.
”ot hospital sta7.

Lobby — 04:56 IST
A security supervisor  touched his  radio twice—the coded 

gesture for anomaly.
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A man in black scrubs appeared beside him, clipboard in hand, 
voice low and authoritative. NEasement sweep. Urotocol Seven.C

The supervisor nodded without question. Authority, when 
properly costumed, rarely needed proof.

Pe never saw the pistol rise.
The sound was small. 3nemphatic.
The supervisor collapsed behind the desk, and the xgure moved 

on—steps precise, economical.
Assassins in hospitals did not perform.
They completed tasks.

Vault Room — 05:09 IST
The door opened.
Zold spilt into the room like breath from a sleeping animal.
Rows  of  cryogenic  racks  shimmered  beneath  frost-laced 

light.  Zylinders  stood  in  disciplined  ranks,  labelled  with 
humanitarian  study  codes,  public-health  language  polished 
smooth by committees.

And there it was.
A-V8 z ’enith ”euro-Zognitive Recovery Zohort UilotzUP-!
Sonia eXhaled, the sound almost devotional. NThey were dosing 

trial patients.C
Ajay lifted a vial, careful not to disturb the equilibrium of the 

room. The liquid inside was perfectly clear—clarity as deception.
The forensic scanner swept over it.
The screen Bared red.
NPybrid opioid,C the engineer said. NViral carrier. Synthetic 

neuromodulator.C
Sonia  swallowed.  NAddiction  fused  with  neurological 

compliance.C
Ajay slid the vial into a sealed sleeve. NThis goes to the judge.C
A sound clicked behind them.
”ot mechanical.
”ot environmental.



AVH”ASP U3SP“AR”A6G

Puman.
Ajay turned—
A xgure stood framed by the doorway9 surgical scrubs, mask, 

and pistol raised. The stance was unmistakable. Military discipline 
disguised as medicine.

Sonia fro–e.
Ajay didn?t.
Pe dropped behind a rack and shouted, NDownJC
Two suppressed shots coughed. 
4lass shattered. 
Vapour hissed.
The forensic engineer hurled a steel cart forward. Ht struck the 

intruder?s legs just long enough.
Ajay surged. Drove the man into the wall.
The struggle was sudden and intimate—knees, elbows, breath 

stolen and returned with interest. The assassin moved with trained 
economy; Ajay answered with brute persistence.

Sonia swung a metal tray.
The impact rang like judgement.
The man sagged—alive, restrained, breathing.
Ajay tore the mask free.
Hndian.
Medical research cadre.
Sonia?s  voice  broke  thinly.  NThey  didn?t  just  corrupt  the 

system.C
Ajay stared at the man?s face. NThey became it.C
Uolice boots thundered overhead.
The vault was secured. 
Lor now.

Delhi High Court — 10:48 IST
The corridors pulsed with urgency—lawyers murmuring, xles 

pressed to chests like talismans.
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Senior Advocate Suman Rao moved through marble hallways 
with measured authority, petition folder in hand9

Writ of Mandamus — Uublic Pealth 1mergency
Declaration & Lorensic Sei–ure Orders
Hnside the courtroom, ’enith?s counsel sat polished and smiling, 

the smile of people accustomed to winning arguments by attrition.
Ajay  watched  from  the  back  row.  Sonia  sat  beside  him, 

notebook open, pen steady.
Rao rose.
NMy /ords,C she said, voice calm, Nthis is not a clinical trial. Ht is 

a covert public-poisoning operation concealed beneath scientixc 
language.C

’enith?s counsel leapt. NDefamatory conjecture—C
Rao slid sealed evidence across the bench. 
NZryogenic vials. Lorensic spectra. A hybrid narcotic2viral 

vector.C
The room stilled.
Yustice Verma removed his glasses.
NThis courtC,  he said slowly,  Nwill  not permit weaponised 

medicine to shelter behind ethics committees.C
Orders followed like controlled detonation.
Sealed  inspections.  Zourt  custody.  Absolute  restraint  on 

inventory movement.
War had crossed into daylight.
Ajay breathed out.
Sonia?s hand trembled once—then steadied.

Tashkent — Abandoned Institute, 13:40 UZT
3–bek forces sifted through Soviet debris.
They found a shallow pit.
And a pendant bearing Malika Hsmailova?s initials.
The commander swore softly. NShe pulled the thread too hard.C
A young oKcer pocketed the recovered 3SE without reporting 

it.
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Sometimes justice required speed.
4ha–iabad — Secure Lacility, !G9N! HST
The sei–ed cylinders rested under a triple seal.
A customs oKcer placed Rajeev Sharma?s photograph beside 

them.
Sonia watched.
NThey?ll speak for him,C Ajay said quietly.
NHf we last,C Sonia replied.
Ajay met her ga–e. NWe will.C
Outside, two motorcycles idled too long.
Waiting.

Peshawar — Safehouse, 21:05 PKT
Ousuf-”ine spread a map of Delhi across the Boor.
The ceramic cylinder rested in his hands like a patient thought.
A handler whispered, NOrders changed. Deployment after legal 

disruption.C
Ousuf nodded once. N/aw has already spoken.C
Pe lifted the cylinder.
N”owC, he said softly, Nthe streets will.C



INTERLUDE I

The Night Delhi Stood Still

D elhi — Three Years Ago

The Rooftop
The rain had come without warning.
Delhi rain always did—abrupt, petulant, the kind that fell 

in sideways sheets and made the city smell of wet dust, diesel, 
and monsoon nostalgia. Sonia Kapoor shoved open the rusted 
rooftop door of the safehouse and stepped into the storm with 
the stubbornness of a woman who refused to let the world decide 
when she needed air.

The rooftop was small, bordered by a parapet that had long 
outlived its plaster. Laundry lines cut across like old scars. Water 
pooled in shallow puddles, re:ecting :ickers of neon from the 
street below' tea stalls glowing amber, scooter headlights slicing 
through the darkness, and the chorus of honks forming the cityxs 
eternal heartbeat.

She leaned against the parapet, damp hair slapping her cheek, 
the rain plastering her kurta to her skin. She closed her eyes, letting 
the storm wash away the eAhaustion of the day—the lies, the 
bureaucracy, the closed doors and carefully constructed denials.

V soft metallic click behind her made her turn.
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VMay ’ehra stepped out of the doorway, backlit by the dim 
yellow of the corridor light. Pis shirt sleeves were rolled to his 
elbows, raindrops catching the edges of his hair. The storm made 
him look younger, the sharp angles of his face softened by the blur 
of water.

Pe carried a mug of chai.
Hot for himself.
Pe held it out to her wordlessly.
Soniaqs breath caught — not because of the chai, but because of 

him.
VMay was not an easy man to look at. Pe carried a kind of Euiet 

solemnity, the kind that pulled you in and pushed you away at the 
same time. Pis eyes had the weight of someone who had seen too 
much and survived by making himself a wall no one could breach.

“Acept that sometimes, like now, the wall had a crack.
Y”ou shouldnqt be out in this rain,z he said.
YVnd you shouldnqt eavesdrop,z she countered.
Pe shrugged, the ghost of a smile tugging at his mouth. YN wasnqt 

eavesdropping. ”our shouting at the phone could wake ancestors.z
YThat oFcial was lying,z Sonia snapped, taking the mug from 

his hand. YVbout the clinic, about the trial, about the kids—z
YN know,z VMay said Euietly.
The words cut through her anger like a knife through warm waA.
Pe moved beside her, tantalisingly close but cautiously away, 

leaning against the parapet. The city stretched below them in 
chaotic beauty' streets glimmering under the rain, the haOe of tail 
lights of vehicles, and the echo of distant sirens.

Xor a few moments, neither spoke.
The rain softened into a steady, calming rhythm.
Sonia stared at the drops racing down the parapet. Y”ou said 

youqd show me the report,z she murmured.
YN know,z VMay said again.
YThen show me.z
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Pe took a slow breath, the kind she recognised—the breath of 
someone deciding whether to break a rule.

Xinally, he pulled a small drive from his pocket. YThirty seconds. 
Ho photos. Ho backups.z

She raised a brow. Y”ou do know Nqm a Mournalist, rightCz
YThatqs why Nqm giving it to you.z Pis voice dropped into 

something softer, rougher. Y…ecause youqll see what everyone else 
refuses to.z

The admission froOe her.
Nn the Euiet that followed, Sonia felt something shift—not the 

storm, not the city, but the space between them.
She plugged the drive into her phone under her shawl to shield 

it from the rain. The screen :ickered to life, displaying documents, 
images, and -eld scans.

Per face paled.
This wasnqt Must a trial gone wrong.
This was systemic.
5oordinated.
Vnd deadly.
Per -ngers trembled.
VMay noticed.
Pe reached out without thinking—Must two -ngers at her wrist, 

gentle, grounding.
YSonia,z he murmured. Y…reathe.z
She didnqt realise sheqd been holding her breath until he said it.
She eAhaled shakily, her pulse :uttering under his touch.
Y”ou canqt -ght this battle alone,z he said.
YThen donqt make me -ght it alone,z she whispered.
Pe withdrew his hand slowly, as if his skin didnqt want to leave 

hers.
They faced each other fully now.
The rain slowed to a whisper.
V  thin  wind  curled  around  them,  carrying  the  scent  of 

petrichor.
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Sonia  studied  his  face—the  strong  lines,  the  fatigue,  the 
intelligence, the pain he tried to bury behind duty. She saw past 
all of it, into the fractured heart he kept locked away.

YVMay,z she said softly. YWhy do you do this to yourselfCz
Pe blinked. YDo whatCz
Y5arry the world. 5arry ghosts. 5arry guilt that was never 

yours.z
Pis Maw tightened. 4ain collected at the corner of his eyebrow.
Per voice gentled. Y”ou could let someone in, you know.z
Y”ouCz he asked, barely louder than the rain.
Y’aybe,z she whispered.
V shadow crossed his eyes.
YThis life6z Pe shook his head. YNt breaks anything it touches.z
Y’aybe not everything.z
Y”ou donqt know the things Nqve seen,z he said, stepping a 

fraction closer—close enough she could feel the warmth of him 
even in the cold rain. Y”ou donqt know what Nqve been part of.z

She met his gaOe without :inching. YThen tell me.z
Pe swallowed.
Nn  the  years  theyqd  worked  together—unoFcially, 

uneApectedly—she had never seen him this eAposed. 
Nt made her chest ache.
YSonia,z he said, her name almost a confession. YThere are 

things  about  me6  about  my  past6  about  the  variants,  the 
programs6 Nf N let you in, N wonqt be able to keep you safe.z

She stepped forward, erasing half the distance between them.
4ain dripped from her eyelashes. Per lips were parted slightly, 

breath shallow but steady.
YLet me decide what N want to risk.z
VMay looked at her with an intensity that made the moment 

throb with possibility—a moment balanced on the raOorBedge 
between sense and surrender.
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Nf either of them leaned a fraction closer, it would happen.The 
kiss that had been threatening, lingering, and burning between 
them for months.

Pe lifted a hand—slowly—as if touching something sacred. Pis 
thumb brushed a wet strand of hair away from her cheek.

Soniaqs breath caught.
The world stilled.
“ven the rain held its breath.
…ut then —
V message alert vibrated her phone.
…oth :inched.
The  screen  displayed  a  new  intelligence  packet—urgent, 

encrypted.
The spell broke.
VMay took a step back, walls slamming up around him with the 

speed of muscle memory.
Sonia stared at him, heart twisting painfully. Y”ouqre doing it 

again.z
YN canqt—z he began.
Y”ou wonqt,z she corrected, voice trembling.
The ache in her voice made him :inch.
Pe looked away, rain trailing down the sharp line of his Maw. YNf 

N cross that line with you, Sonia6 Nqll lose whatever clarity N have 
left.z

Y5larity isnqt the same as loneliness.z
Pe didnqt respond.
Something inside her cracked—Euietly, irrevocably.
She nodded once, swallowed her heartbreak, and slid the drive 

back into his hand.
YThen go,z she whispered.
Pe hesitated—for a second too long.
V second that held everything unspoken'
N want you.
Nqm afraid of wanting you.
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Nf N touch you, N wonqt stop.
Then he turned away. Sonia didnqt watch him leave.
She simply wrapped her arms around herself and let the rain 

disguise the tears that :owed down her cheeks—the manifestation 
of her bottledBup emotions and her love unreEuited.

That night, she -led a story that shook a ministry.
VMay disappeared into another operation.
Vnd neither of them spoke again.

Now
Delhi Rooftop — Present Day
Sonia stood eAactly where she had that night, her phone glowing 

with his message'
Nt wasnqt fear N was worried about.
”ou.
Per eyes stung.
Hot from the wind.
Hot from the city lights.
…ut from the truth'
Some ghosts donqt haunt you.
Some ghosts call you back.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Visceral City

N ew Delhi — Dawn, Thin Fog, 06:12 IST

In Paharganj, a street vendor lifted the shutters of his 
cigarette cart.

Tea began to simmer.
Horns barked awake.
Rickshaws rattled into motion like tired insects shaking op 

sleeD.
yelhi Derformed normalcB with its usual conviction.
—ut secrets rarelB arrive with Ore.
TheB leakWslowlB, invisiblBWlike gas through cracked seals.
An a single ShatsVDD grouD of resident doctors at Mhree 

&aibhav :edical C Research, a message drifted into the morningU
Three  trial  Datients  have  been  unconscious  since  night. 

Hallucinations. yelirium. Mudden deDendence indicators. Mhifted 
to IKN. A4cial note Dending.

V Dause.
Then another line, almost aDologetic in its restraintU
8eeD conOdential. Vdmin warning. “o media.
“o one reDlied.
Milence swallowed the grouD.
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Autside, at a chai stall, two interns stood shoulder to shoulder, 
voices lowered to a whisDer.

”Mame sBmDtoms as the Punjab sei’ures case‘Z
”yonxt saB qAPx or qFenithx in te-t.Z
TheB drank LuicklB.
yelhixs heartbeat LuickenedWnot loudlB, not BetWbut enough 

to matter.

South Block—Intelligence Briemng Roo7, 0d:24 IST
The room was sealed not just bB walls, but bB temDerament.
Thick concrete. Eiltered air.
:en and women who Dreferred shadows to headlines.
V senior bureaucrat taDDed the table with a Den that had signed 

a thousand Luiet decisions. 
”Se classifB this as medical research sabotage and Droceed 

discreetlB.Z
VjaB  :ehraxs  reDlB  cut  cold.  ”yiscretion  is  what  theBxre 

counting on. Vddiction eDidemics begin in silence. “ational 
collaDse  begins  when  o4cials  fear  headlines  more  than 
conseLuences.Z

V diDlomat shifted uncomfortablB. ”If we trigger Danic, markets 
destabilise. yiDlomatic channels burn. Fenith sues us across 
jurisdictions.Z

Monia 8aDoorWDresent onlB because someone in the room had 
trusted her instincts when it matteredWleaned forward. ”Truth 
doesnxt create Danic,Z she said evenlB. ”MecrecB does.Z

The room simmered.
V defence liaison cleared his throat. ”Kivilian sBmDtoms are 

emerging. :edia chatter is Dicking uD. Se no longer have the 
lu-urB of a closedXroom war.Z

The bureaucrat  e-haled  through his  nose.  ”Eine.  9imited 
transDarencB. Melected disclosures. “o citBXwide alarm.Z

VjaB said nothing. 
Half the war, he knew, was alwaBs fought against hesitation.
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Tashkent — An Olv So8iet Bunker, 05:Z1 ULT
Moviet concrete did not forget secrets. It absorbed them.
V Boung N’bek o4cer crouched beneath a /ickering torch 

beam, Drising oDen a rusted locker stamDed in /aking red DaintU
=+G J —IAXVyVPT J КKHAXБ
Inside laB relics of an abandoned certaintBWfaded ledgers, a 

cracked microOlm case, and a handXtBDed doctrine sheet on brittle 
DaDer, its Russian stark and clinical.

Human obedience 1 biochemical DathwaB.
Vddiction 2 neuroXrewiring 1 DoDulation control model.
Mtrategic  deDloBment  in  adversarial  states  via  Dlausible 

deniabilitBU ”Dublic health failureZ.
The o4cer swallowed.
Vt the bottom, written in darker ink, was a line that had not 

softened with ageU
Test theatresU India, Iran, Kentral Vsia.
RationaleU large Bouth base, democratic noise, DsBchological 

vulnerabilitB 1 ideal fog.
His hand trembled.
”TheB Dlanned it decades ago,Z he whisDered. ”5od forgive us.Z
He DhotograDhed everBthing.
“o DaDerwork.
“o chain of command.
0ust truth crossing continents at the sDeed of fear.
Indira 5andhi International VirDort W YMUYN IMT
Two men Dassed through arrivals without declaring anBthing.
TheB carried no luggage.
Ane wore a contractorxs beard that fooled no one who mattered. 

The other was dressed in a simDle kurta and DraBer caD, eBes soft, 
unreadable.

Immigration stamDed DassDorts without interest.
Autside, theB seDarated into diperent ta-is without a glance.
Their Dhones Dowered on.
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“o calls.
“o messages.
0ust a single te-t received simultaneouslBU
—egin LuietlB.
TheB nodded, each in his own cab, as though the instruction 

had sDoken from somewhere deeDer than sound.

Delhi High Court — 14:Z2 IST
The corridors bu’’ed with anticiDatorB unrest.
“ews leakedWnot as a torrent, but as a scent.
ReDorters smelt blood.
9obbBists smelt moneB.
Politicians smelt danger.
Fenithxs legal team Oled an emergencB staB, invoking ”scientiOc 

sabotage bB hostile agenciesZ.
Menior Vdvocate Muman Rao rose again, her voice balanced 

between silk and steel.
”:B 9ords, there is a diperence between science and subversion. 

—etween research and biochemical tresDass. —etween medicine and 
warfare.Z

The Dause that followed was dense enough to bruise.
”Fenith crossed that line,Z she continued. ”India must not 

follow them into cowardice.Z
0ustice &erma did not sDeak.
—ut the clerkxs stamD fell with Luiet OnalitBU
KourtXmonitored  forensic  sei’ure  to  continue.  Fenith 

restrained.
The  blow  landed.  Fenith  staggeredWnot  just  legallB,  but 

DubliclB and DsBchologicallB.

Olv Delhi — 9ate E8ening, 13:G0 IST
Monia moved LuicklB through a crowded lane.
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Hawkers shouted Drices  no one believed.  Khildren darted 
between legs with reckless joB. The citB wore its normalcB like 
armour.

Mhe turned into a Luieter alleB.
MtoDDed.
V boB stood thereWtwelve, DerhaDsWholding a folded note. 
His eBes were too old.
He handed it to her and walked awaB without a word.
The DaDer was rough. The message sDareU
MtoD digging, journalist.
Pou survive onlB if truth dies LuietlB.
Her heart kicked once, violentlB.
Her Ongers trembledWfor a breath.
Then steadied. 
”“ot this timeZ, she said softlB.
Mhe dialled VjaB. ”Sexre in their crosshairs. :ove our comms to 

a deeD laBer.Z
His  voice  was  calm.  Too  calm.  ”VlreadB  done.  Vnd 

MoniaWdonxt walk home alone.Z
Mhe smiled thinlB. ”I donxt walk anBwhere alone anBmore.Z
Mhe rejoined the crowd.
Mhe did not notice the Dhone camera on a rooftoD tilting to 

follow her.

zhabiaMav — Secure 9aMoratory, 8ivnight
Nnder the microscoDe, the vial glowed faintlB.
V sDecialist stared at it with reverence and dread. 
”This isnxt chemistrBZ, he murmured. 
”Itxs Drogramming.Z
VjaB folded his arms. His eBes were hollow but burning.
”How long before it sDreads‘Z
”If deDloBed oDenlB‘ Seeks. If ignored‘ :onths. If denied‘Z 

The  sDecialist  hesitated.  ”Pears.  Vnd  then  societB  collaDses, 
believing it failed morallBWnot knowing it was engineered to.Z
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VjaB said nothing for a moment.
”“ot on mB watchZ, he whisDered.
His Dhone bu’’ed. 
V message from TashkentU
КKHAXБ strategB conOrmed. India designated DrimarB test 

theatre.
VjaB stared at the maDWyelhi Dulsing like a living organ.
”Then,Z he said to the night, ”we give them a war theB didnxt 

e-Dect.Z
Autside, a straB dog barked once. 
Then fell silent.
V shadow crossed the laboratorB wall.
Momewhere nearbB, a camera clicked.
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CHAPTER FIVE

They Come In White Coats

New Delhi — Shree Vaibhav Medical & Research, 06:05 
IST

In the early morning light, the hospital looked irreproachable.
White coats moved with purpose. Clipboards passed from hand 

to hand. Orderlies rolled beds through corridors that smelt faintly 
of disinfectant and reassurance. It was the daily choreography of 
trust—precise, eTcient, familiar.

Hhree men entered through the main doors without registering.
Hhey wore white coats, but no name tags.
Hhey carried stethoscopes, but none had earned them.
Hhey signed no forms, yet doors yielded without resistance.
Hhey smiled with professional politeness.
Hheir eyes did not participate.
Hhey turned instinctively towards the neurology wing.
One of them murmured in “awless Rindi—carefully neutral, 

almost gentle.
NQemember. ”o panic. juiet diseases serve our purpose.A
Hhe second replied, qust as softly, NVnd Suiet deaths.A
Hhey disappeared into the ward like blades returning to their 

sheaths.
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Ghaziabad — Secure Laboratory, 07:22 IST
Vqay ’ehra stood over a proqected chemical schematic, its 

latticed pathways glowing faintly against the wall.
V senior clinician, pale and visibly shaken, spoke in a low 

voice. NUir- Izve treated addiction for twenty years. Hhis isnzt 
dependency.A

Vqay didnzt look up. NHhen deBne it.A
NIt  hiqacks  more  than  reward  pathways,A  the  doctor  said. 

NIt restructures decisionxmaking. Katients donzt qust crave the 
substance—they develop behavioural alignment with its source.A

Vqayzs Bngers tightened against the edge of the table.
Hhis was not narcotics. 
It was architecture.
’ind control delivered as medicine—not science Bction, not 

ideology, but something coldly clinical and reproducible.
Uonia  entered  briskly,  hair  pulled  tight,  phone  vibrating 

constantly with tips she hadnzt yet read.
Vqay met her gaLe. NHhis isnzt a drug crisis,A he said. NItzs a 

sovereignty crisis.A
Uhe nodded once. 
NVn invasion without uniforms.A
NWe respond without hesitation.A
Fefore either could continue, a forensic specialist approached, 

colour drained from his face.
NUir. Hhree trial patients at Uhree Paibhav have developed acute 

respiratory complications. IC5 transfer. Qapid deterioration.A
Uonia stopped breathing for a moment.
Vqayzs voice dropped into something dangerously calm. NHhat 

isnzt deterioration. Hhatzs erasure.A
Re turned to Beld operations. NUeal all hospital eEits. juietly. 

”o departures without veriBcation.A
Hhe line between investigation and combat vanished.
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Old Delhi — Near Jama Masjid, 10:10 IST
Uonia moved through the crowd with the practised anonymity 

of a reporter who had learnt when to eEist and when to disappear.
Uhe met her informant in the shadow of a shuttered shop—a 

young qournalist from Kunqab, hoodie faded, eyes restless.
NHhey arenzt afraid of seiLures,A he whispered. NHheyzre afraid 

of eEposure. V cartel source said Kunqab was never the endgame.A
NHhen what was6A Uonia asked.
Re glanced around before answering. NKopulation behaviour 

control. Ylections. ’arkets. Qiots. Calm. Zou shape outcomes by 
shaping brain chemistry.A

Uonia felt something shift inside her. 
NHhis isnzt narcotics.A
N”o,A he said. 
NItzs governance engineering.A
Ris voice dropped further. NHhey tried something similar in 

Central Vsia under Uoviet labs. ?ailed then. Kerfected now.A
Uonia typed rapidly.
Hhen the air changed.
Hhe young man sti:ened. Ris pupils dilated. Ris throat seiLed 

as if gripped by an invisible hand.
Re collapsed.
?oam gathered at his lips.
”o gunshot. 
”o warning.
7ust a sudden biochemical shutdown.
V scooter parked nearby roared to life and vanished.
Uonia knelt beside him, hands shaking.
Keople gathered. Uomeone whispered, NOverdose.A
Uhe looked up sharply. N”o. Hhis wasnzt an overdose.A
Fut the lie was already circulating—faster, simpler, and easier to 

digest.
Uomeone else was writing the story in real time.



VPI”VUR K5UR4VQ”VM8

South Block — Emergency Brie9ng, 11:55 IST
Vqay stood before senior oTcials once more.
NWe have our Brst civilian death,A he said. NHheyzll label it 

overdose. Flame gangs. Flame borders.A
V political aide leaned back, Bngers steepled. NUo let them. 

Utability matters more than attribution.A
Vqayzs stare was unblinking. NHhis isnzt panic containment. Itzs 

institutional corrosion. Uilence makes us accomplices.A
Hhe aide smiled faintly. N”ot accomplices. Utrategic.A
Vqay recognised him—too many private meetings, too many 

industry dinners.
NUome warsA, Vqay said softly, Nare lost by those who look away. 

Others by those who proBt.A
?or a fraction of a second, fear “ickered.
Hhen arrogance reasserted itself. NYlections are eight months 

away. Optics come Brst.A
Vqay replied without raising his voice. NYlections are irrelevant 

under chemical occupation.A
”o one spoke.

London — South Bank, 03:43 GMT
Yleanor Uhaw stood before a wall of glass, watching the Hhames 

slide past with untroubled patience.
Vn analyst approached. 
NOne of Cenithzs board contacted a lobbyist after the Indian 

court order.A
NVnd6A Yleanor asked.
NRe asked whether release schedules should be accelerated.
Ris wordsD India has begun to wake too soon.A
Yleanorzs eEpression hardened.
NHhen let them wake fully,A she said.
Uhe dialled Vqay directly.
”o pleasantries.
NKrepare for an international media assault,A she said.
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NHheyzll discredit your case before sunset.A
Vqay replied evenly, NVlready underway.A
NHhen prepare a response.A
NWhat kind6A
NOne sentence,A Yleanor said after a pause. 
NZou cannot detoE a nation once obedience sets in.A
Vqay closed his eyes brie“y. 
NHhatzs it.A

Shree Vaibhav Medical & Research, 15:19 IST
V trial patient convulsed violently.
V nurse entered—mask in place, movements practised. Uhe 

inqected a clear “uid into the IP.
Hhe patientzs heart rate slowed. Hhen stopped.
Uhe leaned close and whispered with unsettling tenderness, 

NWitnesses deserve mercy.A
QVW oTcers intercepted her Bve steps later.
Uhe did not resist. 
Uhe smiled.
NZouzre lateA, she said calmly. NHhere are others.A
Rer eyes shone—not with fear, but conviction.
”ot hired. 
Converted.
Vqay arrived moments later. ’achines breathed for patients who 

no longer could. Curtains trembled around beds holding terror 
and confusion.

Uonia stood beside him, shaken but unbroken.
Vqay placed a hand lightly at the foot of one bed. NHhey wanted 

obedience,A he said. NHhey underestimated anger.A
Re turned to the oTcers. 
N”o containment. ”o Suiet handling.A
Uonia met his gaLe. 
NWe go public.A
N?ully,A Vqay said. 



VPI”VUR K5UR4VQ”VMF

NCall it what it is.A
Re paused.
NV covert biochemical assault on India.A
Uirens wailed outside.
Inside, truth Bnally sharpened.
Vnd  elsewhere  in  the  city,  in  a  nondescript  room,  an 

unremarkable parcel was being sealed—vials packed for night 
trains that would leave without suspicion.

Homorrow was already being assembled.
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CHAPTER SIX

City Of Breathing Walls

D elhi — Evening Smog, 18:42 IST

Delhi did not scream.
It rarely did.
Cities like Delhi learnt early that survival depended not on noise 

but on endurance—on absorbing catastrophe and metabolising it 
into routine. 

Riots, elections, shortages, epidemics: everything eventually 
folded itself into traTc patterns and tea breaks.

whis evening, hoAever, the city Aatched.
Nuto drivers  felt  it  Srst—a restlessness  in their  mirrors,  a 

tightening behind the eyes. 
VeAsrooms hummed like Aires stretched too taut. 
Chai stalls loAered their voices instinctively, as if sound itself had 

become an informant.
Kuchh ho raha hai…
Homething is happening.
Nnd beneath the ordinary movement of buses and bodies, 

something else prepared to happen to Delhi.
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Connaught Place — 19:05 IST
Honia 0apoor sat at an outdoor cafq, laptop open, back straight, 

posture relaEed in the deliberate Aay of someone pretending not 
to be hunted.

Uer Sngers moved Guickly, but the Aords Aere measured.
OVLIVOOROD NDDICwIFV: wUO HI“OVw HIOLO F? 

IVDIN
whe headline Aas not rhetoric. It Aas a diagnosis.
Ncross  the street,  a  utility van idled Ahere idling Aas not 

reGuired.
wAo men sat inside.
Klain  clothes.  “ateE  gloves.  whe  Guiet  intimacy  of  shared 

intention.
Fne  checked  the  suppressor  on  his  pistol  Aith  habitual 

tenderness. whe other rolled a small plastic vial betAeen his Sngers, 
Aatching the light refract through the liGuid.

”Kress likes truthjX he said mildly. ”“et her inhale it.X
whey stepped out.
Honia felt it before she saA it—that prickle at the nape 1ournalists 

inherited from riots, disasters, and rooms Ahere stories died 
suddenly. Uer pen slipped from her Sngers.

Hhe bent to retrieve it.
Nt that eEact moment, a delivery scooter screeched betAeen her 

table and the men.
N hand ’icked.
Hilver ’ashed.
whe vial struck concrete and shattered.
Honia reacted Aithout thinking—she kicked it hard, sending the 

fragments skittering into a gutter already steaming Aith Aaste heat. 
N thin hiss evaporated into the evening air.

Hhe looked up.
whe men Aere already Aalking aAay, absorbed back into the 

croAd Aith the unhurried conSdence of professionals. whey did 
not look back.
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whe delivery boy stared at her, shaken.
”Aap theek ho, madam?”
Honia forced a smile that felt stapled to her face. ”I oAe you tea 

for a year.X
Fnly after he left did her hand tremble—once.
when it stilled.
Hhe dialled N1ay.
”whey tried,X she said Guietly. ”IWm Sne. 2issed because of a 

kid.X
where Aas a pause on the line. N1ayWs breath tightened, 1ust 

perceptibly.
”whey AonWt get a second chance,X he said.

Punjab — Tarn Taran, 20:33 IST
In a rural police station smelling of dust and disinfectant, a 

sub&inspector sat alone beneath a fan that had forgotten hoA to 
cool.

Ue looked at his phone.
when at the sealed envelope on the desk.
Inside Aas a list.
Vames.
Ualf from laA enforcement.
Ualf from medical supply chains.
Overy one of them Aas compromised.
Ue closed his eyes.
'Baba ji,  bas himmat dena,”  he Ahispered. ”Lod, give me 

strength.X
Ue dialled a Delhi number.
Bhen Honia ansAered, he spoke Aithout introduction. ”Record 

this. DonWt trace me. DonWt thank me.X
Ue read the list in a single breath, as if pausing might kill him.
when he hung up.
Uis eyes burnt.
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Futside,  a  bullet  motorcycle  revved  once—distant  but 
deliberate.

”Vot today,X he murmured. ”I Aalk home from the Selds.X
Ue left through the back door, dissolving into the Aheat&scented 

dark like a man choosing anonymity over survival.

NCR Fringe — Industrial Zone, 21:02 IST
N neon sign ’ickered above the entrance:
Uarmony IP? 3 ?ertility Centre
Inside, pastel Aalls and soft ’oors promised beginnings.
Yehind a disguised access door, a di4erent truth pulsed.
Verve&tissue incubators gloAed softly. Fpioid precursor vials 

rested in chilled racks. Veural receptor maps craAled across screens 
like living diagrams.

N cryoboE sat in the corner.
N&PM — Khase wAo
N lab technician Aiped sAeat from his neck—not fear, but fever. 

Ue spoke into his mask, voice slurred but reverent.
”Deployments ready.X
Yehind him, an ultrasound machine hummed, indi4erent.
Beaponisation disguised as birth.
Cruel, elegant poetry.
Ncross the road, RNB operatives Aatched from a rooftop.
”FrdersjX one asked over the radio.
N1ay hesitated.
”Bait.X
”Be have them.X
”Vot yet,X N1ay said. ”Batch the night shift. whatWs Ahen people 

stop performing.X

London — MI6, 16:39 GMT
Oleanor HhaA stood before a live feed from “uEembourg.
N zenith boardroom had devolved into panic masGuerading as 

authority.
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”Hhut  India  doAn legally,X  one  director  snapped.  ”Nttack 
credibility. Nccuse sabotage. Demand BwF intervention.X

Nnother voice cut in, colder. ”Pectors are already planted. India 
cannot stop us. Do not blink.X

Oleanor muted the feed.
Uer analyst hesitated. ”Do Ae eEpose them noAjX
”Vo.X
”Bhy AaitjX
Hhe stared at the darkened screen. ”Yecause truth revealed too 

early becomes rumour. wruth revealed too late becomes history.X
Hhe turned sloAly.
”Revealed at the precise moment—truth becomes 1ustice.X

Delhi — Lutyens’ Bungalow Zone, 22:14 IST
Nn envelope Aaited at N1ayWs safe address.
Vo stamp. Vo return.
Inside, a single printed slip:
Four enemies Aear your uniform.
Come alone at x/:Gx hrs.
Fr come dead later.
Coordinates folloAed. UumayunWs womb.
N1ay shoAed it to Honia.
Hhe said nothing for ten seconds.
”whey Aant isolation,X she said Snally. ”DonWt go alone.X
”I AonWt.X
”FouWre taking a teamjX
”Vo.X
Ue folded the note carefully.  ”IWm taking you.X
Hhe blinked. 
”Fou trust me Aith thisjX
N1ay met her gaHe. 
”I trust you Aith India.X
?or a moment, the Aar softened into something almost human.
when Honia nodded.
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Delhi Metro Tunnel — 23:55 IST
Fn a grainy CCwP feed far beneath the city, a train halted Ahere 

no platform eEisted.
N man stepped out.
Ue opened a case no larger than a laptop.
Inside, vials rested in rubber slots.
N&PM — 6rban Heeding I Kilot Drop
Ue Ahispered, ”womorroA the Aalls begin to breathe.X
whe case disappeared behind a maintenance panel.
whe man vanished into shadoA.
whe train moved on.
Vo one noticed.

Delhi — Rooftop, 02:18 IST
N1ay and Honia sat on a high rooftop, the city spread beloA them 

like fractured constellations.
”Do you think Ae can stop thisjX Honia asked.
N1ay did not lie. ”I think someone has to. Nnd no one else is 

moving fast enough.X
Distant sirens Aailed like sick ghosts.
”when Ae move faster,X she said.
whe Aind carried a faint scent—metallic, chemical, almost 

imagined.
Delhi inhaled.
whe Aalls inhaled Aith it.
womorroA Aould not resemble today.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The Tomb Whisperer

D elhi — Humayun’s Tomb Perimeter, 03:39 IST

Fog draped the complex like silk spun from ghosts.
The kind that did not move with the wind but settled—patient, 

watchful,  ancient.  Security lights  bled weakly into the mist, 
turning  stone  arches  into  silhouettes  and  pathways  into 
half-remembered dreams.

No tourists. 
No guards.
Only history holding its breath.
Ajay Mehra stood beneath a neem tree whose roots had outlived 

empires. Sonia stood close enough to feel the warmth radiating 
through his jacket. Not touching. Not quite apart.

Their breaths were shallow, synchronised without intention.
“This place swallows sound,” Sonia whispered. 
“It’s too quiet.”
Ajay didn’t look at her. “Silence,” he said softly, “is where truth 

negotiates its terms.”
Three taps echoed against old sandstone.
Measured. Deliberate.
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From the archway emerged a Ygure wrapped in a coarse shawl. 
Face obscured. Posture unmistakably trained—spine straight, 
weight balanced, stillness earned rather than assumed.

The voice, when it came, was low and curiously neutral.
“Gou came,” it said. “Wood. India still has people who choose 

danger over denial.”
Ajay’s jaw set. “?ho are youE”
The Ygure inclined its head slightly.
“I am what remains when institutions decay—but not every 

soul inside them does.”
Sonia  shifted  closer  to  Ajay,  hand hovering  near  her  bag. 

Recorder on one side. Pepper spray on the other. She was acutely 
aware of his presence now—how still he stood, how every muscle 
was alert beneath calm.

The ?hisperer continued.
“India is not merely a target. India is the template. If you fall, 

others follow. Gou were not meant to uncover this until the system 
was already obedient.”

Ajay’s voice hardened. “Gou knew about C9HO-2.”
The Ygure turned just enough for moonlight to catch the eyes.
Not fear.
Wrief.
“Ges. Since the Yles were recovered in ’2L. ‘abelled BSoviet 

humanitarian aid research’. That phrase was a lie then. It is a 
weapon now.”

Sonia felt something tighten behind her ribs. “Gou sat on this for 
thirty yearsE”

“Not  sat,”  the  ?hisperer  replied  quietly.  “Fought. 
Xureaucracies  do  not  destroy  truth—they  bury  it.  ?e  hid 
fragments inside systems, hoping they would resurface when the 
danger returned.”

A pause.
“Gou are the resurfacing.”
Ajay took a step forward.
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“Names,” he said. “I want inYltrators.”
?ind threaded through dry leaves. Stone breathed cold.
“I can give you a codename,” the ?hisperer said. “One word 

that runs through procurement, ethics committees, media buys, 
donor lists, and political corridors.”

Sonia watched the ?hisperer’s lips shape the word.
“Raksha.”
Protection.
Or its corruption.
A faint metallic click rang out.
Sonia’s body reacted before her mind. “Sniper,” she breathed. 

“‘eft quadrant tower.”
The ?hisperer didn’t 8inch. “They followed me. Not you.”
A red dot danced across sandstone.
Ajay moved without thought—his hand at Sonia’s shoulder, 

Yrm, certain, pulling her down.
9RA9K.
Stone exploded where the ?hisperer had stood.
Three more shots shattered the fog.
Ajay rolled behind a pillar, dragging Sonia with him. Her breath 

came fast now, chest pressed brie8y against his shoulder, the 
closeness startling and grounding all at once.

A voice boomed through concealed speakers, absurdly polite.
“Investigation  concludes  tonight,  Mr  Mehra.  National 

interest.”
JenithE
9ompromised intelligenceE
XothE
“Move,” Ajay hissed. “?est exit.”
The ?hisperer pressed something into Sonia’s palm—a small 

data drive, warm from a human hand.
“Trust  no  formal  channel,”  the  voice  said  urgently.  “And 

whatever happens—publish Yrst.”
Then the Ygure ran.
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Another shot.
Then another.
Fog swallowed everything.
Ajay  pulled  Sonia  through  hedges  and  shadowed  paths, 

footsteps closing in behind them. Her hand stayed on his sleeve 
now—not clinging, but anchored.

A shape lunged—
A scooter burst out of the mist.
Helmeted. Familiar.
The same delivery boy from 9onnaught Place.
“Hop on,” he shouted.
Ajay didn’t question providence. He lifted Sonia onto the seat, 

climbed behind her, and instinctively braced one arm around her 
waist as the scooter tore into the night.

WunYre faded.
History closed its mouth.

South Delhi — Safe Apartment, 05:27 IST
The pendrive lay between them on the table.
Neither touched it.
Sonia’s  hand  trembled  faintly.  Ajay  covered  it  without 

thinking—his palm warm, steady, and not possessive. 1ust there.
“?hatever’s in this,” he said, quietly, “won’t let us sleep again.”
She exhaled, aware suddenly of how close he was. Of the faint 

smell of rain and stone on him. “Then let’s ruin their morning.”
The screen 8ickered alive. Folders bloomed open_
…22…FUJXFFINA‘FPROTO9O‘S
C9HO-2FAPP‘I9ATIONFINDIA
RKSHAFINITIATIONFMCMO
A line typed decades ago stared back at them_
Opium conquered minds. Synthetic obedience will conquer 

nations.
Xelow it_
Pilot node_ Delhi medical corridor.
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Vectors listed like a diagnosis.
Sonia whispered, “They mapped us.”
Ajay corrected softly, “They colonised us.”
His phone vibrated. Unknown number.
It begins at sunrise. ?atch AIIMS.
Sonia reached for her bag. “?e go.”
Ajay shook his head once. “No. ?e don’t run blind. ?e set 

traps.”
He dialled an encrypted channel.
One sentence. 9linical. Absolute.
“Phase Jero alert. Institutional compromise is probable. ‘ock 

medical corridors. AIIMS Yrst.”
On television, a breaking alert scrolled.
Violent psychiatric episode outside Delhi hospital.
International feeds Ylled instantly.
Jenith spokespeople smiled calmly.
“India’s  panic,”  one  said,  “is  damaging  legitimate  global 

research.”
Sonia looked at Ajay. “This gets uglier.”
He didn’t hesitate. “This is already ugly. It’s just becoming 

visible.”
For a moment, the city felt unbearably close. So did he.

Meanwhile — AIIMS, 06:14 IST
A patient screamed. Xiting. 9lawing.
Cyes blown wide, unmoored from recognition. A sedative failed.
Security rushed. StaG recoiled.
A nurse whispered, horriYed, “Not drugs. Not psychosis.”
“This isH directed.”
Above them, unseen, a ceiling vent opened.
9old air spilt. 9hemical. Metallic. Invisible.
The walls inhaled. So did the city. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Protocol Raksha

A IIMS, New Delhi — 06:28 IST

Chaos, when it arrives, does not announce itself with 
clarity.

It arrives mislabelled—misdiagnosed, misTled, misunderstood.
phe Nsychiatric bay alarm was never designed for genuine crisis. 

It had been installed for Nrotocol comNliance, not catastroNhe. 
zow it screamed continuously, raw and animal, as two Natients 
seiDed at oNNosite ends of the ward—eyes glassed over, limbs 
thrashing with the frantic violence of marionettes whose strings 
had been cut too suddenly.

Rr Sani xaHena, the night lead, snaNNed on restraints.
jer  “unior  froDe.  M’a”am—we  don”t  restrain  Nsychiatric 

Natients—A
Mphese  aren”t  Nsychiatric  Natients,A  Sani  said  sharNly. 

Mxomething else is driving them.A
k third Natient began clawing at his forearm, nails tearing s-in, 

whisNering through blood:…ec-ed teethO
MxtoN the hungerL stoN the hungerL they told me to obeyLA
Sani went still.
Fbey.
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kn  orderly  lunged  to  restrain  him.  phe  man  bit  down 
hard—blood sNurted,  teeth gnashing with feral  desNeration. 
xecurity rushed in, boots s-idding on the Nolished …oor.

poo late.
phe Natient convulsed once, violently, then collaNsed into an 

unnerving stillness.
xomeone whisNered, voice brea-ing, Mphis isn”t drugs.A
knother answered, almost reverent with horror, Mphis is a 

Nrogramming failure. xomething inside themL snaNNed.A
Sani”s eyes drifted to the tray beside her.
k syringe lay there—ordinary, disNosable, inventory:coded.
9ut she saw it.
k microscoNic heH font embedded near the base of the label.
k:X1 — 9atchO prial:R7V:PK
jer throat closed.
It”s here.
Uhones buDDed across the ward.
Internal memoO kII’x incident. WeeN conTdential.
Sani laughed once—soft, humourless.
MConTdentialA, she whisNered, Mwill -ill us faster than this.A
xhe turned away from the ward Nhone and reached for her own.
xhe called a “ournalist.

South Delhi — Safe Apartment, 06:45 IST
xonia”s screen lit uN before the -ettle could boil.
?n-nown zumber kII’x outbrea-. prial tags on syringe. 

Cover:uN in motion.
kudio followed—ragged breathing, nurses shouting over one 

anotherO
M!hy aren”t sedatives wor-ing2A
MVoc- the wardGA
Mphis isn”t Nsychosis—it”s a trigger resNonseGA
xonia”s Nulse sNi-ed.
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k“ay, mid:call with a Sk! commissioner, turned as she tilted 
the Nhone toward him.

phe sound Tlled the room.
xilence fell—not emNty, but loaded.
k“ay eHhaled slowly. Mphey”ve moved to oNen deNloyment.A
xonia was already tyNing.
zot sNeculation.
zot outrage.
Urecision.
phe headline aNNeared, clean and lethalO
Izp7SzkV  V7kW  ESF’  kII’xO  7zJIz77S7R 

F97RI7zC7 RS?J p?SzIzJ XIFV7zp — 7XIR7zC7 
VIzWx pF q7zIpj z7p!FSW

jer Tnger hovered over Uublish.
k“ay”s hand closed over hers—not to stoN her, not to guide. Yust 

to ac-nowledge the weight of the moment.
MFnce this goes out,A he said 3uietly, Mthere”s no narrowing the 

war again.A
xonia met his eyes. 
phere was fear there—but no doubt.
MJood,A she said. MI”m done defending.A
xhe clic-ed.
phe -ettle screamed, forgotten.

Punjab — Tarn Taran, 07:14 IST
kt a roadside dhaba, a truc- driver stared at his Nhone until the 

words blurred.
je dialled his brother, a Customs head constable at kttari.
M9haiL this isn”t drugs anymore, is it2A
Fn  the  other  end,  silence—then  a  whisNer.  MI  saw  the 

shiNments. 4ou saw the soldiers. Sa“eev died because he didn”t 
Nretend not to.A

phe truc- driver swallowed. 
Mphey want to ma-e us slaves.A
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k xi-h farmer at the neHt table sNo-e without loo-ing uN. 
Mxlavery never left Uun“ab. It “ust learns new shaNes.A

phe farmer wal-ed to his tractor. 
FNened a hidden comNartment above the engine. 
Eound a foil:wraNNed Nac-et stamNed in foreign in-.
jis hands trembled.
je droNNed it onto the dirt.
Crushed it beneath the tractor wheel.
phe war reached another man who had never volunteered for it.

North Block — Emergency War Room, 07:52 IST
phe Urime ’inister was not yet Nresent.
9ut his absence cast a longer shadow than his arrival ever could.
krguments ricocheted around the table.
Mphrottle the internet. Riscredit the “ournalist.A
Mzo—this will bac-Tre.A
MContain diNlomatically.A
phe cabinet secretary voiced the 3uestion no one wanted to 

answerO
Mjas this breached the national security threshold2A
k“ay reNlied without hesitation. 
MIt breached the moment they targeted hosNitals.A
knother oHcial scoIed. 
M4ou”re dramatising.A
k“ay steNNed forward.

 jis voice did not rise.
Mphey are chemically calibrating obedience. k country that 

cannot disobey is not a nation.A
xilence.
k “unior aide burst in, face drained. 
Mxir—kII’x has sealed half a bloc-. xymNtoms are sNreading.A
phe room changed temNerature.
xomeone whisNered, M!hat have we allowed2A
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MI6 — London, 03:31 GMT
7leanor xhaw watched Indian media ignite.
jer analyst murmured, MIndia went Nublic. 9rave or rec-less2A
7leanor didn”t loo- away. M9oth.A
xhe oNened a sealed Tle.
?q9:KZ — ?nTltered zames
xhe stoNNed at one entry.
kn Indian name.
xhe eHhaled sharNly. Mxend this to k“ay. zow.A

NCR — Harmony ‘IVF’ Clinic Rooftop, 09:04 IST
Sk! sniNers reNorted in calm voices.
Mjeat signatures active. pwo moving. Fne stationary.A
k“ay surveyed the building below. xonia stood beside him, arms 

folded tightly, eyes THed on Nastel walls that hid rot.
M9reach2A Command as-ed.
Mzot yet,A k“ay said.
xonia turned sharNly. M4ou”re letting Noison sit in a baby clinic.A
MIf we hit now,A k“ay reNlied, Mwe catch labour. If we watch, we 

Tnd command.A
xhe clenched her “aw. Mphat logic costs lives.A
Mxo does theirs,A he said softly. Mphat”s why this war is obscene.A
pheir shoulders brushed—unavoidable in the narrow sNace. 

zeither moved away.

South Delhi — Café Television, 09:22 IST
xcreens …ashed.
IzRIk !7kUFzIx7x UkzIC — 99C !FSVR
kRRICpIFz CSIxIx ’IxS7kR kx 9IF:kppkCW — 

z4p
kt tables  across  Relhi,  NeoNle as-ed 3uietly,  M!ho do we 

believe2A
k mas-ed nurse at kII’x whisNered to her colleague, MIt”s 

designed to loo- li-e social failure.A
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xafe kNartment — 0POPB Ixp
xonia”s Nhone rang again.
Eoreign number.
Mphis is ’ali-a,A a voice said—thin, trembling, alive.
xonia froDe.
Mphey  need  my  credentials,A  ’ali-a  whisNered.  MI”m 

underground. Central ksia corridor. xhiNments are moving under 
medical diNlomacy cover.A

M!here are you2A xonia as-ed.
xtatic.
phenO MEind Sa-sha. je was always the Indian liaison.A
phe line died.
k“ay too- the Nhone, “aw tight. Mprace2A
MEive relay nations,A xonia said. M!e only -now she”s alive. knd 

now—they -now we -now.A
k“ay turned away, Tsts clenched.
Mpime”s out,A he said.
Futside, Relhi continued breathing.
Inside, the war shed its last illusions.
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CHAPTER NINE

Operation Pulsebreaker

D awn — AIIMS Perimeter, 05:12 IS

By dawn, the hospital had become a ring of light inside a 
city still undecided about waking.

Barricades glimmered beneath Yoodlamps. Aellow tape cut clean 
lines through the fog. vrmed personnel stood at interFals, their 
silhouettes rigid, watchful. vmbulance sirens hiccupped into 
uneasy silence as if eFen noise had learnt restraint.

jamilies gathered at the cordon in thin xackets, faces drained 
of e—pressionTtoo stunned for panic, too tired for hope. Ihey 
looked like mourners before the news had found its words.

Cnside the CUD, the air smelt of antiseptic and something 
colderTiron and the faint metallic residue of altered chemistry.

Rr Sani Oa—ena stood oFer the morning list, reading it again, 
though she already knew it by heart.

Ihree new admissions oFernight.
Iwo unresponsiFe.
Zne consciousTwhispering a phrase with unsettling deFotion.
jollow Lenith. NoFe Lenith.
Ihe words clung to the room like mould.
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vn orderly approached, hands shaking, holding a still frame 
printed from UUIE. v nurse, smiling faintly, inxecting clear Yuid 
into an CE line. Ihe timestamp aligned e—actly with the -rst 
conFulsion.

Sani closed her eyes.
”Cnqhospital  deployment,W  she  said  :uietly.  ”Pe  haFe  an 

insider.W

RAW Annex — War Room, 06:03 IST
Ihe walls were tiled with moFing dataM satellite sweeps, hospital 

feeds,  and  socialqmedia  heat  maps  pulsing  red  where  panic 
clustered. v thin white trail cut across the mapTfrom Relhi 
through ’akistan into Uentral vsia. ZFer the HUS blinked a 
single wordM

VvS…ZHA
vxay  …ehra  stood  at  the  centre,  shoulders  s:uared,  eyes 

unreadable.
”Pe lock down vCC…O,W he said. ”jully. Ho moFement without 

SvP clearance. Ho media inside. Uontrolled access only.W
jarheen typed rapidly. ”’ublic agitation is peaking. Ulamp too 

hard and they scream censorship. Ulamp too soft and Fectors 
spread.W

vxay didn0t hesitate. ”Pe clamp. Pe test eFery Fial. Ihen we 
release proof that cannot be argued away.W

v xunior o2cer cleared his throat. ”Oir1 we0Fe detected an 
internal relay. vn encrypted handqo3 at ?QMK8 between a SvP 
number and an e—ternal account.W

vxay looked up. ”Phose number;W
Ihe screen shifted.
Eikram …alhotra T UyberqCHI, SvP
Oilence fell like snowfall.
”Retain him,W jarheen said calmly. ”9uietly.W
vxay nodded once. ”How. Z3 the logs until  we know the 

damage.W
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South Delhi — Residential Street, 07:10 IST
Oonia zapoor moFed with the discipline of someone who had 

learnt how cities watched.
Nong coat. Ocarf high. Vead down. v cheap sedan idled at the 

kerb4 a man folded a newspaper around a co3ee cup, pretending to 
read.

Ohe felt the prick at her neck before she registered pain.
Ulinical. 
’recise.
Ver legs buckled as a paralytic Yooded her systemTengineered 

to immobilise without su3ocation. Ohe staggered, caught a lamp 
post, and slid into a doorway.

Vands closed oFer hers.
vn old woman from the building0s tea stallTeyes sharp, grip 

-rmTpressed something into Oonia0s palmM a strip of cloth and a 
handwritten scrawl.

Breathe into this. 
Iell no one. 
Sun when you can.
Hitrite. 
Zld wisdom, newer danger.
Oonia  forced a  breath.  …uscles  shuddered,  then answered 

her again. Ihe attacker had not accounted for neighbourhood 
memoryTthe inFisible web of eyes and faFours.

Ohe stood, heart hammering.
v white surgical gloFe lay abandoned on the paFement.
Ohe pocketed it and called vxay.
”Oecond attempt,W she said steadily. 
”Ihey0re surgical now. ’aralysis, not murder.W
vxay0s Foice was immediate. 
”Owitch identities. Hew comms. ’ulse point in fortyq-Fe. Irust 

no courier.W
v pause.
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”C0m not going alone,W she said.
Heither of them pretended otherwise.

Punjab — Cold Storage Facility, 09:02 IST
Dnder sodium lamps, the warehouse looked harmlessTfroIen 

mango pulp, pallets marked X7’ZSI.
Behind a false wall, vxay0s team found the truthM insulated 

cases, dryqice racks, and shipping tags resolFing to Lenith shell 
companies.

v dairy farmer stood nearby, Foice breaking. ”Ihey said it was 
baby formula for hospitals. C put my name on the manifest.W

Ve handed vxay a torn slip.
Xmbedded codeM SzOVvqNZJq?KKH
Saksha again.
v technician ran an assay. Ver face drained. ”Z’qFariant Fector. 

Uoldqchain stable. Resigned for hospital in-ltration.W
vxay nodded. ”Uorridors to wards. Irust to patients.W 
Ihe enemy0s weapon is traFelling through legitimate medical 

systems  and  can  complete  its  mission  using  the  patient0s 
un:uestioning faith in the healthcare itself.

Ve rested a hand on the farmer0s shoulder. ”Aou did the right 
thing.W

Ihe man whispered, ”C thought C was helping.W
”Oo you are,W vxay said. ”How.W

RAW Annex — Interrogation Wing, 11:18 IST
Eikram …alhotra sat beneath Yuorescent light, shoulders rigid.
”Aou leaked data,W vxay said, not unkindly.
Eikram laughed once, brittle. ”C leaked truth. C thought if people 

knew, they0d moFe faster.W
”Io whom;W
”vn HJZ contact. Xuropean. Sefugee aid. …oney eFerywhere. 

C thought C could control the Yow.W
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vxay0s Foice Yattened. ”Aou handed procurement pathways to 
Lenith nodes.W

Eikram bowed his head. ”C didn0t know how deep it went.W
vxay had him led awayTnot arrested, not freed. Ouspended in 

conse:uence.
jarheen  e—haled.  ”’rocurement  logs  for  nine  months  are 

compromised.W
vxay rubbed his temple. ”Saksha.W

MI6 — Secure Line, 12:04 GMT
Xleanor Ohaw0s Foice cut clean through the static.
”Pe  haFe  a  name.  Hot  xust  a  codename.  …iddleqleFel 

bureaucrat, procurement committees.W
vxay leaned forward. 
”Hame.W
”Oushil  SaghaFan.  …inistry  of  Vealth.  JeneFa  and 

Nu—embourg traFel.W
vxay closed his eyes. v man inFisible enough to be lethal.
”Ihen,W he said, ”we haFe a target.W

Delhi — Pulse Point Meeting, 13:00 IST
Ihey gathered without ceremonyM vxay, Oonia, jarheen, a -eld 

commander, a customs o2cer from vttari, and a retired Oupreme 
Uourt clerk turned actiFist.

”Pe go surgical,W vxay said. 
”Oupply chains. Nawyers. Boardrooms that launder trust.W
Oonia spoke without heat, only certainty. ”Pe go public on 

SaghaFanTwhen the chain is sealed.W
vxay0s thumb brushed the Fial in his inner pocketTthe one 

from JhaIiabad, froIen proof of intent.
Oonia noticed the gestureTunconscious, almost protectiFe T 

and something in her shifted. Ve wasn0t armouring himself with 
certainty4 he was carrying doubt like responsibility. Ohe realised 
then that her trust in him hadn0t come from authority or answers, 
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but from the :uiet fact that he neFer pretended this war would 
spare anyone who fought it.

”Pe strike supply -rst. ’arallel e—posure.W
Ihe plan stitched itself together, fragile and necessary.

Parliament Grounds — 15:33 IST
…andira  Eerghese,  the  senior  national  opposition  leader, 

stepped to the microphones, Foice carrying like tempered steel.
”Uorporate immunity will not shield biological crimes.W
vxay listened from his  car,  something like relief  Yickering 

through the e—haustion. …andira0s stand forced daylight where 
shadows preferred comfort.

…andira Eerghese, a constitutional lawyer and actiFist for ciFil 
liberties, was well known for parliamentary interFentions and had 
the formidable reputation of moral standing. Ohe always espoused 
public causes with e—emplary courage. 

RAW Annex — Nightfall, 21:10 IST
vxay authorised a black operation.
Zperation ’ulsebreaker.
ZbxectiFeM intercept a scheduled Lenith transfer. OeiIe payload. 

Uapture  courier.  X—tract  proFenance.  jollow  the  trace  to 
Nu—embourg.

Oonia met his gaIe. ”Ihis will make us enemies.W
Ve didn0t blink. ”Pe already are.W

Gurgaon Expressway — 23:18 IST
Ihe night lay Yat and cold. v refrigerated lorry rolled beneath a 

moon like a coin.
SvP0s Fan followed at a distance.
vt a weighbridge, a magnet latch opened beneath the lorry. v 

case slid free. v courier moFed to collect it.
Ihe strike team Yowed in.
X2cient. 
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9uiet.
Cnside the caseM Fials labelled across languages. Vospital codes 

from Relhi, Iashkent, and Oamarkand. v microqOR stitched into 
the seamTtransactions, calls, routes.

”Ihis is proFenance,W jarheen breathed.
vxay nodded. ”Oecure eFerything.W

Aftermath — 02:05 IST
Ihe courier sat wrapped in a blanket, terri-ed, human.
”Ihey paid through Saksha Oupplies,W he sobbed. ”C xust moFed 

crates.W
Saksha again.
jarheen looked up. ”Pe can link this to SaghaFan.W
vxay allowed himself a breathTsmall, earned.
Ihey had a thread.
But as he looked at the courier, at the city beyond the Fan0s dark 

windows, vxay knew the truth that mattered mostM
Breaking one chain only taught the network how to tighten the 

ne—t.
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CHAPTER TEN

The Raghavan File

D elhi — Ministry of Health Annex, 07:14 IST

Government  buildings  always  looked  tired  in  the 
morning.

Not always the noble fatigue of labour, but mostly the stale 
exhaustion of perfunctory routine: zuorescent tubes that bu--ed 
with a faint resentment, steel kettles of over—boiled tea, corridors 
smelling of disinfectant and old paperYas if the Sles themselves 
perspired dust.

Wet this morning, the tiredness had been replaced by something 
sharper.

Eecurity guards stood straighter. Rhispered less. 
jven the lift doors seemed to open and shut with a nervous 

eHciency, as though the building had been told to behave.
Eushil  “aghavan  walked  in  wearing  a  crisp  Nehru  ”acket 

and a face designed for forgettability. Ae oVered the guard a 
smileYwarm enough to pass as kindness, light enough to suggest 
nothing mattered.

I“outine clearance check,P he said pleasantly.
U signature. 
U stamp. 
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U nod.
qo  anyone  watching,  he  was  merely  another  cog  moving 

through a machine that pretended to run on procedure rather than 
power.

Cut in the inner corridor, U”ay Lehra waited.
Fossier in hand. jyes calm in the way storms were calmY’uiet 

only because they had learnt patience.
“aghavan saw him and paused.
U heartbeat of recognition.
Not fear.
Oalculation.
ILr Lehra,P “aghavan said,  voice mild with professional 

curiosity. Ijarly hours.P
IXong night,P U”ay replied. ICusy roads. Cusy borders.P
“aghavan nodded sympathetically, as if they were colleagues 

exchanging pleasantries over a shared burden.
IWes,P  he  said.  Iqhe  nation  never  sleeps.  qhat  is  why 

bureaucracy must protect stability.P
U”ay held his ga-e. IEometimes stability is the most dangerous 

illusion.P
5or a moment, the corridor became a narrow arena. qwo men 

standing and si-ing up each otherYone representing the state(s 
conscience, the other its convenient corruption.

“aghavan(s smile remained. 8t was polished, practised. qhe kind 
that had survived committees and cover—ups.

I8f you have ’ueries,P he said, Iplease Sle them through the 
appropriate channel.P

U”ay didn(t blink. IRe will.P
Ae extended a sealed envelope.
Not a re’uest.
U summons.
Oourt—authorised  emergency  examination  under  national 

security  provisions,  with  an  annexure  list  already  indexed, 
numbered, and designed to leave no door open for escape.
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“aghavan accepted it  politely,  bowed slightly,  and walked 
awayYtoo slowly.

U”ay watched him go.
)utside, the sky cracked with distant thunder.
8t wasn(t weather.
8t was the state turning on itself.

Sonia’s Safe Terminal, 08:19 IST
Eonia Bapoor sat cross—legged on a chair that had never been 

meant for long hours.
Aer laptop(s fan whined like a trapped insect.
qhe procurement logs Kikram(s leak had indirectly exposed 

were not dramatic. qhey were boring by designYcolumns of 
codes, tender approvals, supply lists, and partnership headers. 
Cureaucracy(s favourite camouzage was monotony.

Eonia read them the way some people read crime scenes.
Not for what was writtenYbut for what was being disguised.
qender approvals.
Aospital supply lists.
I4ublic—private wellness collaborations.P
jthics committee expenses that looked like stationery.
Und then she found it.
U fund stream labelled with almost comical innocence:
4ublic Aealth )utreach Y 5uture of Wouth 8nitiative
“ecipient: “UBEAU 5)TNFUq8)N
Tnder Iprogramme ob”ectiveP:
Neuro—behavioural health pilot in urban youth populations
1Uligned with wellness and performance optimisation6
Uge range: ?J…Q years
Eonia felt her stomach turn to stone.
Ohildren.
Aer Sngers went cold, but they did not slow. Ehe clicked deeper. 

Fistribution routes. 4urchase orders.
I5lavoured nutritional supplement sachets.P
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I5ortiSed milk additive blends.P
IOognitive support amino complexes.P
qhe delivery chain had been threaded through mid—day meal 

NG)s, school canteens, Iyouth wellness eventsP, and municipal 
health drives.

Und then a name zashed.
qagore Lodel 4ublic Echool Y Fwarka
Eonia whispered, barely audible: INo. No, no, no.P
Eonia sat back as if the chair had suddenly grown spikes.
5or a moment, she didn(t hear the fan, didn(t hear the distant 

honks, didn(t even hear her own breathing. Aer Sngers hovered 
above the keyboardYfro-en in a child(s helplessness, she hated 
admitting.

U message blinked on her secure chat.
U”ay: Rhere are you9 Fon(t answer with an address. 3ust tell me: 

are you alone9
Ehe stared at the line longer than she should have.
Eonia: Wes.
U pause.
U”ay: Good. qhen listen. Olose the curtains. 4ut your phone 

face down. Und put something heavy against the door. 8(m not 
asking because 8(m afraid. 8(m asking because you matter in this 
Sght.

qhe last line landed strangelyYlike a hand placed gently on the 
back of her neck.

Ehe swallowed, blinked once, and typed.
Eonia: Oopy.
qhen, almost against her will, she addedY
Eonia: Fon(t do anything reckless today.
U beat later:
U”ay: 8 wasn(t planning to. Not until you said that.
qhe corners of her mouth twitchedYbrief, unwilling. qhen 

the  screen went  hard again:  children(s  names,  milk  packets, 
procurement signatures.
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Ehe resumed typing like someone trying to outpace a disaster.
Ehe heard U”ay moving behind herY’uiet footsteps, controlled 

breathing. Ae didn(t speak, but his presence Slled the room like a 
second pulse.

Ehe turned her screen towards him.
Ae read. )nce. qwice.
qhen he sat down without realising he had moved.
5or a moment, he looked like a man absorbing a physical in”ury.
I8f a nation must be broken,P he said, voice stripped to bone, 

Ibegin with its children.P
Eonia(s throat tightened. Iqhe worst part is how clean it looks,P 

she whispered. INo needles. No street dealers. No sirens.P
U”ay(s ”aw zexed. I3ust milk.P

Dwarka — School Canteen, 09:02 IST
Ut qagore Lodel 4ublic Echool, the morning bell rang with the 

indiVerent cheer of routine.
qhe canteen window was already crowded.
U boy of twelve stood staring at a packet of milk fortiSed with 

Icognitive support amino blendsP. Ais face was blank, as though 
someone had dimmed him from inside.

Unother child tugged his sleeve. IWou(re not eating9P
qhe boy didn(t answer. Ae blinked slowly. Ais pupils were 

slightly dilated.
qhe vendor laughed. ICeta, today free packets courtesy of the 

health foundation. qake two if you want.P
Ohildren reached for the packets with a hunger that didn(t look 

like hunger.
Not playful greed.
Not excitement.
Eomething compulsiveYritual urgency.
qhree of them grabbed two packets each without being told 

twice. qheir hands moved as if they were obeying a signal only they 
could hear.



UK8NUEA 4TEABU“NUMM

U teacher approached, frowning. IRhy are theyZ like this9P
No one replied.
qhe bell rang again.
No one reacted.
qhe  teacher(s  voice  shook  slightly.  Iqhis  isn(t  normal 

behaviour.P
Cehind her, on a faded poster near the canteen door, a logo 

smiled politely:
“UBEAU 5)TNFUq8)N Y 4“)qjOq8NG W)TqA, 

CT8XF8NG 5TqT“j

RAW Annex, 10:14 IST
Eonia didn(t knock. Ehe entered like a verdict.
Ehe slammed her laptop down. 
I4roof. 
qhey seeded school nutrition.P
U”ay(s blood cooled in a way that felt almost clinical.
I8n Felhi,P he repeated, as if saying the word might change its 

meaning.
5arheen scanned the data ’uickly. I8f the vector is mild—dose 

behavioural conditioningZP Ehe swallowed. IZit won(t look like 
poisoning.P

I8t will look like modern childhood,P Eonia said. 
I“estless. 8rritable. Uddicted to something they can(t name.P
U”ay exhaled slowly. 
I0uarantine the supply chain. 8mmediately. jvery route. jvery 

NG). jvery vendor.P
U young oHcer rushed in, breathless. IEirYU88LE second ward 

collapse. qhree more symptomatic.P
U”ay nodded once, as if he had expected nothing else from a 

world already sick with deception.
5arheen(s voice lowered. I8t stops being covert soon.P
Eonia said, almost gently, I8t already has.P
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Central Asia — Underground Bunker, 11:47 UZT
Lalika 8smailova lay on a cot in half—darkness.
)ne eye bruised. 
Xip split. 
Creath shallow.
Ehe whispered into the ceiling like a prayer aimed at concrete.
IWou think fear silences ”ournalistsZP
U guard passed outsideYmetal boots, steady pace. 
Oold air slid under the door.
Lalika(s Sngers moved under the blanket.
Ehe had peeled a torn label from a crate earlier and hidden it 

against her skin, where pain could not steal it from her.
U—K7 Y W)TqA—q8j“—!
Aer voice cracked but did not break.
I8f 8 survive,P she whispered, Ithey fall.P

Luxembourg — Boardroom, 08:25 CET
Nenith executives argued around a glass table that rezected their 

faces like ”udgement.
IRe underestimated local resistance.P
I8ndia broke the silence window.P
IUctivate global narrative: anti—science hysteria, nationalist 

panic, misinformation storm.P
U director leaned forward, voice cold. IUccelerate. Rithdrawal 

is not an option. Re win now or never.P
Unother asked the ’uestion that mattered. 
IRho told 8ndia9P
Eilence.
qhen an older member tapped his pen softly. 
I5ind the leak.P
U murmur.
IXondon, perhaps.P
Euspicion thickened. 
jven architects distrusted their own scaVolding.
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Parliament Road, 12:33 IST
Landira Karghese faced the cameras again.
Ijmergency parliamentary oversight,P  she  demanded,  Ion 

school nutrition procurement and foreign medical collaborations. 
Eilence kills patriotismYit does not protect it.P

Aer words struck a nerve.
U”ay watched on a small monitor, something like respect passing 

across his face. 8ndia still had a spine, somewhere under its layers 
of fear.

RAW Holding Cell, 14:05 IST
Kikram sat with his hands folded, eyes hollow.
U”ay entered. No theatrics.
Kikram  spoke  Srst.  I8  didn(t  betray  8ndia.  8  thought 

transparency was protection. Cut these peopleZP Ae swallowed. 
Iqhey hide behind humanitarian masks.P

U”ay nodded, not forgiving, not condemningY”ust registering.
IRe need your knowledge,P he said. INot your guilt.P
Kikram looked up, hope and regret braided together. I8(ll help. 

3ustZ don(t let what we love die ’uietly.P
U”ay(s voice softened by half a degree. I8t won(t.P
Eushil “aghavan, …Q:P… 8Eq
“aghavan closed his oHce door and dialled a number.
Iqhey have the Sles,P he said. I)peration compromised.P
U voice answered, calm and distant. IFelay and dezect. Oourt 

Srst. Ledia next. Tse crisis fatigue.P
5or the Srst time, “aghavan(s voice trembled. Iqhey(re coming 

for me.P
qhe reply was indiVerent. Iqhen disappear.P
“aghavan  whispered,  as  if  pleading  with  the  word  itself, 

I“aksha was meant to protect.P
qhe voice cut through him. I“aksha protects the architecture. 

Not you.P
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qhe line died.
“aghavan stared at his phone as though it had turned to ice.
qhen he dialled another numberYthis time with fear.
Ijvac protocol,P he said. INow.P

Delhi — Dusk, Metro Station, 18:05 IST
Unnouncements echoed through crowds thick with evening 

fatigue.
U little girl tugged at her mother(s hand, sobbing.
I8 need the milk. 8 need it. 8 need itQP
8t wasn(t a tantrum.
8t was withdrawal.
qhe mother(s face fell apart in public, helpless and ashamed.
Eonia watched from a distance, throat burning.
Iqhis is war,P she whispered.
U voice answered behind herYclose enough that she felt it 

before she heard it.
U”ay.
INo,P he said ’uietly. Iqhis is con’uest. Rar is retaliation.P
Eonia looked at him. jxhaustion lived under her anger, but so 

did something elseYan unwilling tenderness that had been forged 
in shared risk.

Iqhen,P she said, Ilet(s retaliate.P
U”ay(s eyes held hers for a fraction too longYlong enough to be 

dangerous.
Iqonight,P he said, Iwe take “aksha down.P
qhey stood shoulder to shoulder, not touching, but close 

enough that the city(s breath could not separate them.
Und somewhere in Felhi, children drank sweetness that carried 

a slow command.



11

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Exltraironu HnDa

e ht—o O gDrha Roud Rni,9 1:4I1 SwT

The black government SUV moved through traic lwke a 
thought no one panted to com.leteI st, ,wren lwght, remawned darky 
wt, authorwtR a,,umed rather than announcedI

sn,wdey Su,hwl Naghavan ,at verR ,twllI
Pot .anwckedI qanwc reWuwred ho.eI
Hhat holloped hwm nop pa, recognwtwonI
;w, .hone laR parm wn hw, .alm’ the burnerf, ,creen gloped 

—awntlR  a,  the  cwtR  ,meared  .a,t  the  twnted  gla,,D“Rover,y 
hoardwng,y —ruwt cart, clo,wng —or the nwghtI xelhw contwnued wt, 
rwtual,y unapare that one o— wt, Wuweter betraRal, pa, bewng era,edI

”sfm readR —or eCtractwonyG he ,awd wnto the hand,etI
The  vowce  that  an,pered  pa,  calmy  —emaley  and 

unhurrwedDtrawned to ,ound lwke rea,,uranceI
”FonArmedI qroceed to Late Owvey sndwra Landhw snternatwonal 

Ewr.ortI E dw.lomatwc vehwcle pwll recewve RouIG
Naghavan alloped hwm,el— a breathI st ta,ted thwny metallwcy and 

artwAcwalI
”s —olloped wn,tructwon,yG he ,awd ,o—tlRy a, w— con—e,,won mwght 

,twll .urcha,e mercRI
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”s dwd phat pa, a,kedIG
E .au,eDmea,uredy delwberateI ”'ou dwd phat pa, reWuwredIG
Then another vowce cut wny rwdwng —awnt ,tatwcI KaleI EmerwcanI 

Olat a, doctrwneI
”'ou are a lwabwlwtR nopI Thank Rou —or Rour ,ervwceIG
The lwne pent deadI
Somethwng loo,ened wn,wde NaghavanDnot angery not —eary but 

the Anal ,heddwng o— wllu,wonI
;e pa, not bewng eCtractedI
;e pa, bewng re,olvedI
”Turn the car aroundyG he barked ,uddenlRy ,lammwng hw, .alm 

agawn,t the dwvwderI
”P9HIG
The drwver dwd not look backI
4ecau,e the drwver pa, no longer phat the car ,ugge,tedI
;w, —ace wn the rearvwep mwrror pa, .olwtey almo,t a.ologetwcI 

The ,ort o— —ace that .a,,ed ,ecurwtR clearance, ea,wlR becau,e wt 
never demanded attentwonI

”SwryG the drwver ,awd gentlRy ”qrotocolI qlea,e relaCIG
The road curvedI Naghavan —olloped wt pwth hw, eRe,Dand —elt 

hw, ,tomach —allI
TheR pere not headwng northpe,tI
TheR pere de,cendwng topard the rwverI
-3CAltratwon-y he realw,edy pa, merelR a eu.hemw,m —or dw,.o,alI
;e lunged —or the doorI XockedI
E calm ,ettled over hwmDnot couragey but ,urvwval ,trw..ed to 

the boneI
;e tore the emergencR hammer —ree and ,ma,hed the pwndopI 

Lla,, eC.loded wnpardy ,lwcwng hw, handI qawn “aredy ,har. and realy 
anchorwng hwmI

;e rolled out onto the a,.halt a, the SUV ,perved vwolentlRI
Tpo motorcRcle, ,urged —rom behwnd lwke ,ummoned hound,I
Naghavan ranI
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;w,  ,hoe,  ,la..ed the  broken ground a,  he  veered  wnto  a 
,lum laney breath ,hreddwng hw, lung,I 4lood drw..ed —rom hw, 
.almy  darkenwng the  du,tI  Somephere  nearbRy  a  tem.le  bell 
rangDunconcernedy and eternalI

;e ,tumbled wnto darkne,,y carrRwng pwth hwm the knopledge 
that Nak,ha dwd not .rotect .eo.leI

st .rotected archwtectureI

ekia’i O C—ot,ahusW 5iah—nDWh9 1:48M SwT
The godopn announced wt,el— pwth a lweI
PUTNs5OX9 H;9X3SEX3 O99xSy the ,wgn .roclawmedy 

glopwng harmle,,lR beneath Rellop ,odwum lam.,I
Orom the roo—to.y thermal wmagwng told a dw?erent ,torRI
Flu,ter,  phere  there  ,hould  have  been  em.twne,,I  Fold 

,wgnature, phere mwlk ,hould never have been ,toredI LeometrR w, 
too .recw,e —or nutrwtwonI

E…aRf, vowce pa, lop wn the commI
”9n mR markIG
The team moved lwke ,hadop —olded wnto ,hadopI qoper cutI 

Fommunwcatwon, dropnedI Swlence thwckenedI
E…aR and Sonwa breached the rear ,ervwce door togetherI Thewr 

“a,hlwght, carved narrop tunnel, through the darkI
Frate,I Kwlk .acket,I Vwtamwn ,achet, bound wn wn,twtutwonal 

neatne,,I
Sonwa  knelty  ,cannwng  batch  code,I  ;er  .ul,e  clwmbedy 

controlled but wn,w,tentI
”Nak,ha number,yG ,he ,awdI ”3verR one o— themI Thw, w, the 

,chool dw,trwbutwon hubIG
E…aR —orced o.en a —ree6er unwtI
sn,wde laR vwal, ne,tled wn —oamI xata ,twck,I Xamwnated routwng 

,heet,I
Endy wncongruou,lRy heartbreakwnglRD
E chwldf, ,chool sx cardy dro..ed wn ha,teI
Somethwng hardened behwnd E…aRf, eRe,I
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”TheR perenft pawtwng —or addwctwonyG he ,awd WuwetlRI
”TheR  pere  trawnwng  obedwenceDbe—ore  unwver,wtRy  be—ore 

chowceI Fondwtwonwng loRaltR to a ,u..lR nodeIG
E ,o—t ,cu? ,ounded behwnd the crate,I
E…aR raw,ed hw, pea.onI
E man ,te..ed —orpardy hand, ,hakwngy eRe, pet pwth a —ear that 

had AnallR caught u.I
”s …u,t load truck,yG he babbledI 
”TheR .awd eCtra w— pe dwdnft a,k Wue,twon,IG
Sonwaf, vowce pa, level but un—orgwvwngI 
”'ou knep ,omethwng pa, prongIG
;e noddedy ,hame breakwng through terrorI
”TheR ,awd the mwlk make, kwd, calmerI 3a,werI Teacher, lwke wtI 

qolwce lwke wtI qarent, lwke wtIG
Sonwa —elt ,omethwng recowl dee. wn her che,tI
E…aR lopered hw, pea.onI
”Thw, w, not addwctwonyG he ,awdI
”stf, ,ocwal engwneerwngIG

eht—o zhran O HiDK 2—iW Louh9 06411 SwT
The trawn rocked gentlRy cocooned wn ordwnarR now,eI
qhone, ,crolledI Ennouncement, chwmedI 
xelhw moved a, w— nothwng had changedI
Then a teenage boR began to tpwtchI
”4roy are Rou okaRJG hw, —rwend a,kedy hal—5laughwngI
”s7 s need that mwlk agawnyG the boR phw,.eredI
”st ,ettle, the ,tormIG
;w, .u.wl, “ared under X3x lwghtI 
;e lungedI
qandemonwum tore through the carrwageD,cream,y bodwe, 

collwdwngy door, …ammedI 
Someone hwt the emergencR ,to.I
4R the twme the trawn ,huddered to a halty vwdeo, pere alreadR 

clwmbwng wnto the cloudI
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;a,htag, —ormed lwke ,car,I
‘enwthf, narratwve dwd not colla.,eI
st —racturedI

Lnu,nu O zSB Gaohlud Chtt9 18480 YzT
3leanor Shap .aced lwke a poman countwng heartbeat,I
”s— theR touched chwldrenyG a …unwor analR,t murmuredy ”the 

.ublwc pwll pant bloodIG
3leanor ,to..edI ;er ga6e dwd not ,o—tenI
”PoyG ,he ,awdI ”TheR pwll pant truthI End theR pwll blame the 

government, that alloped ,laughter bR ,wlenceIG
She broke .rotocolI xwalled E…aR dwrectlRI
”The ,chool addwtwve —ormulayG ,he ,awd pwthout .reambleI 

”Hownt .rogrammeI 3U health wnwtwatwveI Fhwldrenf, nutrwtwon 
PL9IG

”PameyG E…aR demandedI
”Su,hwl NaghavanIG
E .au,e ,tretched thwnI
”;e trwed to “eeyG E…aR ,awdI
”So dwd theR let hwmJG 3leanor a,kedI
E…aR dwd not an,perI Swlence pa, conArmatwon enoughI

mivDui RofhaWo,h9 06408 SwT
Naghavan  lwm.ed  topard  a  —awnt  tem.le  lam.y  each  ,te. 

draggwng .awn behwnd wtI The rwver ,melt o— rot and memorRI xog, 
barkedI Ko,Wuwtoe, ,angI

E motorcRcle wdled behwnd hwmI
”'ou dwd good porky Su,hwlyG a vowce ,awd ,o—tlRI ”4ut .ro…ect, 

outgrop .eo.leIG
Naghavan turnedDand under,tood everRthwng at onceI
The gun pa, held bR an sndwan oicwalI
9ne o— thewr opnI
”'ou .wcked a ,wdeyG the man ,awdy eRe, pet but re,olvedI
”The prong oneIG
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Naghavan colla.,ed to hw, knee,I ”s can hel.DG
The ,hot pa, ,mallI Elmo,t re,.ect—ulI
E ,.la,hI Then nothwngI
sndwa era,ed a corru.ted nodeI
4ut the hand that ordered wt remawned un,eenI

wiph A3iarvhur O 0146U SwT
Sonwa patched metro chao, rw..le acro,, her ,creenI xread ,at 

be,wde ,omethwng colderD.ur.o,eI
”He go .ublwc nopyG ,he ,awdI ”Ell o— wtIG
E…aR ,hook hw, head ,loplRI
”s— pe dum. rap truthy .anwc outrun, rea,onI TheR pwll call wt 

hR,terwaIG
Sonwa ,te..ed clo,erI Flo,e enough that he could ,mell rawn wn 

her hawr and —eel the heat ,he carrwed lwke deAanceI
”Swlence w, por,eyG ,he ,awd WuwetlRI
Oor a momenty the par recededI 9nlR tpo eChau,ted .eo.le 

,tood wn a roomy ,harwng breathI
”He  twme  wtyG  E…aR  ,awdI  ”3vwdenceI  Fourt  order,I 

Hhw,tlebloper,I TogetherIG
Sonwa .aced oncey then ,to..ed abru.tlRDtoo clo,e to E…aRI
”'oufre ,twll thwnkwng lwke an oiceryG ,he ,awdy vowce lopI ”Pot 

lwke a cwvwlwan patchwng her cwtR unravelIG
E…aR dwdnft argueI ;w, ga6e ,taRed on the movwng clw.,Dmetro 

.anwcy ,creamwngy grawnR —ace,I
”'ou thwnk s donft knop phat ,wlence doe,JG he murmuredI
She ,te..ed even clo,ery her anger ,uddenlR lo,wng wt, grw.I
”Then phR are Rou carrRwng wt aloneJG
E…aR eChaledDone o— tho,e rare breath, that ,ounded lwke wt 

hurtI
”4ecau,e w— s let wt ,.wll everRpherey wt become, everRonef, .anwc 

wn,tead o— our .lanIG
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Sonwa looked at hwmy reallR lookedDat the Ane ,trawn around hw, 
eRe,y the barelR controlled —atwguey and the vwolence he ke.t —olded 
wn,wdeI

Hwthout thwnkwngy ,he reached out and ,trawghtened the collar 
o— hw, ,hwrtDa ,mally dome,twc ge,ture that ,hocked them bothI

;er hand .au,ed at hw, throat —or hal— a ,econd too longI
E…aR dwdnft moveI
Oor a momenty newther ,.okeI The cwtRf, chao, .laRed ,wlentlR on 

the la.to. lwke a dw,tant par AlmI
Sonwa pwthdrep her handy but her vowce ,o—tenedI
”xonft get Rour,el— kwlled —or KtwmwngfIG
E…aRf, re.lR pa, almo,t a phw,.erI ”sfm trRwng not toIG
;er .hone bu66edI TheR kwlled NaghavanI ;e dwdnft …um.I Ownd 

the hand that .ulled the trwggerI
E grawnR .hoto —ollopedI E ,wlhouetteI E .o,ture E…aR knep too 

pellI
”Hhat w— wt pa, ,omeone ,enworJG Sonwa phw,.eredI ”sn,wde 

NEHJG
E…aRf, vowce brokeD…u,t onceI ”Then pefre Aghtwng a par wn,wde 

tpo par,IG She dwd not move apaRI

Churait AWoi O Zu’unku Hnt,oud :nuh9 66481 Z:T
Kalwka traced chalk pord, on concreteI
xonft ,u?ocate the pwtne,,I
4oot, thundered aboveI ”Kove heryG a vowce barkedI
She ,mwled —awntlRI Truthy ,he knepy leaked lwke paterI

eht—o Rnnprn3 O 0U48: SwT
Swren, rolled acro,, the ,kRDnot ambulance,y but a .ublwc 

emergencR te,tI The Ar,t wn decade,I
E…aR and Sonwa ,tood ,houlder to ,houldery cwtR lwght, .ul,wng 

beneath themI
”Tomorrop change, everRthwngyG Sonwa ,awdI
E…aR noddedI ”He brwng the Are to thewr door,te.IG



EPPs;sXETs9P 9O V9NT3Y MM

She looked at hwmDtwredy Aercey alwveI
”Pame the o.eratwonIG
;e an,pered ,o—tlRI ”9.eratwon 4hoomw5HagranGI
xelhw breathed unea,wlRI
The par —or —ree mwnd, had begunI



INTERLUDE II

The First Silence

L ok Nayak Hospital, Delhi — Seven Years Ago

The boy on the gurney was still breathing when Sonia 
arrived.

Barely.
She remembered that detail because it haunted her later — the 

way hope sometimes arrives a second too late and still insists on 
being remembered.

She was twenty-two.
A trainee reporter.
Sent to cover a “minor disturbance”.
That was the phrase used.
Minor.

*** 

The ward smelled of disinfectant and old sweat. A nurse tried to 
stop her at the curtain, but Sonia slipped past with the instinct of 
someone who already understood how doors really worked.

Inside, the boy’s mother stood frozen.
Not crying.
Just staring.
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The boy had been part of a clinical trial.
An “accelerated immunity protocol”.
No consent form she had signed explained the seizures.
No oqcial statement mentioned the dosage.
The hospital Wle said complications.
Sonia asked one ?uestion.
“Dhat happened3”
No one answered.
:octors avoided her eyes.
Administrators spoke in procedural language.
The trial sponsor issued a statement about “acceptable risk 

margins”.
The boy died at 07C1P a.m.

*** 

The story never ran.
Her editor killed it gently.
“Too many interests,” he said.
“Too many unanswered ?uestions.”
“Uome back when you have proof.”
Sonia went home and vomited.
Two days later, she attended the funeral.
No cameras.
No activists.
No outrage.
Just a small cremation ground, a grieving family, and a silence 

that felt heavier than any scream.
That was when she understoodC
Silence doesn’t arrive by accident.
It is maintained.

*** 
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She didn’t ?uit Zournalism.
She learnt it.
Learnt how to read between aqdavits.
Learnt how to hear fear in neutral statements.
Learnt how truth hides inside footnotes and margin notes and 

unsigned annexures.
Most importantly, she learnt something no newsroom taughtC
Institutions don’t collapse when exposed.
They collapse when remembered—loudly, repeatedly, publicly.

*** 

Cears later, when AZay slipped her the drive on the rain-soaked 
rooftop, she recognised the pattern immediately.

:iDerent programme.
:iDerent language.
Same silence.
Uhildren again.
And she knew — with a calm that frightened even her — that 

this time, she would not let the story die ?uietly.

*** 

Dhen Eenith later called her disruptive, when trolls called 
her dangerous, when ministers called her irresponsible, Sonia 
remembered a boy on a gurney, still breathing.

And the silence that followed him into the ground.
She had learnt her lesson well.
She would never let silence win again.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

The Firewall Of Minds

N ew Delhi — 06:01 IST

Dawn arrived unwell.
The sky over Delhi, which usually opened in hesitant pinks 

and forgiving golds, hung instead in a bruised grey—as if the 
city itself had been struck and was waiting to see if the pain 
would spread. It was not a monsoon cloud. Something heavier. 
Something anticipatory. A weather system born of fear.

Across the capital, landlines crackled to life with the same 
carefully constructed sentence, spoken in neutral voices trained to 
calm without confessing:

PUBLIC HEALTH ADVISORY:
Temporary suspension of all fortiMed school supplements.
Gedical evaluation in progress.
Parents  are  advised to monitor  their  children for  unusual 

dependency behaviour.
— Novernment of India
Language carefully designed not to alarm.
Or to lie.
It was something nebulous, between silence and truth.
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Phones buWWed. -hatsApp groups detonated. Screens Mlled 
with forwarded audio notes, halfqformed rumours, and trembling 
xuestions typed and deleted and typed again.

Parents cried.
Teachers froWe.
This was not hysteria.
This  was moral  panic—the kind that  arises  when instinct 

recognises danger before e“planation arrives.
Outside a South Delhi school, a mother clutched her daughter 

tightly.
”Beta, no milk today.’
The girl trembled, lips xuivering, eyes unnaturally glassy.
”I need it,’ she whispered. ”Please. I KEED it—’
Her  scream was  sudden and animal,  limbs  ?ailing  with  a 

strength that frightened even her mother. Teachers rushed in, 
trying to restrain her gently, murmuring reassurances that sounded 
thin against the rawness of the childjs terror.

A father nearby whispered, voice breaking, ”-hat kind of 
monster poisons children for powerF’

Ko one answered.

PMO War Room — 06:45 IST
The room had no windows.
It did not need them. Everyone inside could feel the country 

breathing.
The Health Secretary read Meld reports with hands that no 

longer pretended steadiness. The AIIGS Director stared at the 
table as if it might crack open and swallow him. A KITI advisor 
looked faint, chalkqpale. The Army liaison sat immobile, a statue 
awaiting command.

AXay  stood  at  the  centre,  dossier  under  his  arm,  spine 
straight—not rigid, but resolved.

”-e have three obXectives,’ he said, voice measured, carrying 
neither heat nor apology.
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”Contain paediatric e“posure. SeiWe supply nodes nationally. 
Isolate political and bureaucratic collaborators.’

A senior bureaucrat bristled. ”Do not imply high oZces were 
inMltrated.’

AXayjs eyes did not leave him.
”Implication ended when children screamed.’
Silence fell—thick, Mnal.
The military oZcer spoke xuietly, almost gratefully.
”Tell us where to point the gun.’
AXay slid a sealed envelope across the table.
”Sushil Raghavan is dead.’
A collective intake of breath.
”He was silenced by an internal hand,’ AXay continued. ”Kot 

foreign.’
Trust fractured audibly.
The Prime Ginisterjs Principal Secretary leaned forward.
”Then Operation Bhoomiq7agran begins now.’
A coded order was signed.
India crossed an invisible line—from denial into resistance.

South Delhi — Sonia’s Safe Apartment, 07:58 IST
Sonia watched the channels fracturing reality in real time.
Gysterious school illness raises alarm.
Novernment suspends nutrition programme.
5oreign pharma xuestions Indiajs competence.
The narrative war was merciless.
She opened her inbo“.
An email from an anonymous account.
SubXect: Truth bleeds. But protect the artery.
Inside, a short poem—UWbek and English side by side:
If the river is poisoned, the Msh die last—because they cannot 

leave.
Below it, a line that made Soniajs breath hitch:
They move me tonight. I will try to surface. — G
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Galika.
Alive. 5ighting.
Sonia whispered, ”Hold on. -ejre coming.’
The door buWWer rang.
Her blood iced.
AXayjs voice cut into her ear through the secure line, calm but 

urgent:
”Do not open. Gove to the safe room. Ijm getting you.’
She slipped behind the bookshelf, heart hammering, breath 

shallow. A shadow passed across the peephole. 5ootsteps paused.
A whisper in the corridor, almost amused:
”The press is a virus. Sterilise.’
Then silence.
Ginutes stretched like punishment.
-hen AXay arrived with a counterqunit, the corridor was empty.
But something had been left behind.
A white surgical glove, placed carefully on the doormat.
A calling card.
AXay picked it up slowly. His Xaw tightened—not in rage, but 

recognition.
”Theyjve escalated to psychological warfare,’ he said.
Sonia nodded, her voice steady despite the tremor she refused to 

show.
”Then so do we.’

Geneva — WHO Annex, 10:14 CET
Humanitarian banners smiled down on polished tables.
A /enith lobbyist leaned toward two health delegates, voice 

lowered.
”If India spreads false panic, global programmes collapse. They 

need oversight.’
He placed sealed envelopes before them—bribes disguised as 

grants.
Then another Mgure approached xuietly.
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GI9 badge. 5rench accent.
He laid a dossier beside the envelopes.
Photographs of cryoqlabs. AIIGS syringe codes. Shipment 

manifests.
A header in brutal clarity:
ECHOq8…/EKITH…IKDIA YOUTH SEEDIKN SCHEGA
The lobbyist went pale. The GI9 oZcer smiled politely.
”Choose carefully. The world is watching.’
The envelopes remained untouched.
/enith had e“pected immunity.
They encountered e“posure instead.

Gurgaon — Discreet Warehouse, 13:41 IST
RA-js ghost unit breached without sound.
Inside—rows of insulated crates marked with lines.
A young oZcer opened one and recoiled.
Ampoules. Keuroqvectors. Disguised as Vitamin D.
Destination: ;J schools across KCR.
AXayjs voice travelled calmly over comms.
”-e have the weapon. 5ind the generals.’
The oZcer whispered, shaken, ”-hat kind of nation does thisF’
AXay replied without hesitation.
”One that forgot souls e“ist.’

Parliament Road — 15:02 IST
Gandira Varghese stepped onto the podium.
Her voice carried steel.
”Childrenjs bodies are not battlegrounds. Any oZcial who 

collaborated with foreign lab cartels will face trial. India is not a 
laboratory. -e are a civilisation.’

Applause surged.
Then a muKed blast.
Smoke. Screams.
A crude IED—low yield. Gessage, not murder.
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Gandira remained standing.
”You bomb truth,’ she shouted, ”it grows teeth.’
The country listened.

Delhi Skyline—Night, 22:56 IST
India Nate glowed in the distance.
Helicopters thudded overhead. Black vans slid through avenues. 

South Block was resplendent with light long past midnight.
AXay and Sonia stood on the rooftop, close enough that neither 

noticed when the other had moved nearer.
”Do you think the country knows wejre at warF’ Sonia asked 

softly.
AXay looked at the Parliament dome. ”They feel it in their bones. 

A nation always knows when its children are hunted.’
She turned to him.”-hen this endsL will we be who we wereF’
5or a moment, he didnjt answer.
Then, xuietly: ”Ko. -ejll be what we fought for.’
The wind lifted her hairM he didnjt move away.
A drone blinked overhead—enemy scoutingF
The dronejs blink was small—almost casual.
AXayjs eyes tracked it like a hunterjs.
Sonia raised her recorder instinctively, then stopped. She didnjt 

press record yet.
Instead, she said xuietly, ”You know what I hate about thisF’
AXay didnjt look away from the sky. ”Tell me.’
She hesitated, then admitted the truth in the smallest possible 

voice.
”That Ijm starting to measure my day by whether youjre still 

standing in it.’
AXayjs Xaw tightened—not with fear, but with something more 

dangerous: attachment.
He Mnally turned to her.
5or a second, the war paused between them.
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His gloved Mngers brushed her wrist—brief, controlled, but 
real—as if checking she was anchored to the roof and not being 
carried away by adrenaline.

”Then donjt measure,’ he said. ”-ork.’
Sonia gave a thin smile. ”Thatjs your romance, isnjt itF Orders.’
AXayjs mouth softened—almost a smile, almost not.
”Itjs the only kind I can aNord right now.’
Sonia didnjt reply.  She simply stood closer,  shoulder near 

his—an unspoken agreement.
Then she hit record.
Sonia steadied her recorder.
AXay inhaled.
”They tried to enslave the future of India,’ he said.
”They will fail.
Kot because we are perfect—
but because we refuse to obey.’
The words lifted into the city.
Someone heard.
Someone always does.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Black Network

N ew Delhi — 04:03 IST

Delhi had not slept.
It had endured.
Sirens pulsed through the pre-dawn like mechanical heartbeats. 

Emergency clinics glowed under tube lights. In narrow lanes, 
children cried—not from pain alone, but from a craving they 
could not name.

Ajay stood before a digital city map, red clusters blinking like 
glowworms.

Youth withdrawal zones.
Hospital containment rings.
School quarantine xags.
A war map—eBcept the soldiers were children.
“ehind him, Sonia watched the same screen, arms folded tight 

against herself. She had stopped blinking minutes ago.
T’his isn”t chaos,N she said quietly. TIt”s choreography.N
Ajay nodded once. His voice, when it came, was steady but 

scraped raw. T’hey taught the city how to want.N
She stepped closer insouciantly. Reither of them moved away.
T?eadyLN she asked.
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Ajay didn”t look at her immediately. Mhen he did, something 
xickered—not fear, not doubt, but the weight of responsibility 
Cnally made human.

TOet”s cut the roots,N he said.

South Block — Emergency Sub-Committee, 04:26 IST
’he room smelt of stale coPee and restrained panic.
Gilitary liaison.
Rational Security Advisor.
Senior civil oçcers who had spent careers believing danger came 

from borders.
’he Cle slid across the table.
?aksha Uommand Rode — Delhi Administrative Services 

Ulub, Uhanakyapuri.
A minister eBhaled sharply. T’hat”s a social hub. Diplomats. 

Secretaries. Kolicymakers.N
Ajay”s voice was low, lethal.TKower doesn”t always hide in 

bunkers. Sometimes it hides in cocktails.N
Ro one contradicted him.
’he KG”s Krincipal Secretary spoke after a long pause.
TAuthorise silent breach. Ro press. Ro arrests outside the room. 

If this collapses publicly before evidence is sealed—N
TIt won”t,N Ajay cut in. TMe move clean.N
A coded order was signed.
India crossed a line it could not uncross.

Chanakyapuri — Administrative Services Club, 05:02 IST
Vog lay across manicured lawns like an alibi.
Sprinklers whispered.
2lass fa:ades rexected privilege and sleep.
?AM”s strike team moved without urgency—urgency caused 

mistakes.
Ajay led. Gasked. 2loved. 3nrecognisable even to himself.
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A guard at the rear door blinked once before a tranquilliser 
kissed his neck.

Inside… Kersian carpets, framed awards, photographs of smiling 
oçcials shaking foreign hands.

Uomfort built on stolen futures.
A storage door in the basement recognised the biometric tag 

recovered from ?aghavan”s ePects.
’he seal disengaged.
“elow—servers, encrypted routers, satellite uplinks, foreign 

comm modules.
And three people working calmly, erasing data.
Uivil servants. 
Vamiliar faces from committee photos.
Fne man looked up, mildly irritated. 
TYou”re late.N
Ajay felt something colder than anger move through him.
THands visible,N he said. 
TStep back.N
Another smirked. 
TYou don”t understand scale. India can either join the future or 

be governed by chaotic free will.N
Sonia, watching from the stairwell, felt her stomach twist.
Ajay replied evenly, TVree will is a nation”s spine.N
TUontrol is civilisation,N the man countered.
Ajay nodded once.
T’hen welcome to chaos.N
’he room xooded with movement.
Reural disruptors hummed. Data drives seized. Hands bound.
As  they  cuPed  the  youngest—a  woman  in  her  thirties, 

composed—she looked directly at Ajay.
T’his won”t end here,N she said softly. 
TYou”re Cghting evolution.N
Ajay met her gaze.
TRo. I”m Cghting enslavement disguised as progress.N
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Simultaneously — Gurgaon Data Centre, 05:41 IST
Oights xickered.
Vire alarms screamed.
A cyberattack detonated—black-ice logic slicing through health 

servers.
5enith”s retaliation.
“ut India wasn”t unarmed.
Vrom an unmarked Hyderabad oçce, a counter-code bloomed 

across networks…
“HA?A’-SHIEOD J KHASE-W
Virewalls rose.
A cyber analyst whispered, T’hey”re burning our truth.N
’he lead tech replied, T’hen we burn their lies.N

Delhi Metro — Saket Station, 06:02 IST
A mother held her son like a life raft.
His nails dug into her arm. 
TGilkF pleaseFN
A volunteer medic wept as she miBed saline.
T’his isn”t illness,N she whispered. T’his is design.N
Sonia saw it all on a live feed. 
Her jaw clenched.
“eside her, Ajay”s hand rested briexy at the small of her back— 

grounding, instinctive.
Reither acknowledged it. 
Reither moved away.

Old Secretariat — Interrogation Room, 07:18 IST
’he  ?aksha  lead  sat  calmly  beneath  a  portrait  of  an 

independence hero.
Ajay stood. Sonia sat beside the table, recorder oP but present 

— deliberately.
TMho authorised Khase ’hreeLN Ajay asked.
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Silence.
Sonia leaned in, her voice controlled but burning.
TYou mapped our children like inventory. You don”t get silence.N
’he man smiled faintly. 
TYou think traitors look like villains. ’hey don”t. ’hey look like 

patriots who believe the nation is too wild to be left to itself.N
Ajay slammed his Cst into the table—once.
TRame,N he said.
’he woman spoke instead.
TKolice housing. Uommunity health kiosks.N
’hat wasn”t a confession.
It was timing.

North Delhi — Police Housing Complex, 08:07 IST
Mhite coats. 
Supplement bottles.
’arget… Uhildren of Kolice personnel.
Ajay felt rage hollow him.
Sonia  whispered,  horriCed,  T’hey  were  conditioning   

enforcement families.N
Ajay murmured, TUontrol the guns. Uontrol the nation.N
’hen louder… TShut it down. Row.N

Nationwide Broadcast — 09:30 IST
Static.
’hen Ajay”s face.
TKarents of India—
Voreign  networks  attempted  to  chemically  condition  our 

children and inCltrate institutions. Me have seized compounds and 
operatives. ’his threat includes internal betrayal.

Ro panic. 
Me are in control.
’his is not fear.
’his is defence.N
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India froze.
’hen roared.

Rooftop — Delhi Skyline, Night, 22:56 IST
Helicopters thumped in the distance.
Sonia and Ajay stood shoulder to shoulder, city lights trembling 

below.
TDo you think the country knows we”re at warLN she asked.
T’hey feel it,N Ajay said. TA nation always knows when its 

children are hunted.N
She turned to him. Ulose now. Ulose enough to feel warmth.
TMhen this ends,N she said quietly, Twill we be who we wereLN
Ajay looked at her—truly looked—and for the Crst time allowed 

the thought of loss to surface.
TRo,N he said. 
TMe”ll be what we choose to protect.N
A pause.
Heavy. Uharged.
She didn”t step back.
TRame the operation,N she said.
Ajay”s voice dropped.
T“hoomi-IagranN.
’he city pulsed.
And somewhere in the dark, someone listened.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Ashoka Protocol

S outh Block — 06:12 IST

The rain came without announcement.
It did not thunder or rage. It fell with a quiet persistence, as if the 

sky itself had grown weary of holding what it knew. Water traced 
thin veins down the reinforced glass windows of South Block, 
blurring the early light into a dull, bruised grey.

Inside the emergency chamber, the long table felt colder than it 
had the night before.

Screens pulsed with a world beginning to tilt:
European media narratives splintering under contradictory 

leaks
School quarantine centres stabilising but fragile
Russian  and  Central  Asian  signal  traUc  growing  erratic, 

encrypted twice over
A carefully worded D.S. State “epartment note: M”onitoring 

developments with concernj
Axay  stood  at  the  head  of  the  table,  shoulders  squared, 

eHhaustion buried deep beneath discipline. Ne had not slept. 
Lone of them had. Sleep, like innocence, had become a luHury.
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Across from him, “irectorG—eneral Raghav Bedi leaned forward 
slowly.

Bedi had once taught Axay that intelligence work was not about 
secrets but about timing truth. Ne had been a mentor, a shield, 
andYuntil this momentYa certainty.

M’ouPve drawn …re from every direction,j Bedi said quietly. 
M’ouPve turned a silent containment eHercise into an open storm.j

Axay did not bristle. Ne did not defend himself.
MIt was not secrecy that protected us,j he replied evenly. MIt was 

ignorance. And ignorance has a shelf life.j
Silence followedYnot disagreement, but recognition.
Bedi eHhaled, long and heavy, as if surrendering to a conclusion 

he had resisted all night.
M’ou want to invoke the Ashoka Krotocol.j
M’es,j Axay said.
A  younger  oUcial  shifted  in  his  seat.  MAshoka  is8 

unprecedented.j
Sonia, standing slightly behind Axay, spoke before he could.
MSo is chemically conditioning children.j
Ner voice was calm. That frightened them more than anger.
Bedi looked at her for a moment, then back at Axay. Nis eyes 

softenedYnot with approval, but with history.
MThe world remembers Ashoka as the emperor who renounced 

war,j he said. MThey forget the wars he fought before thatYwars 
so total no enemy could hide from consequence.j

Ne paused.
M’ouPre  asking  India  to  stop  waiting  for  harm  and  start 

preventing it.j
AxayPs answer carried neither pride nor triumphYonly resolve 

laced with sorrow.
MIPm  asking  India  to  remember  that  freedom  is  not 

selfGsustaining.j
Bedi closed the …le before him.
MThen the Ashoka Krotocol is authorised.j
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The words settled like a verdict.
MIndia will now pursue hostile actors beyond its borders.j
Lo applause. Lo relief.
Fnly the knowledge that a lineYonce crossedYcould never be 

uncrossed.
The order was immediately reduced to writing for eHplanation 

and clari…cation:
MRAW ILTERLAO “FCTRILE LFTE Y COASSIVIE“
Subxect:  “istinction  Between  Fperational  Responses  and 

Sovereign “efence Krotocols
Fperation  BhoomiG9agran  is  hereby  designated  as  a 

tactical counterGsubversion operation, authorised for domestic 
containment, seiZure, arrest, and eHposure of hostile nonGstate 
actors operating within Indian xurisdiction. Its initiation may be 
proposed by …eld command but requires eHecutive sanction.

The Ashoka Krotocol, by contrast, is not an operation. It is 
a constitutional defence condition, activated only when hostile 
action threatens the cognitive,  institutional,  or civilisational 
integrity of the Republic. Invocation of Ashoka does not belong 
to any individual, service, or ministry. It belongs solely to the State 
acting through constitutional consensus.

Vield actions may trigger Ashoka.
They may never invoke it.
Fnce activated, Ashoka subsumes all operationsYmilitary, 

intelligence,  xudicial,  cyber,  and  diplomaticYinto  a  uni…ed 
sovereign posture. Escalation beyond Stage Fne is irreversible.

Recorded for continuity and command clarity.j

RAW Annex, New Delhi, 07:12 IST
The Chanakyapuri breach team was already strapping in when 

the signal arrived.
It came without sound Y a coded tremor across the Central 

Asia desk, ?ashing red where no colour was meant to eHist.
”AOIJA IS”AIOFXA Y KRIFRIT’ AOKNA.



ALLINIOATIFL FV XFRTE1 77‘

VarheenPs …ngers froZe above the console.
MThey found her,j she whispered. MTashkent outskirts. Shadow 

cell con…rmed. 2enithGlinked.j
Axay was startled. 
MActivate our agents in Tashkent for eH…ltration of ”alika,j he 

said. MShe is an important asset. She has to be found. Jeep me 
informed minute to minute. I too will go to Tashkent.j

Varheen stared at him. MSirYj
Sonia caught his arm.
M’ouPre going alone0j
Axay turned. Nis voice did not soften, but something behind it 

did.
MShe saved India once by speaking,j he said.
MLow will have to save her so that she can speak again.j
Axay voice carried a steely resolve.

News9 Headquarters — 08:20 IST
The newsroom hummed like a nerve eHposed to air.
Kroducers whispered. Anchors rehearsed urgency into their 

voices. Screens replayed footage of quarantined schools, anHious 
parents, and analysts arguing across continents.

Sonia  walked  through  it  all  as  if  through  rainYaware, 
untouched.

Ner  editor,  Krabhat,  intercepted  her  near  the  glass  wall 
overlooking the studio.

MWePve been served a defamation preGnotice,j he said under his 
breath. M—lobal KR consortium. 2enithPs legal muscle.j

Sonia didnPt blink. MThey want silence.j
MThey want you suspended,j he corrected. MTheyPre calling it 

Fpanic incitementP.j
There it was. The familiar shape of pressure.
MVire me,j Sonia said.
Krabhat stared. MSoniaYj
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MFn paper,j she clari…ed. MOet me operate without the illusion 
of institutional protection.j

Ne studied her faceYsaw not recklessness, but clarity.
M’ou know they donPt xust kill xournalists anymore,j he said 

softly. 
MThey assassinate credibility …rst.j
She smiled, thin and unafraid.
M”y credibility was never built for comfort.j
Ne squeeZed her shoulder once.
MThen ?y,j he said. 
MBut rememberYairspace is hostile.j

Samarkand Highway — 08:57 UZT
“ust rose with each passing vehicle, clinging to skin and breath 

alike.
”alika moved carefully, conserving strength, her slight frame at 

odds with the distance she continued to cover. Fld scars marked 
her wristsYpale, deliberate reminders of a system that had once 
tried to reduce her to compliance.

Vinally with strength draining out, ”alika limped along the 
roadside, her shoes torn, her body protesting every step. Ner face 
bore the map of captivityYbruises fading into resolve.

A bus slowed.
The driver eyed her with suspicion. 
M’ou look like trouble.j
”alika held up her halfGripped credentials and said, MI am 

truth.j
Ne didnPt understand. 
But he let her on.
She collapsed into a seat beside a woman who smelt of bread and 

fear.
M’ou escaped someplace bad,j the woman said.
”alika smiled faintly. 
MAnd walked into someplace worse.j
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She closed her …ngers around the dead phone in her pocket.
Its battery was gone.
Its memory was not.

RAW Secure Laboratory — 10:33 IST
The vial rested beneath sterile light, deceptively small.
MVailsafe AGX1-,j the lead scientist murmured. MThis isnPt 

addiction. ItPs emotional ?attening. Suppression of assertiveness. 
OongGterm compliance.j

Sonia felt a cold bloom behind her ribs.
Axay asked, M“elivery mechanism0j
The scientist hesitated. MAerosolised. NXAC systems. Nospitals. 

Schools.j
MNow long0j Sonia asked.
MTwo  weeks,j  came  the  reply.  MAfter  thatYbehaviour 

normalises into passivity.j
Axay nodded once. MA Zoo,j he said.
Lo one argued.

Rajouri Garden — Police Quarters — 12:02 IST
A constable stood in his doorway, holding his son as the child 

sobbed, pleading for the drink.
Axay listened. Then placed a hand on the manPs shoulder.
MWe will reverse this.j
The constable nodded, eyes burning. M“harma needs warriors 

again.j
Axay carried the words with him.

RAW Internal Signal — 16:47 IST
The alert pulsed once on AxayPs secure device.
Internal compromise detected.
TierG7 clearance.
Avoid “— Bedi.
Trust compromised.
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Axay read it twice. Then a third time.
Sonia saw his face changeYnot fear, but fracture.
MIs it a warning,j she asked quietly, Mor a weapon0j
MI donPt know,j Axay said.
And thatYmore than enemiesYterri…ed him.

Delhi — Rooftop Safehouse — 21:14 IST
The city lay below them, restless and bright with unease.
Vor a moment, neither spoke.
Then Sonia said softly, MAshoka means no return.j
Axay nodded. MIt means we stop waiting for permission to 

survive.j
She looked at himYnot as a xournalist, not as an allyYbut as a 

woman standing beside a man about to widen history.
MWhen this ends,j she asked, Mwill we recognise ourselves0j
Axay did not answer immediately.
Then, quietly: MWe will recognise what we chose.j
A drone buZZed overhead. Axay xammed it midG?ight. It fell like 

a metal bird.
Ne sent the command.
ASNFJA KRFTFCFO Y KNASE FLE ACTIXATE“
Across continents, sleeper networks stirred.
India was no longer bracing.
India was moving.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Crossing The Lines

N ew Delhi — RAW Forward Command, 00:43 IST

The command room glowed in shades of tactical green, 
the light of quiet wars.

Maps hovered on vertical screens, arteries lit in red:
Tashkent.
Dubai.
London.
Luxembourg.
Singapore.
The circulatory system of Vortex.
Ajay stood before them, a du—el slung over one shoulderFno 

longer dressed as a bureaucrat or strategist, but as a man prepared 
to step beyond policy and into consequence.

“arheen slid a tablet across the steel table.
”Mission deployments are live.K
She spoke with clipped precision, but her eyes betrayed what 

words did not.
”Tashkent F Ehyber Lantern.
Dubai F Desert Spine.
London F Thames Iclipse.K
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Ajay nodded once.
Sonia watched him tighten the strap of his sidearmFthe gesture 

automatic, practised, intimate in its familiarity. Nt struck her then 
that she had memorised his movements without ever meaning to.

”’ou?re going to Tashkent,K she said.
”Nt began there,K Ajay replied. ”Nt ends there.K
She exhaled slowly, steadying herself.
”Ixtraction window-K
”SeventyWtwo hours,K he said. 
Then, after a pause, ”Bith luck.K
”And without-K
Pe didn?t answer. Some questions existed only to remind the 

living of risk.
Sonia reached into her coat and pressed a folded scrap of paper 

into his palm.
”Bhat?s this-K he asked.
”A prayer,K she said. ”Someone left it at a shrine near Attari after 

1ajeev was killed.K
Ajay unfolded it carefully.
May truth return to whoever carries it.
Pe closed his Ost around the paper.
”Stay alive,K Sonia said quietly.
”’ou too,K he replied.
“or  a  momentFbrief,  human,  unbearably  realFneither 

moved.
Then Ajay turned and disappeared into the corridor, swallowed 

by operational light.
The corridor emptied faster than it should have.
Xoots receded. Doors sealed. 
Voices dissolved into operational shorthand.
And suddenly, Sonia was alone with the echo of a man who had 

already left.
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Sonia stood where Ajay had been moments earlier, the air still 
holding the faint trace of himFmetal, rain, restraint. The kind of 
presence that did not linger loudly but refused to vanish.

She realised her hand was still halfWraised, as if it had expected 
him to turn back.

Pe hadn?t.
5f course he hadn?t.
Men like Ajay Mehra did not turn back when the direction 

ahead carried a life, a truth, and a line that could not be allowed to 
fall. They moved forward the way gravity didFwithout apology.

Sonia pressed her palm Jat against the cold wall, grounding 
herself.

This was not fear.
Nt was something sharper.
The awareness that if he did not return, the silence would not be 

emptyFit would be unOnished.

Indira Gandhi International Airport — Private Gate, 
02:05 IST

The aircraft waited without markings, its silence more ominous 
than sirens.

Ajay  boarded  with  two  Oeld  o7cersFboth  young,  both 
carrying eyes that had aged too quickly.

5ne handed him a matteWblack case.
”Nnside is a diplomatic prosthesis,K the o7cer said. ”“or carving 

wounds in systems, not bodies.K
Ajay raised an eyebrow. ”‘ontents-K
”Uroof,K the agent whispered. ”And poison. Inough to burn a 

boardroom without Oring a shot.K
The doors sealed. Ingines hummed low and predatory.
Nndia was no longer stationary.
Nndia was airborne.
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The Space Between
Sonia?s phone vibrated.
Ho caller ND. Ho encryption banner. 8ust text.
A8A’:
Airborne. Don?t burn yourself down while N?m gone.
She closed her eyesFjust once.
Typed back.
S5HNA:
‘ome back alive. N?m holding the line here.
Three dots appeared. Vanished. 1eappeared.
A8A’:
N know.
That was all.
Xut it was enough.
She slipped the phone into her pocket and straightened, her 

spine aligning the way it did when truth demanded posture. 
Bhatever  lay  between  themFattraction,  trust,  unOnished 
wordsFwould have to wait.

Bars did not pause for intimacy.
Xut they were fought for it.
Sonia turned back toward the newsroom of the nation.
Ajay was running towards bullets.
She would run towards lies.
Xoth knew exactly what the other was risking.
And neither needed to say more.
That was the moment the war split cleanly in two:
DelhiFa battle for narrative, legitimacy, and truth.
‘entral AsiaFa hunt measured in seconds and blood.

Delhi—News9 Café Annex, 02:19 IST
Sonia sat alone beneath Juorescent light, surrounded by devices.
Two laptops.
“ive burner phones.
Palf a glass of co—ee gone cold hours ago.
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A call pingedFencrypted, untraceable.
She answered.
A voice spokeFcultured, calm, carrying a faint Uersian cadence.
”’ou do not know me, but N know your Oght.K
”Ndentify,K Sonia said.
”N cannot,K the voice replied. ”Xut N can warn you. Nn two 

hours, a global media consortium will release a coordinated panel 
accusing you and Ajay Mehra of orchestrating an GantiWscience 
panic?. They will call for your arrest.K

Sonia didn?t Jinch. 
”A smear.K
”Ho,K the voice corrected gently. ”A character execution. Digital 

death Orst. Uhysical, if required.K
”Bhat do you gain by helping me-K
A pause.
”Be share an enemy.K
”And who is that-K
A sigh, almost regretful.
”Men who believe the world has forgotten how tyrants burn.K
The line went dead.
Sonia stared at the screen.
Allies, she realised, now moved like dustFvisible only when 

disturbed.

Samarkand — Border Crossing, 04:51 UZT
Malika?s legs trembled beneath her.
Per face bore the colours of survivalFbruised, swollen, alive.
She stood before a kiosk, the forged local ND clenched in her 

hand.
The o7cer scanned it.
Uaused.
Per heart hammered.
Then, la9ily, he stamped it.
”Hext.K
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She stepped into the cold desert night, breath steaming, disbelief 
Jooding in.

Peadlights Jashed twice.
A battered sedan rolled forward.
The  driverFa  woman  in  a  hijab,  eyes  sharp  as  broken 

glassFleaned out.
”’ou are Malika Nsmailova-K
”’es.K
”Bho sent you-K
The woman didn?t smile.
”Nndia.K
1elief hit like collapseFbut the driver grabbed her shoulder 

hard.
”Nnside. How. They track heat.K
The car roared away.
Iscape had begunFbrittle, precious, hunted.

Dubai — Jebel Ali Port, 05:12 GST
Pigh above the docks, 1AB?s Desert Spine team perched like 

carrion birds.
Xelow, a refrigerated container was being quietly diverted under 

private security escort.
Labels read: Hutraceutical 1 3 D Samples F 0eneva.
A sniper whispered, ”Visual on target crate.K
”Pold,K the team leader replied. ”Be intercept clean. Ho noise. 

The RAI cannot know reverseWroute intelligence is running under 
their cranes.K

A guard lifted his radio suddenly, eyes narrowing.
The team fro9e.
A shadow moved.
Then a cat bolted across the concrete.
The guard cursed and moved on.
Xreath resumed.
Some wars were held together by seconds.
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London — Underground Safe Flat, 01:03 GMT
1ain streaked brick outside a cracked window.
Ileanor Shaw stood watching it fall, unmoving.
An analyst rushed in. 
”Kenith Iurope expected an aircraft from Nndia last night. 

Bhen it didn?t arrive, their board went into meltdown.K
”They?re afraid,K Ileanor said.
”They think Nndia plans to expose Iuropean o7cials.K
Ileanor turned.
”Be?re not protecting governments,K she said quietly. ”Be?re 

protecting humanity.K
She reached into a drawer and removed a small ring.
Hot jewellery. A data key.
”N open the vault tomorrow.K
The analyst swallowed. ”Ma?am, that couldFK
”Ind my career-K Ileanor Onished. 
”5r end them historically.K
She pocketed the key.
”Iither way,K she said, ”it?s time.K

Delhi — Private Medical Lab, 08:14 IST
Sonia stood in a chilled basement.
A doctor in UUI pulled back a curtain.
A teenage boy lay sedated, NV lines humming softly.
”Bithdrawals,K the doctor whispered. 
”Pallucinations.  ‘onvulsions.  Bhen lucid,  he apologises. 

‘ries.K
Sonia gripped the bedrail.
”Pe said,K the doctor continued, voice breaking, ”GN don?t have 

thoughts of my own.?K
That was the sentence that stayed.
Hot addiction. Slavery.
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”Bhatever Ajay is doing abroad,K the doctor said softly, ”pray 
he succeeds. Be can treat symptoms. Pe?s Oghting the disease.

Somewhere Above Afghanistan — 08:49 IST
Ajay stared out at mountains jagged like the scars of civilisations.
Pis satphone vibrated.
Sonia: ‘hildren crying. Delhi holding. ‘ome back alive. Be 

Onish this together.
Pe replied: Be will. Truth is heavier than bullets.
5peration Ehyber Lantern was minutes from contact.
Xetrayal possible.
Death probable.
Victory uncertain.
’et Ajay felt something steady in his chest. 
Hot fear. 
Uurpose.

Zenith — Dark Room, Unknown Location
“igures watched Ajay?s aircraft blip across a screen.
”Nndia interferes abroad,K one murmured. ”Dangerous.K
Another smirked. ”Ivery empire learns the same lessonFrebels 

must be crushed early.K
A third spoke softly, thoughtfully.
”Pe is not a rebel. Pe is what we failed to predict.K
The room quietened.
”A patriot,K the voice continued, ”with teeth.K
The head of the table turned to a second monitor.
Sonia?s face Olled the screen.
”‘ut her voice,K he said calmly. ”Xefore she becomes a beacon.K
The hunt had widened.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The Khyber Run

U zbekistan–Tajik Frontier Highway, 06:18 UZT

The sedan rattled across frost-bitten asphalt like a held 
breath.

Malika pressed her forehead against the cold glass, vghting the 
wertigo that follo’ed adrenalineus retreat. The landscape bl—rredy 
d—st, pSlons, and the skeletons of old mowiet aHbitions r—sting in 
silence.

“er resc—er drowe one-handed, the other resting near a pistol 
concealed beneath her coat.

W?ho are So—”Z Malika ’hispered.
WMS naHe is xahra,Z the ’oHan replied, eSes vUed on the road.
WzFbek intelligence liaison.Z
Malika s’allo’ed. W?ho ’arned So—”Z
xahra did not look at her.
WLriends in Aondon. Dnd soHeone in jelhi.Z
DRaS. monia. VD?.
The net’ork that ref—sed to let tr—th be b—ried.
Dhead, a checkpoint Haterialisedysoldiers, riIes sl—ng cas—allS, 

and Iags snapping in the thin Horning ’ind.
xahra H—ttered, WThis ’ill get —glS.Z
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The car rolled to a stop.
D soldier leaned in. W1apers.Z
xahra handed ower forged doc—Hents. The soldier scanned 

theH, s—spicion blooHing.
D second Han approachedytoo alert, post—re too precise.
“e tapped his radio.
Wznit migHayconvrHation”Z
Malika felt her l—ngs forget their f—nction.
migHa.
xenithus local eUec—tion —nit.
xahra hissed, W“old tight.Z
The ’orld pa—sed.
Theny
G44M.
D shaped charge detonated on the ridge. j—st and vre rained 

do’n.
q—nvre er—pted in sawage b—rsts.
D black YUY tore do’n the hillside, Hasked Hen vring a—toHatic 

’eapons.
The ’indscreen eUploded. qlass sliced the air.
xahra Sanked the ’heel. The sedan vshtailed, tSres screaHing, 

barelS p—nching thro—gh the checkpoint as soldiers scattered.
Wjeath sE—ad,Z xahra snarled. WGrace.Z
WXo— kne’ theSud coHe”Z Malika gasped.
WLor tr—th like So—rs”Z xahra replied bitterlS. WTheS al’aSs 

coHe before s—nrise.Z

Above the Turkestan Range — RAW Covert Flight, 06:21 
UZT

The aircraft knifed thro—gh hostile air.
W“ostile  contact  convrHed,Z  the  pilot  reported.  WTarget 

coHproHised.Z
DRaS ’as alreadS on his feet.
WCTD”Z he deHanded.
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WKine Hin—tes.Z
WToo long.Z
“e p—lled on a tactical harness.
D R—nior agent stepped for’ard. Wmir, protocolyZ
DRaS t—rned.
W1rotocols b—ilt the ’orld xenith is trSing to enslawe,Z he said 

E—ietlS. WPuH here to break the ones that Hatter.Z
The rear raHp opened.
5old air ho’led like a challenge.
DRaS R—Hped.
D solitarS descentynot reckless, not theatricalyprecise.
Pndia h—rled a spear.

Uzbek Mountains, 06:25 UZT
j—st t—rned da’n into sHoke.
xahra slaHHed the sedan behind a bo—lder as b—llets tore the 

air.
WMalikay’all6 Ao’6Z
Malika cra’led, vngers ra’ against stone.
The kill sE—ad fanned o—t, professional, patient.
Theny
D shado’ fell bet’een theH.
D bodS hit the gro—nd ’ith the vnalitS of phSsics and intent.
DRaS.
T’o shots. T’o Hen do’n.
xahra blinked once. WPndia coHes heawS,Z she H—ttered.
DRaS Howed like disciplined wiolenceyno ’asted Hotion, no 

f—rS, onlS p—rpose.
D g—nHan l—nged to’ard Malika.
DRaS vred once.
5lean.
The last attacker Ied to’ard the ridge.
DRaS tackled hiH Hid-r—n, blade Iashing.
W?ho sent So—”Z DRaS deHanded.
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The Han grinned thro—gh blood. W4bedience is ewol—tion.Z
DRaS pressed the blade closer. W4bedience is slawerS.Z
“e knocked the Han —nconscio—s instead.
Malika stared. WXo— spared hiH”Z
Wjead Hen tell nothing,Z DRaS replied. WTraitors talk ’hen theS 

think tiHe reHains.Z

The Escape
The escape didnut end ’ith siren or g—nvre. 
Pt  ended  ’ith  HoweHentyslo’,  deliberate,  anonSHo—s. 

Nehicles changed t’ice. Vo—tes bent a’aS froH habit. KaHes 
dissolwed into call signs. xahra peeled oJ to Hanage diwersion and 
clearance, her woice crisp ower a channel that newer staSed open for 
long. DRaS and Malika ’ere Howed separatelS, not for secrecS, b—t 
for s—rwiwal.

TheS ’aited ’here Haps lost Heaning.
D half-b—rnt rest stop. 
D ’ind-sco—red ridge.

 D str—ct—re that had once been soHething o7cial and ’as no’ 
onlS shelter. Kight pressed in, wast and indiJerent. The HachinerS 
of p—rs—it pa—sedy not beca—se the danger had passed, b—t 
beca—se ewen predators soHetiHes circled before striking again.

Lor the vrst tiHe since ewerSthing had beg—n to —nrawel, there 
’as nothing to do.

Ko orders to iss—e.
Ko threats to ne—tralise.
Ko f—t—re to calc—late.
4nlS breath. 
4nlS proUiHitS. 
4nlS the E—iet a’areness that s—rwiwal had created a space 

neither of theH had planned foryand co—ld not ignore.
Dnd in that silence, soHething shifted.
?hat m—rwiwes in milence
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Somewhere Between Borders. Central Asia — Winter
The night ’as E—iet in the ’aS onlS borderlands co—ld beynot 

peacef—l, b—t eHptied of eUcess. mno’ cl—ng to the edges of broken 
stone and abandoned rail lines, softening a landscape that had once 
been torn open bS eHpire and trade.

Malika sat on the edge of the concrete platforH, knees dra’n 
close to her chest, ’rapped in a Racket that ’as t’o siFes too large. 
D sHall vre b—rned nearbS, its IaHe lo’ and ca—tio—s, as if ewen it 
had learned not to dra’ attention.

DRaS stood a short distance a’aS, scanning the darkness o—t 
of habit Hore than necessitS. “is bodS ’as tiredynot the sharp 
fatig—e of p—rs—it, b—t the deeper kind that caHe froH staSing 
a’ake inside So—rself for too long.

Keither of theH spoke.
?ith Malika,  silence newer felt  like an absence.  Pt  felt  like 

perHission.
mhe broke it gentlS.
Wjo So— ewer Hiss ’ho So— ’ere before”Z
DRaS didnut ans’er iHHediatelS. “e ’atched the vre collapse 

in’ard, sparks folding into theHselwes.
WP donut reHeHber ’ho that ’as,Z he said vnallS.
Malika nodded, as if that Hade perfect sense.
WP do,Z she said. 
WmoHetiHes P Hiss her. The girl ’ho tho—ght ad—lts al’aSs 

kne’ ’hat theS ’ere doing.Z
D pa—se.
Wmhe ’o—ld be werS disappointed in the ’orld.Z
DRaS sHiled faintlSynot aH—sed, b—t softened.
Wmhe ’o—ld be ’rong,Z he said. WXo—ure still here.Z
Malika looked at hiH then intentlS. The lines of eUha—stion 

aro—nd his eSes. The stillness that caHe not froH calH, b—t froH 
restraint. D Han ’ho had learnt to hold hiHself together beca—se 
too HanS others depended on it.

WXo— donut talk abo—t So—r past,Z she said.
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“e shr—gged. WPt doesnut help.Z
WMine doesnut either,Z she replied. WG—t it eUists ’hether P talk 

abo—t it or not.Z
That landed soHe’here deep in hiH.
mhe shifted closer to the vre, eUtending her hands to’ard the 

’arHth. DRaS sat beside herynot to—ching, not retreating. #—st 
present.

Dfter a ’hile, she spoke again.
WTheS tried to erase He,Z she said. 
WKot all at once. 1iece bS piece. TheS told He fear ’as care. That 

obedience ’as safetS.Z
“er woice didnut shake. That ’as ’hat Hade it —nbearable.
DRaS felt  soHething inside hiH Howeynot the sharp p—ll 

he had felt ’ith monia, not the danger of ’anting soHething 
forbiddenyb—t soHething steadier. “e didnut reach for her. “e 
didnut interr—pt.

“e listened.
WP s—rwiwed,Z Malika contin—ed, Wbeca—se P reHeHbered sHall 

things. MS Hotherus hands. D song P didnut —nderstand. The sHell 
of bread in the Hornings. TheS co—ldnut vnd those places inside 
He.Z

mhe glanced at hiH.
WTheS co—ldnut vnd theH beca—se no one ta—ght theH ho’ to 

look.Z
DRaS t—rned to’ard her f—llS no’.
WThatus ’hat So— are to theH,Z he said E—ietlS. W?hat theS canut 

Hap.Z
Malika  shook  her  head.  WPuH  R—st  soHeone  ’ho  didnut 

disappear.Z
“e considered that.
WKo,Z he said. WXo—ure soHeone ’ho caHe back.Z
The vre cracked softlS.
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?itho—t thinking, Malika leaned into hiHynot seeking, not 
askingyR—st resting her head against his sho—lder, as nat—rallS as 
if she had al’aSs kno’n it ’o—ld vt there.

DRaS froFe for a fraction of a second.
Then he let hiHself breathe.
“e didnut p—ll a’aS.
“e didnut owerthink it.
“e siHplS staSed.
The ’arHth bet’een theH ’asnut electric. Pt didnut threaten to 

b—rn do’n the ’orld. Pt felt9 s—rwiwable. Veal. moHething that 
co—ld eUist toHorro’ ’itho—t apologS.

Dfter a long ’hile, Malika H—rH—red, half-asleep, WXo— donut 
feel dangero—s.Z

DRaS alHost la—ghed. DlHost.
WP aH,Z he said.
mhe sHiled faintlS, eSes closed. WKo. Xo—ure caref—l. Thereus a 

diJerence.Z
“e looked do’n at heryat the E—iet tr—st in her post—re, at the 

—ng—arded ’eight of her presenceyand —nderstood soHething 
that had el—ded hiH for Sears.

?ith monia, he had been afraid of losing control. ?ith Malika, 
he ’as learning ho’ to let go of it.

Dbowe theH, the borderland skS stretched ’ide and indiJerent. 
Gelo’ theH, the vre b—rned lo’ b—t steadS.

Dnd for the vrst tiHe in a werS long ’hile, DRaS Mehra did 
not feel like he ’as standing at the edge of soHething that ’o—ld 
destroS hiH. 

“e felt like he ’as standing beside soHething that ’o—ld last.

Tashkent Safehouse, 08:55 UZT
Malika laS on a cot, chest heawing.
xahra stitched a c—t on DRaSus arH.
WXo— risked ewerSthing,Z Malika said.
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DRaS shook his  head.  WXo— carrS  proof  of  a  criHe against 
h—HanitS.Z

mhe reached for his ’rist.
WKo,Z she said softlS. 
WXo— carrS a co—ntrS.Z
mirens ’ailed distantlS.
xahra stiJened. 
Wm’eep teaHs. ?e Howe.Z
Malika stood, despite the pain.
WTr—th is heawier than b—llets,Z she ’hispered.
DRaS nodded. 
WDnd sharper.Z
TheS wanished into the pale Horning.

Delhi — Journalist Cyber-Warfare Cell, 10:17 IST
moniaus screens ignited.
:moniamedition
:DntimcienceTraitor
:PndiaKeeds4rder
:Tr—stmcienceKotLear
jeepfakes. Got farHs. mSnthetic o—trage.
mhe cracked her kn—ckles.
WXo— ’ant ’ar”Z
mhe hit 1zGAPm“.
VD3m“D 5“PAj NC5T4V LPACm y NCVPLPCjL 1zGAP5 

D55Cmm
The strike ’as silent.
Dnd irrewersible.

Inside the Glass
(Zenith Internal — Location Classi|ed 9 10:2) CETO
The vrst thing to die ’as certaintS.
Kot sSsteHs y those failed later.
Kot HoneS y that Ied in Hin—tes.
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G—t certaintS cracked instantlS, like glass —nder teHperat—re 
shock.

Pn a rooH that eUisted no’here on paper, xenithus senior circle 
gathered aro—nd a c—rwed ’all of screens. qlass, and chroHe, 
aHbient light calibrated to soothe egos that had newer been told 
no.

The screens did not soothe. TheS bled red.
jDTD GVCD5“ 54KLPVMCj
1zGAP5 MPVV4VPKq D5TPNC
5“DPK 4L 5zmT4jX NCVPLPCj y 54zVT-qVDjC
D  Han  ’ith  silwered  teHplesyC—ropean,  pharHace—tical 

roSaltS bS inheritanceyslaHHed his palH on the table.
WThis ’as not s—pposed to be possible.Z
D  So—nger  eUec—tiwe,  DHerican,  ’ith  biotech  credentials 

stitched into arrogance, stared at the scrolling vle headers.
WTheS didnut leak r—Ho—rs,Z he said hoarselS.
WTheS leaked str—ct—re.Z
moHeone ’hispered the —nthinkable.
WTheS kno’ ho’ it ’orks.Z
milence follo’edythe kind that wisits rooHs ’here people 

realise theS are no longer predators b—t eUhibits.
D legal director spoke, woice thinning.
WThe probleH isnut Pndiaus reaction. Ptus the tiHestaHps. The 

Hetadata s—rwiwed. 5o—rts ’ill accept this.Z
D ’oHan at  the  far  endythe one  ’ho had designed the 

narratiwe architect—reyclosed her tablet slo’lS.
WThen stop thinking like la’Sers,Z she said.
WThink like historians.Z
CSes t—rned.
mhe contin—ed, calH as e—thanasia.
WCHpires  donut  fall  beca—se  of  criHes.  TheS  fall  beca—se 

’itnesses liwe long eno—gh to speak.Z
moHeone asked the E—estion no one ’anted to o’n.
W?hat abo—t the Ro—rnalist”Z
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Dnother, E—ieter.
WDnd the VD? o7cer”Z
The ans’er caHe froH the shado’sya woice old, c—lt—red, and 

dangero—s in its lack of —rgencS.
WPndia has crossed containHent. TheS are no longer defensiwe.Z
D pa—se. WThen escalate.Z
D banker protested. W1—blic escalation inwites retaliation.Z
The woice did not rise.
WKo. Vetaliation is alreadS happening. ?hat ’e do no’ is 

control the collapse.Z
D ne’ vle opened on the screen.
N4VTC! j45TVPKC y 54KTPKqCK5X jCATD
m—bteUt scrolled beneathO
Pf obedience fails cheHicallS, Han—fact—re chaos sociallS.
jestabilise tr—st. 1olarise instit—tions. T—rn tr—th into noise.
The ’oHan looked —p, soHething like adHiration Iickering.
WTheSure vghting for Hinds,Z she said.
Wmo are ’e.Z
4—tside the glass to’er, tra7c Io’ed. 1eople liwed. 5hildren 

breathed.
Pnside, Hen and ’oHen ’ho had Histaken control for progress 

recalibrated.
moHeone H—rH—red, alHost rewerentlSO
WPndia has learnt ho’ to h—nt.Z
The woice in the shado’s repliedO
WThen Hake s—re theS bleed ’hile doing it.Z
The screens diHHed. 4rders Howed.
Dnd soHe’here bet’een x—rich, Aondon, and Tashkent, 1hase 

jelta began to stir.
Dcross continents, serwers began to die.
Dcross boardrooHs, Hen began to s’eat.
Dcross jelhi, parents began to —nderstand.
The ’ar for Hinds had Het its co—nterp—nch.
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CLBSING IMAGE
DRaS ran thro—gh sno’ and d—st.
monia b—rnt lies ’ith light.
Malika carried the proof.
Dnd soHe’here inside xenithus glass to’ers, certaintS cracked.
The 3hSber V—n had s—cceeded.
G—t the reckoning had onlS beg—n.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The Witness Speaks

T ashkent Safehouse — Sublevel 2, 09:42 UZT

The safehouse lights cikredex lire enhaustex se.tdiesC
wo.kdete SallsC ,teel xoodsC The ko.sta.t- i.sektmlire huy of 

dekAklex aidC
p blake —uilt fod the .addoSest of budbosesMto reeb tduth 

—deathi.g She. the Sodlx Sa.tex it sujokatexC
valira sat at the yetal ta—le- Sdabbex i. a —la.ret that xix little 

to hixe the —duises alo.g hed Sdists a.x NaSC ,he loorex syalled 
tha. the Soya. Sho hax kdossex —odxeds kaddAi.g Zde M—ut hed 
eAes Sede still ali“eC

pNaA stoox —esixe hed- adys folxex- bostude digixC
Wot guadxi.g hedC
p.khodi.g hedC
”ahda sealex the xood a.x khekrex the koddixod kayeda o.ke 

yodeC
q:e ha“e fodtA yi.utes-P she saixC
The.- EuietedI qHossi—lA lessC ”e.ith u.its ade sSeebi.g thdee 

—lokrs outSadxCP
pNaA slix a hadxe.ex ta—let akdoss the ta—leC
qL“edAthi.g-P he saix e“e.lAC
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qWo exitsC Wo shabi.gC Wo yedkACP
valira xix.Ut toukh the xe“ike AetC
qR.ke O saA it aloux-P she Shisbedex- qthedeUs .o detud.CP
Ot abbeadex that the tiye hax stobbexC valiraUs Shisbed a.x hed 

fakial enbdessio.s to yeyodies Sede still fdesh i. his yi.xskabeI

[Kabul — UN Compound Perimeter, Winter 2019
pNaA vehda hax .ot enbektex the Noud.alist to adgue —akrC
,he Sas subbosex to tare .otesC
,he Sas subbosex to .oxC
,he Sas subbosex to lea“e She. the eskodt tolx hed toC
O.steax- valira Osyailo“a stoox hed gdou.x- s.oS kli.gi.g to 

hed —oots- eAes —ud.i.g thdough enhaustio.C
qzouUde e“akuati.g the Sdo.g beoble-P she saix catlAC
pNaA loorex ub fdoy the satellite yabC
qzou Sa.t to debeat thatKP
qThe aix ko.“oA-P she ko.ti.uex- “oike steaxA- akke.tex —ut 

bdekiseC qzouUde bulli.g out axyi.istdatods a.x ko.sulta.tsC The 
xoktods staA —ehi.xC The tda.slatods staA —ehi.xC The Soye. staA 
—ehi.xCP

pNaA folxex his adysC qThis is .ot a huya.itadia. xekisio.C OtUs 
a sekuditA entdaktio.CP

valira xix.Ut ci.khC
qThatUs enaktlA ShA itUs Sdo.gCP
,ile.keC
The éW liaiso. shiftex u.koyfodta—lAC pNaA stuxiex hedM.ot 

as a ya.- —ut as a. o0ked assessi.g a thdeatC
qp.x Sho ade Aou-P he asrex- qto tell ye Shat sekuditA loors lire 

i. this kitAKP
,he yet his ga2e Sithout hesitatio.C
q,oyeo.e Sho li“es hede She. Aou lea“eCP
That Sas the yoye.t he .otikex the tdeyod i. hed ha.xs M .ot 

fead- —ut subbdessex fudAC
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Tashkent — Hotel Mirzo, Two Nights Later
The yeeti.g Sas u.o0kialC
Wo dekodxC 
Wo eskodtC 
Wo kleada.ke tdailC
pNaA hax asrex fod hed bdese.ke agai.st bdotokolC
Fe hax.Ut —ee. a—le to enblai. ShA M o.lA that soyethi.g i. 

hed defusal hax loxgex itself u.xed his bdofessio.al adyoudC
TheA sat akdoss fdoy eakh othed i. the hotel kaf5- steay kudli.g 

fdoy khibbex kubsC
qzou shoulx.Ut ha“e koye-P valira saixC
qWeithed shoulx Aou-P pNaA debliexC
,he syilex M the —diefest cikredC
q,o SeUde e“e.CP
TheA sbore of xata tdailsC
Rf kli.iks that xou—lex as —eha“ioudal la—sC
Rf aix bdogdayyes that kollektex —ioyetdik i.fodyatio. fad 

—eAo.x .ekessitAC
pNaA dealisex- Sith a Euiet khill- that she aldeaxA r.eS biekes of 

Shat 4p: Sas o.lA —egi..i.g to susbektC
qzouUde yabbi.g soyethi.g-P he saix sloSlAC qWot a stodACP
valira stiddex hed teaC
qOUy yabbi.g a futude that .o o.e Sill axyit is —ei.g —uiltCP
qp.x Aou thi.r Sditi.g a—out it Sill stob itKP
qWo-P she debliexC qO thi.r Sit.esses sloS yo.steds xoS.CP
Fe lea.ex —akrC
qzou r.oS Shat habbe.s to Sit.essesCP
qzes-P she saix softlAC qThatUs ShA O khose to —ekoye o.eCP
The Wight of the 4aix
TheA xix.Ut bla. to du. togethedC
Ot habbe.ex —ekause tiyi.g is kduelC
The hotel lights kut out at QBI’? houdsC
pNaAUs sekude bho.e “i—datex o.ke M the. Se.t xeaxC
6u.Zde kdakrex soyeShede —eloSC
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pNaA xix.Ut r.okr o. valiraUs xoodC
Fe rikrex it i.C
,he Sas aldeaxA bakri.gC
qTheAUde  .ot  Tali—a.-P  she  saix-  —deathi.g  fastC  qTheAUde 

ko.tdaktodsC :ested.C 7uietCP
qFoS xo Aou r.oSKP
q–ekause theA xix.Ut asr Euestio.sCP
TheA yo“ex thdough the staidSell shoulxed to shoulxed- .eithed 

leaxi.g- .od folloSi.gC
O. the alleA —ehi.x the hotel- a —oxA laA sluybexMthdoat kut 

klea.C
valira fdo2eC
pNaA xix.Ut toukh hedC
Fe o.lA saix- loS a.x a—soluteI
qVoor at yeCP
,he xixC
q4eyey—ed this-P he saixC qWot the —oxAC The fakt that Aou 

xix.Ut du.CP
,he sSalloSexC
qp.x AouKP
Fe a.sSedex Sithout bauseC
qO deyey—ed Sho beoble ade She. the lights go outCP

The Part That Never Happened
TheA xix .ot rissC
TheA xix .ot bdoyise a.Athi.gC
pt xaS.- pNaA ha.xex hed a —ud.ed bho.eC
qOf this di.gs-P he saix- qAou xisabbeadCP
qp.x if it xoes.UtKP
Fe hesitatexMthe syallest fdaktudeC
qThe. the Sodlx has.Ut kaught ub to Aou AetCP
valira slibbex the bho.e i.to hed koatC
qzouUde xa.gedous-P she saixC
Fe alloSex hiyself a thi. syileC



p1OWp,F Hé,FGp4Wp’YD

q,o ade AouCP
TheA Salrex i. obbosite xidektio.sC
Weithed loorex —akrC8

Present Day — Silk Line Tunnel
pNaA felt the yeyodA dise Sithout Sad.i.gMshadb as shdab.elC
valira Salri.g aheax of hiy .oS- i.Nudex —ut u.—dore.C
The saye defusal i. hed sbi.eC
The saye u.asrex koudageC
This Sas.Ut a deu.io.C
This Sas a ko.ti.uatio.C
p.x soyeShede —e.eath the gu.Zde a.x the —etdaAal a.x the 

a.kie.t tu..els- soyethi.g olxed tha. the Sad stiddexM
Wot lo“eC
4ekog.itio.C
pNaA yet hed ga2eC
qR.ke Aou saA it aloux-P he debliex- qO.xia ka.Ut bdete.x it 

xix.Ut headCP
,he .oxxex o.keC
p.x —ega.C

THE TESTIMONY — 09:47 UZT
qvA xesig.atio. Sas Nu.iod a.alAstM—eha“iodal  sAsteys-P 

valira saixC 
q”e.ithC BQB?C pfgha.ista.CP
Fed “oike steaxiex as she sbore- as if tduth itself Sede a sta—ilisedC
qTheA tolx us  Se Sede stuxAi.g axxiktio. ko.tdolC  Fady 

dexuktio.C 4eha—ilitatio.CP
,he loorex ubC
q:e Sede.UtCP
”ahda stobbex —deathi.gC
pNaAUs NaS tighte.exMyuskle yeyodA fdoy —attleZelxs lo.g 

bastC
qTheA Sede stuxAi.g o—exie.ke-P valira ko.ti.uexC
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qFoS to i.xuke koyblia.ke Sithout “isi—le fodkeCP
,he sSalloSexC
qTheA kallex it the 4arsha‘Fadyo.ik wo.xitio.i.g HdotokolCP
pNaA debeatex it u.xed his —deathC
q4arshaCP
valira .oxxexC
qHhase R.e ey—exxex —eha“ioudal  tdiggeds  i.to sA.thetik 

obiatesC Wot to e.sla“eMto bdiyeC Xlatte. desista.keC ,ubbdess 
assedtio.CP

,he enhalexC
qHhase TSo tadgetex khilxde.CP
The Sodx la.xex lire a xdobbex Seabo.C
qTheA  .eexex  yi.xs  —efode  ixe.titA  Sas  fullA  fodyexC 

–odxed kli.iksC 4efugee kaybsC vexikal outdeakh bdogdayyesC 
Rdbha.agesCP

”ahda Shisbedex- —dore.I qwhilxde.CP
valira xix.Ut loor aSaAC
qThe koybou.x xix.Ut attakr the —oxAC Ot attakrex selfhooxC 

woyblia.ke loobsC Lyotio.al xaybe.i.gC FAbedmsuggesti—ilitACP
,he loorex at pNaAC
qTheA  kallex  it  tud.i.g  bobulatio.s  i.to  koobedati“e 

i.fdastduktudeCP
pNaA felt soyethi.g a.kie.t a.x “iole.t koil —ehi.x his di—sC
q,o O.xia Sas the tadget-P he saix EuietlAC
qWo-P valira koddektexC 
qzou Sede the bdoofCP
Fe fdoS.exC
qTheA —elie“ex O.xia hax the stdo.gest desista.ke to ented.al 

ko.tdolC wultudeC 9isse.tC whaosCP
p bauseC
qOf it Sodrex o. Aou-P she saix- qit Soulx Sodr a.AShedeCP
pNaA .oxxex o.keC
qTheA Sa.tex to —dear the hadxest sbi.eCP



p1OWp,F Hé,FGp4Wp’YJ

Tashkent Safehouse — Control Room, 09:58 UZT
”ahda stebbex i.to the axNoi.i.g dooyC
vo.itods cikredexC
R.e feex fdo2eC
p.othed kaught yo“eye.tC
Fed “oike shadbe.exC
qpNaAC  wo.“oA  i.—ou.xC  Thdee  ,é1sC  Wo  blatesC  Hatted. 

yatkhes ”e.ith shaxoS u.itsCP
pNaA xix.Ut loor aSaA fdoy valiraC
qFoS lo.gKP
qLight yi.utesC vaA—e lessCP
pNaA lea.ex klosedC qXi.ish the kodeCP
valira  .oxxexC  qThe  obedatio.al  heax  Sas.Ut  Sho 

go“ed.ye.ts thought-P she saixC
qWot the bu—lik skie.tistCP
,he hesitatex M .ot i. fead- —ut i. SeightC
qThe —eha“ioudal adkhitekt! the o.e Sho ko.“i.kex states this 

Sas Obu—lik health sta—ilisatio.U!P
pNaA stillexC
q!Sas O.xia.CP
,ile.ke xeto.atexC
pNaAUs eAes lokrex o.to hedsC
qWayeCP
valira sSalloSexC
qFe helx aben kleada.keC Hdekexex 4athodeC 9daftex bolikA 

fdayeSodrs that NustiZex bsAkhologikal Sadfade as Obde“e.ti“e 
go“ed.a.keUCP

,he Shisbedex itC
pNaA felt the cood shift —e.eath histodA itselfC

Delhi — Cabinet Secretariat, 09:30 IST
va.xida 1adghese xix.Ut shoutC
,he xix.Ut .eex toC
qzou liex-P she saix- “oike steaxA a.x lethalC
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qTo Hadliaye.tC To the bu—likC To Aoudsel“esCP
The yi.isted akdoss fdoy hed koulx.Ut yeet hed eAesC
va.xida obe.ex the xossiedC
q”e.ith  fu.xex  Aoud  so.Us  exukatio.C  zoud  Odeseadkh 

felloSshibsUC zoud fou.xatio.CP
,he lea.ex fodSadxC
qzou xix.Ut sell sekdetsC zou solx khilxde.Us yi.xsCP
p. Op, o0ked —udst i.C
qvaUayMthe 4arsha Zles ade glo—alC ––w- 4euteds- pl Qa2eedaC 

L“e. –eiNi.gCP
va.xida klosex hed eAes —diecAC
q6oox-P she saixC
qWoS .o o.e ka. loor aSaACP

Delhi — Journalist Cyberattack War Room, 09:41 IST
,o.iaUs skdee.s skdeayexC
–ot cooxsC 9eebfare klibsC ,A.thetik outdageC
qTheAUde —udAi.g itRP hed assista.t kdiexC
,o.ia xix.Ut daise hed “oikeC
qTduth xdoS.s i. .oise-P she saix- Z.geds cAi.gC
q–ut it sud“i“es i. the dekodxCP
p yessage abbeadexC  L.kdAbtexC p.o.AyousC
Light SodxsC
Fe is ali“eC
p.x he is koyi.g hoyeC
Fed —death kaughtC
pNaAC

Tashkent Safehouse — 10:04 UZT
qTheAUde hede-P ”ahda saix- aldeaxA yo“i.gC
pNaA tud.ex to valiraC
qzoud testiyo.A is yiddodex akdoss thdee so“edeig. .oxesC
Ot sud“i“es e“e. if Se xo.UtCP
valira stooxC
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qO xix.Ut enbekt to li“e toxaACP
pNaA loorex at hedC
qO xixCP
The —uilxi.g shoorC
q–deakh Sest SallRP ”ahda shoutexC
pNaA liftex his diceC
qzou go u.xedgdou.xC O holxCP
valira stebbex —esixe hiyC
qWo yode du..i.gCP
”ahda sho“ex —oth of they toSadx the dead staidSellC
qFedoiks latedC ,ud“i“al .oSCP

Outside — 10:06 UZT
”e.ithUs assault teay ax“a.kex Sith yakhi.e bdekisio.C
qRdxedsKP a s.ibed asrexC
The leaxed loSedex his “isodC
qLdaseCP

Inside — 10:06:30 UZT
pNaA khay—edex a dou.xC
”ahda ko“edex the enitC
valira steaxiex hed —deathi.gC
The.MTSo subbdessex shotsC RutsixeC 
,ile.keC pNaA fdoS.exC 
Xootstebs abbdoakhexC
p Zgude eyedgex thdough the xustC –doS. koatC é.huddiexC 
The :eabo. Sas still SadyC
The shaxoS obedati“eC 
The shaxoS Sas tall a.x sbade- all a.gles a.x destdai.t- his fake 

shadb e.ough to loor kad“ex dathed tha. gdoS.C ,kads tdakex his 
r.ukrles a.x di—s Sith bdofessio.al bdekisio.M.ot sou“e.ids- —ut 
dekodxsC

pNaA .addoSex his eAesC 
qzou agai.CP
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The ya. .oxxex o.keC
q9elhi se.t yeCP
pNaA xix.Ut —elie“e hiyC 
–ut —elief koulx SaitC
–oots thu.xedex outsixeC
pNaA enhalex M sloS- ko.tdollexC 
qThe. Se holxCP
The xood enbloxex i.SadxC
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The Breach Line

T ashkent — Safehouse Perimeter, 10:06:41 UZT

The steel door did not fall at once.
It resisted, bending inward like a spine refusing to snap, cracks 

crawling across its surface as smoke bled into the corridor. The air 
tasted of iron and burnt wiring.

Ajay stood at the front, riBe shouldered, feet planted as if the 
building itself depended on his balance.

Zehind  him,  vahra  crouched  low,  pistol  braced  on  the 
oMerturned table. —alika stood nearer the wall, both hands locked 
around the compact weapon vahra had forced into her grip S her 
fear contained, not absent.

And beside them stood the Uhadow.
Utill.
“nreadable.
As if Miolence were a language he spoke without accent.
Another impact slammed into the door.
Zoots scraped outside.
vahra murmured, FxiMe. —aybe si”.N
The Uhadow corrected without turning.
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FXight.  Two  breachers.  Vne  thermal.  TheyYll  split  entry 
Mectors.N

Ajay glanced sideways. 
FPouYMe fought them.N
The UhadowYs Moice was dry. 
FIYMe surMiMed them.N
The -nal charge detonated.
Instead of collapsing inward, the door e”ploded outward, torn 

free at the hinge at the precise instant the pressure peaked. Uteel 
screamed. Three venith operatiMes went down beneath it, crushed 
by their own momentum.

Ajay blinked once.
The Uhadow stepped forward.

 F!hysics. Timing.N
xiMe attackers Booded the corridor.
Ajay -red controlled bursts, each shot a decision.
vahra dropped another with a clean doubleWtap.
The  Uhadow  moMed  through  smoke  like  absence 

itselfSappearing, -ring, ManishingSa man who had long ago 
diMorced motion from hesitation.

Then someone rolled a cylinder across the Boor.
Ajay shouted, FxOAUL?N
Oight obliterated shape.
Uound folded inward.
—alika staggered, blind, the world spinning S and something 

moMed toward her through the white.
A single gunshot cracked through the Moid.
Ghen Mision returned, the man lay at her feet.
AjayYs riBe smoked.
FPou hitKN he asked.
—alika swallowed. 
FHo.N
F4ood.N
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Outside — 10:07:14 UZT
The venith assault leader pressed his comm.
FEesistance heaMier than forecast. Xscalating.N
A pause.
Then approMal. FUi”ty seconds. EetrieMe the witness. After 

thatSsterilise.N
Two operatiMes stepped forward carrying canisters.
Inside, vahra saw them through fractured glass.
FAjayN, she said zuietly, FtheyYre switching to incineration.N
Ajay e”haled once. FGe moMe.N
The  Uhadow  was  already  pointing  down  the  rear 

corridor.FRentilation shaft. Vld sewer line.N
vahra stared. FLow do youSKN
FIYMe bled here before,N he replied.

Rear Corridor, 10:08:03 UZT
They ran.
Umoke burnt lungs. !laster fell like snow.
—alika stumbledSAjay caught her by the arm, steady, brief 

contact heaMy with meaning.
The Uhadow tore open the rusted grate.
Dold air surged up from the dark.
vahra dropped in -rst.
—alika hesitated.
Ajay szuee6ed her shoulder. F4o.N
Uhe climbed.
A shot cracked.
Ajay gruntedSheat slicing across his ribs.
The Uhadow piMoted and -red once. The attacker fell without 

ceremony.
Ajay clenched his teeth. F—oMe.N
Uweat darkened AjayYs collar as he moMed, the wound along his 

side pulling his posture slightly o: balance. Le ignored it with the 
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practised indi:erence of a man who had learned long ago that pain 
was information, not instruction.

They dropped.

Underground Sewer Line, 10:10 UZT
Carkness swallowed them whole.
Gater dripped. Uomewhere, metal groaned.
vahra switched on a red torch. The tunnel glowed like a wound.
FTheyYre following,N she said.
Ajay nodded. FUo are we.N
—alikaYs breath shook. FThey wonYt stop.N
FHo,N the Uhadow said.
FAnd neither will we,N Ajay added.
They dropped through a submerged hatch just as mu66le Bashes 

lit the tunnel aboMe.
The hatch sealed.
4un-re screamed oMerhead.
Then silence.

Delhi — Supreme Court Perimeter, 11:02 IST
Uonia stood amid controlled chaos.
!arents shouted. 
Coctors argued. 
!lacards rose like accusations.
A senior adMocate leaned in. 
FPouYMe triggered a constitutional emergency.N
Uonia didnYt look away from the gates.
FHo. I described one.N
Ler phone bu66ed.
Tashkent compromised.
Ajay injured.
—alika aliMe.
X”traction uncertain.
The colour drained from her faceSbut not the resolMe.
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Tashkent — Abandoned Metro Platform, 10:15 UZT
They emerged into a dead station fro6en in UoMiet time.
!eeling posters. Eusted rails. A train car sealed like a tomb.
Ajay sagged against a pillar, blood darkening his shirt.
—alika rushed to him. FPouYre bleeding.N
FItYs cosmetic,N he lied S and nearly collapsed.
vahra swore softly, tearing open a med kit. FX”it gra6e. Ceep.N
The Uhadow stood watch, riBe steady, eyes mapping darkness.
—alika held AjayYs hand without thinking.
FUtay,N she whispered.
Lis eyes Bickered open. 
FGasnYt planning to Manish.N
vahra injected a stabiliser.
Then metal echoed. A step. Another.
The Uhadow raised his weapon.
FGeYre not alone.N

Metro Shadows, 10:16 UZT
A -gure emerged slowly. Lands raised.
A boySno older than twelMeSholding a battered radio.
In broken LindiE F—essageN.
Ajay took the deMice. Utatic. Then a Moice.
—easured. xamiliar. LeaMy with authority. FAjay.N
The world narrowed.
—alika whispered, FGho is thatKN
Ajay swallowed.
FEaghaM Zedi.N
—entor. 
Architect. 
xather of doctrine.
The war had just learned to speak.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

Ashoka Protocol: Full Activation

T ashkent — Abandoned Metro Line, 10:16 UZT

The radio felt heavier than any weapon Ajay had ever 
carried.

Static cleared.
Then Bedi’s voice emerged—calm, composed, and intimate in 

the way authority learns to sound humane.
“Ajay… you are doing the right thing.
But the right thing at the wrong moment destroys nations.”
Malika stiZened.
bahra whispered, ?arely audi?le, “That’s himH”
Ajay didn’t answer. We raised the radio.
“Fhat do you want, BediH”
A pause—deli?erate, paternal.
“Nor you to come home.”
Ajay let out a short, humourless laugh.
“After you sent men to erase a witnessH”
Another pause. Softer this time.
“Fe cannot allow unVltered truth to reach a panicked world. 

Iot yet. Truth is a force multiplier, Ajay. Mishandled, it ?ecomes 
a weapon.”
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Ajay’s jaw tightened.
“Oou’ve lost your moral compass.”
“Io,” Bedi replied evenly. “U have accepted reality. Undia is 

fragile—too fragile for a?solutism.”
Malika stepped forward. Wer voice did not shake.
“So  you  drug  childrenH  Silence  journalistsH  xngineer 

o?edienceH”
qn the radio, a sigh—almost regretful.
“Un a world governed ?y inzuence, control is compassion.”
Ajay’s voice hardened.
“Oou’re justifying PorteL.”
“U am justifying survival,” Bedi said. “Oours. Mine. Undia’s.”
Silence pressed in.
Then the Shadow spoke, voice zat as stone.
“We isn’t alone.”
Ajay turned sharply.
“Oou recognise himH”
The Shadow nodded once.
“We was my handler. Before the war acCuired a conscience.”
The tunnel felt suddenly narrower.

Delhi — Prime Minister’s Residence, 12:02 IST
Mandira Parghese stood ?efore the Krime Minister, a slim 

leather folder resting ?etween them like a live charge.
“Fhat you are asking,” the KM said Cuietly, “has never ?een 

invoked in an open repu?lic.”
Mandira met his gaXe.
“qur repu?lic is under psychological attack. qur children are 

the frontline.” 
She opened the folder.
A single page.
IATUqIA9 5xSU9UxI-x -WA5Tx5—A5TU-9x PUU 

xmergency Sovereignty Unvocation -lause
Ku?licly ceremonial.
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Krivately — a key.
“Oou want Ashoka activated,” the Krime Minister said.
“Kartially,”  Mandira replied.  “Pisi?ility without spectacle. 

Kower without panic.”
“And AjayH”
“Tashkent. Unjured. Wolding the witness.”
The Krime Minister closed his eyes—not in dou?t, ?ut in 

acceptance.
Fhen he signed, history ?ent.

Delhi — Independent Media Coalition War Room, 12:28 
IST

Sonia stood at the centre of glowing screens.
“Nifty million downloads,” an assistant called. 
“benith’s counter0narrative is failing.”
Another  voiceD  “RI  child0rights  rapporteur  reCuesting 

encrypted ?rieVng.”
Sonia nodded.
“Kush the children0Vrst frame. xvery parent understands that 

language.”
Wer phone vi?rated.
RnknownD Ashoka rising. Krepare for ?acklash.
She whispered one name.
“Ajay.”

Tashkent Metro Tunnels, 10:19 UZT
The radio crackled again.
“Ajay, listen carefully,” Bedi said. “benith is not your enemy. 

They are a rival—a necessary one. They are ?uilding the future. 
Undia cannot aZord to stand outside it.”

Ajay’s voice dropped, lethal.
“Oou sold our children.”
“U saved them from irrelevance.”
Something inside Malika ?roke cleanly.
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She tore the radio from Ajay’s hand.
“Oou don’t get to deVne survival,” she said. “Oou don’t get to 

decide whose minds are rewritten for compliance.”
Ajay watched her as she spoke—not the words, ?ut the stillness 

?ehind them.
We had seen that stillness once ?efore.

Kabul. Winter. 
A hallway lit ?y emergency lamps and the smell of ?urning 

plastic.  A  woman  who  had  refused  evacuation  ?ecause  the 
children in the clinic had no passports.

We hadn’t fallen in love with her then.
We had done something more dangerous.
We had ?elieved her.
Iow, standing in the half0?uried metro tunnel with dust on her 

face and deVance intact, Malika Usmailova was eLactly who she had 
always ?een—not a victim, not a sym?ol, not a witness.

A line that refused to ?end.
Ajay realised something with Cuiet VnalityD
Sonia had given the nation its voice.
Malika was the proof that conscience could survive annihilation.
And that was why benith wanted her erased.
And why he would never let that happen.
A ?eat.
Then Bedi’s voice returned—colder now.
“So the witness lives.”
Ajay stepped forward.
“Uf you come for her—”
Bedi cut in.
“Uf you return to )elhi, Ajay, you will not recognise the ground 

you stand on.”
Ajay’s eyes narrowed.
“Fhat have you doneH”
Static.
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Then, CuietlyD
“Ashoka has awakened.
But not ?y your hand.”
The line went dead.
bahra whispered, pale, “AshokaH The Undian protocolH”
Ajay answered slowly. “A contingency written after ’38. A 

skeleton key. Rsed only when the idea of Undia itself is under siege.”
bahra swallowed.
“And he has accessH”
Ajay shook his head.
“Io. A fragment.”
The Shadow Vnished the thought.
“And fragments reshape continents.”

Delhi — Supreme Court Steps, 12:40 IST
Sonia stood ?efore microphones and memory.
“Undia is under attack,” she said softly.
“Iot ?y a nation—?ut ?y those who ?elieve children are 

infrastructure, not human ?eings.”
The crowd murmured.
“Fe conVrm today that benith orchestrated a ?ehavioural 

assault on minors. Fe have evidence. Fe have testimony. And we 
will not retreat.”

She raised a RSB drive.
“This contains the unedited child0vector algorithm. The world 

will decide what this means.”
The roar was not anger.
Ut was awakening.
Wer phone vi?rated.
NA5WxxI 25AFHD 
Ajay critical. 
Tashkent ?reached. Tier0I deployed.
Sonia closed her eyes—not in fear, ?ut in resolve.
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Tashkent Metro, 10:26 UZT
Ajay steadied himself against a pillar.
Malika touched his shoulder. “Are you hurtH”
“Oes,” he said. Then stood anyway. “But we move.”
bahra shook her head. “xLtraction corridors are compromised.”
The Shadow turned toward a darkened tunnel.
“qne route remains.”
“The Silk 9ineH” bahra whispered. “That’s a grave.”
The Shadow shrugged.
“So is hesitation.”
Ajay nodded.
“Then we run.”
Behind them, eLplosions echoed.
Ahead—darkness.
A?ove them—nations recali?rating.
And  far  away,  in  a  cham?er  illuminated  ?y  ancient  ?lue 

holograms, The Ashoka Krotocol was fully awakened.
Threads of gold lit the map of Undia.
Nor the Vrst time since independence, The 5epu?lic chose to 

defend not territory—?ut will.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

A Continent Made of Glass and Fire

U zbekistan — The Silk Line Descent, 10:31 UZT

The  metro  tunnel  narrowed,  then  fell  away  into 
something older.

A cylindrical shaft plunged downward, stone walls ribbed with 
decayed iron, moisture dripping like a slow, patient clock. A rusted 
placard hung crooked above the archway, letters :aking with timeШ

елковаяи кнHни
TES ILKN KLjS
A Ioviet dream grafted onto older empires.
AGay switched on his headlamp. 
The beam sank into the abyss and did not return.
—raUti layered the wallszRFbek prayers, Pussian curses, Zarsi 

couplets, and xashto warnings. Smpires had passed through here. 
jone had “nished what they began.

”ahra e’haled softly. 
ML never believed this place e’isted.W
The Ihadow moved ahead without hesitation.
MLt wasn?t meant to.W
Valika tightened her Gacket, the cold biting through the fabric.
M1hat is this6W
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The Ihadow did not turn. 
MA freight artery designed to link Iamarkand to the Afghan 

corridor. Two governments collapsed before it was sealed.W
AGay followed, boots splashing through shallow water. 
Eis ribs burnt with every step, but he did not slow.
MAnd ”enith6W he asked.
Mjo,W the Ihadow replied. 
M”enith avoids it.W
Ee paused at a Gunction where the tunnel forked into blackness.
MThis is the one place they cannot see.W
They moved deeper.
The low vibration of distant machinery pulsed through the 

stoneznot sound, but pressure. 
Valika stayed close, “ngers brushing AGay?s sleeve whenever the 

darkness pressed too hard.
”ahra whispered, MThey?re still tracking us.W
The Ihadow nodded once.
MThey?re tracking him.W
Ee glanced toward AGay.
M”enith maintains deepYpro“le threat registers. Dnly three 

Lndian operatives Xualify.W
AGay frowned.
MThree6W
M5ou,W the Ihadow said.
MPathore.W
A pausezbrief, loaded.
MAnd me.W
AGay studied him, but the Ihadow had already moved on.

London — MI6 Sub-Basement Three, 07:03 GMT
Sleanor Ihaw stood before a holographic world map, arms 

folded.
RFbekistan pulsed red.
Jelhi glowed amber.
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Jubai :ickered.
Ku’embourg blinkedzunstable.
An aide hurried in.
MVa?am, the 4orte’ containment ring is collapsing.W
Sleanor didn?t look away.
Mjo. Lt?s recalibrating.W
MLf the witness continueszW
MIhe already has,W Sleanor said calmly.
Ihe traced a “nger along the old Iilk Poute line, glowing faintly 

on the map.
MVehra has entered the Iilk Kine.W
The aide hesitated.
MThat complicates Gurisdiction.W
Sleanor?s mouth curved into something not Xuite a smile.
M3urisdiction is a comfort word. xower doesn?t recognise it.W
MIhould we reXuest ”enith reinforcements6W
Sleanor turned thenzeyes cold, precise.
M”enith is not an intelligence service. Lt is a contractor.W
Ihe stepped closer to the table.
M1e control perception. jot them.W
A beat.
MJeploy —nosis Rnit.W
The aide froFe.
MVa?amB —nosis is preY–harter.W
Sleanor?s voice hardened.
MIo is e’tinction.W

Delhi — South Block, The Ashoka Chamber, 13:02 IST
Zor the “rst time since independence, the Ashoka –hamber 

breathed light.
Twelve concentric holographic rings hovered above an obsidian 

tablezeach a pillar of national stabilityШ
Ldentity
Eealth
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Lnformation 
Sconomy
–ivil Drder
3udiciary
Vilitary
Jiplomacy
–yber
5outh
Territory
Vemory
Vandira 4arghese entered with two PA1 directors and the 

jational Iecurity Advisor.
The xrime Vinister?s voice carried low.
MEistory will decide what we are in the ne’t twentyYfour hours.W
Vandira stepped forward.
M”enith has initiated TierY9 escalation.W
Dne ring burnt crimson.
LjZDPVATLDj z IS4SPS 7PSA–E
7ehavioural drift detected in three urban clusters
Another :ared.
VSVDP5  z  ATTA–N  IRPZA–S 

–DVxPDVLISJAМected cohortШ children aged qЫС
A third pulsed violently.
ESAKTE z 4S–TDP –DjZLPVSJ
ALLVI jorth cluster
Iilence thickened.
MLf a fourth pillar falls,W Vandira said Xuietly, Mthe –harter 

escalates automatically.W
MAnd that means6W the xV asked.
Vandira did not hesitate.
MAshoka xrotocol. Itage Two.W
The chamber dimmed.
Iomething old awakened.
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Uzbekistan — The Silk Line, 10:48 UZT
The tunnel widened into a cavernous freight hubzskeletal, 

immense, lit by dying bulbs fed by some forgotten generator.
A Ioviet mural peeled from the wallШ
РО И8!Z[Р Р[!
1S 7RLKJ TES 1DPKJ
”ahra shook her head.
M–ommunism tried to build the world. ”enith tried to buy it.W
Ihe glanced at AGay.
M5ou Lndians are the only ones trying to protect it.W
AGay halfYsmiled through the pain.
M1e?re trying to protect ourselves.W
Valika stopped suddenly.
A soundzlow, metalliczrippled through the air.
AGay froFe.
MThat?s not machinery.W
The Ihadow?s hand slid to his weapon.
MJrone propulsion. Eeavy class.W
”ahra?s face drained of colour.
MThey found us.W
AGay raised his ri:e.
M1hat?s the play6W
The Ihadow stepped forward.
M1e don?t run.W
Ee pointed at the corroded support beams lining the hub.
M1e cut the line behind us.W
”ahra stared.
MThat brings the ceiling down on us.W
Mjo,W the Ihadow said.
MThere?s another e’it.W
Ee hesitatedza rare fracture in certainty.
M7ut only if you trust me.W
AGay met his eyes.
Iilence pressed in z ancient, evaluative.
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Then AGay nodded.
MJo it.W

Delhi — Supreme Court Steps, 13:18 IST
The crowd had doubled.
Lnternational media Gostled with parents, doctors, and students.
A reporter shouted, MAre you accusing ”enith of deliberately 

targeting Lndian children6 WIonia met the camera?s gaFe.
M5es.W
MJo you have proof6W
Ihe raised Valika?s testimony “le. M5es.W
MAnd Lndian oUcials6W
MLf any Lndian oUcial is responsible,W Ionia said evenly, Mthe 

nation will know.W
A hush rippled outward.
Eer phone vibrated.
ZAPESSjШ Ashoka Itage Two imminent. 7race.
Ionia inhaled slowly.
Itage Two.
The moment secrecy endedzand accountability began.

Uzbekistan — The Silk Line Freight Hub, 10:57 UZT
The hum became a roar.
A swarm of industrial drones surged through the tunnel z 

armoured, coordinated, predatory.
AGay shouted, M–harges on the supports]W
The Ihadow moved with surgical precision, “’ing e’plosives to 

rusted beams. MZorty seconds]W
”ahra assisted, teeth clenched.
Valika held the rear, hands shaking but weapon steady.
AGay “redzrounds sparking uselessly against drone hulls.
Dne drone ruptured midairzreleasing a chemical plume.
MVasks]W AGay yelled.
They sealed their respirators.
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MZifteen seconds]W the Ihadow called.
A steel  dart  clipped ”ahra?s  arm. Ihe grunted,  and stayed 

upright.
MThey?re too close]W Valika cried.
The Ihadow hit the detonator.

The Silk Line Collapse — 10:57:43 UZT
The e’plosion tore through history.
Itone, rust, concrete, and forgotten ideology collapsed in a 

thunderous avalanche. Jrones vanished beneath the collapse, 
crushed by a century of ambition falling inward.

AGay shielded Valika as debris screamed past.
The Ihadow dragged ”ahra to cover.
Zor ten seconds, the world was “re, dust, and impact.
Thenzsilence.
AGay breathed hard. M5ou promised another e’it.W
The Ihadow nodded, turning his headlamp toward a darker 

corridor beyond.
MThere is.W
”ahra :e’ed her inGured arm.
MEow far6W
The Ihadow?s voice was steady.
MZar enough that 7edi will never calculate it.W
AGay?s eyes hardened. MThen we move.W
They stepped deeper into the Iilk Kine.
7ehind them, an artery of forgotten Surasia lay buriedzand 

with it, ”enith?s sight.
Ahead, uncertainty.
Above, nations recalibrated.
And somewhere in Jelhi, twelve golden rings spun faster than 

they ever had.
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CHAPTER TWENTYOhNE

TeS ovrSiSgnu PlsDS

— Sseg k TeS ADevam Cemb,Si3 1:4II UoT

The twelve holographic rings revolved in slow, deliberate 
harmony—not spinning, but circling, as if orbiting a centre that 
could not yet be seen.

Soft blue light washed the chamber, illuminating faces that had 
authorised wars without maps and peace without applause. The 
Prime Minister sat still, spine straight. Mandira Varghese stood 
with her hands clasped, knuckles white. The NSA and Rve WAI 
directors watched the rings as men once watched approaching 
armies.

A low vibration rose through the obsidian qoor.
The chamber was no longer dormant.
“t was listening.
The Prime Minister spoke …uietly, as though volume itself 

carried risk.
”Ashoka Protocol. Stage TwoO is now engaged.E
A neutral, metallic voice answered — neither male nor female, 

neither warm nor cold.
”SGVUWU“LN PQCSU SUDQUNBU — STANYHF.E
Mandira felt something tighten in her chest.
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”Sovereign Pulse,E she repeated. ”Iejve never used that term in 
an open chamber.E

The NSA stepped forward.
”Hecause it isnjt a weapon,E he said. ”“tjs a declaration.E
Mandira looked at him.
”A declaration to whomZE
The NSA didnjt hesitate.
”To everyone.E

zt,SagDLmu k TeS ogsa ZguS3 11422 zpT
The tunnel behind them still smouldered—a broken mouth 

choked with Rre, twisted steel, and collapsed certainty.
Axay moved forward with eKort, one hand pressed against his 

side. 2ahra supported his weight without comment. Malika stayed 
close, her awareness sharpened by fear that no longer paralysed.

Ahead, the Shadow walked with unhurried precision.
The deeper they descended, the colder the air grew. Moisture 

clung to stone. Time itself felt slowed, compressed.
Malika whispered, her breath fogging the dark.
”Ihat is this placeZE
The Shadow answered without turning.
”A burial ground.E
”1or whomZE she asked.
”1or empires,E he said. ”And for the belief that control survives 

forever.E
Axay scanned the passage ahead.
”Fou said Hedi wouldnjt anticipate this route.E
”Fes.E
”IhyZE
The Shadow stopped.
”Hecause this part of the worldE, he said carefully, ”was never 

meant to be catalogued.E
2ahra frowned. ”Nothing like this ezists in any archive.E
The Shadow Rnally turned to face them.
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”“t ezists because some things were built to be forgotten.E
Axay studied him.
”And you know it becauseOZE
The Shadow held his ga4e.
”“ helped design its redundancies.E
Silence pressed in.
Malika swallowed.
”Ihat are youZE
The Shadow turned away again.
”Someone who stopped believing in clean ezits.E

—Sseg k ol6iSbS CvliL oLS6D3 1:4Id UoT
The crowd had spilled beyond barricades, qooding adxacent 

streets, balconies, and even rooftops.
Sonia stood at the centre, the noise folding around her like surf 

against rock.
Xer phone vibrated.
QN:NGIN5 :eep speaking. The country is listening.
She raised her eyes to the cameras.
”“ndiaE, she said, voice steady, ”we are not under attack by force. 

Ie are under attack by design.E
A murmur moved through the crowd.
”Ihen someone controls how you think, they donjt need to 

control where you live.E
She lifted Malikajs testimony drive.
”This is not information. This is defence.E
A chant rose—raw, instinctive.
“BACHON KE LIYE!” 1or the children.
Sonia closed her eyes for a fraction of a second.
The nation was no longer watching.
“t was responding.

ZvuMvu k -Ud ol,B0mDSbSuL3 9G41G 5-T
Uleanor Shaw watched the Yelhi broadcast without blinking.
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Xer aide shifted uneasily.
”Shejs  mobilising  public  will  at  scale,E  he  said.  ”Thatjs 

destabilising.E
Uleanor took a sip of tea.
”So is silence.E
”Ihat if governments lose controlZE
Uleanor tapped her earpiece lightly.
”Then we Rnd out who was governing for the right reasons.E
The aide hesitated.
”And the signalZE
Uleanorjs eyes hardened, xust slightly.
”“tjs already travelling.E

zt,SagDLmu k TeS ogsa ZguS oLmLgvu3 114I1 zpT
The tunnel opened into a vast, cavernous station carved into the 

mountain—a cathedral of unRnished ambition.
Wail tracks curved like broken ribs. Wusted locomotives slept 

under dust. Brates lay abandoned, labelled in languages that no 
longer ruled anything.

Hut it was the wall that held them.
A mosaic stretched thirty metres wide—the ancient Silk Woute 

rendered in stone and glass.
Bhina to “ndia.
“ndia to Persia.
Persia to Wome.
Malika approached it slowly.
”This is beautiful,E she murmured.
The Shadow shook his head.
”“tjs a warning.E
Axay wiped dust from the “ndia segment.
Heneath it, a single line in Sanskrit emerged.
धमर तः�� त�ः�	
Yharma protects those who protect it.
Malikajs voice caught.
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”Ashoka.E
The Shadow spoke …uietly.
”This station was designed to remind its builders that trade 

survives only when restraint ezists.E
Axay straightened.
”Then the Ashoka Protocol isnjt xust intelligence doctrine.E
”No,E the Shadow said. ”“tjs memory encoded into response.E
2ahra tightened her grip.
”Then who authorises itZE
The Shadow looked at Axay.
”Fou donjt authorise Ashoka.E
”Fou answer it.E

—Sseg k TeS ADevam Cemb,Si3 1:476 UoT
The twelve rings aligned.
The light dimmed.
A pulse—not loud, not violent—moved through the chamber 

like a held breath Rnally released.
Mandira felt it behind her eyes.
”Ihat is happeningZE
The NSA replied softly.
”Ashokajs heartbeat.E
The Prime Minister leaned forward.
Mandira remained standing as the others Rled out.
The Prime Minister looked at her.
”Foujre not meant to be in this room.E
She met his ga4e without apology.
”Neither was the Bonstitution meant to survive silence.E
Xe studied her for a long moment.
”Fou know this doesnjt make you part of the government.E
Mandira nodded.
”Lood. Someone here should not be.E
A pause.
”Foujre invoking Ashoka,E she said …uietly.



ANN“X“CAT“GN G1 VGWTU7 ’?6

”“ will defend your right to do so—publicly, legally, relentlessly.
Hut if this power is used to rule instead of protect, “ will be your 

loudest enemy.E
The Prime Minister ezhaled once.
”ThatE, he said, ”is ezactly why youjre here.E
The Prime Minister ordered, ”“nitiate Sovereign Pulse.E
The chamber responded.
”SGVUWU“LN PQCSU “N“T“ATUY.E
Across the world, systems shifted.
Not hacked.
Not breached.
WeGprioritised.
Hudicial crisis channels opened.
Umergency medical authorities synchronised.
Media corridors cleared.
Yiplomatic cables leaked.
1oreign intelligence intercepts spiked.
Gne  message  propagated—legally,  constitutionally, 

unmistakably.
“NY“A “S QNYUW ATTAB:.
TXU BX“CYWUN I“CC HU YU1UNYUY.
Mandira ezhaled.
”“tjs not covert anymore.E
The NSA nodded.
”“t was never meant to be.E
Uven though Mandira Verghese was outside the power, she was 

inside the legitimacy. Ashoka Protocol was a legitimate action 
beRtting the moment. 

zt,SagDLmu k TeS ogsa ZguS oLmLgvu3 1147G zpT
Axay felt it before he understood it.
Pressure.
Blarity.
A sudden stillness behind the pain.



AV“NASX PQSX:AWNA’?I

2ahra fro4e.
Malika gasped.
The Shadow closed his eyes brieqy.
”OSovereign Pulse.E
Axay nodded.
”Theyjve crossed Stage Two.E
Malika looked at him.
”Ihat does that meanZE
Axayjs voice was …uiet.
”“t means “ndia has stopped asking permission.E
Hoots echoed from the tunnel behind them.
Measured.
Numerous.
Qnhurried.
Axay raised his riqe.
2ahra moved into position.
Malika steadied her breathing.
The Shadow whispered.
”Theyjre here.E
Axay replied. ”So are we.E
A pale light spilt into the station.
And then a voice echoed—calm, precise, devastatingly familiar.
”Stand down, Axay.E Axay stiKened.
”OHedi.E
2ahra swore under her breath.
The Shadow inhaled slowly, as though this moment had been 

owed.
Axay stepped forward.
”“jm not standing down.E
Silence.
Then Hedi again.
”Then this is where “ndia fractures.E
Axay raised his weapon.
”No,E he said. ”This is where “ndia decides.E
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TeL inoL fD aermUr
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The  air  had  weight—the  kind  that  arrives  before 
violence, as if the mountain itself was holding its breath.

Ajay stood in the centre of the cavernous station, the mosaic 
of empires behind him catching the spill of his headlamp in 
fractured colours. Malika and Zahra Sanked him, weapons low 
but ready. The Fhadow stood a pace ahead, neither protective nor 
reckless—simply placed, like a blade set on a table.

Nrom the far tunnel came the sound of boots.
Oot hurried. Oot searching.
Measured. Brganised.
A formation emerged.
Rlack uniforms, armoured vests, riSes held with disciplined 

restraint. Their lights fanned across the station in a slow sweep that 
felt less like a search and more like a declaration of ownership.

And at the front, unhurried as a man entering his own oHce, 
walked ’aghav Redi.

Iands clasped behind his back. Oo helmet. Oo urgency. Iis 
calm wasnVt bravery.

Pt was certainty.



AUPOAFI K1FI7A’OA8“”

AjayVs throat tightened.
zRedi.x
The older manVs eyes settled on him with something that might 

once have been aYection—now fossilised into control.
zAjay Mehra.x
Iis gaCe drifted—brieSy, clinically—to Malika.
zAnd the witness.x 
A faint, almost disappointed eLhale. zAlive.x
Malika didnVt blink.
ZahraVs pistol rose a fraction.
The FhadowVs posture altered by a millimetre—a predator 

recognising another.
Ajay stepped forward.
zEou authorised a kill sweep on a civilian witness. Eou greenlit a 

behavioural assault on children. Eou sold PndiaVs spine and called 
it strategy.x

RediVs eLpression didnVt change.
zP prevented Pndia from breaking under the weight of its own 

emotions.x
AjayVs grip tightened on his riSe.
zXhildren were used as payload.x
Redi corrected him gently, as if correcting a junior oHcerVs 

terminology.
zXhildren were used as futures. Zenith is simply the fastest 

laboratory. Pndia is the only civilisation large enough to inherit the 
outcome.x

MalikaVs voice cut in, low and poisonous.
zEouVre insane.x
RediVs eyes Sicked to her.
z’esponsibility looks like madness to those who have never 

carried it.x
Zahra spat, z’esponsibility doesnVt mean poisoning kids.x
RediVs mouth softened at the edges — not a smile, a tolerance.
z’esponsibility means making choices before your enemies do.x
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Ajay took another step.
zEouVre -uoting Zenith like scripture.x
RediVs gaCe hardened, a fraction of steel manifesting beneath the 

calm.
zZenith is scaYolding. Pndia will be architecture.x

aL,en S Nr—nfor, NL—4fmst1 :90:I 5lT
qvery screen in the country ran the same banner in diYerent 

fonts.
FBUq’qP…O  K19Fq  XBONP’Mq‘  —  OATPBOA9 

’qFP9PqOXq A9q’T
Fonia  walked  into  a  live  studio  that  no  longer  felt  like  a 

workplace. Pt felt like a front line with makeup lights.
Across ‘elhi, parents clustered outside schools. 
Iospital gates 0lled. 
9awyers massed on court steps. 
‘octors  spoke  into  microphones  with  voices  cracked  by 

eLhaustion.
The producerVs whisper trembled in FoniaVs ear.
zMaVam—twentyWtwo countries have re-uested authenticated 

access to the ’aksha 0les. This is? global.x
FoniaVs face didnVt change, but her breath slowed—the way it 

did when she decided she would not be moved.
z…ood,x she said, eyes on the camera. 
z9et  them  read  it  with  the  same  hands  they  use  to  sign 

agreements.x
Fhe turned fully to the lens.
zPndia is under attack,x she said. 
zOot  by  a  Sag.  Ry  an  idea—  that  human  beings  can  be 

engineered into compliance and called 2stableV.x
Rehind her, split screens showed children in withdrawal centres, 

teachers giving statements, and judges entering an emergency 
bench.
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zToday,x Fonia continued, zwe are not asking the world for 
sympathy. !e are warning it.x

zbkLsnt—ro S ln,s inoL l—r—nfo1 :20Z9 zwT
Ajay raised his riSe. Oot to 0re—yet—but to draw a line in the 

air.
zThis ends here.x
Redi didnVt blink.
zEou misunderstand the moment. This isnVt an ending. PtVs a 

fork.x
AjayVs eyes narrowed.
zA fork3x
Redi  gestured,  almost  softly,  to  the  mosaic  behind 

Ajay—empires rendered in stone and glass.
zTwo futures,x he said. zBne where Pndia adapts to the world 

that is coming. And one where Pndia is consumed by it.x
AjayVs voice dropped, controlled, lethal.
z!e donVt survive by becoming the monster.x
RediVs calm sharpened.
z!e survive by meeting it early—before it matures.x
The FhadowVs hand moved, subtle and instinctive, towards his 

holster.
Redi noticed without looking directly at him.
zEou wonVt shoot me,x he said. 
zOot yet.x
The FhadowVs head tilted a fraction.
zTry me.x
Nor the 0rst  time,  Redi allowed himself  a  thin smile—not 

amused, remembering.
zEou were always the most theatrical of my assets.x
Ajay froCe.
z?Eour what3x
ZahraVs eyes Sicked between them.
Malika felt a chill crawl under her ribs.
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The Fhadow did not deny it. Ie did not con0rm it. Ie simply 
stood, the silence itself becoming an answer.

Redi continued, voice -uiet, almost conversational—which 
made it worse.

zIe was placed inside Zenith long before you met him, Ajay. 
Ie was meant to steer currents that cannot be steered openly. To 
protect Pndia from the inside.x

AjayVs gaCe shifted to the Fhadow.
zEou—x
The FhadowVs voice arrived Sat, stripped of performance.
zP worked for Pndia.x
Ajay swallowed.
z1nder him3x
A beat. 
The FhadowVs eyes met AjayVs at last.
z1nder the Ftate,x he said. z1nder whoever held the keys.x
Ajay felt something in his chest crack—not in pain, in betrayalVs 

cold clarity.
Redi watched the fracture like a man watching a bridge fail 

eLactly as calculated.
zEou see,x he said. zAll of us serve something larger. Fome serve 

truth. Fome serve order. Fome serve necessity.x
Ie stepped forward, just one step, and the formation behind 

him tightened almost imperceptibly.
zAnd P,x Redi said, voice low, zam necessity.x
Ajay lifted his riSe again, now with a steadiness that was not 

anger—it was decision.
zOo,x Ajay replied. 
zEou are corruption dressed in patriotism.x
Redi eLhaled.
zThen you leave me no choice.x
Ie raised two 0ngers.
The strike teamVs riSes rose in perfect synchrony.
Zahra aimed back.
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Malika Sinched despite herself—a human reSeL that didnVt 
diminish her courage.

The FhadowVs weapon came up too—but in his eyes, for the 0rst 
time, there was conSict. Oot about whom to shoot.

About what he had become.
Ajay,  without  taking  his  eyes  oY  Redi,  spoke  to  the 

Fhadow—not as a commander, but as a man.
zFtand with us.x
The FhadowVs breath left him slowly.
Then he stepped—a clean, deliberate movement—to AjayVs 

side.
RediVs brow twitched. 
The smallest crack in the fa4ade.
zFo be it,x he said -uietly.
Ie dropped his hand.

ln,s inoL l—r—nfo S :20Z, zwT
The 0rst shots hit stone—not Sesh—a controlled opening 

volley meant to disorient and herd.
The station erupted into light and thunder.
Ajay slammed Malika down behind a fallen pillar as dust burst 

from the mosaic wall. 
Zahra dived behind crate debris, 0ring measured return shots 

that forced RediVs front line to split.
The Fhadow moved like something trained beyond ordinary 

fear—0ring, shifting, vanishing behind pillars, reappearing where 
he should not have been.

Redi retreated without running, his men forming a moving 
shield around him—not because he feared death, but because he 
did not permit it to happen unpredictably.

A riSe round shattered a section of mosaic. …lass rained like 
coloured ice.

Ajay shouted over the gun0re.
zAuLiliary tunnelJ OB!Jx
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Zahra grabbed Malika, yanking her into motion.
Malika stumbled—Ajay caught her elbow, and hauled her 

forward.
The Fhadow covered them, stepping into lanes of 0re with an 

accuracy that bordered on contempt.
Then  a  concussive  blast  cracked  the  air—not  a  grenade 

detonation, but a shaped charge hitting a pillar to collapse cover.
The shockwave Sung the Fhadow sideways.
Ie hit the wall hard, dropped to one knee, and coughed, a wet, 

ugly sound. 
Rlood darkened his mouth.
Ajay turned, eyes wide.
zFhadow—Jx
The Fhadow raised his weapon again anyway, forcing his body 

to obey his will.
MalikaVs voice broke with panic.
zTheyVre closing inJx
Ajay 0red to keep distance, then dragged Malika and Zahra 

toward the side corridor.
A metal cylinder rolled across the Soor—a grenade, skittering, 

ugly and inevitable.
Pt stopped near AjayVs boot.
Time slowed to a single, dreadful beat.
Redi, behind his shield, didnVt Sinch. Ie simply said, almost 

softlyK
zOot yet.x
Bne  of  his  men  kicked  the  grenade  back—precise, 

practised—sending it rolling toward Ajay and Malika.
AjayVs heart stopped.
The Fhadow lunged. 
Ie didnVt dive away.
Ie dived into the path of the blast, kicking the grenade midWroll, 

changing its line with a brutal, perfect motion.
Pt detonated between two pillars. 
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The station convulsed.
Ftone cracked. 
‘ust swallowed half the battle0eld.
Ajay used the moment like oLygen.
Ie grabbed Malika and Zahra and ran into the auLiliary tunnel, 

0ring backward in short bursts.
Rehind them, the Fhadow staggered after—bleeding, limping, 

refusing to fall.
RediVs voice carried through the collapsing chamber, ampli0ed 

by the stationVs emptiness.
z’1O, AMAE.x
Ajay didnVt look back.
z’1O !IP9q EB1 FTP99 Rq9PqUq EB1V’q BO TIq 

’P…IT FP‘q BN IPFTB’E.x
Ajay ran anyway.
Oot because he believed. 
Recause he chose.



INTERLUDE III

Before the Pause

A jay had once believed that intelligence work was a way of 
preventing noise.

That was the phrase he would have used then—noise—before 
he learned how carefully institutions chose their words. Chaos was 
noise. Panic was noise. Public outrage was noise. The work, he was 
told, existed to absorb it, redirect it, and ensure that the surface of 
things remained calm. He was young enough to believe that calm 
was the same as peace.

In those early years, he did not imagine himself powerful. He 
imagined himself precise. Useful. Anonymous. He wanted to be 
the kind of oNcer whose work never appeared in reports meant 
for ministers, whose successes were measured only in what did 
not happen. ’o explosion. ’o riot. ’o headline. He believed, 
sincerely, that if systems functioned correctly, lives would proceed 
untouched by the knowledge that they had ever been protected.

It was a reasonable belief. That was the problem.
The man who supervised him then was not a legend, nor 

a monster. He was neither charismatic nor cruel. He spoke in 
complete sentences and discouraged speculation. He arrived early, 
left late, and corrected Ajay“s drafts with a red pen that never 
lingered on any line for too long. ”Clarity,D he once said, tapping 
the paper, ”is not the same as certainty. Von“t confuse the two.D
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Ajay wrote that sentence down and kept it.
The operation itself  was not called an operation. It  was a 

procedural matter. A set of Wles that had arrived incomplete, 
Bagged  for  secondary  veriWcation.  There  was  no  urgency 
attached to it—no alarms, no coded calls in the night. qnly a 
recommendation to wait.

-ait for conWrmation.
-ait for alignment.
-ait until the picture resolved itself.
The picture, of course, never did.
?y  the  time  the  information  was  deemed  actionable,  the 

conseLuence had already occurred. It was not spectacular. It did 
not resemble the disasters that populated training simulations. 
There were no dramatic failures of communication, no sudden 
betrayals. qnly a civilian decision, made in ignorance of a threat 
that had been known—partially, imperfectly, but enough.

Ajay learned of it in passing. A line in a followFup report. A 
location name he recognised. A time stamp that made his stomach 
tighten. He read the document twice, then a third time, as if 
repetition might alter its meaning.

’othing in the chain had been incorrect. The recommendation 
to wait had followed protocol. The veriWcation thresholds had 
not been met. The system had behaved exactly as it was designed 
to behave—cautious, methodical, insulated from haste. That was 
what unsettled him.

He approached his supervisor that evening, not with accusation 
but with a Luestion that had not yet decided what it was asking.

”-as there another optionED Ajay said.
The man looked at him for a moment longer than usual, then 

returned his attention to the Wle he was annotating.
”There is always another option,D he said. ”That doesn“t mean 

it is a responsible one.D
Ajay waited. He did not know for what.
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”The purpose of this work,D the man continued, ”is not to 
intervene at the Wrst sign of uncertainty. It is to intervene when 
uncertainty has been reduced to risk. qtherwise, we become the 
cause of what we seek to prevent.D

It was a coherent argument. Ajay could not dismantle it without 
dismantling the profession itself.

That  night,  he  did  not  sleep  easily.  ’ot  because  he  felt 
guilty—guilt suggested wrongdoing, and he could Wnd none—but 
because he realised that the system did not need malice to produce 
harm. It needed only patience.

In the weeks that followed, nothing changed outwardly. Ajay 
continued to draft assessments, to crossFreference inputs, to learn 
the language of caution. ?ut something had shifted internally, 
though he would not have named it then.

He noticed that he began to pause before speaking. ’ot because 
he lacked conWdence, but because he was learning the weight of 
what followed speech. He learned which Luestions were welcomed 
and which were tolerated. -hich silences protected people—and 
which protected structures.

He did not confront his supervisor again. He did not resign. 
He did not turn cynical. That would have been easier. Instead, he 
carried the memory forward without resolving it.

>ears later, long after titles and responsibilities had accumulated 
around him, Ajay would sometimes recall that Wle—not its details, 
which had blurred, but the sensation it left behind. The knowledge 
that obedience could be administered gently. That harm could 
arrive without force. That the most dangerous systems were those 
that never needed to raise their voice.

He had not forgotten that moment. He had only learnt where 
forgetting was encouraged.
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The  tunnel  fell  away  beneath  them  like  a  swallowed 
thought.

Ajay  felt  the  gradient  before  he  saw  it—the  subtle  pitch 
downward that stole breath and balance at the same time. His 
headlamp ,ickeredv casting nerFous cones of light oFer stone walls 
scraped raw by centuries of use and minutes of Fiolence. Bine dust 
still drifted from the ceilingv clinging to sweatv settling in eyes and 
mouthsv turning eFery breath granular.

Sehind themv the Lilk Nine groaned.
Iot the sharp report of collapse—but the deeperv older sound 

of mass shiftingv of something immense deciding to giFe way. Mt 
echoed through the underground like the last breath of a dying 
animal.

Calika stumbled. Zaught herself.  Her breathing was loud 
now—fastv  shallow—fear  stripped  of  disguise.  ’ahra;s  limp 
worsened with eFery stepO blood ran steadily from her armv dark 
against the pale stone. Lhe bit down on the pain without comment.

The Lhadow did not slow.
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He moFed as if momentum itself were holding him upright. 
Vne hand pressed hard against his sidev zngers slick and red. The 
other kept his weapon low but readyv an e“tension of instinct 
rather than muscle. His face was colourlessv jaw lockedv and eyes 
z“ed forward—not on the tunnelv but on something beyond it.

Ajay coFered the rear.
XFery step sent a hot reminder through his ribs. The graKe 

had stopped bleedingv but e“haustion had teeth. Adrenaline was 
already waningv leaFing behind the heaFy arithmetic of painv 
breathv and distance. He kept his weapon trained behind them 
anyway.

”Weep moFingv? he said—not loud enough to echov not soft 
enough to inFite hesitation.

The passage narrowed. The air cooled. Coisture seeped from 
the rockv beading under Ajay;s palm when he brushed the wall for 
balance. The light reFealed older tool marks here—not LoFietv not 
modern—something more patient.

Calika steadied herself against the stone.
”Phere does this goD? she askedv forcing calm into her Foice.
The Lhadow answered without turning. His Foice was tightv 

clippedv held together by will.
”To the Bourth Uillar.?
Ajay frowned. ”Phat does that meanD?
The Lhadow spat blood onto the stonev wiped his mouth with 

the back of his hand.
”Mt means we;re going somewhere ’enith doesn;t enter.?
A pause. A step. Another breath stolen.
”A place where empires send their ghosts.?

sFael m AbeuLS CeSg4Ft1 :59I2 7kT
The chamber pulsed like a liFing system.
Zoncentric holographic rings rotated aboFe the ,oorv each 

representing a di0erent layer—legalv informationalv diplomaticv 
psychological—all  acceleratingv  oFerlappingv  colliding.  qata 
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streamed through them in luminous arcsv too fast for the eye to 
isolate.

Candira Rarghese stood at the centre.
Her spine was  straight.  Her  hands were  steady.  Sut  there 

was no mistaking the tension in her face—the cost of choosing 
conse:uence oFer safety.

The EAP qirector spoke :uicklyv urgently.
”Ca;am—LoFereign  Uulse  has  triggered  an  immediate 

international response. LeFen nations haFe actiFated emergency 
coordination  channels.  Three  haFe  eleFated  cyber  defence 
postures.?

Candira didn;t blink.
”…oodv? she said. ”That means they;re paying attention.?
The Urime Cinister studied the shifting global map—red nodes 

bloomingv blue lines hardening into borders of intent.
”Phere is SediD?
A technician answered without looking up.
”Lignal triangulation suggests GKbekistan. Lamarkand region.?
The UC e“haled slowly.
”Then Ajay is facing him alone.?
Candira;s jaw tightenedv and her zst clenched once—then 

rela“ed. Iot fear. EesolFe.
The chamber Fibrated again. A new layer oFerlaid the hologram.
UMNNAE BVGE — CXCVE2 LTATGL- SEXAZHXq
The room went still.
Candira felt the words settle in her chest like cold water.
”The fourth pillar3? she murmured.
The ILA spokev carefully — as if naming it too loudly might 

make it real.
”ZollectiFe  memory.  Zultural  narratiFes.  Zhildhood 

frameworks.  The  stories  a  ciFilisation  tells  itself  before  it 
understands power.?

He looked up.
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”Mf ’enith controls Uillar Bourv they don;t goFern behaFiour. 
They goFern identity.?

Candira;s eyes hardened.
”Then we stop themv? she said. ”Sefore they shape Mndia;s 

children more deeply than their parents eFer could.?

klaL nl—F m sFbyF—i iu PlaaSt ourt1 :292d ZDT
The tunnel opened suddenly into space.
Ajay stepped into a caFern that felt less e“caFated than reFealed 

— a natural chamber carFed by water and timev its ceiling lost in 
shadow. Uillars rose from the ,oor like petrized sentinelsv uneFenv 
immensev bearing the weight of centuries without complaint.

The carFings stopped Calika cold.
Lanskrit ,owed into Vld Uersian. Logdian braided through 

both.  Lcripts  oFerlapped  without  dominancev  layered  like 
sediment rather than con:uest.

”This isn;t3? she beganv trailing o0 as her zngers traced a relief. 
”This is ancient.?

’ahra whisperedv almost reFerentlyv
”This isn;t a tunnel. Mt;s a conFergence.?
Ajay turned slowlyv scanning the space—the way one did in a 

cathedral or a kill Kone. ”Phat does this place doD?
The Lhadow answered simply.
”Mt remembers.?
Calika frowned.
”CemoriesD?
He nodded.
”Sefore gold. Sefore maps. Sefore ,ags. Traders on the Lilk 

Eoute belieFed memory was the only wealth that couldn;t be 
stolen. Ltories. Eituals. Iames. Mf you carried thosev you surFiFed.?

Ajay;s gaKe z“ed on the central pillar.
ZarFed into it was an eye—openv unblinking—surrounded by 

concentric rings that suggested motion without moFement.
”The Xye of qharmav? the Lhadow said :uietly.
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”The Bourth Uillar guards identity. Phat ’enith is attacking in 
Mndia isn;t just cognition. Mt;s the idea of Mndia.?

Calika swallowed.
”Lo this is what Ashoka protects.?
The Lhadow didn;t hesitate.
”And what Sedi wants to rewrite.?

nu—Mu— m 6701 GU9I2 46T
Xleanor Lhaw stared at the feed longer than protocol allowed.
Ieural!behaFioural modulation graphs spiked across ’enith;s 

Xuropean serFers—subtle  curFesv  elegantv  terrifying  in  their 
precision.

”They;re accelerating Uhase!Tau—pre!resistance conditioning 
childrenv?  her  aide  said.  ”Uushing  behaFioural  nudges  into 
children;s content at scale. Andv you know. Uhase Tau is ’enith;s 
programme for engineering compliance in children by shaping 
identity before the concept of resistance eFer forms.?

Xleanor closed her eyes brie,y.
”And Mndia actiFated LoFereign Uulse.?
”2es. Eesistance signatures are spiking.?
”Mt;s a duel of memoryv? she murmured. ”They rewrite. Mndia 

resists.?
Her aide hesitated.
”Lhould we interFeneD?
Xleanor said nothing.
Thenv softly — to herself —
”Sedi3 what haFe you doneD?

klaL nl—F m CeSg4Ft u, PlaaSt ourt1 :2933 ZDT
The rumble returned.
Zloser now. HeaFier. Uurposeful.
’ahra raised her weapon.
”They;Fe breached the collapse.?
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The Lhadow knelt beside a shallow conduit carFed into the 
,oor—not a cablev not a machine. He placed his palm against the 
stone.

The Fibration answered him.
Ajay stepped forward.
”Phat are you doingD?
The Lhadow looked up.
Bor the zrst time since Ajay had known himv uncertainty crossed 

his face.
”M;m waking the guardian.?
Calika whisperedv ”Phat guardianD?
”This  place  predates  empiresv?  he  said.  ”Mt  was  built  as  a 

sanctuary.?
”Bor whatD? Ajay asked.
”Bor truth.?
The shouting grew louder. Soots. Zommands. ’enith closing 

in.
”Pill it stop themD? Calika asked.
”Iov? the Lhadow said. ”Sut it might giFe Mndia time.?
The  carFings  began  to  glow—faintlyv  uneFenly—like  old 

memories breathing.
Ajay felt it then. Iot power. Eecognition.
”This is Ashokav? he said slowly.
The Lhadow shook his head.
”Io. This is before Ashoka.?
He pointed to the Xye. ”This is the root.?

sFael m AbeuLS CeSg4Ft1 :I9G5 7kT
A new alert ,ashed.
GIWIVPI LM…IAN — ZXITEAN ALMA LM…IATGEX- 

AIZMXIT!AH
The room froKe.
”That signaturev? the ILA whisperedv ”hasn;t been recorded in 

centuries.?
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The Urime Cinister turned to Candira.
”Phat is Ajay doingD?
Her Foice was steady — but only just.
”He;s awakened the Bourth Uillar.?

klaL nl—F m CeSg4Ft oauut1 :293I ZDT
The ,oor trembled.
Calika grabbed Ajay;s arm.
”Ms it collapsingD?
”Iov? he said. ”Mt;s answering.?
The Lhadow stepped back.
”Pe moFe. Iow.?
The tunnel behind them erupted inward.
’enith soldiers ,ooded the chamber.
”qVPII?
…unzre shattered stone. Ajay zred in controlled bursts. ’ahra 

dropped one through a Fisor slit. Eicochets screamed.
The Lhadow planted charges.
”AjayI?
Ajay dragged Calika down as the blast roared.
Ltone fell. qust swallowed sound.
Lilence returned—thickv ringing.
The Xye of qharma burnt brighter.
The ,oor shimmered.
”The Bourth Uillar recognises LoFereign Uulsev? the Lhadow 

said. ”Mt;s connecting.?
”To whatD? Calika asked.
”To Mndia.?
Ajay felt the chill settle.
”Vlder than nationsv? the Lhadow whispered.
Night rose.
The sanctuary opened.
And they Fanished into it.



INTERLUDE IV

The Girl Who Chose To Remember

M alika  learned early  that  silence  could  be  louder  than 
screams.

Fergana Valley — Years Ago
The room smelt of antiseptic and boiled milk.
It was always too bright. 
White walls. 
White sheets. 
White uniforms. 
The kind of brightness that erased shadows and left nowhere to 

hide. Malika sat on the edge of the narrow bed, feet barely touching 
the Soor, hands folded neatly in her lap.

vhe was eleAen.
“cross from her, a woman with kind eyes and a badge clipped 

too high on her coat spoke softly, as if softness could disguise 
intent.

”This will help you,j the woman said. 
Malika nodded.
They always said that.
The in—ection stungxnot sharply, but deeply, like something 

reaching inward instead of entering. Malika did not cry. vhe 
had learnt that crying inAited eEplanations. VEplanations inAited 
repetition.
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“fterwards, she was told to rest.
“fterwards, she was told she was braAe.
“fterwards, she was told to forget.
“t night, when the lights dimmed and the corridors ’uieted, 

Malika whispered stories to herself.
Hot fairy tales. 
Memories. 
Per motherOs hands kneading dough. 
Per grandmotherOs Aoice counting prayer beads. 
The smell of apricots drying in the sun. 
“  neighbourOs  radio  playing  old  songs  through  crackling 

speakers.
vhe recited them like coordinatesxproof that she eEisted before 

the room, before the needle, before the silence.
?nce, a boy in the neEt bed asked her why she talked to herself.
”vo they canOt take it,j she said.
”Take what*j
”Me.j

FFF 

When her parents disappeared, no one eEplained it.
VEplanations were ineYcient.
Liles closed. Transfers processed. 1ooms emptied.
Malika learned then that systems did not need cruelty to be 

cruel. They only needed compliance.
That was when she stopped waiting to be rescued.

FFF 

Xears later, when men with foreign accents asked her ’uestions 
disguised as concern, she answered carefully.

When they praised her adaptability, she hid her resistance.
When they spoke of progress, she thought of absence.
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“nd when they tried to map her fear, they failedxbecause fear 
was not what anchored her. Memory was.

FFF 

In  the  tunnels,  when  the  PiAe  pressed  against  her  mind, 
searching for fracture points, it found none it could use.

<ecause Malika did not want the past erased.
vhe wanted it acknowledged.
Uain had not broken her.
Uain had taught her something the architects neAer learnt=
That identity is not what surAiAes traumax
It is what chooses itself afterward.

FFF 

That was why, when the moment came, Malika did not hesitate.
Hot because she was fearless.
<ut because she had already lost eAerything that fear could 

threaten.
“nd chosen herself anyway.
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For a few terrifying seconds, the world let go of its rules.
There was no up or down—no pressure, no resistance. The Silk 

Line vanished. The mountain vanished. Even gravity seemed to 
pause, as though unsure whether it still applied.

Ajay felt light—not blinding, not violent—a steady warmth that 
moved through bone rather than skin. It was not transport so 
much as recognition, like a current xowing along a path that had 
always eMisted.

“alika clutched his arm.
”Ajay—H
Zer voice reached him as if through water, stretched thin by 

distance that was not a distance at all. ’ahraBs Nngers dug into 
his shoulder—pain sharp enough to anchor him. Oeside him, the 
Shadow was present without shape, a dark constant in a dissolving 
frame—the only thing that felt deliberate.

Then—as if the universe eMhaled —
They fell.
Zard.
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Stone slammed into bone. Air tore back into lungs. Wravity 
reclaimed its authority without apology.

mhItcMtnt So ,oBSd1 :438D ,mT
The Nrst thing Ajay smelt was dust.
Out not tunnel dust. 
Vot the stale grit of Soviet concrete or collapsed earth.
Incense.
Zis eyes opened slowly. 
A high stone ceiling loomed above them, ribbed with arches that 

carried the weight of centuries. 
Faded frescoes clung to the stone — lotus blooms, wheels, and 

lions worn soft by time.
The Ashoka ?hakra.
Light Nltered through carved jali windows, warm and deliberate, 

breaking into patterns on the xoor. 
Somewhere  beyond  stone,  temple  bells  rang—distant, 

imperfect, alive.
“alika rolled onto her side, coughing.
”…here are weUH
’ahra pushed herself upright, wincing. Zer eyes swept the 

chamber with trained disbelief.
”Thisz is not YPbekistan.H
The Shadow rose onto one knee, breathing heavily now, blood 

darkening his shirt despite his eKort to ignore it. Ze scanned the 
pillars, the ceiling, the inscriptions — recognition xickering briexy 
across his face.

”2ouBre home,H he said.
Ajay turned sharply.
”…here in IndiaUH
The Shadow gestured to the central column.
Ajay followed his gaPe—and froPe.
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An enormous Ashokan pillar dominated the chamber, carved 
lions  standing backqtoqback,  wheels  etched deep into  stone, 
Orahmi inscriptions spiralling upward like disciplined thought.

”ThatBszH Ajay swallowed. ”ThatBs an Ashokan pillar.H
“alikaBs eyes widened.
”Are we in—UH
Footsteps echoed.
They spun—weapons halfqraised—as an old man stepped from 

the shadows.
Ze wore a white kurta, and a woollen shawl folded with care 

and carried a copper plate holding marigold petals and a single diya 
xame. Zis face was deeply lined, but his eyes were alert—sharp, 
evaluating.

Ze studied Ajay for a long moment.
Then smiled.
”Took you long enough,H he said in Zindi.
Ajay blinked.
”2ou know meUH
”…e know of you,H the man replied. ”Sit. 2ou are injured.H
Ajay hesitated.
”…here are weUH
The old man tilted his head.
”2ou stand beneath the oldest Ashokan pillar still guarding the 

heart of this land.H
Ze gestured upward.
”2ou are in India, Oeta. In a sanctuary older than your agency. 

Rlder than your 0arliament. Rlder than your enemies.H
’ahra whispered, barely audibleJ
”I crossed borders without moving.H
The Shadow eMhaled once.
”…eBre beneath the Ashoka Trust compound,H he said. ”3elhi.H
Ajay turned slowly.
”Ynder whatUH
The old man set the plate down.
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”The Ashoka Trust,H he said. 
”The keepers of the 0rotocol before it became a Nle on a server.H
A pause.
”…e remember why it was created.H

ktaMS i A—Mhbd CMdI5tn1 :039- ,mT
The holographic rings faltered.
For  a  fraction  of  a  second,  every  system  in  the  chamber 

encountered something it could not categorise—a signal that 
obeyed no modern architecture.

An ancient signature.
Appearing beneath 3elhi itself.
A technicianBs voice shook.
”Sir—a new node just appeared inside our own grid.H
“andira stepped forward.
”…hereUH
The technician swallowed.
”Ynder the Ashoka Trust heritage site. Rld 3elhi perimeter.H
The 0rime “inister frowned.
”The Trust is just a cultural VWR, isnBt itUH
The VSA said nothing.
“andira did. ”Vo, sir. ItBs older than that.H
The 0“ turned.  ”2ou knewUH
”I suspected,H “andira said 6uietly. 
”Vo funding trail. Vo scandals. Fifty years of invisibility in 

3elhi is not an accident.H
Another alert xashed.
FIEL3 VR3EJ A4A2 “EZ1A — A?TIXE LR?ATIRVJ 

ASZR-A T1YST SYOqLEXEL
“andiraBs hand rose to her mouth.
”ZeBs alive.H
The 0rime “inisterBs shoulders eased before he could stop 

himself.
”Oring him in.H
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“andira shook her head, eyes NMed on the node.
”Vo. …e ask him what heBs just walked into.H

A—Mhbd Tnr—u i mr5Lwd—tItou mMnSot1 :4344 ,mT
Ajay sat bareqchested on an old wooden platform as the old man 

cleaned his wound with steady, practised hands.
”This will sting,H the man said.
Ajay didnBt xinch.
”IBve had worse.H
The old man nodded.
”2es. I have watched.H
Ajay stiKened. 
”2ou watchedUH
”2our wars. 2our refusals. 2our silences.H
The man glanced up.
”…e observe those who carry the capacity to either fracture a 

nation—or hold it together.H
’ahra leaned against  a  carved pillar,  absorbing everything 

without comment.
“alika stood beneath the lions, staring upward.
”This placezH she murmured. 
”It feels like standing inside a heartbeat.H
The Shadow leaned against the wall, breath shallow now, pain 

Nnally collecting its due.
”2ou have 6uestions,H the old man said.
AjayBs voice was low. 
”…hat is this placeUH
”A repository.H
”Rf whatUH
”Rf meaning,H the man replied. ”Oefore laws. Oefore xags. 

Oefore passports.H
Ajay eMhaled.
”And why am I hereUH
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”Oecause you followed the line far enough,H the man said. ”“ost 
stop at orders. 2ou went into memory.H

“alika turned.
”Is this connected to AshokaUH
The old man smiled faintly.
”Ashoka came here long before he carved his edicts. Ze learnt 

that kingdoms fall not when armies fail—but when stories rot.H
Ze touched the inscription gently.
”…hen that happens, no weapon can save you.H
AjayBs jaw set.
”’enith is rotting it.H
”2es,H the man said. ”And Oedi believes he is immunising it.H
’ahra scoKed. 
”Oy enslaving childrenUH
”Oy believing fear binds tighter than hope,H the man replied.
Ze Nnished bandaging Ajay.
”Stand.H
Ajay did—carefully.
”2ou are standing on the boundary,H the old man said. ”Oetween 

secrecy that protects—and control that poisons.H

yru’to—f ktaMS i wtBSf— md6tMhr—t1 :0326 ,mT
Oedi poured tea with deliberate precision.
Zis aide read aloud.
”Sirz Sovereign 0ulse has turned global sentiment. ’enith is 

losing legitimacy.H
”EMpected,H Oedi said.
”“IG is hesitating.H
OediBs jaw tightened.
”Spiders respect webs, not xies.H
”And AjayUH
Silence.
”ZeBs in 3elhi,H Oedi said Nnally.
”ZowUH
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”The Fourth 0illar opened.H
Oedi stared at the trees outside.
”That changes everything.H

A—Mhbd Tnr—u mMnSot1 :430- ,mT
A phone vibrated.
The ShadowBs.
Ze glanced at it—and something behind his eyes xinched.
Ajay noticed.
”…hoUH
”Vo one youBd like.H
”…eBre past halfqtruths,H Ajay said.
The Shadow met his gaPe.
”Some debts survive allegiance.H
The old man intervened gently.
”Ze stood with you when it mattered.H
Ajay nodded once.
”…hatBs your nameUH
The Shadow paused.
”Armaan.H
“alika repeated it softly.
Ze shrugged.
”3onBt get used to it.H
The old man smiled.
”Truth begins with names.H
Ajay straightened.
”Vames later. …ar now.H
’ahra asked, ”…hatBs neMtUH
The old man eMtinguished the diya.
”2ou go upstairs.H
”To meet whomUH
”The people who think they drive Ashoka,H he said, smiling.
”And you are about to learn otherwise.H
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The stone steps climbed in a slow spiral, worn smooth in 
the middle by centuries of feet—a gentle erosion made by people 
who had never imagined a modern nation and had never spoken 
of constitutions, elections, or ministries.

Ajay took each step with care.
Pain lived in the spaces between breaths now—not dramatic, 

not theatrical — just persistent, administrative. His ribs argued 
with every rise and fall of his chest. The bandage beneath his shirt 
held, but he could feel the tacky heat beneath it, the body’s attempt 
to close what violence had opened.

Malika ran her “ngers along the wall as they climbed.
”These marks,K she said. ”They’re scratchings.K
Ajay nodded once. 
”Travellers. Pilgrims. Traders. Zeepers.K
qahra’s voice came like a blade drawn Vuietly.
”Histories written by people who never thought they were 

writing history.K
Armaan said nothing.
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He moved slightly behind them, not out of deference but out 
of geometry—a position that let his eyes take in everythingC the 
curve above, the blind angle behind, and the mouth of the stairwell 
below. He listened like someone who had learnt the hard way that 
silence could be a weapon.

The old man stopped at the landing. His palm rested on a 
symbol carved into the lintel—the Whakra, worn by touch more 
than time.

He murmured, not for performance, not for eBect, but as if 
aligning something inside himselfC

”यतो धमजःततो �य	K
xhere there is dharma, there is victory.
The door above them slid open.
Sot on ancient hinges, but with concealed modern precision.
Dright white light spilt down the stairwell, clinical and absolute, 

as though someone had taken a knife to the past and eLposed the 
present beneath it.

Ajay blinked once.
And stepped through.

Akemur To—kn S CmdcaoadZa Rmmi )aom
The room was modern in the way only the state could aBord to 

beC minimal, severe, and intentionally unwelcoming.
So windows.
So clocks.
So phones.
So art.
So visible eLits eLcept the one they had entered through.
A long dark table sat at the centre, like an accusation.
At one end, the government of Nndia waited.
The Prime Minister.
Mandira Iarghese.
The SUA.
Oirector of 2Ax, Mr. 2ajan. 
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The Principal Ucienti“c Advisor.
A senior Army zeneral.
A constitutional historian.
And the Whief …ustice of Nndia, dressed plain—as if even robes 

would be too loud in a room built for decisions.
7very eye turned to Ajay.
7very breath held, not in reverence, but in measurement.
The Prime Minister stood.
His voice was calm—but it carried a pressure that did not need 

volume to move mountains.
”Ajay Mehra,K he said. ”xelcome home.K
Ajay inclined his head.
”Uir.K
Then the Prime Minister’s ga?e shifted—past Ajay, past Malika 

and qahra—and settled on Armaan.
”And you brought8 him.K
The air changed.
Sot fear. Uomething colderC institutional alarm.
qahra’s shoulders tightened. Malika stepped half a pace forward 

without meaning to—protective, instinctive. Armaan remained 
still, neither de“ant nor apologetic, as though the room’s authority 
was simply one more weather system he had learnt to endure.

Mandira spoke “rst.
”Ns it trueQK she asked. ”This man worked for qenithQK
Armaan’s jaw YeLed, but he did not answer.
Ajay did.
”He was inside qenith,K Ajay said.  ”To understand it.  To 

obstruct it. To survive it.K
Oirector 2ajan lifted an eyebrow.
”A double agent.K
Armaan corrected him.
”A free agent.K
A small ripple went through the table—not outrage, but the 

aBront of a system encountering someone who refused to be “led.
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Mandira’s eyes narrowed.
”A free agent8 working for NndiaQK
Armaan “nally looked at her.
”N work where truth needs to survive.K
There was no Yourish in it. So threat. So plea.
…ust a fact that made the room uncomfortable.
The Prime Minister’s 1uestion
The PM did not raise his voice.
”Ajay,K he said, ”we activated Uovereign Pulse. xe alerted the 

world. xe eLposed qenith.K
He paused, letting the words settle like weight.
”Dut what you brought back from Wentral Asia—from the 

Xourth Pillar—is something we do not understand.K
Ajay nodded.
”Fou’re not meant to understand it as a threat.K
Mandira leaned forward, elbows close to her body, as if bracing 

against the room itself.
”Then how do we understand itQK
Ajay looked at the old man.
The man stood behind them with the Vuiet inevitability of 

history—not as an advisor seeking relevance, but as something the 
state had forgotten it once depended upon.

”Nt’s the root,K Ajay said. ”The reason this nation still eLists after 
invasions, collapses, revivals, division, and reinvention.K

Malika spoke softly, but the room heard it.
”Nt protects the idea of Nndia.K
The Whief …ustice’s voice came for the “rst time, measured as a 

verdict not yet delivered.
”And what is that ideaQK
The old man answered—not to impress the table, but to remind 

it.
”That no child’s mind is an empire’s property.
That no citi?en’s dignity is negotiable.
That no foreign hand decides our future.
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And that no government—even our own—may rewrite identity 
by force.K

Uilence followed.
Sot because it was poetic.
Decause it was inconvenient.
The SUA cleared his throat.
”Ns this linked to the Ashoka ProtocolQK
The old man met his eyes.
”Ashoka Protocol is a modern imitation,K he said. ”A good one. 

Dut an imitation.K
Oirector 2ajan stiBened.
”Are you calling the state a copyQK
The old man’s eLpression softened, but his words did not.
”N’m saying your system is powerful. Dut incomplete.K
He glanced towards the table, then back to Ajay.
”Fou built steel. Dut steel must remember why stone eListed—or 

it becomes merely another weapon.K
The Prime Minister spoke Vuietly.
”xhy are we only learning this nowQK
The old man’s smile was almost sad.
”Fou never asked.K
Uonia’s Same 7nters the 2oom
Mandira placed a tablet on the table.
”Uonia’s publication of the 2aksha Xiles has ignited global 

pressure,K she said. ”Sations are asking for Nndia’s leadership. 
qenith is facing backlash. Dedi’s faction is8 panicking.K

The Prime Minister folded his hands.
”And UoniaQK
Mandira hesitated—and in that hesitation was the weight of 

her own divided identityC activist and counsel, politician and 
conscience, woman and institution.

”Uhe’s become8K Mandira began, searching for the word that 
wouldn’t reduce Uonia into either a martyr or a pawn.

”The fourth power,K she “nished.
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The constitutional historian corrected her gently.
”The fourth pillar.K
Armaan looked up sharply.
”That’s not an accident.K
The table turned towards him.
Mandira’s eyes hardened.
”xhat do you meanQK
Armaan spoke with unsettling calm.
”qenith always controlled three pillarsC politics, healthcare, and 

information.K
He paused, and the room felt, for a moment, like it was being 

instructed by someone who had seen its future.
”They feared the fourth.K
The SUA frowned.
”The mediaQK
Armaan shook his head.
”Sot media. Sot courts. Sot Parliament.K
His ga?e moved over them—not disrespectful, just precise.
”The mind of the people. Wollective memory. Oignity.K
Ajay “nished the thought.
”And Uonia became its voice.K
The Prime Minister’s eLpression tightened.
”That eLplains the smear war.K
Mandira nodded once.
”Nt also eLplains why they want her eliminated.K
The words hung in the air like a gun laid openly on the table.
The Xirst Utrategic 2ift
The Army zeneral spoke at last, voice clipped, operational.
”xe need 7mergency powers. Hard containment.K
The old man raised his hand—polite but decisive.
”So.K
The zeneral’s eyes Yashed.
”Fou don’t decide national security.K
The old man looked back evenly.
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”7mergency is fear,K he said. ”Four enemy is fear. xhy hand 
them their weaponQK

Ajay’s voice came low and “rm.
”He’s right. qenith’s strategy depends on Nndia reacting with 

authoritarian panic. That reaction proves their thesis—that people 
can only be governed through control.K

Mandira eLhaled.
”Fike Dedi.K
The Prime Minister lowered his ga?e, as if hearing a private 

confession.
”Dedi believes he’s protecting the nation,K he said. ”Dut he is 

protecting the nation from itself.K
The Whief …ustice spoke Vuietly.
”And that is the beginning of tyranny.K
The zeneral turned to the PM.
”Uir, we need containment. xe need force.K
The old man answered, almost gently.
”Fou need moral clarity.K
The zeneral gave a short, sharp laugh.
”xe don’t “ght wars with moral clarity.K
Armaan spoke then—soft, controlled, and deadly without 

drama.
”So,K he said. ”Fou win wars with it.K
The room fro?e.
The Prime Minister’s voice cut through the tension like a blade.
”7nough.K
He stood.
”This war will not be won by fear. Er desperation. Er secrecy 

alone.K
His eyes went to Ajay.
”Fou faced qenith in tunnels, mountains, and shadows. Tell 

us—what do we do nowQK
Ajay inhaled slowly.
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He could feel his body begging for rest. Dut the room did not 
permit weakness, and the war would not pause for it.

”Xirst,K Ajay said, ”we protect the children.K
He looked at the Principal Ucienti“c Advisor, then at the SUA.
”Sot  with  propaganda.  xith  disruption—legal,  digital, 

educational—and visible accountability.K
”Uecond,K he continued, ”we protect Uonia.K
Mandira’s throat tightened, but she didn’t look away.
”And third,K Ajay said, ”we eLpose the “nal layer of qenith’s 

inYuence.K
Mandira leaned forward.
”And the fourthQK
Ajay met her eyes.
”xe bring Dedi in—alive.K
qahra’s voice dropped, incredulous.
”To put him on trialQK
Ajay shook his head once.
”So.K
He looked at the Prime Minister.
”To put truth on trial.K
The old man nodded, approving—not triumphantly, but as if 

Ajay had reached a necessary conclusion.
”Fou have learnt the “rst lesson of the root,K he said.
The Prime Minister eLhaled.
”Then we move.K
He pressed a recessed button on the table.
A red indicator lit up—the kind of red that belonged only to last 

resorts.
”Activate Eperation Pralaya Uhield.K
The SUA looked stunned.
”Uir8 that protocol has never been invoked.K
The Prime Minister’s voice was Vuiet.
”Seither has this war.K
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The newsroom had become a battle.eldN
iot wuth bWlletsN
vuth yelocutSN
fcreens stWttered as ug the bWuldunk utselg were blunpunkN Trend 

krajhs sjuped and collajsed un Fakked lunesN -act,checp dashboards 
pejt regreshunk— each regresh landunk lupe a gresh unsWltAanother 
lue jacpaked un a gamuluar gont— another galse docWment wearunk the 
gace og aWthorutSN

“ FWnuor jrodWcer shoWted oyer the chaos— youce breapunkN
M’a#amA!fonuaTrautor us trendunk akaunN TheS#re jWshunk 

twentS thoWsand bot accoWnts a munWte”:
“nother youce— SoWnker— and janucpedI
Miew deejgapeN TheS made ut loop lupe SoW saud the yaccune 

jrokramme us kenocudeN Rt#s alreadS on .gteen Telekram channelsN:
“ thurdI
M-uye doctored -RVsAall namunk SoWN TheS#ye stamjed them 

wuth real statuon codesN:
The room wasn#t nousS becaWse jeojle were talpunkN Rt was nousS 

becaWse jeojle were agraudAand gear made eyerS soWnd Wrkent— 
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eyerS breath shallow— and eyerS decusuon— ut ajjeared— woWld be 
FWdked bS hustorSN

fonua stejjed onto the central jlatgorm og the newsroom as ug 
she were stejjunk unto a wutness boz— ezWdunk coWrakeN KngaEed bS 
the mWcp beunk thrown at her— she stood tall and motuonless— her 
haur tued bacp un a seyere pnot that ezjosed the sharj jlanes og her 
gaceN Per eSes were darp— alert— and WnagraudAthe pund that made 
eyen lues hesutate begore gormunkN vuth sleeyes rolled Wj— and gace 
strujjed og ornament— there was a steaduness to her— the pund that 
dud not come grom con.dence bWt grom regWsalN

-or a moment— the room pejt sjunnunk aroWnd herN
Then she sjopeAcalmlSN
MByerSone breatheN:
io one dudN
fo her youce roseAnot wuth anker— bWt wuth commandN
MGVB“TPRiON iYvN:
Rt wasn#t a slokanN Rt wasn#t a jergormanceN Rt was a tactucal orderN
fulence sjread un a slow rujjle— the waS calm sometumes does 

when the jerson un charke becomes more relazed  than the januc 
utselgN

fonua swejt her eSes across her teamN
M…oW are not .khtunk alkoruthms—: she saudN M…oW are .khtunk 

gearN:
“ tech analSst lugted a tremblunk hand— as ug aspunk jermussuon to 

name the monsterN
M’a#amL thus us coordunated goreukn dusungormatuon muzed 

wuth domestuc hostule cellsN TheS#ye bWult a XoodN ve#re beunk 
drownedN:

fonua walped to the maun consoleN
MThen we don#t drown—: she saudN Mve anchorN:
Per .nkers moyed wuth jractused sjeedN Yne commandN TwoN 

“ jaWseAthe pund that mapes a room hold uts breathN
The maun screen lut WjN
iot a trendunk chartN iot a rebWttalN iot a debateN
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Hudeo tules ajjearedAgaces blWrred— youces altered FWst enoWkh 
to jrotect them wuthoWt sanutusunk the trWthN

“ kurl— thun and ezhaWsted— saudI
MR don#t want to sleej anSmoreN GecaWse when R wape Wj— theS 

saS ut#s kood gor meN:
“ boS whusjered— barelS aWdubleI
MvhS are theS kuyunk Ws unFectuons when we aren#t sucpq:
“ teenaker cruedAnot loWdlS— not dramatucallS— bWt wuth the 

controlled collajse og someone who had rWn oWt og jlaces to hude 
the jaunN

MTheS told Ws ut was yutamun mulpN:
fomethunk chanked un the roomN iot moraleN OrayutSN
fonua dud not loop truWmjhantN fhe looped sorrowgWlAand 

commuttedN
MThus us oWr trWth—: she saud sogtlSN MTrWth doesn#t drownN Rt 

teaches jeojle to swumN:
The jrodWcer besude her swallowedN
Mvhat do we do .rstq:
fonua#s eSes staSed on the screenAon the chuld whose shoWlders 

pejt shapunk eyen agter the youce had stojjedN
Mve breap 6enuth#s jlaSboop—: she saudN MYne rWle at a tumeN:

Lgiahe Cnppdit Nntg B ub,gprnb4f1 ::Z3k CET
“ wall og untergaces dusjlaSed fonua#s broadcast as ug ut were an 

ungectuon sjreadunk across a sSstemN
“ neWroscuentust slammed a tablet onto a console— the soWnd too 

loWd gor the roomAand ezactlS rukht gor what he geltN
Mfhe#s collajsunk the behayuoWral cascade—: he saudN M(huld 

testumonS oyerrudes the adWlt gear archutectWreN Rt jWnctWres the 
comjluance loojN:

The 6enuth )urector leaned gorward— eSes narrowed— youce /WuetN
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MBscalateN:
The neWroscuentust hesutatedN Rn that hesutatuon luyed eyerS 

unternal rWle 6enuth jretended ut hadN
MTo whuch tuerq:
The )urector#s youce drojjedN Rt wasn#t loWderN Rt was colderN
MTuer -uyeN:
The room stulledAnot theatrucal— not cunematucN UrocedWralN 

The waS jrogessuonals ko /Wuet when theS hear a nWmber that 
means no waS bacpN

“n enkuneer#s youce came grom the bacp rowN
MTuer -uye Wses memorS,gructuon modelsN Rg we trukker ut on 

RnduaA:
M)o ut—: the )urector saudN
“nother enkuneer trued once— onlS onceN
MTuer -uye wasn#t meant gorA:
M)Y RTN:
Ved,coded commands ajjearedI
TRBV -RHBI OVR),vR)B (YOiRTRHB )RfVKUTRYi
HB(TYVI  fB“V(PJ-BB)  (YVVKUTRYi  Z  ()i 

G5“(2YKT Z “KTPYVRT… fUYY-RiO
T“VOBTI  Ri)R“i  ’B)R“  Ri-YV’“TRYi 

B(Yf…fTB’
BT“I 47 ’RiKTBf
io makucN io muracleN 8Wst sSstems tWrnunk akaunst the jeojle 

who dejended on themN

NgD lg—ea B NRm sgtad Cnpx—g,1 :6Z2: XIT
Rt hut lupe a jower cWtAbWt ut wasn#t a jower cWtN
ByerS screen went blacp at onceN
ByerS jhoneN
ByerS lajtojN
ByerS bacpWj seryerN



“iiRPR5“TRYi Y- HYVTBC 140

The bWuldunk#s unternal hWm chanked jutchN “ low yubratuon 
threaded throWkh the walls— not loWd enoWkh to be heard— bWt loWd 
enoWkh to be gelt un teethN

“ SoWnk analSst tWrned jaleN
MYh  OodN  TheS#re  not  FWst  attacpunk  jlatgormsN  TheS#re 

corrWjtunk yeru.catuonN TheS#re wujunk caches and jousonunk 
murrorsN:

fonua stared at the dead screens as thoWkh she were starunk at an 
enemS#s gaceN

Miot all sSstems—: she saudN
fhe tWrned to her teamN
Mfwutch to analokWeN:
-or a second— nobodS moyedN The word soWnded archauc un a 

room bWult to rWn the newest thunkN
Then an older staNerAa man who had worped dWrunk the Sears 

when the state coWld sumjlS tWrn SoW oNAnodded once and 
sjrunted towards a storake cabunetN

Pe Sanped ut ojenN
Rnsude were dWst,coyered relucs that weren#t relucs at allAFWst 

tools grom a tume when ungormatuon had weukhtN
Yld )oordarshan broadcast comjonentsNvured mucrojhonesN
“n -’ ezcuter WnutN
“ shortwaye transceuyer putN
“ crate og cassettes and a reel,to,reel recorderN
“ bWndle og antenna cables and a coul og cojjer wureN
The SoWnk jrodWcer blunpedN
MThus usL ancuentN:
fonua#s moWth tukhtened unto somethunk that was almost a smuleN 

MThat#s whS 6enuth can#t own utN:
fhe looped aroWnd the roomN
M’oyeN iowN …oW#re FoWrnalustsN Vemember what SoW were 

begore SoW became content manakersN:
The newsroom ezjloded unto motuonAjWrjosegWl thus tume— 

not janucpedN
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Pands reached gor cablesN fomeone drakked a heayS Wnut onto a 
tableN “nother team bekan callunk commWnutS raduo statuons and 
ham ojeratorsAnWmbers wrutten on jajer— not stored un a jhoneN

TrWth had FWst become jhSsucal akaunN

lg—ea Ih4gghw B sd4cghw1 I7enn—w1 mbw Ihnxw1 :6Z25 XIT
“cross the cutS— jhones went darpN
iot onlS iVG#sN
ByerSone#sN
vhats“jj deadN
Rnstakram deadN
…oWTWbe bWNerunk unto nothunkN
Teleyusuon slujjunk unto statucN
UaSment sSstems sjWtterunk— then greeEunkN
Ueojle stood stull un marpets wuth yeketables un theur hands— 

sWddenlS WnsWre what to do wuth theur own sulenceN ftWdents un 
ezam /WeWes looped Wj as ug the spS utselg had malgWnctuonedN (ar 
druyers jWlled oyer— WneasS— hands krujjunk steerunk wheelsN

-or the .rst tume un Sears— Rndua ezjeruenced an Wngamuluar 
sensatuonI

Geunk cWt oN grom utselgN
Then A
“ cracpleN
ftatuc— lupe a throat clearunkN
“ thun lune og soWnd cWt throWkh the dead aurAan emerkencS 

band gre/WencS gew Wnder thurtS eyen rememberedN
“nd then fonua#s youce arruyedN
iot .lteredN iot tWnedN iot clujjed unto the gruendlS cadence 

og a stWduo anchorN
8Wst herN
Mve haye not lost oWr youces—: she saudN Mve haye not lost oWr 

storuesN ve haye not lost oWr memorSN:
(rowds groEeN
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“ shojpeejer drakked an old raduo grom beneath a coWnter and 
twusted the pnob wuth a reyerence he dud not gWllS WnderstandN “n 
elderlS man un a jarp lugted a small transustor as ug ut were a sacred 
obFectN )ruyers rolled down wundowsN ftrankers leaned closer to 
one another becaWse the soWnd demanded jrozumutSN

fonua contunWed— steadSN
MTheS are trSunk to erase Ws A not bS pullunk Ws— bWt bS mapunk 

Ws doWbt what we pnow us realN:
“ jaWseN
MGWt Rndua us a cuyulusatuon that neyer gorketsN:
Rt wasn#t a jatruotuc chantN Rt was a duaknosusN
“  waye  moyed  throWkh  the  cutSAanker—  SesAbWt  also 

somethunk cleanerI recoknutuonN

Lgiahe Cnppdit Nntg B ub,gprnb4f1 ::Zy: CET
The neWroscuentust stared at the maj oyerlaS— watchunk the Tuer 

-uye cascade gaul to comjlete uts closWreN
Mfhe bSjassed the dusrWjtuon—: he saud— youce Xat wuth dusbeluegN 

Mfhe#s moyed to analokWe and shortwaye relaSN ve can#t oyerrude 
that at scaleN:

The )urector#s gace tukhtenedN
MThen ko to Tuer fuzN:
“ hWshN
“n enkuneer swallowedN
M)urectorL Tuer fuz unyolyes buolokucal stress amjlu.catuonA:
The )urector hussed— eSes brukht wuth contauned rakeN
MRndua escalated wuth foyereukn UWlseN ve escalate wuth the 

PuyeN:
Pe reached gor the aWthorusatuonN
GWt begore hus .nker coWld land A
“ warnunk Xared across the consoleN
Ki“KTPYVRfB) “((Bff
fYKV(BI Ki2iYvi
GVB“(P YVRORiI fYKTP “fR“
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fROi“TKVB ’“T(PI “fPY2“,VYYT
-or the .rst tume— januc toWched the roomN
Mvhat us thatq: someone whusjeredN
io one answeredN
GecaWse  the  answer  umjlued  somethunk  6enuth  had  neyer 

toleratedI
That a sSstem older than theur arrokance had FWst entered the 

.khtN

NRm sgtad Cnpx—g, B Epg4fgi74 Ihbtan1 :6Zk3 XIT
The old transmutters hWmmed aluye lupe stWbborn heartsN
“ jrodWcer ran Wj to fonua— breathlessN
Mve#re luye across the beltN -’ relaSs un i(V— commWnutS raduo 

un goWr states— and shortwaye boWnce grom two ham hWbsN ve#re 
sjreadunkN:

fonua nodded onceN
MOoodN:
fhe ajjroached the mucrojhoneN Per .nkers hoyered oyer 

ut gor a momentAnot becaWse she was agraud— bWt becaWse she 
Wnderstood the weukht og sjeech un a coWntrS that had been 
trauned— rejeatedlS— to gear utN

fhe closed her eSesAa sunkle breathN
Then she sjopeN 
M5usten to meN:
“cross Rndua— somethunk sWbtle hajjenedN Ueojle leaned unN
M…oWr chuldren:— fonua saud— Mtheur mundsL theur /WestuonsL 

theur unnocenceL theur stWbbornnessL belonk to SoWN:
iot to corjoratuonsN
iot to goreukn jrotocolsN
iot to anS manWgactWred gearN
’others un cramjed Xats crued wuthoWt pnowunk whSN -athers 

who rarelS wejt goWnd theur throats bWrnunkN ftWdents stojjed 
mud,stejN )ruyers slowed— eSes .zed ahead as ug the road had 
become a wutnessN
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Mio matter how loWd the lues become—: fonua contunWed— MSoWr 
loye gor SoWr chuldren us loWderN:

fhe unhaledN
MThe sueke og munds ends nowN:

Awencd T4bwh B CniMg4gi7g Rnnp Lg4n1 :6Zk5 XIT
“ new suknal Xashed across the war tableN
iot as a dramatuc XoWrush A as data wuth teethN
’andura stared at the readoWtsN
MUrume ’unusterL fonua FWst brope Tuer -uyeN:
The U’#s youce drojjed— almost reyerentN
Mfhe pejt the coWntrS standunkN:
“rmaan corrected /WuetlS— eSes .zed on the geedN
Mfhe dud moreN fhe remunded the jeojle who theS areN:
The old man#s gace remauned calm— bWt somethunk lupe relueg 

moyed throWkh hus kaEeN
MThe -oWrth Uullar stands—: he saudN
“FaS stejjed gorwardN Pus bodS stull hWrtN Pus mund hWrt moreN
MRt#s tume— surN:
The Urume ’unuster met hus eSesN
M-or whatq:
“FaS#s answer was sumjle A and becaWse ut was sumjle— ut was 

dankeroWsN
MTo end thus warN:
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CHAPTER TWENTYSVEhEN

Ter Acietorio fO bdrntrLir

— fLnfL a huxleuss Ccf,,M I6B ksui1 ALLrlM 0:3G0 
vIT

Deep beneath the city’s performed normality—the cafés, the 
buses, the polite impatience of commuters—Eleanor Shaw passed 
through a sequence of doors designed to make even certainty feel 
temporary. 

Eleanor Shaw was tall, slender, and almost severe in build, her 
blonde hair cut into a sharp, immaculate line. Her pale eyes did 
not judge or condemn—they assessed, as if humanity itself were a 
system awaiting optimisation.

Retina scan. Pressure lock. A corridor that turned twice for no 
practical reason except to break instinct. A smiling receptionist 
who was not a receptionist.

Then the White Sublevel opened.
It was a room built to contain ideas.
Not Gles. Not weapons. Ideas.
Walls of matte white that refused reLection. Olass partitions that 

gave the illusion of transparency while ensuring none existed. Thin 
strip lighting that hummed at the edge of hearing, like a nerve kept 
slightly irritated to prevent comfort.
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Vn the main display, the update was framed as if it were a 
weather event—something impersonal, inevitable, not caused by 
human choicesK

INDIA — ANAFVOYE AWACENINO E2ENT
SV2EREION PYFSEK SBN“HRVNISED
TIER XI2EK XAIFYRE
Halloran stood beside the hologram, his hands too still, his 

throat too dry. He was a capable man. Mut competence did not 
protect you from the moment you realised your adversary had 
found a door you didn’t know existed.

”Za’am,…  he  began,  and  his  voice  betrayed  him  with  a 
tremor, ”Sonia’s analogue intervention has destabilised ?enith’s 
behavioural grid. The cascade collapsed.…

Eleanor’s eyes stayed on the display.
She did not look angry.
She did not look panicked.
She looked4 interested.
As though she were watching a laboratory organism evolve a 

trait it wasn’t supposed to have.
”Analogue,… she murmured, tasting the word. 
”Analogue is a stubborn beast.…
Halloran swallowed.
”Should we4 escalate–…
Eleanor blinked once, slowly—a gesture that in another person 

might have suggested fatigue. 
In her, it was a decision completing itself.
”No escalation yet.…
Halloran exhaled, relief trying to become breath.
Then Eleanor added, gently, as if o;ering him a glass of waterK
”We pivot.…
He sti;ened.
”Pivot4 to what–…
Eleanor tapped her earpiece.
”To the origin.…
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vrLrZu a grLtoe CfmLtotZr Cf88uLnM 003Gw CET
?enith’s cognitive command centre was not a war room. It was 

a theatre that had removed the audience.
A massive holoscreen displayed a lattice of red warning codes, 

each one the visible edge of an invisible knifeK
TIER SI3 — THE HI2E
STATYSK STANDINO MB
MIVFVOI“AF5MEHA2IVYRAF  “VN2EROEN“E 

ZVDEFK READB
Technicians hovered like frightened surgeons — hands moving, 

eyes  darting,  mouths  dry.  Their  authority  in  the  room  was 
borrowed6 they were caretakers of a machine they did not morally 
own.

A voice cut through.
”Za’am Shaw is connecting.…
Eleanor’s face appeared—calm, precise, almost gentle. Her 

expression  belonged  to  someone  who  could  dismantle  you 
without raising her voice.

”Oentlemen,… she said, ”you activated Tier Xive without my 
authorisation.…

The air tightened.
A  senior  engineer  cleared  his  throat,  choosing  words  like 

stepping stones across a river that could drown him.
”Director4 the Indian media response—…
Eleanor cut him o; with the simple violence of a completed 

thought.
”Tier Xive was predictable.…
She tilted her head slightly, as if explaining a principle to a 

student who should have known better.
”Xear collapses in the presence of love.…
No one moved. The room’s stillness was not a mark of respect. 

It was selfzpreservation.
Eleanor continued.
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”India did what no Western nation expected. They remembered 
how to remember. And that is4 inconvenient.…

The softness in her tone did not warm the room. It cooled it.
”Tier Six is not authorised,… she said. ”Bet.…
A few engineers exchanged glances that contained whole careers.
”So what do we do–… one asked, unable to keep the fear out of 

his voice.
Eleanor smiled. Not kindly. Not cruelly. Precisely.
”We do what ?enith was built for.…
She leaned closer to the camera.
”We study them.…
Her eyes sharpened.
”Ynderstanding an immune system is the Grst step to defeating 

it.…
A neuroscientist stammered, grasping for language that could 

make the problem smaller.
”Mut Director4 India’s response wasn’t biological. It was4 

cultural.…
Eleanor did not change expression.
”“ultures,…  she said,  ”are  longzterm neurological  patterns 

shared across millions.…
A small pause — just enough for the sentence to arrive.
”And patterns can always be rewritten.…

NrD prset a NRk Irntu Cf85srlM 073:0 6VT
Sonia’s analogue broadcast continued to pulse across India like 

a stubborn heartbeat—imperfect, crackling in places, but alive in 
a way the cleanest digital feed could never be.

Her throat was burning. She drank water, slowly, as if drinking 
were a discipline rather than relief. In the next room, a transmitter 
hummed like an old animal refusing to die.

Her editor hurried over.
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”Za’am—transmission is stable. Mut ?enith is recalibrating. 
Their signals4 they’ve shifted. They’re moving from panic to 
analysis.…

Sonia wiped her forehead with the back of her wrist.”Oood,… 
she said. ”If they’re analysing us, they’re not erasing us.…

Her phone bu88ed.
Ynknown number.
Her hand hovered a fraction too long—a journalist’s instinct 

battling a woman’s caution.
She answered.
A voice came through—smooth, Mritish, and terrifyingly calm.
”Zs. Sonia.…
The newsroom sound dimmed around her. Not because it fell 

silent—but because her attention narrowed to a knife point.
”What a pleasure to Gnally speak.…
Sonia’s jaw tightened.
”Eleanor Shaw.…
A soft exhale, almost appreciative.
”“orrect,… Eleanor said. 
”Bou and I are two women holding torches on opposite ends of 

a collapsing bridge.…
Sonia’s grip tightened around the phone until her knuckles 

paled.
”What do you want–…
Eleanor spoke like a teacher advising a gifted student—the tone 

of someone who believed knowledge was a form of ownership.
”I want to understand you,… she said. 
”And to warn you.…
A pause. 
A gentle emphasis.
”Bou have become a symbol. Symbols are4 combustible.…
Sonia’s voice remained Lat, controlled.
”Bou’re losing.…
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A light chuckle, the kind that suggested amusement rather than 
joy.

”Fosing– Zy dear, the game has only just begun.…
Eleanor’s tone sharpened, polite as a scalpel.
”Bou defeated a wave. Bou did not defeat the ocean.…
Sonia leaned forward in her chair as she listened, one hand 

resting Lat on the desk. 
Her face showed no fear—only a tightening around the eyes, the 

look of a woman who recognised a threat and refused to blink Grst.
”And you can’t defeat a billion people who have decided to 

think.…
A beat.
Eleanor’s voice cooled, becoming clinical.
”People don’t think in emergencies. They cling. They collapse. 

They obey.…
Sonia didn’t blink.
”Not here.…
Eleanor exhaled—a sound that might have been patience, might 

have been pity.
”Fet me be direct, Zs. Sonia.…
Her voice softened—too much. A softness that felt engineered.
”Bou have no idea what ?enith’s next step is.…
Another pause—the o;er concealed inside the warning.
”And I do not wish to see you ripped apart by it.…
Sonia’s eyes narrowed.
”What are you threatening me with–…
Eleanor’s smile, audible now, arrived like a hand on a shoulder 

that did not ask permission.
”I am o;ering you survival.…
Sonia ended the call.
Not dramatically. 
Not with a Lourish.
0ust a thumb pressing a screen.
Her hand shook.
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Not with fear.
With anger—the clean anger of someone who recognised a 

predator o;ering protection.

—fLnfL a I6B ksui1 ALLrlM 0:3yw vIT
Halloran stood beside Eleanor, paler now.
”Bou warned her–…
”I gave her an exit,… Eleanor replied. 
”She won’t take it.…
Halloran frowned.”Then why—–…
Eleanor’s  ga8e  stayed  Gxed  on  a  wallzsi8ed  neural  map  of 

India—a luminous storm of nodes, clusters, and feedback loops.
”Mecause now I know something,… she said.
Halloran waited.
Eleanor pointed to the brightest clusters—not at Sonia, but 

around her.
”She isn’t leading India,… Eleanor murmured. 
”She’s reLecting it.…
A pause.
”And reLection,… she added softly, ”is harder to kill than a 

leader.…

Vu8uc1uLn HtmeDu4M 0G30U .gT
A convoy roared across salt Lats beneath a hard sky.
Medi sat in the lead vehicle, framed by tinted glass and quiet 

authority. The tablet in his hands displayed live arcsK
SVNIA — ANAFVOYE MRVAD“AST TIZEFINE
?ENITH INTERNAF XAIFYRE INDI“ATVRS
PYMFI“ SENTIZENT SHIXTK STAMIFISINO
His aide spoke carefully, as if volume itself could o;end the man.
”Sir4 your strategy is unravelling.…
Medi did not react.
He watched the data as though watching a patient’s pulse.
”She reminded them who they are,… he said softly.
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The aide swallowed.
”What do we do now–…
Medi looked up.
His eyes carried something that chilled even him—not rage, not 

panic, but the cold certainty of a man who believes history will 
forgive him.

”We remind them,… he said, ”who I am.…

prset a A,ef1u Tcx,oM CfLOrcrLir Rff8 grcfM 0B3yw 6VT
Alerts Lashed across the war table.
Zandira’s posture tightened.
”What now–…
The NSA read the feed, voice clipped.
”Fondon pivoted. No escalation. They’re observing. Studying.…
The Prime Zinister’s whisper was not relief. 
It was dreadful with a suit on.
”They’re preparing for Tier Six.…
Ajay’s jaw tightened.
”Then we cannot wait for the attack.…
The old man nodded once, as if the lesson had Gnally landed.
”Now you understand.…
Armaan spoke softly, almost to himself.
”Tier Six doesn’t target minds.…
Ajay turned to him.
”Then what does it target–…
Armaan was standing apart from the others, shoulders slightly 

back, eyes unnervingly still. 
He looked like a man designed to wait—and to act only when 

waiting was no longer possible.
Armaan’s answer was quiet—devastating in its simplicity.
”Zemories that haven’t yet been made.…
Zalika’s breath caught.
”They want children4 before they even have thoughts.…
Ajay’s hands clenched once, then released.
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”Where do we strike–…
Armaan’s ga8e did not move.
”At the architect.…
?ahra nodded, grim.
”Eleanor Shaw.
Armaan’s  voice  carried  no  drama—only  the  weight  of 

something long unpaid.
”There is a debt,… he said quietly. 
”Not money. Not loyalty. A debt of design.…
Ajay observed him keenly while he spoke.
”Bears ago,… Armaan continued, eyes Gxed on nothing in the 

room, ”I was broken—carefully, professionally. Not to punish me. 
To study me. Eleanor Shaw didn’t just build systems. She built 
me as a test case. Zy fear. Zy obedience threshold. Zy resistance 
curve. Every time I survived, the architecture learnt.…

Zalika’s breath caught.
”I escaped,… Armaan said. 
”Mut escape doesn’t erase a debt when your mind has already 

been used as sca;olding. What ?enith became—the Hive, the tiers, 
the compliance logic—part of it was written through me.…

He Gnally looked up.
”That is why I know how it thinks.
And that is why I don’t get absolution.…
A pause.
”I am not Gghting to be forgiven,… Armaan said. 
”I  am  Gghting  because  some  debts  can  only  be  paid  by 

dismantling the house they helped build.…
Zandira stood, a decision forming.
”Then someone has to go to Fondon.…
Ajay’s answer came immediately. ”No.…
The room turned.
”I’m going,… Ajay said. 
”Mecause she’s already chosen me as the argument she wants to 

win.…
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EsruLfc VeuD a Csf,tLm Wfcn,; —fLnfLM ,u8r efxc
In the White Sublevel, Eleanor watched Ajay Zehra’s name 

blink onto a surveillance watchlist.
The corner of her mouth lifted—not quite a smile.
”“ome then, Ajay,… she whispered, so softly it could have been 

mistaken for a;ection.
”Fet’s see whether your roots survive the storm I built.…
She closed her eyes for a moment.
”Vbedience is not evil,… she murmured. ”“haos is.…
Her eyes opened.
”And I will not let your democracy drown in chaos.…



INTERLUDE V

The Debt That Built Zenith

Z urich — Eleven Years Ago

Cognitive Security Symposium
Armaan was not supposed to survive the blast.
That was the —rst anomaly.
The second was that he did.
The thirdEthe one fleanor Shaw never *orgotEwas that he 

remembered everything.

xxx 

The eGplosion tore through the underground transit concourse 
with brutal e,ciency. qlassW steelW keshEall rendered eIual. ’hen 
emergency crews —nally  reached the lower levelW  they *ound 
Armaan pinned beneath a collapsed beamW consciousW eyes openW 
breathing slow.

Too slow.
ShocN should have taNen him.
Ht didnLt.

xxx 
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fleanor Shaw arrived eighteen minutes later.
She Nnelt beside himW immaculate even in blood and debrisW and 

spoNe in a voice calibrated *or survival.
ZBouLre sa*eWD she said.
Armaan didnLt answer.
Fe was watching a woman across the plat*orm trying to put her 

child bacN together.
The child was already dead.

xxx 
 

Hn the weeNs that *ollowedW Armaan did not breaN.
That was the problem.
Fe did not dissociate.
Fe did not repress.
Fe did not collapse into denial.
Fe processed.
Fe catalogued.
Fe adapted.
?enithLs early cognitive analysts were astonished.
ZFeLs stabilising himsel*WD one whispered.
ZOo interventionWD another said. ZOo conditioning.D
fleanor watched silently.
Pecause this was not resilience. This was unmanaged humanity.

xxx 

She visited him late one night in the ?urich recovery wing.
ZUo you Nnow why others didnLt surviveKD she asNed.
Armaan looNed at her steadily. ZPecause no one told them how.D
The answer unsettled her more than any breaNdown would 

have.

xxx 
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?enithLs  —rst  behavioural  containment  models  were  built 
a*terward.

Oot *rom malice. Xrom *ear.
Xear o* minds that could endure pain without obedience.
Xear  o*  people  who  could  survive  catastrophe  without 

surrendering agency.
Xear o* another Armaan.
fleanor never told him this.
HnsteadW she o?ered him worN.
ZBou have something rareWD she said. ZA capacity to operate 

inside collapse.D
Armaan accepted.
Pecause at the timeW he believed control might prevent others 

*rom standing where he had stood.
That was his debt.

xxx 

Bears laterW when ?enith began crossing *rom prevention into 
engineeringW Armaan began to see the cost.

Children trained not to *eel.
4opulations kattened into compliance curves.
@emory treated as ine,ciency.
Fe realised thenA
?enith wasnLt protecting people *rom chaos.
Ht was preventing them *rom choosing themselves within it.

xxx 

That was when he le*t.
Oot loudly. Oot heroically.
Fe simply re*used to become proo* that obedience was the only 

answer.
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Hn the tunnelsW  when the Five *ailed to overwrite @aliNaW 
Armaan understood.

fleanor hadnLt built ?enith to control the world.
She had built it to silence the Iuestion Armaan representedA
’hat i* humans donLt need to be controlled to survive painK
That was the debt.
And it was never his to repay.



INTERLUDE VI

The Mercy of Order

B alkans — Fifteen Years Ago

Multinational Stabilisation Mission
Eleanor Shaw learnt early that chaos does not announce itself as 

evil. It arrives disguised as freedom.

***
 

The city had been declared liberated three weeks earlier.
Flags had gone up. Curfews had come down.
Checkpoints had vanished.
The word used in every brieBng was transition.
,y the fourth week— the hospitals were full.

***

Eleanor stood inside a temporary command centre overlooking 
the  riverVmaps  spread  across  the  table—  screens  alive  with 
population movement data. 

The numbers told a story no press release could.
Food distribution had collapsed.
Aaccination chains had fractured.
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Oocal militias had replaced police.
Xumours were travelling faster than medicine.
Nnd everywhereVchoice. Too much of it.

***

N Beld oMcer burst in— helmet still on.
’”aWamVcrowd surge at the eastern clinic. TheyWre refusing 

treatment.?
’jhy-? Eleanor asked.
The oMcer hesitated. ’Someone spread word the inJections are 

poison. Foreign control. Sterilisation.?
’Low many-? she asked.
’Two hundred refusing care. Fortyqseven children.?

***

Eleanor arrived too late.
She always did.
The crowd wasnWt violent. That was the cruel part. They were 

polite. Fearful. Certain.
”others clutched children. Fathers argued with doctors. Ho 

weapons. Ho orders. Ho leader to negotiate with. :ust belief.
,y morning— twelve children were dead.
,y nightfall— the number doubled.

***

The inxuiry later blamedP
cultural mistrust—
legacy trauma—
inadexuate communication.
Eleanor reJected every eUplanation.
They were symptoms. Hot causes.
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That night— she stood alone on the riverbank and watched 
bodies being loaded into trucks under Zoodlights. The city was 
free. The people had chosen.

Nnd the children had paid.
That was when the idea formedVxuietly— irrevocably.
Freedom without structure is not liberty. 
It is eUposure.

***

Eleanor had stopped believing that cruelty was necessary long 
before others did.

In  the  ,alkans—  she  had learned that  chaos  did  not  arrive 
announcing  itself.  It  seeped  in  through hesitation—  through 
divided authority— through the absence of a single— enforceable 
decision. 

The children who died there did not die because someone was 
evil. 

They died because too many people believed that restraint was 
the same as mercy.

4ears later— in a windowless brieBng room far from that theatre— 
a visiting counterpart spoke of loss with an unfamiliar cadence. 

Hot emotional. 
Hot confessional. 
Krecise.
Le did not argue for fear. Le argued for predictability.
’Keople will endure almost anything—? he said— ’if the rules 

remain consistent.?
Eleanor had written that sentence down.
Hot because it was new— but because it was honest.
They did not speak again after that session. 
There was no need. 
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Some ideas— once recognised— did not rexuire reinforcement. 
They  travelled  independently—  Bnding  institutional  shelter 
wherever order was valued more than innocence.

jhat mattered to Eleanor was not who had said it Brst.
jhat  mattered  was  that  someone  else  understood  that 

obedience— administered gently and early— could spare the world 
from far greater violence later.

Eleanor did not become cruel after that. She became precise.
She began studying behavioural convergenceVnot propaganda— 

not force— but compliance before resistance could form. 
She learnt how fear propagated— how rumours outpaced reason— 

how identity hardened into deBance when threatened.
”ost importantly— she learnt thisP
Lumans do not fail because they are evil.
They fail because they are overwhelmed by choice.

***

Cenith was born from that belief.
Hot domination.
Hot conxuest.
Containment.
N world whereP
panic could be softened before it metastasised—
disobedience could be smoothed before it became rebellion—
children could be protected from the burden of thinking too 

early.
She called it mercy.

***

4ears later— when she studied India— she felt something close to 
irritationVand then something dangerously close to awe.

They refused simpliBcation.
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Their contradictions stabilised them.
Their memory absorbed shock.
Their chaos selfqcorrected.
They were ineMcient. They were resilient.
They were everything her models said should not work.

***

Nnd when SoniaWs broadcast shattered Tier Five— Eleanor did not 
feel rage.

She felt recognition.
This was the civilisation she had been trying to prevent from 

eUisting.

***

Eleanor Shaw never believed she was evil.
She believed she was early.
Nnd that history would one day forgive her Vbecause the 

children who lived would never know what they had been spared.
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CHAPTER TWENTYIEGhHT

TeB atllfB orM mByrMD
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Ajay stood on the terraced rooftop as though he were 
standing on the edge of a living archive.

Below him Old Delhi  moved the  way it  always  had—not 
neatly, not quietly, not obediently. A thousand contradictions in 
one frame: scooters cutting through alleys too narrow for them, 
vendors arguing over tomatoes as if national destiny depended on 
it, children racing kites across terraces with the seriousness of war, 
and a man beating a dhol as though celebration needed no reason 
beyond being alive.

From the east, the call to prayer drifted in from Jama Masjid—a 
sound that did not ask permission to exist.

From a lane behind, temple bells answered with their own 
stubborn insistence.

Somewhere, someone laughed too loudly. Somewhere else, an 
argument began and ended as quickly as a match struck.

This was India—noisy, ’awed, plural, exhausting, breathing.
AjayVs hand rested on the parapet. The stone was warm from the 

dayVs sun. The warmth felt almost unfair against the ache in his 
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ribs and the iron taste at the back of his throat that refused to leave 
him.

Malika  approached  quietly,  keeping  a  respectful  distance 
before she spoke. She had learnt—in tunnels and chambers and 
silence—that AjayVs mind often needed a moment of unbroken 
space.

YLouVre thinking of ”ondon,W she said.
Ajay did not answer immediately. Pis eyes stayed on the city as 

though he were trying to memorise it under threat of loss.
…hen he ?nally spoke, his voice was low.
YThey wonVt stop at minds anymore,W he said. YTheyVre aiming 

at memory.W
Malika swallowed, the word landing inside her like a stone.
YAnd that meanszEW
AjayVs ga-e lifted—not to the skyline, but beyond it, as if the 

hori-on itself were an operational theatre.
YThat the next battle wonVt be fought in tunnels or labs,W 

he said. YIt will be fought inside the stories that build who we 
are—before weVre old enough to vote, or argue, or choose.W

Pe pointed upward, not at the sky as such, but at the invisible 
structure above the city—the web of repetition that made a 
civilisation.

YIn lullabies,W he said. YIn festivals. In language rhythms. In the 
way a grandmother tells a child who they are.W

Malika breathed out slowly.
YAnd how do we ?ght thatEW
AjayVs mouth tightened.
YBy refusing to let anyone—foreign or domestic—own the 

script.W

x,bBygr,MZ s nBc—le NB,Mtf iDcty—0k xtg1 7S422 CET
Xleanor Shaw walked through aisles of cryo3cooled units and 

server stacks that breathed cold air like disciplined animals. The 
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lab smelt of antiseptic and money—a clean smell that was never 
innocent.

A holographic panel unfurled beside her as she moved, the 
system tracking her ga-e as if eager to serve.

TIX2 SI( — PINX IHITIATIOH MODX”
Urojection: 2ewire emotional baselines across child cognition 

patterns Gmulti3regionZ
Urimary resistance variable: Indian memory architecture
Per lead neuroscientist, Uatel—kind eyes frayed by years of 

moral compromise—kept pace beside her, looking as though he 
had forgotten how to sleep properly.

YDirector,W he whispered, YIndian children resist our models in 
ways no …estern dataset accounts for.W

Xleanor touched the hologram lightly, as if touching a thought 
rather than a machine.

YAs expected.W
Uatel gestured nervously, words tumbling out faster than his 

courage.
YThey use cultural anchors. ”anguage rhythms. 5randmother 

stories. Festivals. 2eligious symbols. Folklore. Family structures.W
Pe shook his head, almost pleading.
YThese  arenVt  variables  we  can  isolate.  TheyVrez  nested. 

Interwoven. They anchor identity.W
Xleanor nodded.
YLes.W
YBut why does that matterEW Uatel asked, the question escaping 

him before he could stop it.
XleanorVs answer came with cold brilliance, delivered with the 

gentle cadence of someone explaining a kindness.
YBecause memory is the immune system of civilisation.W
She turned to him.
YAnd IndiaVs immune system is unusually strong.W
UatelVs face tightened.
Y…hich meanszEW
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XleanorVs expression did not change.
Y…hich means we redesign the Pive.W
Uatel stepped back, horror ?nally overtaking caution.
YLou want to overwrite a civilisation.W
Xleanor corrected him softly, almost tenderly.
YI want to protect them from self3destruction.W
Per compassion was chilling because it was sincere—or at least 

sincerely believed.

iBfe— s Ntl—rctf x—gMtMD atkByBcl1 7849w GLT
Mandira Narghese descended alone.
The basement was cooler than the world above it—a place where 

time had weight. 2ows of manuscripts, archived periodicals, 
brittle papers and digitised backups sat in quiet formation. The air 
smelt of dust and ink and the faint metallic tang of preservation.

The lights ’ickered once.
Then steadied.
From between shelves, the old man emerged—not theatrically, 

not as a ghost, but as a person who belonged to quiet spaces.
Mandira inclined her head. Hot submission. 2espect.
Y5uruji,W she said.
Pe smiled faintly.
YLou have come to ask the library a question.W
Mandira exhaled, then gestured to the shelves.
YAll  of  this,W  she  said—Ytexts,  languages,  scriptures,  oral 

historiesz it is the spine of who we are.W
Per voice tightened.
YAnd 6enith wants to overwrite it.W
The old man nodded slowly, as though acknowledging an old 

pattern repeating.
YAnd who defends memoryEW he asked.
MandiraVs answer came in fragments—because she was thinking 

aloud, not performing.
YSoniaVs speech did. The people did.W
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A pause.
YBut what about the stateEW
The old man placed a hand on her shoulder—lightly,  not 

possessively.
YStates defend borders, Beti,W he said. YUeople defend memory.W
MandiraVs eyes ?lled, not with sentiment, but with the painful 

clarity of a truth that should have been obvious all along.
YAnd AjayzEW she asked.
The old manVs ga-e softened.
YPe walks between both,W he said. YThat is why he su9ers.W
Pe paused.
YAnd that is why he can win.W

NBd iBfe— s NRa mBp—t Cry5fBb1 78476 GLT
Sonia stood in front of a wall of analogue radios, all humming 

and crackling with her own voice rebroadcast across a nation 
that had been forced, brie’y, to remember what communication 
sounded like before it became a commodity.

Per  throat  still  burnt.  Per  head  throbbed.  She  felt  the 
exhaustion she refused to show.

A producer approached, almost giddy.
YMaVamz youVve become the most trusted voice in India.W
Sonia shook her head immediately.
YHo,W she said. YThe people trust themselves.W
She looked at the radios—at the rough, imperfect sound that 

had travelled farther than any algorithmic feed.
YIVm only reminding them.W
Then she felt it.
Hot a sound. Hot a movement.
A pressure change—like the air before a monsoon.
Per phone vibrated.
An encrypted alert. Knknown sender.
Four words:
5XT OFF TPX 2OOF HO….
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Sonia  fro-e.  The  message  didnVt  read  like  advice.  It  read 
like a command issued by someone who had already seen the 
consequence.

Y…ho sent thisEW she whispered.
Per assistant checked the metadata and went pale.
YThisz this shouldnVt exist.W
SoniaVs eyes narrowed.
Y…hat do you meanEW
The assistant swallowed.
YThe signature isz ancient.W
Sonia didnVt ask for an explanation she didnVt have time to 

receive.
She ran.

iBfe— s Crcct,Zel Pft0B1 7847: GLT
A strange pulse moved through the city.
Hot audible. 
Hot visible.
Felt.
Ueople slowed mid3step. A child stopped and stared at nothing, 

eyes wide as if he had heard a whisper no one else could hear. An 
old woman adjusted her saree with trembling ?ngers. Ducks in a 
fountain stilled, necks stretched, alert to a disturbance that had no 
source.

6enith had begun mapping IndiaVs emotional architecture.
Hot attacking.
Analysing.
”earning the shape of the nationVs memory — the places it 

returned to when threatened.
”ondon — MI7 Black Annex, C4:“" 5MT
Xleanor stared at a three3dimensional model of India, alive with 

tens of millions of nodes— emotional signals gathered in real time, 
rendered as luminous clusters and ’owing currents.

Palloran whispered, unnerved by what he was seeing.
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YMaVamz theyVre not resisting.W
Xleanor smiled faintly.
YHo,W she said. 
YTheyVre remembering.
The  model  ’ickered  with  data  translated  into  cultural 

signatures—not because the machine understood them, but 
because someone had taught it to recognise patterns.

Diwali lights.
Xid gatherings.
Poli colours.
8hristmas choirs.
Sikh langars.
Parvest songs.
Durga chants.
The Pornbill dance of Hagaland.
The Rashmiri lullabies.
The 2ajasthani rhythms. 
8ircles of Rammi dance.
The swirls of 5arba dance.
8hildren shouting, LRakaM DaddiM DidiMW
Ueople at chai stalls, passing stories hand to hand.
XleanorVs voice softened, almost reverent—the way one spoke of 

a diNcult opponent.
YIdentity is  built  through repetition,W she said.  YThey are 

repeating themselves.W
Palloran stammered.
YDirectorz Tier Six wonVt work.W
XleanorVs eyes glittered with something between anger and awe.
YThen we adapt.W

Akerut TM,kl s Rrrolr51 7842’ GLT
Ajay felt the pulse too.
Hot as magic. 
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As  recognition—a  pressure  in  the  chest,  a  narrowing  of 
attention, the bodyVs response when something immense turns its 
ga-e towards you.

The city shimmered in the setting sun, beautiful in a way that 
felt like both gift and duty.

Ajay put his hand on the railing as if the stone could steady him.
YIt began,W he whispered.
Armaan joined him. Pe did not look at the view. Pe looked at 

AjayVs face.
YThis is the battle for memory,W Armaan said. 
YHot for guns. Hot for intelligence.W
6ahra approached, blood loss making her voice softer than 

usual.
Y8an we win thisEW
AjayVs answer was ?rm, almost harsh in its clarity.
Y…e donVt have to win,W he said. 
Y…e have to remember.W
Pe looked at them one by one—Malika, 6ahra, Armaan—as if 

making them a promise and a warning in the same breath.
YThat is our advantage.W
Malika stepped closer, eyes steady now.
YSo whatVs nextEW
Ajay turned.
Y”ondon,W he said.

xrcprc s EfBtcrM Letdvk PM—OtlB :;0B1 7S493 hmT
Xleanor watched the emotional map of India stabilise instead of 

spiral.
For the ?rst time, doubt touched her face—not fear, not guilt, 

but a scientistVs discomfort when a theory refuses to die.
YA civilisation that remembers cannot be controlled,W she 

whispered.
Per hand hovered over the Tier Six command.
Then lowered.
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Hot mercy. 
8alculation.
She tapped a secure line.
YUrepare the plane. Destination: Delhi.W
Palloran fro-e.
YLouVre going to India, maVamEW
XleanorVs voice was soft, dangerous, and resolved.
YLes,W she said. YItVs time to speak to the only people who still 

believe memory is stronger than obedience.W
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The sky over  the  capital  was  ablaze  with shades  of 
crimson and grey as the rays of the setting sun pierced through 
the dark cumulus clouds. Suddenly, the weather changed. The sun 
receded, and thunderheads began to hover above. The air turned 
cooler.

A convoy moved through the boulevard without sirens, —ags, 
or ceremony-matteUblack SVNs with plates that could erase their 
own history. Their silence was the point. joise was for parades. 
This was for containment.

ABay sat in the lead vehicle, watching the silhouettes of the 
Secretariat and jorth Hlock pass by- buildings lit like guardians 
of a democracy that had begun to fray at the edges.

:e felt the city in his bonesD the weight of ’elhiMs layered 
centuries,  the  heat  trapped  in  stone,  and  the  electricity  of 
something about to break.

Zalika rode beside him, posture straight, eyes forward. Iahra sat 
in front, Baw set, scanning mirrors. “n the third row, Armaan-still 
instinctively ”ShadowP in ABayMs mind-sat silent but ready in the 
way a coiled wire is ready. jot tense. Lrepared.
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ABay eChaled slowly.
”:e chose today,P he said.
Iahra nodded once, as if conWrming a weather report.
”Hedi always wanted the storm.P
ZalikaMs voice came softer.
”:e thinks heMs saving the nation.P
ArmaanMs reply cut clean.
”jo,P he said. ”:e thinks he is the nation.P
The words settled inside the vehicle like a blade laid on a table.

u’,vdrBf ldh—w n ediwfB Lyod—p’Bd1 :90:: jLT
Hedi stood alone in a room whose dimness was curated.
Gurtains drawn. A single lamp casting a warm circle on a 

small wooden desk - the kind of light that made decisions look 
humane.

Fn the desk lay obBects arranged not as clutter but as evidenceD
A EAY commissioning letter, edges worn.
A service medal, polished more recently than it should have 

been. 
A  photographD  Hedi  with  his  daughter,  years  before  she 

died-her  smile  unguarded,  his  hand  on  her  shoulder  as  if 
protecting her from everything the world would later become. 

A Wle marked, in clipped block lettersD
IXj“T: - “j’“AD LEFTXGT“NX STEATXqK ’EART
HediMs Wngers hovered over the photograph and did not touch 

it at Wrst, as though touch might open a door he could no longer 
a3ord to walk through.

:is throat tightened.
”“ lost one child,P he whispered into the room. ”“ will not lose a 

billion more.P
:e closed the Wle with Juiet Wnality and lifted his earpiece.
”Lrepare for arrival,P he said.
:is voice did not shake.
That was the danger.
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The convoy stopped two blocks short.
Lrocedure. 
’istance. 
A perimeter of plausible deniability.
ABay stepped out into air that had shifted. The Wrst drops of rain 

fell-slow, deliberate-turning dust to scent, heat to memory. The 
streetlights painted everything in amber, as if the city was trying to 
make what happened neCt look cinematic.

Zalika followed.
Armaan and Iahra —anked without being asked.
ABay turned to Zalika, voice low.
”Kou stay behind me.P
Zalika met his gaze and refused it without raising her voice.
”“Mm the witness,P she said. ”“ Wnish what “ started.P
IahraMs mouth curved in something like approval.
”SheMs one of us now.P
Armaan watched the dark windows ahead.
”Hedi wonMt harm her,P he murmured. ”:eMll try to convert 

her.P
ABayMs Baw tightened.
”Fver my dead body.P
Armaan didnMt blink.
”“f we fail,P he said, ”that is eCactly what he will use.P
The rain strengthened, tapping on leaves and metal like Wngers 

impatient for an answer.

jrBwid ,—d Lyod—p’Bd1 :902g jLT
The heavy door clicked open as if it had been waiting.
“n the centre of the room, Hedi stood upright despite his years, 

tall and immaculately dressed, with his silver hair combed back 
with military precision. :is steelUgrey eyes carried the conWdence 
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of a man who had been obeyed for so long that dissent now felt 
like an error in the natural order.

jo guards visible. jo weapon displayed. jo theatrics. …ust a 
man who had once shaped ABayMs entire moral vocabulary-and 
who now intended to redeWne it.

ABay entered Wrst. Zalika beside him. Iahra and Armaan were 
behind, silent but present in the way witnesses are present in a 
court that has not yet admitted it is a trial.

Hedi nodded.
”ABay.P
ABay kept his voice controlled.
”Sir.P
HediMs eyes moved to Zalika, assessing with the Juiet curiosity 

of someone looking at a living anomaly.
”Kou survived hell twice,P he said. ”“mpressive.P
Zalika held her ground. :er voice was steady, not deWant for 

e3ect.
”“ didnMt survive,P she said. ”“ chose not to break.P
Something crossed HediMs face-sadness, perhaps, or admiration 

that could not be allowed to become sympathy.
”Gourage is beautiful,P he said softly, ”but dangerous in a 

child.P
ABay stepped forward half a pace, placing his body between 

Zalika and that sentence. 
”SheMs not a child,P he said. 
”SheMs a citizen. And you tried to erase her.P
Hedi eChaled, patient as a teacher.
”jo,P he replied. 
”“ tried to save her from a lifetime of being hunted.P
IahraMs contempt sharpened the air.
”Kou inBected foreign in—uence into governance,P she said. 
”Kou crippled health infrastructure. Kou let Ienith eCperiment 

on children.P
Hedi turned to Iahra without —inching.
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”“ ensured “ndia would not be left behind,P he said, ”in a world 
where obedience systems are evolving whether you like it or not.P

ArmaanMs eyes narrowed.
”Kou mistake obedience for strength.P
HediMs faint smile returned, controlled.
”“ mistake chaos for destruction,P he said. ”And “ndia-as she 

is-will drown in chaos unless her Wre is tamed.P
ABay felt something in him tighten-not anger alone, but grief 

for what his mentor had become.
”And you think youMre the one to tame itQP
HediMs calm began to sharpen, edges appearing.
”“ know “ am,P he said. ”Hecause “ lived through her mistakes 

long before you were born.P
ABay took another step.
”KouMre not saving “ndia,P he said. ”KouMre su3ocating her.P
Hedi raised a hand, a gesture that once had meant guidance, now 

meaning control.
”Kou think freedom will save herQP he asked. ”Rreedom without 

structure  is  a  virus.  Rreedom  without  discipline  is  collapse. 
Rreedom without obedience is anarchy.P

ABayMs voice dropped to a low, controlled growl.
”Rreedom with fear is slavery.P
The room stilled.
Futside, the rain began to hammer harder, as though the storm 

had Wnally decided to Boin the argument.

T—d jidphpFw8yh -y8dObk
Hedi walked to the window and stood with his hands behind his 

back-the posture of a man speaking to a nation, not a room.
”Kou still donMt understand,P he said Juietly. ”Kou think Ienith 

wants to enslave the world. Kou think “ helped them.P
:e turned, eyes re—ecting the lampMs warm circle.
”They are building the foundation for humanityMs neCt phase.P
ABayMs answer came without ornament.
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”:umanity is not a proBect.P
Hedi  shook  his  head  slowly,  as  if  disappointed  by  ABayMs 

stubbornness.
”:umanity  is  a  failing  eCperiment,P  he  said.  ”Too  much 

emotion. Too much memory. Too much resistance.P
Then the mask thinned, and something raw showed throughD 

pain, old and unresolved.
”Yhen my daughter died,P Hedi said, ”it wasnMt disease that 

killed her.P

T—d C—whi Hd Cp’hi Np, Lysd
The rain outside the safehouse sounded di3erent to Hedi.
jot louder.
jot softer.
…ust7 familiar.
Ror a moment, the room disappeared.
As if in a trance, Hedi started recountingD
”“t had been raining that night too.
jot the angry ’elhi kind-but a Juiet, relentless drizzle that 

soaked into bone and certainty alike. The hospital corridor smelled 
of antiseptic and damp wool coats. Yhite lights buzzed overhead, 
—ickering Bust enough to make the world feel slightly unreal.

Hedi stood outside the isolation ward, his palms pressed together 
not in prayer, but in restraint. :e signed consent forms while 
knowing that consent meant nothing once time was lost.

“nside, his daughter lay motionless beneath thin sheets, her small 
chest rising and falling in shallow, obedient breaths assisted by 
machines that hummed with clinical indi3erence. :er coughs 
echoing too softly to be taken seriously. 

She was eleven.
Too young to understand warnings.
Too old to be comforted by lies.
The  doctors  spoke  carefully-always  carefully-choosing 

words like nonUcompliance, delayed intervention, preventable 
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complications.. They spoke in probabilities instead of urgencies. 
The  committees  delayed  decisions  by  hours  that  appeared 
harmless on paper but were fatal in reality. They did not say what 
Hedi already knew.

That the advisory had been ignored.
That protocols had been politicised.
That science had lost to sentiment.
That a child had paid the price.
:e remembered her Wngers tightening around his own when she 

Wnally woke, eyes clouded with fever but still searching for him.
”Lapa,P she whispered, voice hoarse.
”Kes,P he said immediately. Always immediately.
”Yhy didnMt they listenQP
The Juestion landed harder than any intelligence brieWng ever 

had.
:e had no answer.
Fnly a truth that felt obscene in its simplicity.
Hecause people didnMt like being told what to do.
Hecause freedom felt better than discipline.
Hecause warnings were inconvenient until they became funerals.
She died before dawn.
9uietly.
Yithout drama.
Yithout Bustice.
Hedi did not cry then.
:e signed the papers.
:e saluted the doctors.
:e walked out into the rain with the composure of a man 

trained to survive disasters without collapsing into them.
Hut something inside him calciWed that night. Gompassion 

hardened into control.
qrief did not soften him.
“t sharpened him.
:e began to see patterns where others saw tragedy.
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:e began to distrust emotion dressed up as virtue.:e began 
to  believe-with  terrifying  clarity-that  obedience  was  not 
oppression, but protection.

“f people had listened, she would have lived.
“f systems had been enforced, she would have grown up.
“f freedom had been restrained, innocence would have survived.
:e cremated his daughter.
And with her, he buried his tolerance for disorder.
And from that moment onwards, Hedi stopped believing that 

humanity could be trusted to save itself-only managed.P

T—d Byod—p’Bd 8ytd .y87 wr,p op8’B8
The rain was still falling.
ABay was still standing in front of him.
Hut HediMs eyes now carried the weight of a man who had 

once held a dying child and sworn-silently, irrevocably-that the 
world would never be allowed to make that mistake again.

ABayMs breathing slowed. :e could feel Zalika listening.
”“t was disobedience,P Hedi continued. ”A nation that ignored 

warnings. A people that reBected science. A culture that chose 
emotion over survival.P

Ror  the  briefest  moment,  ZalikaMs  face  softened-not  in 
agreement, but in recognition of grief.

”Kour grief is real,P she said gently. ”Hut your conclusions are 
not.P

HediMs voice broke for the Wrst time-not fully, but enough.
”Zy daughter didnMt need freedom,P he said. ”She needed 

obedience. She needed people to listen.P
ABay  felt  the  storm  rise  inside  his  own  chest-anger  and 

compassion colliding.
”Kour daughter needed compassion,P he said. ”jot control. jot 

a world engineered to prevent mistakes. jot a generation raised as 
prisoners.P

HediMs eyes hardened again, Juick as a closing door.
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”And what do you think protects children, ABayQP he asked. 
”:opeQP

ABay didnMt blink. ”jo.P
ABay stepped closer, the distance between them now small 

enough to be intimate and violent at once. :e stood very still 
before Hedi, shoulders sJuared but not aggressive, his dark eyes 
steady and unblinking. :e looked thinner than he should have, 
older than he was-a man worn not by years, but by the weight of 
choosing truth over order, again and again.

”Ghildren are protected by adults who remember what it feels 
like to be human,P ABay said. ”jot by leaders trying to turn them 
into programmable citizens.P

ZalikaMs voice came like a Juiet knife.
”ThatMs why you fear children,P she said. ”Hecause they donMt 

obey.P
Hedi turned on her, eyes sharp.
”Ghildren obey fear,P he said. ”They always have.P
ABay moved between them again.
”jot “ndian children,P he said.
:e spoke the words like a confession of love and a declaration 

of war.
”They rebel. They Juestion. They challenge. They annoy. They 

resist.P
A brief, humourless smile touched his mouth.
”ThatMs why they survive.P

T—d emdy7wrF Ppwr,
Hedi closely looked at ABay, as if stripping away the years to see 

the boy he had trained.
”“ made you,P he whispered.
ABay shook his head.
”jo,P he said. ”Kou trained me. “ndia made me.P
HediMs face tightened.
”And now you choose her over me.P
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ABay did not hesitate. ”Kes.P
Zalika stepped forward.
”And we choose him.P
Iahra added, voice —at with certainty.
”And we choose the truth.P
Armaan  moved  last,  as  though  the  step  itself  cost  him 

something.
”And “ choose my country.P
Ror a moment, Hedi looked old.
jot weak-Bust suddenly aware of time, of betrayal, of the 

loneliness that comes when your own students stop believing you 
are right.

Then something inside him hardened into stone.
:e reached down and pressed a small switch on the table.
A soft beep.
ABayMs blood went cold-not because he didnMt eCpect it, but 

because part of him had still hoped the man he once called mentor 
would stop before the Wnal line.

”Sir-P
HediMs voice was soft.
”This isnMt personal anymore, ABay.P
The safehouse began to lock itself.
Steel shutters slammed over the windows. :idden mechanisms 

clicked  awake  in  the  corners-turrets  concealed  behind 
architectural seams, cold and prepared. A red emergency light 
—ooded the room, turning faces into harsh masks.

HediMs whisper carried no triumph.
”This is destiny.P
ABay answered Bust as softly-but with a di3erent kind of 

certainty.
”jo,P he said. ”This is treason.P
Futside, the rain hit the building like Wsts.
“nside, the state turned its gaze inward.



INTERLUDE VII

The Boy Who Learned To Disobey

A jay Mehra did not grow up wanting to serve the State.

He grew up learning when not to.

New Delhi — Years Ago
The interrogation room was too cold.
Not deliberately—just bureaucratically. The air-conditioning 

hummed with the same indi,erent rhythm as the fuorescent lights 
overhead. Ajay sat on the metal chairk “eet not touching the foork 
hands “olded the way his “ather had taught him when adults were 
speaWing.

He was “ourteen.
Across the tablek two men in uni“orm spoWe in lowk pro“essional 

voices—not to himk but about him.
”’rong placek wrong timekC one said.
”The boy didnxt WnowkC said the other.
”Rollateral eOposurekC the Irst replied.
Ajay stared at the peeling edge o“ the tablek where someone 

had scratched initials long ago. He traced them with his eyesk 
committing them to memory.

His “ather stood behind him.
Silent. Ligid. Fbedient.
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The Ile on the table was thin. Too thin “or the conseBuences it 
carried.

Ajay had seen something he shouldnxt have.
A man taWen away.
A Buestion unanswered.
A silence eOplained as procedure.
No one shouted.
No one threatened.
No one broWe rules.
And that was the most “rightening part.
A“terwardsk in the corridork his “ather Inally spoWe.
”*ou must “orget what you saw.C
Ajay looWed up at him.
”’hat i“ “orgetting is wrongPC he asWed.
His “ather didnxt answer immediately. ’hen he didk his voice 

was care“ul.
”SometimeskC he saidk ”“orgetting Weeps people sa“e.C
Ajay nodded.
Uut something inside him Buietly re“used.

KKK 

*ears laterk at the academyk Ajay eOcelled.
Not because he loved command—but because he understood 

restraint.
He learned surveillance without becoming voyeuristic.
Strategy without dehumanisation.
Xorce without cruelty.
Vnstructors praised his discipline.
Uedi noticed his silence.
That was why Uedi chose him.
”*ou donxt talW muchkC Uedi had said oncek watching him “rom 

across a training yard.
”V listenkC Ajay replied.
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”Eistening maWes men weaWkC Uedi said.
Ajay looWed at him steadily.
”Nok sirkC he said. ”Vt maWes them precise.C
Uedi smiled then.
He thought he was shaping Ajay.
He didnxt realise Ajay had already been shaped—by a moment 

when the State asWed him to “orgetk and he decided instead to 
remember.

KKK 

That was the di,erence.
Uedi lost a child and concluded obedience was the answer.
Ajay nearly lost himsel“—and concluded conscience was.

KKK 

’hen Ajay stood in the sa“ehouse nowk “acing the man who had 
trained himk mentored himk believed in himk he was not rebelling.

He was completing a decision he had made as a boy in a cold 
roomk “eet dangling above the foor?

That loyalty without memory is dangerous.
And obedience without conscience is treason.
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CHAPTER THIRTY

The Siege of the Safehouse

L utyens’ Delhi — Bedi’s Safehouse, 19:31 IST

The nals uhtrrem uslddeo owia ifrh l uwtao rhlr .esr 
remdfalsS

Lrees der ureesS cwkgu eaqlqeo fa ueyteakeS The mwwd uelseo 
frues. ifrh rhe e,kfeakb w. uwderhfaq oeufqaeo awr .wm oflswqteR 
ptr .wm emlutmeS

veo edemqeakb sfqhru —tsueo wjemheloR iluhfaq rhe ilssuR rhe 
JwwmR rhe .lkeuAejembrhfaqAfa l kwswtm rhlr peswaqeo eytlssb rw 
pswwo lao ilmafaqS The red—emlrtme omw——eo pb l .mlkrfwaR Mtur 
eawtqh .wm rhe pwob rw awrfkeS Ztur eawtqh rw tauerrseS

xMlbR BlsfglR ClhmlR lao xmdlla urwwo faufoe ihlr ilu aw 
swaqem l mwwd ptr l kwarlfadear tafr Al .wmrfneo kw,a ptmfeo 
fa l meu—ekrlpse aefqhpwtmhwwoR oeufqaeo .wm faremmwqlrfwau rhlr 
iwtso aejem w,kflssb eUfurS

Veof urwwo lr rhe kearmeS
IlsdS 
N—mfqhrS 
xsdwur uemeaeS
x dwag fa rhe dfoose w. l iel—wau slpwmlrwmbS
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zThfu mwwdR’ he ulfo ejeasbR zilu ptfsr .wm ufrtlrfwau iheme 
rmtrh fu olaqemwtuS’

xMlb ure——eo .wmilmoR pwwru ukml—faq uw.rsb lqlfaur rhe JwwmS
zxao bwt pmwtqhr tu heme rw ufseake frS’
Veof uhwwg hfu heloR lu f. kwmmekrfaq l pmfqhr ptr urtppwma 

urtoearS
zTw —meuemje frS’
2e mlfueo hfu hlaoS
Pa hfu —lsd meureo l udlssR dlrre oejfkeA—lsd?ufFeoR tadlmgeoR 

lsfje ifrh .lfar faremals sfqhrS
x pfwdermfk rlkrfkls awoeS
Blsfgl mekwqafueo fr faurlarsbS 2em pmelrh kltqhrS
zThlrOu l Ceafrh wjemmfoe kwarmwssemS’
Clhml uiwme taoem hem pmelrhS
xmdllaOu jwfke omw——eo rw l meqfurem rhlr delar hfurwmb hlo Mtur 

earemeo rhe mwwdS
z2eOu lkrfjlrfaq Tfem CemwS’
xMlb rtmaeo uhlm—sbS
zTfem CemwE’
xmdlla ofo awr swwg lilb .mwd VeofS
zThe —mwrwrb—eR’ he ulfoS zCeafrhOu nmur wpeofeake dwoesS 

Ve.wme uklseS Ve.wme erhfku mejfeiuS Ve.wme —sltufpse oeaflpfsfrbS’
2e uilsswieo wakeS
zVtfsr .wm faofjfotlsuS Xwm w—emlrfjeu ihw me.tueo klsfpmlrfwaS’
Blsfgl .esr hem urwdlkh rtma kwsoS
zBelar .wm —ew—se sfge xMlbS’
Clhml looeo JlrsbR z5m —ew—se sfge bwtS’
The vwwd Ttmau 2wurfse
The rtmmeru fa rhe kwmaemu ofo awr nmeS
Theb loMtureoS
Bwrwmu htddeo uw.rsb lu plmmesu lsfqaeoR meklsfpmlreoR lao 

rmlkgeoS 6laesu fa rhe ilssu usfo plkg l .mlkrfwaS x uemfeu w. ytfer 
pee—u mf——seo rhmwtqh rhe u—lkeAoflqawurfk rwaeuR —wsfre lao 
serhlsS
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The lfm frues. khlaqeoS Kwr jfufpsbS Kwr omldlrfklssbS
Vtr rhe ilb helr uhfddemu lpwje lu—hlsrR rhe mwwd peqla rw .ees 

rhfkgemS veufurlarS
xMlb .esr —meuutme pswwd pehfao hfu ebeuR l oee—R fajlufje lkhe 

rhlr ofo awr .ees sfge —lfa uw dtkh lu farmtufwaS BlsfglOu kheur 
rfqhreaeoR lu rhwtqh uwderhfaq ieme selafaq wa hem staquS Clhml 
urlqqemeo hls. l ure—R Mli kseakheoR reerh qmfaofaq lqlfaur faurfakrS

Clhml urelofeo hemues. lqlfaur rhe ilssS
Xwm l u—sfr uekwaoAMtur waeArhe —meuutme pehfao hem ebeu 

omlqqeo uwderhfaq wso rw rhe utm.lkeS
xawrhem mwwdS
xawrhem wmoemS
7elmu lqwS
!f8emear kwtarmbS
Llde ufseake l.remS
Theb hlo peea rwso rhe ptfsofaq ilu ed—rbS
2fqh kwanoeakeS
Hemfneo faresS
Iselm khlfa w. kwddlaoS
Lhe mededpemeo rhe —mekfufwa ifrh ihfkh uheOo dwjeo rhlr 

afqhrAksela laqseuR —em.ekr rfdfaqR dtukse dedwmb JliseuuS
The owwm hlo pswia failmoS xao rhea rhe ukmeldfaqS 
Kwr kwdplrlaruS x .ldfsbS The fares ofoaOr ress rhlr rheme kwtso 

pe kfjfsfla —meueakeS
The wmoem hlo peea sli.tsS 
The rlmqer hlo peea melsS
The dfurlge hlo peea —mwkeotmlsR lu uhe hlo .wsswieo rhe wmoemu 

ifrhwtr yteurfwafaqS 
clremR rhe mejfei pwlmo .wtao aw .ltsrS The rhmeuhwsou hlo peea 

derS The swuu ilu klreqwmfueo lu fakfoearlsS Kw wae ilu —tafuheoS
YUke—r rhe waeu ihw mededpemeoS

999 
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Clhml hlo nseo hem me—wmr ifrhwtr edwrfwaS
Lhe selmaeo elmsb rhlr qmfe. ilureo rfdeS
Vtr uwderhfaq fa hem meklsfpmlreo rhlr afqhrS
Kwr .elmS
LrlaolmouS
Xmwd rhlr dwdear waR uhe aejem .wsswieo la wmoem uhe kwtsoaOr 

klmmb lswae l.remilmoS Lhe urw——eo rmturfaq ksela fa—truS Lhe selmar 
rw swwg .wm ihlr olrl eUkstoeo pb oeufqaS Lhe ptfsr oeslbu farw hem 
wia oekfufwauAawr lu heufrlrfwaR ptr lu meufurlake rw faejfrlpfsfrbS

Kw uswqlauS
Kw lpuwstrfwaS
Kw pwmmwieo kemrlfarbS
P. uhe lkreoAfr iwtso pe pekltue uhe khwue rwS Y,kfeakbR uhe 

taoemurwwoR ilu l olaqemwtu jfmrte ihea fr .wmqwr ihw fr ilu 
delar rw uemjeS

999 

The aetmls neso utmqeo lqlfaS
Clhml kseakheo hem MliR .wmkeo hem jfufwa rw urelobS
Kwr rwolbS
Lhe hlo lsmelob sfjeo wake ifrh wpeofeake taeUldfaeoS
Lhe iwtso awr ow fr lqlfaS
Clhml fu ihlr hl——eau ihea kwd—ereake utmjfjeu qtfsr ifrhwtr 

rtmafaq farw foewswqbS

999 

xmdlla medlfaeo urlaofaqAtaaemjfaqsb urfssAptr hfu Mli 
rfqhreaeoR l nae rmedwm mtaafaq rhmwtqh hfu aekgS

Ketmls old—eafaq nesouS
Veof u—wge uw.rsbR lsdwur gfaosbS
zThfu fu awr rwmrtmeR’ he ulfoS 
zThfu fu klsfpmlrfwaS’
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2e sf.reo rhe oejfke usfqhrsbS 
zPr ifss hes— bwt uee ihlr P ueeS’
xMlb .wmkeo rhe iwmou wtr rhmwtqh kseakheo reerhS
zKw oejfke ifss khlaqe ihlrOu rmteS’
Veof  me—sfeo  ifrhwtr  fmmfrlrfwaS  zTmtrh  fu  l  .takrfwa  w. 

—emke—rfwaS’
xMlb ual——eo plkgR rhe iwmou ktrrfaq rhmwtqh rhe —meuutmeS
z5asb rw rbmlaruS’
The Xfeso Pareaufneu
The ilje hfr ifrhwtr ilmafaqS
!fuwmfearlrfwa mwsseo rhmwtqh rhe mwwd sfge l rfoe —tssfaq rhe 

Jwwm wtr .mwd taoem rhedS Blsfgl qlu—eo lao omw——eo rw wae 
gaeeR —lsdu usl——faq rhe qmwtaoS Clhml —meuueo hemues. lqlfaur rhe 
ilssR ebeu uyteeFeo uhtrR mfofaq rhe jemrfqw ifrh dtukse dedwmbS

xmdlla rwwg l ure— plkgS
The nmur ufqa rhlr rhe neso ilu pfrfaq ejea hfdS
VeofOu jwfke ekhweo urmlaqesb awiR me.mlkreo pb rhe khlmqeo lfmS
zPaofl urlaou wa rhe jemqe w. ues.?ofudlarsfaqR’ he ulfoS zCeafrh 

w8emu urmtkrtmeS 6meofkrlpfsfrbS Pddtafrb .mwd khlwuS’
xMlb .wmkeo hfdues. t—mfqhrR sequ rmedpsfaqR jfufwa rtaaessfaqS
z7wt klss fr fddtafrbR’ he qmwiseoS zPrOu fa.ekrfwaS’
VeofOu ebeu JluheoS
z!fukf—sfae fu awr l jfmtuS’
xMlb uhwtreoR rhe uwtao mf——faq wtr w. hfd oeu—fre rhe —meuutmeS
zVsfao wpeofeake fu0’
The neso utmqeoS
xMlb omw——eo rw wae gaeeR wae hlao pmlkeo lqlfaur rhe Jwwm lu 

altuel lao —lfa kwssfoeoS Blsfgl kmliseo rwilmou hfdR omlqqfaq 
hemues. rhmwtqh rhe meufurlakeS

zxZx70’
Veof ofo awr dwjeS
2e ilrkheoR helo usfqhrsb rfsreoR rhe ilb wae ilrkheu l urwmd 

reur l urmtkrtmeS
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z7wtm  meufurlake  dlgeu  bwt  lodfmlpseR’  he  ulfoS  zxao 
olaqemwtuS’

xMlb .wmkeo hfdues. rw urlao lqlfaS
2fu jfufwa uildS 2fu helmrpelr mwlmeo fa hfu elmuS
Vtr ihea he u—wgeR hfu jwfke ilu fmwaS
zP uemje PaoflR’ he ulfoS zKwr bwtm .elmS’
Veof ihfu—emeoR lsdwur rw hfdues.R
zBb .elm fu rhe wasb meluwa Paofl fu urfss lsfjeS’
The Ttma
Lwderhfaq khlaqeoS
Kwr fa rhe mwwdAfa xmdllaS
2e dwjeo utooeasbR eU—swufjesbR staqfaq ufoeilbu lao qmlppfaq 

l almmwi dlfarealake jear hlaose edpeooeo Jtuh farw rhe ilssS 
2e mf——eo fr w—ea ifrh l qmtarR derls ukmeekhfaq lqlfaur derlsS

Clhml uli fr faurlarsbS
z2eOu ofumt—rfaq rhe neso0’
xmdlla ofo awr lauiemS
2e ofjeo farw rhe jear u—lkeR pwwru ukml—faqR uhwtsoemu ieoqeoR 

hlaou lsmelob iwmgfaqS x gaf.e Jluheo .mwd hfu pwwrAawr l 
iel—waR l rwwsS 2e usluheo farw ptaoseo kwaotfruR naqemu relmfaq 
lr Mtakrfwau ifrh pmtrls .ldfsflmfrbS

VeofOu jwfke uhlm—eaeo .wm rhe nmur rfdeS
zxmdllaS Lrw—S’
xmdlla ualmseoAl uwtao urmf——eo w. kfjfsfrbS
z!waOr bwt olme tue rhlr aldeS’
2e blageo l dlfa kwaotfr .meeS
The sfqhru JfkgemeoS
The htd urtrremeoS
The —meuutme elueoS
xMlb utkgeo fa l .tss pmelrh .wm rhe nmur rfde fa dfatreuS 2fu 

staqu ptmar ifrh mesfe.S Clhml urmlfqhreaeoR sf.rfaq hem ufoelmdS 
Blsfgl —tuheo hemues. t—mfqhrR uhlgfaq ptr oenlarS

VeofOu .lke olmgeaeoAawr ifrh mlqeR ptr oful——wfardearS
z7wt oful——wfar deR’ he ulfoS
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xmdlla hltseo hfdues. plkg wtr w. rhe jearR ebeu pmfqhr ifrh 
uwderhfaq .emls lao nalsS

z7wt tueo de lqlfaur db wia kwtarmbR’ he ulfoS 
zKejem lqlfaS’
Hel—wau !mlia
xMlb mlfueo hfu iel—waS
Clhml lfdeoR urlake —em.ekr oeu—fre rhe l.remuhwkguS
xmdlla  ure——eo  .wmilmo  ifrhwtr  l  qtaR  hlaou  swwueR 

melobArhe ilb l dla ihw hlo selmar rw gfss ifrhwtr iel—wau 
lsilbu urwwoS

Blsfgl medlfaeo pehfao xMlbR talmdeoR u—fae urmlfqhrR ebeu 
taJfakhfaqS

Veof swwgeo lr rhed lssAawr ifrh .elmR awr ejea laqemS
Hfrh uwmmwiS
z7wt rhfag gfssfaq de ifss eao CeafrhE’ he lugeo ytfersbS
xMlb lauiemeo ifrhwtr heufrlrfwaS
zP rhfag bwtm oelrh heme iwtso dlge bwt l dlmrbmS’
2e rwwg l ure— kswuemS
zP —me.em bwt lsfjeS Xlkfaq rhe kwtarmb bwt permlbeoS’
VeofOu jwfke uw.reaeoR helmrpmelg rhmeloeo rhmwtqh frS
zP ofoaOr permlb PaoflS’
2e qeurtmeo lmwtao rhe mwwdS
zP peklde ihlr Paofl aeeoeoS’
xMlb uhwwg hfu helo uswisbS
zKwR ufmS’
2e der VeofOu ebeuS
z7wt peklde ihlr bwt .elmeoS’
VeofOu clur Bwje
VeofOu imfur uhf.reoS
xsdwur fd—emke—rfpsbS
xMlb uli frArmlfafaq ktrrfaq rhmwtqh —lfa lao .tmbS
z!5HK0’
2e rlkgseo Blsfgl lu rhe Jwwm peaelrh rhed ksfkgeoS
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Clhml  ofjeo  pehfao  l  urees  peldS  xmdlla  rhmei  hfdues. 
ufoeilbuR mwssfaq hlmoS

x uekrfwa w. Jwwm usfo w—ea peaelrh VeofS
x jemrfkls eUrmlkrfwa uhl.rAkselaR almmwiR nalsS x slur?meuwmr 

eukl—e ptmfeo peaelrh rhe lmkhfrekrtme w. rmturS
Veof ure——eo plkgilmo farw rhe w—eafaqR ebeu aejem seljfaq 

xMlbS
z2furwmb ifss Mtoqe aefrhem w. tu gfaosbR’ he ulfo uw.rsbS zVtr fr 

ifss taoemurlao deS’
xMlb staqeoS
Tww slreS
Veof omw——eoS
The hlrkh uelseo ifrh l hbomltsfk hfuuS
Lfseake kmluheo owiaS
Clhml uslddeo hem nur farw rhe ilssR rhe uwtao uhlm— lao 

.tmfwtuS
z!xBK PT0’
xmdlla gaesrR naqemu pmtuhfaq rhe kwso ueld w. rhe uelseo 

hlrkhR sfureafaqS
zThfu mwtre qweu taoemqmwtaoR’ he ulfoS z!ee—S’
BlsfglOu jwfke ilu urelobR rhwtqh hem hlaou uhwwgS
zHheme oweu fr seloE’
xMlb urmlfqhreaeo uswisbS
6lfaS xaqemS Islmfrb A lss uerrsfaq farw lsfqadearS
zTw rhe —slke he pesfejeu Paofl dtur pe uljeo .mwdS’
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Ajay sat strapped into the narrow aircraft seat, eyes xked 
on the darbness .eyond the windowT

vhe sby was a last, indi—erent .macbuno stars, no mandJarbs, 
no reassqranceT gqst amtitqde and speed and the Bqiet certainty that 
once a mine mibe this was crossed, nothinZ retqrned qnchanZedT

Meside hiJ, zahra sat qpriZht, spine straiZht, eyes open .qt 
qnfocqseduthe camJ of soJeone who had amready accepted what 
the niZht JiZht deJandT ArJaan occqpied the row .ehind, 
woqnded .qt refqsinZ smeep, his .reathinZ smow, Jeasqred, and 
discipmined into o.edience onmy to sqrlilamT ’amiba sat opposite 
Ajay, pame with ekhaqstion, .qt her Za“e was steadyuthe moob of 
a witness who had decided she woqmd not moob away aZainT

A soft chiJe cqt throqZh the hqJT
vhe pimotEs loice fommowed, neqtram and professionamT
LApproachinZ AfZhan airspaceT :stiJated tiJe to ”ondonV sik 

hoqrsTI
vhe  enZines  settmed  into  a  deeper  rhythJua  Jechanicam 

heart.eatT
’amiba reached oqt, restinZ her xnZers .rieNy on AjayEs arJT
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LWoq thinb heEmm reach ”ondon .efore we doçI
Ajay meaned .acb, eyes stimm on the loid oqtsideT
LKe  has  zenith  corridorsT  HntemmiZence  manesT  6ipmoJatic 

shadowsTI
A paqseT
LMedi amways arriles .efore the wormd ekpects hiJTI
zahraEs Joqth cqrled faintmyT
LAnd we amways arrile .efore he wants qs toTI
ArJaan opened one eyeT
LKe wimm not hide in ”ondon,I he saidT LKe woqmd mibe to Jeet 

:meanor UhawTI
’amiba frownedT
LAs a sq.ordinateçI
ArJaanEs loice was NatT
LAs an eBqamTI
Ajay tqrned smiZhtmyT
L:kpmainTI
LMedi .emieles he qnderstands Hndia .etter than any foreiZn 

anamyst  eler  coqmd,I  ArJaan  saidT  LKe  thinbs  he  is  the 
.ridZeu.etween zenith and this cilimisationTI

zahra added, withoqt eJotion,
LAnd .ridZes are amways the xrst thinZ yoq .qrn in a warTI
Ajay ekhamed smowmyT
LOhat weEre wambinZ into isnEt a neZotiation,I he saidT
LHtEs a commisionTI

ondGnd W TembL— HnK—L PLgtbLvLg2 1075M aDT
Yain swept across the city in sheets, softeninZ edZes and dqmminZ 

soqndu”ondonEs faloqrite caJoqNaZeT
Mmacb qJ.remmas drifted past Zmass faFadesT vq.e mines hqJJed 

.eneath streets that pretended to .e indi—erent to powerT vhe city 
Joled as if nothinZ ektraordinary were qnfomdinZ .eneath its sbinT

Hnside a restricted side entrance, an ’HX tasb qnit escorted 
:meanor Uhaw at paceT
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Ker ekpression was coJposed, featqres set into the camJ of 
soJeone who had amready decided how elents woqmd qnfomdT

Kammoran meaned cmose, mowerinZ his loiceT
L6irectorC Hndian xemd operatiles  hale lanished froJ amm 

bnown sqrleimmance ZridsT Oe .emiele Ajay ’ehra is air.orneTI
:meanor did not smowT
L3f coqrse he isTI
vhey entered a seamed operations rooJT

Id—tGL7
A mile feed of HndiaEs anamoZqe .roadcast stimm pqmsinZT
A Kile dash.oard cycminZ throqZh adaptile JodemsT
A  hiZh5amtitqde  sqrleimmance  scanuan  aircraft  withoqt  a 

decmared transponder, crqisinZ a.ole standard corridorsT
:meanor stqdied the qnidentixed siZnamT
LvhatEs his jetTI
KammoranEs throat tiZhtenedT
L6irectorC if he reaches ”ondonuI
Uhe tqrned sharpmyT
LOhen he reaches ”ondon,I she corrected, Lwe wimm speabTI
Ker loice was Bqiet and contrommedT
Lvwo cilimisations wimm speabT
Pot as eneJiesTI
A .eatT
LAs architects of the fqtqreTI

rnKve lLBet W hRp DLGtm CnbxBL42 ::7k1 IrT
Uonia paced the controm rooJ, the somes of her shoes whisperinZ 

aZainst the NoorT
vhe anamoZqe array stimm hqJJeduiJperfect, stq..orn, amileT 

3md radios hissedT Uhortwale siZnams .oqnced and re.oqnded, 
carryinZ loices and JeJories throqZh freBqencies zenith coqmd 
not fqmmy JapT

A prodqcer hqrried olerT
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L’aEaJu”ondon has  initiated a  shiftT  UiZnam  .ehalioqrEs 
chanZedTI

Uonia stoppedT
LOhat bind of shiftçI
Ke hesitatedT
LvheyEre no monZer sqppressinZT vheyEreC stqdyinZT ’appinZ 

how the coqntry resistedTI
UoniaEs jaw tiZhtenedT
Lvhat Jeans zenith is afraidTI
Ker phone li.ratedT
Uhe moobed qp and foqndV
2nbnown senderT
:ncrypted siZnatqreT
vhe JessaZe was shortT
Ajay is coJinZ to ”ondonT
Rrotect the JeJoryT
Woq are the foqrth pimmarT
Uonia stared at the screen for a monZ JoJentT
vhen, lery softmyunot as a .roadcast, not as an orderu
LOin, Ajay,I she whisperedT
L…or amm of qsTI

ondGnd W TeL AggtumB2 557k3 aDT
vhe YAO jet toqched down at a prilate carZo terJinam on 

the oqtsbirts of Keathrowua rqnway reserled for aZencies that 
denied their own ekistenceT

Ajay stepped onto the tarJac xrstT
Fomd air smapped his face, sharp and daJpT …oZ cqrmed mow 

aroqnd the mandinZ Zear, swammowinZ soqnd, swammowinZ edZesT
zahra scanned the periJeter iJJediatemyT
LPo reception,I she saidT LvhatEs neler ZoodTI
ArJaan Zale a thin sJimeT
LHn ”ondon, thatEs the defaqmtTI
’amiba pqmmed her shawm tiZhter aroqnd her shoqmders, eyes wideT
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LHEle neler .een this far westTI
Ajay toqched her shoqmder .rieNyT
LUtay cmoseTI
A  .macb  U2S  rommed  forward  withoqt  headmiZhts,  enZine 

whisper5BqietT Ht stopped ten Jetres awayT
vinted windowsT
Po insiZniaT
Po qrZencyT
vhe door openedT
A smiJ Jan stepped oqtusharp sqit, wire5riJ Zmasses, postqre 

iJJacqmateT
L’r ’ehra,I he said, accent cmipped, pomiteT 
LUincmairT ’HX miaisonTI
Ajay did not o—er his handT
LOhere is :meanor UhawçI
UincmairEs sJime reJained intactT
Lvhat depends entiremy on whether yoq fommow Je withoqt yoqr 

weaponsTI
zahraEs hand mifted her Zqn a fractionT
Uincmair did not .minbT
LWoq wonEt need those,I he said camJmyT LPot hereTI
ArJaan Jqttered,
LKeEs myinZTI
Ajay shoob his head smiZhtmyT
LPo,I he saidT 
LKeEs neZotiatinZTI
Uincmair incmined his headT
Lvhe 6irector has .een ekpectinZ yoqTI
’amiba whispered,
LUhe bnows yoqEre hereTI
Ajay noddedT
LUhe amways doesTI
Uincmair Zestqred toward the U2ST
LUhamm weçI
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Ajay toob one steputhen stoppedT
LOhere is MediçI
…or the xrst tiJe, UincmairEs coJposqre cracbedT
LHn ”ondonTI
ArJaanEs loice droppedT
LOhereçI
A paqseT
vhen Uincmair answeredT
LOith the 6irectorTI

rnKve pmdZ W 5Ldtve EKgnxLmd hL4K—2 517:: aDT
Uteem and Zmass rose a.ole the vhaJes mibe a .made hemd qpriZhtT
”iZhts  reNected  across  the  riler,  fraZJentinZ  into  coded 

patterns that shifted with elery rippmeT vhe .qimdinZ did not 
annoqnce itsemfuit siJpmy ekisted, conxdent that it woqmd not .e 
BqestionedT

Hnside a secqre sqite, Medi stood facinZ :meanor UhawT
vwo architects of contromT
vwo .emielers in necessary crqemtyT
vwo peopme were conlinced history woqmd elentqammy forZile 

theJT
:meanor fomded her handsT
LWoq toob a considera.me risb coJinZ hereTI
MediEs loice was Bqiet, qnadornedT
LH caJe .ecaqse Ajay wimm coJeTI
A .eatT
LAnd .ecaqse this Jqst end .efore he forces a narratile neither 

of qs can contromTI
:meanor noddedT
LWoq stimm .emiele the .oy is danZeroqsTI
LKe is,I Medi repmiedT LKe .emieles in JeJoryTI
:meanorEs mips cqrled faintmyT
LAnd yoq .emiele in o.edienceTI
Ke did not deny itT
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Uhe  Zestqred  toward  the  homoZraphic  dispmayuHndiaEs 
eJotionam architectqre sta.imisinZ instead of commapsinZT

LUhamm we .eZinçI
Medi inhamed smowmyT LWesTI
vhe door .eepedT UincmairEs loice xmtered throqZh the sqiteT
L6irector Uhaw u heEs hereTI
:meanor tqrned toward the corridorT
vhe faintest hint of anticipation crossed her faceT
LUo,I she said, LHt .eZinsTI
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The lift descended past numbers that did not exist.
No chime. No indicator. Only a smooth, frictionless fall into a 

depth that had been engineered to feel Wnal.
Dhen the doors opened, the light changed.
Mim. Mirectionless. katte blacw Galls absorbed revection rather 

than returning it. —lass panels gloGed faintly, aliSe Gith neural 
oSerlays and geopolitical abstractions A data Githout geography, 
poGer Githout borders.

The silence Gas deliberate.  Not absence of sound, but its 
remoSal.

jinclair Galwed ahead. 
ZIay folloGed. Hahra to his left. Zrmaan behind, shoulders 

tight, alert to the smallest irregularity. kaliwa brought up the rear, 
eyes moSing sloGly, tawing in eSerythingAthe Gay Gitnesses do 
Ghen they wnoG history Gill later asw Ghat they saG.

The air felt colder the deeper they Gent. Not in temperature.
Ln intention.
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kaliwa  leaned  closer  to  ZIay  and  Ghispered,  almost 
inSoluntarily, ”Dhy does it feel liwe a courtroomBJ

Zrmaan ansGered Githout turning his head.
”Cecause it is.J
Z pause.
”Pust not for laG.J
They stopped before a massiSe steel doorAseamless, unlabelled, 

indi:erent.
jinclair placed his palm on the biometric plate.
Ceep.
’licw.
jlide.
The door parted.

Teo CnclavLo
The room beyond Gas circular.
Not  large.  Not  small.  Urecisely  proportionedAan  arena 

designed for ideas rather than bodies.
Zt its centre stood a round table, lit from beneath so that 

it appeared to voat, casting soft, distorted shadoGs upGardAas 
though the light itself Gere interrogating those Gho stood around 
it.

Transparent screens ringed the chamber, suspended in layersK
Lndia8s emotional architectureApulsing, dense, deWant.
Henith8s Tier jix FiSe modelAelegant, terrifyingly precise.
Zshowa Urotocol nodesAvicwering, incomplete by design.
Uublic sentiment voGs.
’hild cognitiSe resilience curSes.
UredictiSe conformity proIections.
Znd Gaiting inside this geometry of controlK
2leanor jhaG stood Gith perfect  posture  at  the  centre  of 

the roomK poised and still. Fer hands Gere lightly folded, and 
facial expression sharpened into composure, manifesting that she 
trusted architecture more than instinct.
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XaghaS Cedi Gas standing at a slight distance from her Gith 
his hands behind his bacw. Fis posture Gas formal, and his face 
unreadable.

TGo architects. 
TGo certainties. 
One ciSilisation in contention.
2leanor smiledAnot Garmly, not cruelly.
”kr kehra,J she said.
”Delcome to the ’onclaSe.J
The door slid shut behind ZIay8s team.
No locws Gere Sisible. None Gere necessary.
This room Gas built for a single purposeK
’onfrontation Githout theatre. 
Negotiation Githout escape. 
Truth Githout refuge.
ZIay stepped forGard.
”Dhere is the FiSe protocolBJ
2leanor gestured lightly.  Z neural  cube rotated aboSe the 

tableAtranslucent, humming faintly.
”Uaused,J she said.
”Ror noG.J
Hahra let out a humourless breath.
”-ou8re holding the Gorld hostage Gith a biological behaSioural 

Geapon.J
2leanor turned her gaqe to Hahra, her tone measured, almost 

patient.
”No,J she said. 
”L am holding the Gorld steady Ghile it attempts to destroy 

itself.J
ZIay met her eyes.
”-ou8re not stabilising humanity,J he said.
”-ou8re amputating it.J
Ror the Wrst time, 2leanor8s smile thinned.
”-ou misunderstand the scale of the problem.J
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jhe tapped the air.
Z screen expanded, Wlling the space betGeen them, displayingK
’limate collapse traIectories. 
Xesource•convict forecasts. 
Migital addiction curSes. 
-outh dependency cycles. 
Uolitical polarisation spiwes. 
kental•health fracture lines. 
Mata Githout sentiment. 
Uatterns Githout mercy.
”ThisJ, 2leanor said ↑uietly, ”is the future Githout control.J
ZIay ansGered Githout raising his Soice.
”No,J he said.
”This is the future Githout humanity.J

Teo 0nrp PtaavpS
2leanor turned bacw to the table.
”Vet me be precise.J
jhe touched the surface.
Rour ↑uadrants illuminatedK
j2’0XLT-. 
F2ZVTF’ZX2. 
LNROXkZTLON. 
k2kOX-.
”These are the four pillars that shape modern nations,J she said.
”kost states control three.J
Hahra folded her arms.
”Znd LndiaBJ
2leanor8s gaqe shiftedAdeliberatelyAto kaliwa.
”Lndia controls one,J she said.
”kemory.J
kaliwa sti:ened, breath catching.
2leanor continued,  her  Soice noG carrying the rhythm of 

conSiction.
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”-our refusal to forgetAyour grandparents8 stories, festiSals, 
rebellions, rituals, contradictionsAthis is Ghy Lndia surSiSes Ghat 
others fracture under.J

jhe touched the ↑uadrant labelled k2kOX-.
”That is Ghy Henith cannot breaw you.J
Z beat.
”Znd Ghy Henith must.J
ZIay stepped closer to the table.
”kemory is not yours to design.J
2leanor met his adSance Githout moSing.
”Lt is,J she said softly, ”if the alternatiSe is collapse.J
Cedi 2nters the Vight
Cedi stepped forGard then, into the illuminated centre.
”Lndia is a paradox,J he said. 
”Too emotional to obey. Too rebellious to stabilise. Too diSerse 

to standardise. Too proud to adapt.J
kaliwa shot bacw instantly, Soice sharp.
”Too aliSe to be controlled.J
Cedi loowed at her A not Gith anger, but something liwe regret.
”Znd that,J he said, ”is your Geawness.J
Zrmaan moSed a step forGard.
”No,J he said calmly. 
”That is our immunity.J
Cedi shoow his head.
”Lmmunity to GhatBJ 
”’haosBJ 
”UainBJ 
”ju:eringBJ
Zrmaan8s ansGer came Githout heat.
”Lmmunity to becoming you.J
The silence that folloGed Gas not engineered.
Lt hurt.
Cedi turned to ZIay at last.
”-ou thinw freedom Gill saSe LndiaBJ
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ZIay replied at once.
”Rreedom didn8t saSe us,J he said.
”kemory did.J
The 0ltimatum
2leanor raised a hand.
”2nough.J
The room responded instantly.
Z neG proIection expanded.
TL2X jL7 A —VOCZV M2UVO-k2NT UXOP2’TLON
↓ CehaSioural conformity 4 “%5 
↓ ’hild cognitiSe resistance K Lz5 
↓ Lndia resistanceK %35 A declining
kaliwa8s hands trembled.
”-ou Gill erase an entire generation.J
2leanor8s Soice softenedAnot in cruelty, but in belief.
”L Gill preSent them from destroying themselSes.J
ZIay spowe, sharp and Wnal.
”Turn it o:.J
2leanor tilted her head.
”No.J
ZIay8s Wsts tightened.
”Then Ge end it.J
Z faint trace of amusement crossed 2leanor8s face.
”Dith Ghat armyBJ
ZIay did not hesitate.
”Dith a billion memories.J
Fe pressed his smartGatch.
The lights vicwered.
2Sery screen in the ’onclaSe Gent darwAthen relit.
Z neG feed Wlled the chamber.
VLE2 ZNZVO—02 TXZNjkLjjLON A LNMLZ
jonia Yapoor8s face appearedAunWltered, unframed, real.
Fer Soice Wlled the room.
”Ldentity does not need permission.J 
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”kemory does not need algorithms.J 
”’hildren do not need obedience.J
”They need adults Gho remember Gho they Gere.J
Ror the Wrst time since the doors had closed, 2leanor jhaG froqe.
Not intellectually.
2motionally.
ZIay stepped closer, Soice ↑uiet but unyielding.
”This is Lndia,J he said. 
”Not your model.J 
”Not your patient.J 
”Not your experiment.J
Fe held 2leanor8s gaqe.
”Znd you Gill not oSerGrite her.J

Teo 0pvlurpo
Zlarms erupted. Xed light vooded the chamber.
Z system Soice cut through the noiseK
DZXNLN—. 
FiSe synchronisation compromised 
2xternal emotional interference detected. 
Tier jix destabilising.
2leanor  stared  at  the  screens,  disbelief  breawing  through 

composure.
”FoGBJ she Ghispered, ”Zre they destabilising the FiSeBJ
ZIay ansGered calmly. 
”Dith the one Sariable you cannot model.J
2leanor sGalloGed. 
”DhatBJ
ZIay said the Gord as if it Gere a Serdict.
”Mignity.J
The FiSe vicwered.
The ’onclaSeAfor the Wrst timeAdid not wnoG Gho Gas in 

control.
2leanor understood the threat immediately. 
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jhe realised that
Mignity could not be vattened. 
kemory could not be oSerGritten cleanly. 
Lndia Gas not malfunctioning.
Lt Gas immune.
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The alarms did not scream.
They howled—layered,  overlapping,  discordant—as if  the 

building itself had developed a voice and was trying to warn its 
creators that it was dying.

The  Hive  hologram  fractured  mid-air,  splintering  like  a 
cathedral window struck by a hammer. 

Neural lattices warped. Behavioural models collapsed in on 
themselves. 

Streams of once-pristine data began looping, corrupting, and 
devouring their own logic.

Red warning lights Cooded the Fonclave, painting every face 
with the colour of emergency and failure.

Eor the Arst time since anyone in that room had known her, 
“leanor Shaw looked afraid.

Not angry. 
Not calculating. 
”fraid.
jThis is impossible,I she whispered, staring at the disintegrating 

proLections. 
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jNo emotional transmission can destabilise Tier SiZ.I
”Lay straightened to his full height.
jOt wasn…t emotion,I he said.
He gestured toward the live feed still cutting through Kenith…s 

core systems—Sonia…s analogue broadcast bleeding directly into 
the Hive…s emotional-mapping layer.

jOt was identity.I
Sonia…s voice echoed through the chamber, no longer Lust sound 

but signal—carried through the same networks Kenith had built 
to observe, predict, and control.

j” nation is not data.I 
j” child is not an eZperiment.I 
j” memory is not an error to be corrected.I 
jOndia does not obey.I 
jOndia remembers.I
The Hive convulsed.
“leanor staggered back a step, disbelief breaking through her 

composure.
jThisM this cannot be happening.I
Kahra moved forward, voice sharp, almost cruel.
jOt is. ”nd you engineered the very architecture that allowed it.I
”rmaan…s mouth curved into a cold, feral smile.
jYarmaI, he said, jconducted through Abre optics.I
qalika spoke barely above a whisper.
jWou built a god-machine.I
She looked at “leanor.
j”nd it bowed to the one thing you couldn…t ?uantify.I
“leanor clenched her Asts.
jPhatUI 
She demanded.
”Lay answered ?uietly.
jVove.I
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TeF CfoolN,F gF’ti,
The room shuddered.
Fode split across screens like blood. Behavioural loops spiralled 

out of control. Kenith…s Tier SiZ—designed to reAne, suppress, and 
re-engineer emotion—was being Cooded by it.

Not rage. 
Not hysteria. 
qemory.
Fhildren remembering lullabies. 
:arents remembering fear and refusal. 
Teachers remembering why they taught. 
Strangers remembering how to stand together.
qillions of memories surged into the Hive…s resonance grid at 

once, overwhelming the Alters designed to thin them out.
“leanor stared at the chaos she had built.
jPe designed the system to Alter emotion,I she said hoarsely. 

jTo reAne it. To control it.I
”Lay…s reply was immediate.
jThat was your Arst mistake.I
qalika added, voice steady now!
jWou treated emotion as noise.  On Ondia, emotion is a signal.I
Bedi slammed his Ast into the illuminated table.
j“NXG9H.I
The room stilled—not because the Hive listened, but because 

everyone in it still recognised his authority.
His voice shook with something that was no longer certainty.
jWou don…t understand what you…re destroying. Pe created a 

world without riots, without disobedience, without dissent—I
”Lay cut him o6. jPithout humanity.I
Bedi…s eyes burnt.
jWou are tearing down order0I
”Lay stepped toward him, the distance between mentor and 

student Anally gone.
jWou…re tearing us down.I
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nFitLek, CfriLFp,LptDF
” synthetic voice cut through the chamber—calm, absolute, 

inhuman.
jHO2“! “mergency integrity protocol engaged.
Onitiating override countermeasure.I
The screens Cared again.
“qXTOXN”V  R“:R“SSOXN  P”2“  —  Dz1 

VX”'“'9VXB”V F”SF”'“ ONOTO”T“'
“leanor snapped back into motion, terror sharpening into 

urgency.
jOt…s purging the interference,I she said. 
jOf the cascade completes—seventy-two hours of emotional 

Cattening. “nough time to rewrite adaptive behaviour.I
She swallowed.
jOndia Arst.I
qalika cried out.
jNo0I
”Lay sei3ed “leanor…s wrist.
jTurn it o6.I
Her voice broke.
jO can…t. The Hive no longer obeys human command.I
Kahra raised her weapon.
jThen we destroy it.I
”rmaan caught her arm.
jNo,I he said. jWou don…t smash a system like this. Wou sever it.I
”Lay turned sharply.
jPhere is its spineUI
“leanor hesitated.
Bedi stared at her, fury bla3ing.
j'on…t you dare.I
”Lay…s voice dropped—?uiet, lethal.
jPhereUI
“leanor eZhaled, defeated.



”2ON”SH :GSHY”RN”7%z

jBeneath the river. Thames Node Kero. ” neural power core.I
”rmaan…s smile returned, thin and dangerous.
j”ccessibleUI
“leanor nodded slowly.
jXnly to someone already bonded to the Hive…s emotional 

resonance.I
qalika went pale.
jWou mean—I
jWes,I “leanor said. 
jXnly someone the Hive already tried to overwriteM and failed.I
The room turned.
“very ga3e landed on qalika.
”Lay…s heart slammed against his ribs.
jNo,I he said instantly. 
jShe…s done enough.I
qalika stepped forward.
jNo. O will do it.I
”Lay caught her arm.
jqalika—I
She gently pulled free.
jWou said memory is our immunity,I she said. 
jVet me prove it.I
Bedi snarled.
jWou…re sending a child to disarm a god.I
”rmaan corrected him calmly.
jNo. Pe…re sending the one person it couldn…t break.I

TeF cF,mFiL
” section of the Coor slid open.
” circular lift rose silently into place.
jThames Node Kero lies directly beneath us,I “leanor said.
jXnce you enter, you…ll have three minutes.I
”Lay knelt in front of qalika, ignoring everything else.
jWou are not alone,I he said.
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jWou carry this country…s memory. OtJs courage. Ot…s truth.I
qalika pressed her forehead to his.
j”nd you are my strength.I
His voice cracked.
jO wish O could go instead.I
She smiled—small, unafraid.
jThat…s why O can go in your place.I
Kahra s?uee3ed her shoulder.
jqay your mind stay yours.I
”rmaan inclined his head—the closest he came to prayer.
jOf fear Ands you,I he said, jAnd us.I
qalika stepped onto the platform. 
Gp close, she looked impossibly young—narrow shoulders, Ane 

bones, dark hair pulled back with nervous Angers. 
But her eyes held something older than fear! the certainty 

of someone who had already been broken once and refused to 
disappear.

The lights dimmed.
The lift descended.
”Lay whispered into the closing darkness!
jFome back to me.I
Her voice rose, steady.
jO will.I

Tel1F, xf—F nFpfv 1G213 MBT
qalika stepped into a cathedral of light and water.
Transparent conduits pulsed with data. 
The Thames Cowed above a glass ceiling, dark and ancient, as if 

the river itself were bearing witness.
”t the centre stood the Neural Spine—a pillar of white-blue 

light, humming with borrowed consciousness.
Her heartbeat synchronised with its pulse.
” voice emerged behind her—familiar, intimate, invasive.
jPelcome back.I
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The Hive.
She did not turn.
jWou failed once,I she said. 
jWou will fail again.I
jWou remember,I the Hive replied. 
jPe warned them.  qemory is anti-evolution.I
qalika walked forward. jqemory is evolution.I
She placed her hand on the core.
Vight eZploded.
Her mind Cooded—not with data, but life.
Fhildren laughing. 
Fhildren crying. 
Eestivals and funerals. 
Songs and arguments. 
TeZtbooks and chalk dust. 
9randmothers telling stories. 
qonsoon rain on tin roofs. 
Samosa oil and bus horns. 
qorning aarti. 
“vening a3aan. 
School corridors. 
Fricket matches. 
Frowded metros. 
“mpty classrooms. 
2oices. 
Vanguages. 
Folours. 
Vives.
Ondia.
The Hive convulsed.
jq“qXRW F”SF”'“ '“T“FT“'. 
N“TPXRY '“ST”BOVOSON9.I
qalika whispered!
jPe are not your subLects.I
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The light intensiAed.
jPe are Ondia.I

TeF Ei—
”bove ground, screens shattered in showers of sparks.
“leanor stared at the collapse of her life…s work.
Bedi stumbled back, his certainty Anally breaking.
”Lay whispered, barely breathing!
jqalikaM what have you doneUI
The lights went out. 
“very hologram died. 
The building shook. 
The Hive fell silent.
Kenith—for the Arst time since its conception—ceased to eZist.
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CHAPTER THIRTYFOUhR

Tec RckonigiL

d ni—ni Z tcigue ErpnacNi xcsr,v 

dclc− 5· 0 2:1GG MDT
The building shuddered beneath Ajay’s feet—not violently, but 

like a giant drawing its .nal breathR
med ecergenSy lights HiSkered onSe, twiSe, then diedR
pSreens SraSked along their seacsR Eologracs Sollaxsed into 

statiS  and  vanishedR  The  Sonstant,  xredatory  huc  of  the 
Eive—the sound of a caShine thinking—faded into a hollow 
aftertone, then into nothing at allR

pilenSe rushed inR
“leanor phaw stood at the Sentre of the wreSkage, hands slaSk at 

her sides, staring at the ecxty air where her life’s work had eIisted 
cocents beforeR The wocan who had onSe sxoken of Sivilisation 
as a systec now looked like soceone watShing a language dieR

”Zt wasn’t suxxosed to fall,O she whisxeredR
Yahra kext her weaxon trained on her, unwaveringR
”Mh, it was always going to fall,O she saidR ”Nou just never 

aSSounted for the hucan variableRO
“leanor swallowedR
”Lecory,O she curcuredR
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Arcaan SorreSted her WuietlyR
”FoR EucanityRO
?edi stood axart, cotionlessR
Xor the .rst tice, the arcour of Sertainty that had enSased hic 

for deSades was goneR Zn its xlaSe was socething strixxed and 
uncistakable—fear, loss, and the dawning Socxrehension that 
history would not rececber hic the way he had icaginedR

Ajay coved before anyone Sould stox hicR
Ee grabbed “leanor by the Sollar and hauled her SloseR
”…here is LalikaPO
“leanor blinked, disorientedR
”phe’sU in Fode Yero,O she saidR ”Zf the Sore destabilises—O
Ajay didn’t wait for the restR
Ee turned and ranR

Tec mc,kciu
The eItraStion lift was goneR
…here it had been was now only a serviSe ladder—narrow, 

vertiSal, xlunging into darkness lit by intercittent ecergenSy 
glowR

Ajay grabbed the .rst rung and didn’t SlicbR
Ee jucxedR
Letal burnt his xalcs as he slidR Arcaan followed, Sontrolled 

even in freefall, boots SatShing rungs with brutal xreSisionR Yahra 
Sace after, fast and silent, trusting gravity and training in eWual 
ceasureR

?elow thec, the air grew wetR

TeNBc, xn—c tcpnv 2:1G3 MDT
Lalika was on her kneesR
The  Feural  pxine—onSe  a  xillar  of  steady,  blinding 

brillianSe—now HiSkered erratiSally, its light Sollaxsing inward like 
a dying starR “leStriSal arSs detonated aSross the Shacber, snaxxing 
through transxarent SonduitsR Eairline fraStures oSSurred aSross 
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the glass Seiling above, the dark weight of the Thaces xressing 
down like an anSient judgecentR

…ater began to drixR
Then to streacR
The  Eive’s  voiSe—onSe  xreSise,  ocnisSient—stuttered 

through the Shacber, distorted, alcost ShildlikeR
”…e do not understand youRO
Lalika forSed herself uxright, legs shaking, breath raggedR
”Nou don’t need to,O she saidR ”Nou only need to let us beRO
The voiSe falteredR 
”…hy resistPO
Lalika’s answer Sace froc socewhere deexer than argucentR
”?eSause freedoc is the only thing worth su!ering forRO
The Hoor trecbled violentlyR 7lass rained downR 
The Shacber began to Hood in earnest, iSy water rushing aSross 

the Hoor, swirling around her anklesR
The Feural pxine Hared one .nal tice—and then began to 

Sollaxse inwardR
Lalika staggered baSk, shielding her eyes when a hand Slosed 

around her wristR
ptrongR XaciliarR
”AzAN8O
phe turned and Srashed into hic, arcs loSking around his neSk 

as if letting go would cean being erasedR
”Z’ve got you,O he said, breath shaking desxite hicselfR ”Z’ve got 

youRO
Arcaan slid down the ladder behind thec, landing hard but 

balanSedR Yahra raxxelled after hic, boots sxlashing into rising 
waterR

Arcaan’s eyes snaxxed to the pxineR
”Zt’s SollaxsingR LM2“8O
Ajay sSooxed Lalika into his arcsR
They ranR
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Tec b−nkoN—c
They were cetres froc the caintenanSe Sorridor when a .gure 

stexxed into their xathR
?ediR
pteac and sxarks fraced hic, his silhouette rigid against the 

Shaos behindR
Ajay stoxxedR
”LoveRO
?edi didn’tR
”Nou killed cy world,O he saidR
Ajay’s voiSe was steadyR
”FoR phe saved oursRO
?edi’s jaw trecbledR
”Z only ever wanted to xroteSt this nationRO
”Nou did,O Ajay rexliedR ”Zn your own wayR ?ut xroteStion 

without freedoc is a xrisonRO
?edi whisxered, alcost xleading,
”Krison is safeRO
Arcaan snaxxed baSk,
”FoR Krison is obedientRO
?edi’s ga3e drifted to Lalika, still in Ajay’s arcs — soaked, 

shaking, aliveR
”phe survived what the Eive Sould not breakRO
Lalika stexxed down froc Ajay’s hold and faSed hic herselfR
”Z didn’t survive,O she saidR ”Z rececberedRO
pocething .nally shatteredR
?edi Slosed his eyesR 
A lifetice of burdenR 
A lifetice of saSri.SeR 
A lifetice of fear dressed ux as dutyR
”Ajay,O he whisxeredR ”Gill ceRO
Ajay Sould see the age in hic now—not just in the lines on his 

faSe, but in the faint trecor of hands that had onSe never hesitatedR
Ajay fro3eR
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”FoRO
”Klease,O ?edi saidR ”Con’t let thec take ceR Con’t let thec try 

ceR Z ac not cade for SourtsR Z ac cade for warRO
Ajay shook his head slowlyR
”Nou will faSe Zndia,O he saidR ”Fot as a heroR Fot as a cartyrR 

As a canRO
?edi’s eyes .lledR
”Z ac so tiredRO
Ajay stexxed forward and xlaSed a hand on his shoulder—not 

in Soccand, not in judgecentR
”Then Soce hoceRO
Xor a long cocent, ?edi stood xerfeStly stillR
Then he noddedR
The can who had onSe de.ned Ajay’s life lowered his head and 

surrenderedR
?edi  had  never  trusted  cen  who  sxoke  of  Sontrol  with 

enthusiascR
The cost dangerous advoSates of order, he believed, were always 

SalcR They sxoke of cerSy, of xrevention, of the arithcetiS of lives 
saved rather than the naces of those lostR

Curing a cultilateral Sonsultation years earlier,  a …estern 
strategist had desSribed obedienSe not as suxxression, but as reliefR

”Xear,O she had said, alcost SliniSally, ”beSoces iccoral only 
when it is unxrediStableRO

?edi had disagreed at the ticeR KubliSly, at leastR Zndia, he 
believed then, reWuired resilienSe, not SocxlianSeR

Zt was only after his daughter’s death—after the futility of 
outrage, the icxotenSe of truth—that the cecory returned to 
hic with altered ceaningR KrediStability, he realised, was a forc of 
shelterR Xear, if struStured early enough, Sould sxare soSieties the 
Sruelty of ShoiSeR

Ee had not adoxted her fracework wholesaleR
?ut he had stoxxed rejeSting itR
That was enoughR
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E,kNac
…ater surged through the ShacberR
Yahra shouted over the roarR
”LM2“8 The whole Sore’s going8O
Arcaan took xointR Yahra Sovered the rear, one hand grixxing 

?edi’s arc, the other steady on her weaxonR 
Ajay held Lalika Slose as they sxrinted through the narrowing 

SorridorR
Above thec, the Seiling SraSkedR
?ehind thec, the Feural pxine icxlodedR
A  Solucn  of  blinding  light  tore  uxward,  followed  by  a 

shoSkwave that hurled thec forwardR
“ven though injured, Arcaan coved with brutal e1SienSy, his 

body resxonding faster than thought, as though obedienSe had 
onSe been Sarved into hic and later burnt awayR 

Arcaan shoved Ajay and Lalika into the SrawlsxaSe as the 
eIxlosion Sonsuced Fode YeroR

Carkness swallowed everythingR

dni—ni Z Rglcp EBSNioBciuv 2:1:4 MDT
The Thaces eruxtedR
…ater eIxloded skyward in a towering xluceR 
Kedestrians sSreaced and sSatteredR 
pirens wailed as ecergenSy lights Sut through the fogR
Xroc beneath the riverbank, a broken grate burst oxenR
Ajay ecerged .rst, drenShed, Sarrying LalikaR
Yahra hauled herself out neItR 
Arcaan followed, dragging ?edi Slear of the surgeR
They  Sollaxsed  onto  the  stone  ecbankcent,  Soughing, 

shivering, aliveR
Lalika SlutShed Ajay’s jaSketR
”Cid weUPO
Ee nodded, xressing his forehead to hersR ”Zt’s overRO
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ponia stood before a sicxle Sacera in Mld CelhiR
Fo studioR 
Fo .ltersR 
Fo theatreR 
Mnly truthR
”…e were asked to obey,O she saidR ”?ut we rececberedR…e were 

asked to fear, but we WuestionedR …e were asked to break, but we 
held eaSh otherRO

phe xaused, letting the nation breathe with herR
”Zndia—you wonR 
Fot beSause of strengthR 
?ut beSause of cecoryRO
ASross the Sountry, sSreens lit uxR Khones vibratedR Keoxle 

Sried—in hoces and sShools, .elds and faStories, hosxitals and 
border xostsR

Ihildren watShedR
They sciledR
Zndia breathedR

dni—ni Z AyucpBNuev 2·12G MDT
?ritish intelligenSe seSured the siteR
“leanor phaw walked out in handSu!s, Socxosed onSe core 

but  ecxtied of  SertaintyR  …ithout  the  glow of  her  systecs, 
“leanor looked suddenly scaller—not defeated, but eIxosed, like 
a surgeon forSed to set down her instrucentsR phe saw Ajay 
watShing her and sxoke WuietlyR

”Co you think this stoxs the world froc SollaxsingPO
Ajay answered without bitternessR
”FoR ?ut it stoxs you froc deSiding how it SollaxsesRO
phe noddedR
Xor the .rst tice, she aSSexted defeatR
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?edi was esSorted sexaratelyR ?efore entering the van, he looked 
baSk at AjayR

”Xorgive ceRO
Ajay rexlied just as softly,
”Z already didRO

EBSN,,6 ’Nycenr,cv 2;14· MDT
Lalika sat wraxxed in a warc blanket, hands Surled around a 

Sux of ShaiR
Ajay entered and sat beside herR
”Nou did what no one else SouldRO
phe leaned against hic, eIhaustedR
”Nou saved ceRO
Ee shook his headR
”FoR Nou saved usRO
phe sciled—scall, realR
”Then,O she said, ”we saved eaSh otherRO
Mutside, Vondon stirredR
Znside, the war .nally ended — not with obedienSe, but with 

cecory intaStR



EPILOGUE

The Day India Remembered

D elhi — Rajpath

One Month Later
Winter sunlight spilt gently across the avenue, softening stone 

and shadow alike.
There were no parades. 
No speeches. 
No banners claiming victory.
Only people.
Vendors called out over trays of chaat. Children chased pigeons 

without  purpose  or  permission.  Old couples  walked slowly, 
wrapped in shawls, and shared silences. The city moved at its own 
imperfect rhythm, uncoordinated and unmistakably alive.

Delhi breathed diBerently now.
Not louder. Not prouder. 
Iut deeper.
The nation had not become perfect. 
At had not become obedient. 
At had not been tamed. 
At had simply remembered itself.
P Sark, 0omewhere Central, 9:32H A0T
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PMay —ehra stood beneath a neem tree, watching morning light 
dapple through its leaves.

Le looked olderJlines earned, not carved. 
Pnd lighterJas though something he had carried for years had 

-nally been set down, even if the marks of it remained.
Rootsteps approached behind him.
—alika.
Ler hair was tied loosely. “eans, a simple kurta. An ordinary 

clothes,  she looked almost anonymousJand yet there was a 
steadiness to her presence that drew the eye, as if survival itself had 
reshaped her posture. 

An her hands was a notebook -lled with half?formed sketches 
and sentences that crossed out and begun againJthoughts still 
-nding their shape.

0he sat beside him on the bench.
”Do you regret anythingq’ she asked Zuietly.
PMay considered the Zuestion with the seriousness it deserved.
”Only the things A couldnzt change,’ he said at last. 
”Not the things A tried to.’
0he rested her head on his shoulder.
”Fondon feels like a dream now.’
Lis smile was faint.
”P nightmare we walked out of.’
—alika lifted her head slightly.
”Do you think Uenith will try againq’
PMay looked toward the horiKonJthe skyline rising in uneven 

de-ance, stubborn, chaotic, alive.
”No system’, he said, ”can defeat a nation that remembers.’
0he nodded.
”Pnd Andia remembers everything.’
Le placed his hand over hers.
”Xspecially its children.’
They  sat  without  speaking,  letting  the  wind  -nish  the 

conversation.
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Somewhere in Punjab, 11:04 IST
P small school courtyard, dust still warm beneath bare feet.
Children gathered around a teacher holding up a drawing3
P lunchbo5. 
P crying child. 
P scribbled line beneath it3 A want my mother.
The teacher smiled.
”This drawing helped save Andia,’ she said gently.
The children gasped.
”Lowq’
0he tapped the paper lightly.
”Iecause memory’, she said, ”is stronger than fear.’

Delhi — Supreme Court Steps, 12:18 IST
—andira Varghese descended the long stone staircase, sunlight 

glinting oB her spectacles.
Eeporters clustered instinctively.
0he raised a hand.
”No comments on politics today.’
”Iut do you have a message for the nationq’ someone called out.
—andira paused. Thought. Then said3
”6es. Donzt forget why we survived.’
Pnd she walked away.

London — MI6 Holding Wing, 08:47 GMT
Xleanor 0haw sat alone in a glass?walled cell.
No panic. 
No anger. 
“ust silence.
P guard entered and placed a single piece of paper on the table.
0he opened it.
One line, handwritten3
P system without memory is a graveyard.
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Xleanor closed her eyes.
Pnd for the -rst time, she allowed herself to feel loss.

London — Extradition Chamber, 10:22 GMT
Iedi sat Zuietly, hands folded.
PMay entered.
They looked at one anotherJtwo men who had once shared a 

path, now standing at the far ends of diBerent conclusions.
Iedi spoke -rst.
”Does Andia hate meq’
PMay shook his head.
”No. Andia doesnzt hate easily.’
Iedi e5haled.
”Then what will they do to meq’
”They will Mudge you.’
Iedi nodded slowly.
”A accept that.’
PMay stepped closer.
”6ou were wrong,’ he said. ”Iut you were not evil.’
0omething like relief crossed Iedizs face.
”Thank you.’
They shook hands.
Not forgiveness. 
Not absolution. 
Closure.

Old Delhi — NRB Studio Rooftop, 19:05 IST
0onia stood before a small camera as dusk settled over the city. 

0he wore no makeup, or adornment, Must a simple kurta and the 
stillness of someone who no longer needed to raise her voice to be 
heard.

No breaking news. 
No warnings. 
No urgency. 
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“ust a message.
”We survived because we remembered,’ she said. 
”We remembered who we were. Who we loved. What we stood 

for. Pnd what we refused to become.’
0he smiled gently.
”The danger is not gone. The world will try again. Iut so will 

we.’
0he paused.
”Pnd memory’, she said, ”is undefeated.’
0he switched oB the camera.
Ielow her, the city lights ;ickered on J like stars fallen to earth.

Delhi — NRB Studio Corridor, a little later.
The corridor outside the studio was Zuiet now.
No cables. 
No producers running. 
No countdown clocks.
“ust the faint hum of lights cooling down after a long day of 

truth.
PMay stood near the window, watching Old Delhi settle into 

duskJrooftops darkening, lights ;ickering on like cautious stars. 
Le hadnzt planned to come inside. Le had only wanted to make 
sure she was safe.

Rootsteps approached.
0onia stopped a few feet away.
Ror a moment, neither spoke.
They had stood like this beforeJin war rooms, in chaos, in 

moments where the nation seemed to be holding its breath. Iut 
this silence was diBerent. At didnzt demand anything.

”6ou donzt need to stay,’ 0onia said gently.
”A know,’ PMay replied. 
”A wasnzt staying. A was8 closing a loop.’
0he smiled faintly. The tired kind. The honest kind.
”6ou always did believe things should be -nished properly.’
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PMay looked at herI a long, re;ective look. The woman who 
had carried a countryzs voice without armour. Who had chosen 
e5posure over protection. Who had stood between children and a 
machine that wanted obedience instead of thought.

”6ou were e5traordinary,’ he said Zuietly.
0onia shook her head.
”No. A was necessary.’
Le nodded. That was truer.
P pause.
Then she said, almost casually, ”We confused people, you and 

A.’
PMay didnzt deny it.
”At wasnzt love,’ she continued, meeting his eyes. ”Not the kind 

that asks for a future.’
”No,’ PMay said. ”At was alignment.’
”Surpose,’ she added.
”Timing,’ he said.
They shared a soft, understanding silence.
0onia folded her arms loosely. ”We needed each other to survive 

what was coming. Iut that doesnzt mean we were meant to arrive 
at the same place.’

PMay felt something loosen in his chestJnot loss, but release.
”Azm glad it was you,’ he said. ”Af it had to be anyone.’
0oniazs eyes softened. ”Azm glad it was you too.’
0he stepped back, already turning toward the studio.
”One more thing,’ PMay said.
0he paused.
”6ou didnzt Must speak for Andia,’ he said. ”6ou reminded her 

who she was.’
0onia smiledJsmall, luminous.
”Pnd you,’ she replied, ”made sure she had the freedom to 

remember.’
They didnzt touch. 
They didnzt promise. 
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They didnzt look back. 
Pnd that, somehow, felt e5actly right.

New Delhi — The Park Bench, 20:22 IST
PMay and —alika sat watching the moon rise.
Children played cricket under streetlights. Pn old man sold 

peanuts. P young couple shared kul-, laughing too loudly.
Fife continuedJwith familiar noise, familiar mess, and familiar 

beauty.
—alika whispered, ”Were we heroesq’
PMay shook his head.
”No. We were human.’
0he smiled.
”That was enough.’
0he rested her head on his shoulder.
”An another world,’ she said softly, ”we wouldnzt have met.’
PMay wrapped an arm around her.
”An this world,’ he replied, ”we did.’
They watched the moon climb higher. 0tars in the night sky 

twinkled in constellations. 
Andia breathed. The night settled. —emory held.
Pnd the storm that once sought to rewrite a civilisation ended 

ZuietlyJin the one place it could never conZuer3 the human 
heart.
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This novel was not written to predict the future.
It was written to interrogate the present.
Annihilation of Vortex is a work of ,ctionb :ut its concerns 

are realq the yuiet tension :etween securitm and freedoYb :etween 
o:edience and conscienceb :etween smsteYs that proYise safetm 
and societies that survive :ecause them reYeY:er who them are.

The technologiesb organisationsb and protocols depicted here 
are iYagined. Net the yuestions them raise are not. Across histormb 
civilisations have repeatedlm faced the saYe dileYYaq whether 
sta:ilitm is :est achieved through controlb or whether resilience is 
:orn froY YeYormb dissentb and the stu::orn refusal to :ecoYe 
uniforY.

This  storm  does  not  argue  that  order  is  evil.  -or  does  it 
roYanticise chaos. Insteadb it asks a Yore uncoYforta:le yuestionq 
what happens when fear convinces even the well?intentioned that 
huYan dignitm is a lia:ilitm rather than a strengthB

Wesidesb if power seeks o:edienceb thenq —hat survives when 
YeYorm refuses to coYplmB

The  characters  in  this  noveljoperativesb  Sournalistsb 
whistle:lowersb architects of powerjare not heroes or villains in 
the traditional sense. Them are people shaped :m lossb convictionb 
coYproYiseb and choice. OoYe :elieve that o:edience is Yercm. 
;thers :elieve that YeYorm is survival. The conHict :etween theY 
is not Yerelm political or technologicalL it is Yoral.
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Indiab in this narrativeb is not a smY:ol of perfection. It is noismb 
contradictormb fracturedb and Hawed. Wut it is also ancient in a 
wam that de,es easm Yodellingjheld together not :m uniforYitmb 
:ut :m YeYormq of languageb of ritualb of arguYentb of loveb 
of resistance. That YeYormb the novel suggestsb Yam :e the last 
defence no smsteY can fullm overwrite.

If this :ook leaves the reader unsettled rather than coYfortedb it 
has done its So:. If it proYpts reHection rather than certaintmb it has 
succeeded.

Wecause the Yost dangerous YoYent for anm societm is not when 
it is attackedj:ut when it forgets whm it chose to survive as itself.

j Avinash 6ushkarna
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