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“For those who refused to forget—
even when forgetting was safer.”






ErPiGrRAPH

“The first step in liqguidating a people is to erase its
memory. Destroy its books, its culture, its bistory. 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 first failure was so small that no one noticed it.

A tremor in a power line.

A half-second blink in a corridor light.

A forgotten maintenance ticket in a government hospital whose
name never appeared in the newspapers.

The fluorescent tubes in the ground-floor lobby shivered once
and steadied. Relatives dozed on plastic chairs. A nurse scrolled
absently through her phone. Somewhere, a television murmured
a soap opera over the soft, exhausted crying of a child.

In the sub-basement—where the public never went, and light
should never have reached at all—motion sensors stirred awake like
predators sniffing movement in the dark.

A silent camera tilted a few degrees.

A biometric scanner blinked from red to green.

Deep in the concrete belly of the building, a steel door thicker
than any bank vault sighed as its magnetic locks disengaged.

Inside, the air was too cold to belong to Delhi.

Rows of cryogenic trays gleamed beneath a frost-ghosted haze,
each compartment tagged with polite scientific labels and the logo
of a pharmaceutical consortium whose advertisements spoke of
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trust and healing. The room smelt of metal, ethanol, and the faint
chemical sweetness of stabilising agents.

Not drugs in the old sense.

Not gold.

Not weapons you could weigh in bullets or tonnes.

Worse.

Neural-modulating cocktails that could turn grief into
dependency.

Engineered opioid hybrids tuned for rapid tolerance and slow
ruin.

Frozen viral constructs, archived under harmless project names,
waiting for the day someone decided a democracy’s despair could
be measured like a return on investment.

The door opened just enough to admit a thin man in hospital
scrubs. ID card, gloved hands, mask, cap. The kind of face that
blurred easily into the background. His footsteps made no sound
on the insulated flooring; his movements had the crisp, quiet
rhythm of someone following instructions they’d rehearsed for
months in their head.

He stopped at a mid-level tray.

A touchscreen woke at his approach:

A-VX/ZENITH PROTOCOL - RESTRICTED ACCESS.

He did not hesitate. Thumbprint. Iris scan. The encryption key
was clasped between his teeth before he slid it into the concealed
port. For a moment, the system thought. The tray unlocked with
a soft, obscene click.

Inside: a neat row of vials cradled in foam, liquid catching the
cold light with a faintiridescence, like oil on water. The labels made
no moral claims, only numbers and Greek symbols:

AVX-Q, AVX-A, AVX-Y.

He picked one cluster. Slid it into a reinforced case lined with
silver-grey composite. A second layer of insulation. A third layer
of denial.

On the lid, someone had printed in very small letters:
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For cognitive recovery trials — Phase Zero.

He locked the case, hugged it to his chest like contraband hope,
and left the room.

The vault door sealed again. Darkness returned as if nothing had
happened.

Above ground, Delhi buzzed in its comfortable chaos.
Motorcycles snapped past at impossible angles. Autos weaved
between buses like insects around lumbering beasts. Metro trains
rattled by on their elevated spines. Street vendors called out prices
that were lies everyone accepted. News anchors in bright studios
argued about exit polls, and cricket selections, and a celebrity’s
divorce.

In the hospital driveway, a black sedan waited with windows too
heavily tinted for a public facility. The courier slid into the back
seat without a word. The car pulled away, folding into evening
traffic.

He raised a gloved hand to his earpiece and spoke the three words
that travelled farther than he would ever know.

“Phase Zero complete.”

*kk

Somewhere over another continent, inside an office overlooking
the Thames, an encrypted alert pulsed on a secure terminal with a
secret screen. Eleanor Shaw, Zenith’s architect of polite deniability,
paused mid-sentence in a briefing memo. The lines around her
mouth deepened.

*kk

In Hyderabad, hundreds of miles away, a different device
vibrated on a different table.

Ajay Mehra glanced at the notification, and for a heartbeat the
world narrowed to the pattern of characters on his screen. The
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present room—the humming servers, the biosafety cabinets, the
faint citrus tang of disinfectant—fell back into a blur, replaced by
a memory of snow, Soviet concrete, and a freezer that should have
stayed buried.

The same prefix. The same ghost. He closed his eyes once,
briefly, like a man bracing before taking a punch. Then he tapped
the alert open.

Both had seen that code years ago, when a lost Soviet
bio-narcotics programme surfaced in the shadows of Central Asia
and killed more people in silence than some wars had in battle.

A-VX.

Zenith Protocol.

Vortex.

Ajay’s thumb hovered for a second above the screen, the muscle
memory of an old fear. In that sliver of time, a face rose unbidden
in his mind: eyes that held too much intelligence and too much
damage, framed by harsh laboratory light and the echo of gunfire.

Someone who’d once told him, in a corridor that smelt of rust
and burnt insulation:

“They don’t need to conquer us, Ajay. They just have to keep us
sedated while everything important is stolen.”

He had not seen her since.

He had never quite escaped her either.

The notification chimed again, dragging him back.

VORTEX EVENT FLAGGED — INDIA.

SUBJECT: A-VX VECTOR.

Ajay stared at the words until the afterimage burnt behind his
eyes.

Vortex had begun again.

Attari Border, Punjab — Two Weeks Earlier
The mulethi smelt wrong. That was all it took for the day to
splinter.
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The Afghan truck rolled into the examination bay under a sky
so bright it hurt. Heat lay heavy over the border post; the air
shimmered above the tarmac and carried with it the smells of
diesel, dust, sweat, and the lingering memory of parathas and rabri
from the officers’ lunch.

Most days, instinct dozed with the men. But not in Rajeev
Sharma.

He stood at the edge of the bay, cap pushed back an inch, sleeves
rolled up, eyes slightly narrowed in the way of officers who knew
that the thin line between boredom and catastrophe was their job.

On the manifest, the cargo was simple enough: liquorice root,
agricultural grade.

Mulethi. Cheap, bulky, dull.

The driver presented his papers with a practised half-smile. The
Afghan sun had burnt his skin tight over cheekbones that could
look either kind or cruel depending on the day.

“Routine consignment, Sahib. Same buyer as last time.”

Rajeev took the manifest, but his attention snagged on the crates
themselves. On paper they were mulethi. To the eye, they were
mulethi. Long, wiry brown roots bound in bundles.

But smell travelled faster than lies.

He stepped closer, inhaling. There it was—a faint chemical
sharpness under the earthy sweetness, like an afterthought that
refused to stay hidden.

He glanced at the inspector on duty.

“Open them.”

The inspector hesitated. “Sir, same broker, last three
consignments cleared. If we delay—”

“If ’'m wrong,” Rajeev said evenly, “we apologise and close it. If
I’m right, we don’t get to make it right later. Crack them.”

Tone, more than rank, carried the order.

The workers employed followed the command in all earnest.
Crowbars bit into nailed wood. The first crate yielded with a crack
like a shot. Layers of mulethi roots tumbled out, dry and fibrous,
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dust puffing into the hot air. A few workers coughed. A fly wove a
lazy figure-eight in the sunbeam.

Rajeev reached in, feeling the weight of the bundles.

Too heavy.

He pushed aside an upper layer. Beneath the roots, something
shone dull and unnatural: polymer-wrapped bricks marked with
thick Pashto scribbles and a notation that meant nothing to the
men watching—and too much to those who had built it.

He peeled back a corner of the plastic. A pale granular substance
pressed against the film, fine as powdered bone.

Not heroin.

Not cocaine.

Worse.

A synthetic hybrid that didn’t yet have a street name, designed
in clean European labs and war-zone basements. Lab-born,
evolved to bypass canine units, to slip through chemical tests, to
masquerade as excipient or filler in legitimate pharmaceuticals.
Potent enough to addict thousands on first contact; subtle enough
that by the time anyone admitted there was a pattern, it would
already be an economy.

For afraction of a second, the entire weight of a country’s future
rested on the tremor in Rajeev’s fingers as he lifted the block
toward the light.

“God help us,” he whispered.

He didn’t mean it religiously. It was the thing you said when you
realised the storm you'd glimpsed on the horizon was already over
your head.

He opened his mouth to shout for backup.

Across the fence line, a sniper scope winked once in the heat.

The sound of the shot was small, almost polite. Like a hand
clapping in another room.

Rajeev’s body jolted. A red flower opened silently on his chest,
impossibly bright in the white sun. His cap fell first, then the man
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beneath it. The polymer brick slipped from his hand and burst
against the concrete in a ghostly puff.

For one surreal heartbeat, the bay held still—men staring,
mouths open but voices not yet working.

Then the world remembered sound.

Shouts.

The roar of the truck’s engine.

The scrabble of boots as the driver slammed the cabin door and
rammed the accelerator, tyres screaming.

By the time sirens woke and guns were raised and orders were
yelled into radios, the vehicle already bore down the exit lane,
swaying once as it broke through a flimsy barrier and vanished
toward Punjab’s hinterland.

All that remained in the bay was the body of a Customs
Superintendent cooling in his own blood and a thin glitter
of the powder that would, within days, appear in school-milk
sachets, party drugs, counterfeit painkillers, and certain discreet
private-clinic trials whose consent forms were full of words and
bereft of truth.

Border security reports filed the incident as a cross-border firing
and possible smuggling attempt.The file was opened, routed,
stamped, and placed in a pile that believed in tomorrow.

No one wrote down the smell of the mulethi.

Somewhere Above Eurasia — Undisclosed Airspace

From thirty thousand feet, borders were just lines someone had
once drawn in pencil and then carved into lives.

The man in the aisle seat by the window did notlook like anyone
of note. He wore the half-formal comfort of international business
class: open collar, good fabric, and shoes that matched his belt.
His hair had the faintsilver that helped people trust you with their
money.

On the tablet balanced on his lap, a dashboard glowed with

small, discreet graphs.
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PHASE-ONE DISTRIBUTION—GREEN.

SUPPLY CHAIN - NORTH CORRIDOR ACTIVE.

VECTOR: A-VX /OP-19X—FIELD LIVE.

He scrolled past the numbers without reading them. Numbers
were for analysts. He was Zenith Therapeutics’ Vice-President of
Strategic Initiatives, which meant his job was to make sure things
happened without any one person ever quite knowing how.

“Sir?” The flight attendant leaned in with a practised smile.
“Another drink?”

He shook his head, lips barely moving. “No. Thank you. His
phone, on aeroplane mode but connected to a private inflight
network, vibrated faintly. A message slid into his secure app.

PHASE ZERO COMPLETE—INDIA NODE.

CONFIRM BOARD CONSENT FOR ACCELERATED
DEPLOYMENT.

He typed with careful fingers.

BOARD WILL BE INFORMED ON A NEED-OPTICS
BASIS. ACTIVATE EXECUTIVE DOCTRINE IF PUBLIC
FRAMEWORK RESISTS.

He hesitated, glancing out at the cloudscape. An entire
subcontinent lay somewhere below, invisible, infinite, noisy. To
him, it was just a market, a jurisdiction, a test theatre whose
statistics he’d skim in a quarterly report.

He added one more line.

REMEMBER: VORTEX IS A RESILIENCE TEST.
DEMOCRACIES MUST PROVE THEY CAN SURVIVE
THEIR OWN WEAKNESSES.

He hit send. In his mind, it wasn’t cruelty. Just design.

Hyderabad — Institute of Biomedical Systems, 23:08 IST

The lab at this hour belonged to machines and people who had
given up on ordinary sleep.

Filters hummed quietly overhead, moving air through unseen
labyrinths. Refrigerated units throbbed with a low, constant
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presence. Monitors cast digital weather on the walls—sequences,
protein folding simulations, and schematic maps of receptor sites.

Ajay Mehra sat in the glow of a secure terminal; shoulders bent
in a posture his old friends would have recognised as thinking and
his newer enemies would have misread as fatigue.

On the desk beside his elbow lay a paper file—an old habit no
encryption could quite kill.

RAJEEV SHARMA — INCIDENT REPORT.

A photograph clipped to the corner showed a man with an
honest, unremarkable face, with creases at the eyes where laughter
had once lived. Ajay had met him twice in training programmes on
trade-based narcotics routes. They’d shared bad canteen coftee and
jokes about the bureaucracy. He'd liked him instantly, the way you
liked people who stared straight at ugly truths and still managed to
smile.

Ajay’s thumb brushed the edge of the photograph.

He had read the file three times. Now he read between the lines.

No bulk seizure.

No follow-up interdiction.

No trace of the truck.

No chemical analysis logged.

A bullet from across the border. A dead officer. A paragraph in
a daily newspaper that most people skimmed past. It was like just
another small tragedy in a country that survived on swallowing
them.

Except for the smell of mulethi. And a single line in a
confidential addendum, flagged by a junior chemist who had no
idea what they’d stumbled into:

“Field impression: sample residue suggests atypical synthetic
opioid profile; does not match catalogue standards. Further testing
requested.”

The testing had never happened.

Stuftlike this didn’t keep Ajay awake on its own. What kept him

awake was the pattern the Vortex software had drawn when he fed
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in Rajeev’s incomplete report, a cluster of faint red nodes along
the border corridor that refused to fade overnight the way random
anomalies usually did.

He had been about to stand, stretch, and bully the analysis
team for more field samples when his phone buzzed with the
notification from Delhi.

A-VX /ZENITH PROTOCOL — FLAG: LIVE VECTOR.

He allowed himself one shallow breath. Then he slipped the
phone into the slot on the secure terminal, letting the current
threat handshake with old ghosts.

On the screen, the Vortex map blossomed. North India lit up in
slow pulses, patient-zero markers clustering along trucking routes
like an infection that had learnt to speak logistics. Another overlay
flashed: clinical trial sites in Delhi and nearby NCR, flagged under
vaguely worded cognitive recovery protocols.

Lines connected the cryo vault in Delhi, the border incident
at Attari, scattered paediatric symptoms in a hospital WhatsApp
group, and a half-archived Soviet document he and one other
person on Earth knew by heart.

ECHO-9.

Addiction + neuro-rewire = population control model.

Test theatres: India, Iran, Central Asia.

Ideal fog: democracy, young population, information overload.

He remembered translating that line years ago in a bunker
outside Tashkent, the words heavy on his tongue as Malika—tired,
furious, eyes ringed with vodka and determination—leaned over
his shoulder and said:

“They picked us because we don’t believe it can happen to us.”

He had sent her home from that war with a quiet promise:
Never again on our watch.

Now, as Delhi slept under a warm November sky, the same
architecture had resurfaced—with better funding, smoother
logos, and clinical trial language polished by lawyers.

Ajay knew what this was.
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It wasn’t just drugs, or just a virus, or just another company
cutting corners.

It was an attempt to rearrange the emotional weather of an
entire country. To make grief profitable. To make dependence feel
like choice. To prove, in some distant boardroom, that if you built
abig enough vortex of addiction, disease, debt, and data, a nation’s
‘will’ could be rerouted without a single tank crossing its border.

His gaze drifted, for a moment, to the far corner of the lab, where
a second monitor sat dark. On some nights, when he stared at it
too long, he saw it as a window. Through it, a rooftop in Delhi
played on loop: a woman with tired, fierce eyes leaning against a
parapet, wind tangling her hair, telling him that truth didn’t create
panic—secrecy did.

He had not called her tonight. He would have to.

The phone in his hand vibrated again, as if impatient.

He tapped a command. The Vortex algorithm updated its threat
level.

RISK INDEX: SEVERE.

RECOMMENDATION: CROSS-DOMAIN RESPONSE
— BIO/NARCOTICS/INFO/STRATEGIC.

On another continent, Eleanor Shaw’s system chimed with the
same assessment, framed in a different language.

Ajay looked at the photograph of Rajeev one last time.

“I'm sorry,” he murmured.

Sorry that he hadn’t seen it sooner.

Sorry that in such wars, the first casualties were always the ones
who believed in rules.

Then he set the file aside with a deliberateness that felt like a
small funeral and stood.

Alarms, didn’t always sound like sirens. Sometimes they
sounded like the soft click of a decision.

He keyed his credentials into the terminal.

Ashoka Protocol — Pre-Activation Review.

On the screen, a warning flashed:
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INITIATING THIS PROCESS WILL ESCALATE
MATTER TO SOVEREIGN DEFENCE FRAMEWORK.
CONTINUE?

For the briefest instant, his hand hesitated over the YES.

In that hesitation lived the memory of the woman from
the Tashkent bunker, the rooftop journalist who had risked
everything to send him grainy footage when no one else cared;
the unnamed children who would be handed poisoned milk in
classrooms painted with cartoon animals; and the tired customs
officer who had smelt something wrong and died without
knowing he had been the first to stand in the doorway of a disaster.

Ajay exhaled slowly. His chest hurt in a way that had nothing to
do with his lungs.

“Not again,” he said to the empty lab, to the dust, to the ghosts
who had followed him from one theatre to another.

Then he pressed YES.

Somewhere deep inside the government’s hidden architecture,
systems woke that were not meant for peacetime. Protocol trees
unfolded. Notification chains lit up, one after another, from South
Block to foreign missions to unnamed listening posts outside the
country.

Far away, in London, Eleanor Shaw watched a different part of
her dashboard flicker amber.

In Peshawar, a ceramic cylinder sat on a table in a safehouse,
waiting for a man called Yusuf-Nine to choose a direction on a
map.

In Tashkent, a forgotten Soviet tunnel hummed faintly.

The new world war—waged not by tanks but by syringes,
supply chains, trial data, and narrative warfare—had already
begun.

Tonight, in alab in Hyderabad, Ajay Mehra stopped pretending
it hadn’t.

The Vortex had returned.

This time, it had come to annihilate.



CHAPTER ONE

Signals In The Dust

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 fagade 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-five, but his face carried the compressed
gravity of someone older. Of 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 field 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 purifier 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-VX.

For a moment he didn’t breathe.

Breath was noise. Breath was weakness. He waited until the air
purifier sighed through another loop, until the lab’s indifferent
systems confirmed the world had not changed merely because
three letters had returned.

A-VX was not just a prefix. 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 Delhi. The Zenith Protocol. Eleanor Shaw’s last
cable—blunt as a bruise:

If A-VX resurfaces, treat it as a cross-domain attack—Dbio,
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,
flashed 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. Border nodes flared and
dimmed. The web wasn’t chaotic; it was designed. Chaos was for
amateurs. Then the overlay stabilised.

ATTARI ICP — 14 DAYS AGO — “MULETHI
CONSIGNMENT”.

A short clip opened. Grainy, low-res inspection footage.
Crates 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 flash. A hard cut.

A smear of red near the lens.

The final frame froze on a badge, blurred at the edges as if even
the camera wanted to look away.

RAJEEV SHARMA — Superintendent (Customs).

Ajay leaned back. Jolted by the gory scene. His chair creaked. For
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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OP-19X — PROBABLE CLASSIFICATION.

Synthetic opioid adjuvant. Engineered to evade standard tests,
to slip past canine units, and to masquerade 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. Destroy from both ends—hospital
and alley. Treat the state like a body: infect the bloodstream and
the nerves simultaneously.

The file advanced by itself.

A document stamped with a British crown watermark—the
MIG6 sigil faint as an old fingerprint.

HYBRID VECTOR DETECTED IN DELHI CLINICAL
PILOT

Cover: “Cognitive Recovery Study”

Sponsor shell: Zenith Therapeutics (Europe) AG

Schema overlap: 78% with Soviet “ECHO-9” archives (1991
Tashkent haul)

Ajay’s mouth went dry.

ECHO-9 wasn’t a programme in the official sense. It was a
concept—an experiment in making dependence programmable.
Addiction plus neuro-rewiring equals population control. India,
Iran, Central Asia—test theatres. The ideal fog: democracy, youth,
information overload.

He'd read those lines years ago under fluorescent 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.

From: E.S.

Subject: Listen for the signal in the dust.

Attari wasn’t a smuggling mistake. It was an opening gambit.
Zenith is buying white coats and wardrooms. You will get one
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journalist’s name from Tashkent—then she will vanish. Trace
what she touched. Move before the press does.—E

Ajay closed his eyes for a moment—Ilong enough to remember a
cold room in Kabul, a case that had ended with three funerals and
a signature he couldn’t forget. Eleanor 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
Delhi and Amritsar. And I need someone who can read newsroom
noise like a wiretap.”

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

Ajay exhaled. It feltlike 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 floor of News9 smelt of reheated coffee, sweat, and
the faint metallic tang of overworked electronics. Monitors lined
a wall like a modern shrine, each screen offering a different version
of reality—politics, crime, finance, 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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On one screen, a minister inaugurated a refurbished hospital
wing, smiling as though ribbon-cutting could disinfect history. On
another, a local crime feed cut to the funeral of a customs officer
in Amritsar. The caption crawled:

“Hero Laid 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 effective; omission did the
work quietly.

Her editor, Prabhat, leaned over her shoulder. “We’re going soft
on Zenith,” he said, not quietly, as if the wall of screens itself were
an audience. “Legal sent another ‘cautionary’ note. Apparently
their advertising renewal is... sensitive.”

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

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

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

Prabhat drummed his fingers 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. Or 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.

“You’re live,” a man’s voice said. Calm. Gravel at the edges.

“And you are...?”

“Someone who knows you won’t ignore a funeral caption.
Two weeks ago at Attari, a customs officer flagged 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. “ICD Attari incident report—
redacted. A hospital basement with a cryo vault—oft-books. A
research nurse paid through a Kolkata clearinghouse. A British
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?”

“Find her last publication and you’ll know which.”

Sonia stared at her reflection in the glass—her large and dark eyes
were fierce, her hair was hurried into a knot, and a stubborn smear
of yesterday’s mascara refused surrender. For a moment she looked
like someone else, someone who believed she still had control over
how her life entered danger.

“Why me?” she asked.

“Because you’ll chase the thing everyone else calls a rumour,” the
voice said. “And because you’re clean.”

The call clicked off.

Clean. Sonia almost laughed.

‘Clean’ 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 fingers moved with the ferocity of hunger.

Customs memorial posts. Border-trade clippings. Hospital
procurement lines. Zenith’s European filings. Political donation
registers disguised as corporate social responsibility. She found a
footnote in a state health budget:

“Clinical augmentation grant — Phase 0.”

A vendor reference resolved to a Swiss-registered entity: Zenith
Therapeutics (Europe) AG. And an invoice paid through an
Indian pharma wholesaler whose director had once run a medical
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equipment shop in Paharganj—thin capital, sudden expansion, a
new Mercedes.

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

Prabhat hovered again. “You’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 Bashir by the two teenage apprentices who
thought he made table legs for small mosques. He was known as
Yusuf-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 fitted 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 qawwali.

He stepped outside, squinting into hard light. A drone
thrummed far above, indifferent as God. Children 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.

Yusuf-Nine locked the shed and walked to the tea stall.

When the radio at the counter hiccupped on a blank
frequency—two short, one long — he didn’t look up. He paid for
his tea and smiled.
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Go. 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. On the wall, incident pins linked by thread formed
a web that resembled a nervous system. At its centre, a card read:

VORTEX: ACTIVE.

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 fire, say the word.
But if you want this to stick in court, speak in exhibits.”

Ajay nodded. “We build exhibits tonight. But the operational
question is live: the Attari truck. If OP-19X is in play, it
won’t sit in a barn waiting for us to find it. It’s designed to
travel inside legitimate consignments—precursors mislabelled,
micro-doses piggybacking on reagents.”

He tapped the map with a finger. Highways pulsed like arteries.

“Once it reaches a Delhi site—hospital, lab, warehouse—we’re
looking at Phase One seeding across wards. Which means panic
won’t come as riots. It will come as ‘complications’. It will arrive
wearing a stethoscope.”

The analyst to his right, Farheen, turned a laptop so the table
could see. “We cross-checked Amritsar toll snapshots, weighbridge
tamper flags, and a private logistics API we shouldn’t have,”
she said, not smiling. “Three plausible trucks fit the scar profile
and route: one to Ludhiana—textiles; one to Kundli—cold chain
produce; and one to Ghaziabad—Iab glassware. The Ghaziabad
consignee shares a director with a Delhi hospital vendor.”

“Which hospital?” the legal liaison asked.

Farheen hesitated, as if the name itself had weight.
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“Shree Vaibhav Medical & 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 London country code. He didn’t
excuse himself. This was their war; they could hear its other front.

“Eleanor.”

Her voice was like the rustle of dry leaves: thin and sharp. “Your
journalist is named Malika Ismailova. She filed a piece three days
ago: Forgotten Cold 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.”

“Do we have her notes?”

“Partially. She DM’d a RAW cutout—your house—before
she went quiet. It referenced an inventory label:
ECHO-9/Zenith/A-VX crosswalk.”

Ajay glanced at the drive. “We have the crosswalk tag too.”

“Then the gameboard is visible,” Eleanor said. “Phase Zero is
your basement in Delhi. Phase One is Attari’s synthetic. Phase
Two will look like a public health pilot expanding. By Phase Three,
you’ll be arguing in court while a fifth of your ICU beds are tied
up with ‘complications’—and someone abroad will call it your
governance failure.”

“And you?” Ajay asked.

“I’ll move on the money,” Eleanor said. “Zenith’s European
shell has a Luxembourg cousin and a London cousin. If I pull one
thread hard enough, a boardroom will squeal. But Ajay — don’t
wait for me to finish 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 God wrote it.”

Tashkent — Internet Café off Chorsu Bazaar, 12:10 UZT

Some truths survived only as ghosts.

A teenage boy clicked through cached pages on a shared desktop
like a pianist, fingers quick, eyes blank. Malika’s blog lived only in
fragments now—nmirrors, screenshots, archived slivers that hadn’t
yet been erased by money with patience.

He found the headline in a snapshot:

FORGOTTEN COLD ROOMS OF THE UNION

The first paragraph persisted in a Lithuanian mirror:

What the empire stored, the republics hid; what the republics
hid, the market has rediscovered.

The boy right-clicked an image: peeling Cyrillic
signage—Kriogennaya Laboratoriya—and a scribble in felt-tip on
a crate:

E-9—ZT— AVX

He copied the image to a flash 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.

Ludhiana—Kundli 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
officer at the wheel stifled 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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Onekilometre ahead, a maintenance van idled with hazard lights
on. Two men in grease-streaked overalls waved frantically.

“Leak!” one yelled.

The truck drivers, good men who didn’t want to die in a diesel
fire, 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 filled 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 confirms.”

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 briefly.

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 flicked something under
the truck — metal kissing metal with a satisfied 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.

By 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 Vaibhav Medical & Research, 23:18 IST
Hospitals at midnight belonged to janitors and ghosts.



ANNIHILATION OF VORTEX 25

Sonia wore both well.

A scrub top under a white coat that read Radiology, hair tucked
away, and an ID badge borrowed from a friend of a friend who
owed her two quotes 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 fist 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.

Left side panel—magnetised. Don’t pry. Place the chip.

Sonia whispered, “Copy,” to no one.

She palmed a dull square the size of a postage stamp and pressed
it to the seam. It clung and vanished visually, a dead pixel against
matte steel.

Footsteps. She became a mop again—handle in hand, shoulders
rounded, invisible. Two men in lab coats passed, discussing
equipmentauditand golf, their laughter light asif 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 floor where ordinary patients
dreamed of ordinary recoveries.

Outside, a car idled with its lights off.

Ajay sat behind the wheel, face lit by the small glow of his phone.
On 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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Forasecond, 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.

“You’re not press,” Ajay said, eyes on the rearview mirror.

“You’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
ajournalist 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 flowers trying to pretend the
steel beneath them wasn’t steel.

“You just drove into three angles of someone’s story.”

Ajay reversed into darkness. The hospital gate shrank in the
mirror like a closing eye.

London — South Bank, 19:05 GMT

Eleanor Shaw sat with a ledger that didn’t exist.

Zenith’s European shell had a cousin in Luxembourg, yes, but
the money was sweated in London, where it could pretend to
be respectable. She drew lines between fund names and listed
directors, fingers clean, mind dirty.

One 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 Delhi:

Boardroom pressure possible in 72 hours if we rupture
covenant clauses. But the lab moves faster than law. Assume early
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deployment. You will need proof in the hospital before sunrise and
a public narrative by noon. Lay 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.”

Ghaziabad — 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. Beneath the chassis, the magnetised device blinked
once more and died — its purpose fulfilled. A team moved in tight:
R AW, local police, and one customs officer who hadn’t slept since
the funeral.

A bolt cutter sighed. The canvas yawned open.

Not textiles. Not entirely.

Bundles of cotton sheeting hugged boxes that held vials nested
like eggs—a farm’s worth of quiet catastrophe.

Ajay stepped closer. A label’s edge curled under humidity. He
peeled it.

Beneath the polite sticker was a rawer truth—black marker on
polymer:

AVX/Z-P/PH-01

Phase One.

He looked at the customs officer—a man with red eyes and a
badge that caught stray light.

“You know his name?” Ajay asked quietly.

“Rajeev,” the officer said. “We trained together.”

Ajay nodded once. No speech. No theatre. Just the small gravity
of naming the dead.

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

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 Delhi 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 Yusuf-Nine
to choose a road. In London, 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.



CHAPTER TWO

The Missing Journalist

/ I { ashkent — Chorsu Bazaar Residences, 07:12 UZT

The apartment smelt of dust warmed by morning sun.

Not coffee.

Not perfume.

Not life.

Malika Ismailova’s desk was frozen mid-thought, as though
time itself had been interrupted and never allowed to resume. A
notebook lay open to halfa sentence; a pen rested uncapped beside
it, ink drying into a permanent hesitation. At the base of a chipped
mug, a ring of cold tea clung stubbornly, a residue of yesterday
refusing to evaporate.

Thelandlord hovered near the door, hands twisting together, his
eyes darting as if the walls themselves might be listening. Two men
in plain shirts stood inside the room, studying it with professional
disinterest—the careful, understated efficiency of Uzbek Security.
Men whose presence was designed to be forgotten the moment
they left.

“She went two nights ago,” the landlord murmured. “Said
Samarkand. Took bus forty-eight.”

The taller officer replied without lifting his eyes from the desk.
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“There is no bus forty-eight.”

He turned a page in the notebook.

Names of laboratories were circled in tight ink. Photographs
of Soviet stamps had been taped into margins. Sketches of
freezers—industrial, subterranean, labelled in Cyrillic—filled the
back pages. Again and again, the same three symbols recurred, as
though the mind that wrote them had been unable to escape their
gravity:

E9—-7ZT—AVX

At the bottom of the final page, written with deliberate care, a
sentence stood alone:

If India falls, it will not be from war. It will be from medicine.

The younger officer swallowed. “Do we notify... Moscow?”

The senior officer closed the notebook gently, as if it were a
body.“No. If Moscow already knew,” he said, “she would never
have written this.”

They turned to leave. At the threshold, the senior officer
paused. His gaze drifted, almost casually, to the underside of a
drawer rail. A USB drive had been taped there with yellowing
adhesive—careful, hidden, hopeful.

He pocketed it without comment.

Behind them, the paper on Malika’s desk fluttered once in the
draught from the closing door.

On her old phone, abandoned beneath a cushion, a voice-note
icon blinked briefly.

Unopened. Unheard.

Delhi — RAW Annex, 10:05 IST

Ajay Mehra played Malika’s last recovered clip on a secure
screen.

Static. Wind noise. Then her voice emerged—steady, but
strained by urgency and distance.

“The freezers weren’t forgotten,” she said. “They were leased.
Sold. Migrated. A vault used for frozen nerve cultures in nineteen
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eighty-nine reappears in a British procurement record in twenty
nineteen. Zenith. They didn’t buy patents—they bought ghosts.”

There was a sudden sound, abrupt and intimate—like a door
being kicked open. The clip ended.

Sonia Kapoor stood in the corner, arms crossed, jaw set.
“She wasn’t just a reporter,” she said quietly. “She was a war
correspondent operating in peacetime.”

Ajay nodded. “She triggered the first domino. Now we carry it.”

An analyst shifted in his seat and brought up a file. “Delhi
High Court—Justice H. R. Verma. Last year he refused Zenith’s
petition to seal patient data. Known for strict readings of
public-interest doctrine in health cases.”

Ajay’s eyes sharpened. “We’ll need him.”

Sonia raised an eyebrow. “Legal already?”

“In a bio-drug war,” Ajay said, “paperwork is artillery.”

Uzbek—Afghan Border — Termez Ferry Point, 13:49 UZT

The ferry churned steadily across the Amu Darya, its wake
folding into itself like a thought erased and rewritten. Trucks
queued in the heat. Drivers wiped sweat from their necks with
frayed cloths, muttering at delays they had long since stopped
believing would ever end.

Among them stood Yusuf-Nine.

He leaned against his cab, prayer beads sliding through fingers
worn smooth by trades older than violence. His face gave nothing
away—neither impatience nor purpose.

An encrypted pager crackled softly at his waist.

Hold until 19:00. India vector breached. Shift plan.

He did not react. He watched birds skim the river’s surface
instead.

Patience, he believed, was the most reliable weapon of all.

A customs officer approached with studied casualness. “Papers.”

Yusuf handed them over.

Smiled. Friendly. Forgettable.
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Behind the smile, a pressure valve dreamed quietly of Delhi.

London — MI6 Sub-Basement, 09:22 GMT

Fluorescent lights hummed faintly as Eleanor Shaw scrolled
through frozen frames of a luxury-fund filing.

One signature recurred with irritating regularity—Dr Adrian
Faulkner, Zenith’s European science director. The same hand
had appeared years carlier on a British military grant for
neuro-enhancement research.

Eleanor tilted her head. “So”, she murmured, “you graduated
from soldiers to societies.”

A junior analyst leaned in. “Interpol ping, ma’am. A research
nurse in Delhi booked a one-way flight to Doha last night. Zenith
stipend account. Flagged irregularities.”

Eleanor took a measured sip of black tea. Her eyes were calm,
almost glacial.“Ground team to the airport.”

“And if she’s protected?”

Eleanor’s reply was soft steel. “Nothing protects someone
running from a secret.”

Delhi — Shree Vaibhav Medical & Research, 16:10 IST

The corridor hummed with reassurance.

Doctors moved briskly. Patients sat with hope folded neatly into
their laps. Posters promised recovery with pastel smiles and bullet
points.

Sonia moved among them with a cleaner’s cart. Beneath the
towels lay a wireless relay no larger than a shirt button.

She paused near the basement stairwell.

Voices drifted upward.

“...shipment delayed?”

“..RAW interference suspected. Stay off messaging apps...”

She slipped the relay behind a fire-hose cabinet.

Her phone vibrated silently:

VAULT DATA LINK ESTABLISHED.
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Footsteps approached.

She pivoted instinctively, mop in hand.

A voice behind her said lightly, “You missed a spot.”

She looked up. A surgeon. Polite smile. Too deliberate.

“Sorry, sir,” she said.

Her heart stayed steady. War-zone reporting had taught her this.
So had Delhi streets. You never blink first.

The man walked away eventually—but his eyes lingered longer
than necessary.

She texted Ajay:

Vault bug is live. But someone’s alert. Move fast.

His reply came instantly:

Legal strike tonight. We corner them before they corner you.

Delhi — Lodhi Road, 19:02 IST

A black SUV rolled quietly past the gates of the Delhi High
Court. Inside sat Senior Advocate Suman Rao—Ilegendary for
turning single clauses into weapons. Ajay passed her a sealed
dossier:

CONFIDENTIAL: PUBLIC HEALTH EMERGENCY —
OPIATE-BIOLOGICAL NEXUS

Rao scanned quickly. “If half of this stands,” she said, “we’re
not filing a petition. We’re issuing a public warning disguised as
litigation.”

“And the other half?”

Her mouth curved. “The other half will be presented in court as
‘unexpected documents’.”

Sonia arrived moments later, breath sharp. “Hospital guard
rotation changed. They’re cleaning the vault floor.”

Ajay went still. “That means they’re moving something.”

Rao stood. “Then we prise their hands open before midnight.”

Samarkand Highway, 18:55 UZT

Headlights carved pale tunnels through dusk.
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An Uzbek police convoy moved steadily along the road. In
the back seat of the lead car, a young officer clutched a printed
photograph of Malika smiling beneath apricot blossoms.

“We check the orchards,” he said. “Then the ravine.”

His commander answered quietly, “Pray we find tracks. Pray we
do not find silence.”

Delhi — Warehouse District, 23:11 IST

The seized vials lay beneath unforgiving fluorescent light.

Customs seals. RAW watchers. Tension pulled tight as wire.

Ajay placed a vial beneath the spectrometer lens. The machine
hummed softly. The spectrum spiked—clean, unmistakable.

A biotech specialist whispered, “This isn’t a drug.
It’s behavioural modulation—opioid-based with viral-vector
carriers.”

A pause.

“A narcotic-pandemic hybrid.”

Sonia’s expression hardened. “They weren’t smuggling
addiction,” she said. “They were smuggling surrender.”

Ajay closed the case. The click sounded final.

“Now we go public,” he said. “Before truth is buried under
polish.”

Outside, a motorbike engine echoed briefly, then
faded—watching, waiting, or warning. No one could tell.

And far away, Yusuf-Nine crossed into Afghanistan with the
patience of a chess master who had not yet touched his queen.



CHAPTER THREE

The Vault Must Speak

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
yetsurrendered, and day had not yetarrived to claim responsibility.

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

R AW cyber-operations units.

A discreet police detail.

And one customs officer who carried grief like a sharpened
instrument.

Ajay Mehra stood with Sonia Kapoor beneath the overhang,
rain stippling the pavement between them. The humidity pressed
close, dense with suppressed alarm.

Ajay checked his watch. “Ninety minutes,” he said quietly.
“Court opens at ten. We need admissible evidence before Zenith
seeks an injunction.”

Sonia nodded once, jaw set. “And if they’ve already started
relocating?”
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“Then we catch them mid-crime.”

He raised his encrypted radio.

“Team One—stairs.

Team Two—vehicle bay.

No alarms. We don’t announce ourselves. We pass through.”

The hospital swallowed them.

Inside, fluorescent 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.

Immaculate.

Innocent 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, “My tag’s still transmitting.”

Ajay leaned closer. “Proceed.”

A soft click. A low hum. The vault responded—not with
resistance, but with compliance. Magnetic locks disengaged like a
held breath finally released.

The engineer paused. “Fingerprint authentication is still active.
Biometric override is armed.”

Ajay’s mouth tightened. “They’re expecting someone.”

Sonia didn’t look away. “They’re expecting us.”

Above them, footsteps moved with urgency.

Not hospital staff.

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. “Basement sweep. Protocol Seven.”

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

He never saw the pistol rise.

The sound was small. Unemphatic.

The supervisor collapsed behind the desk, and the figure moved
on—steps precise, economical.

Assassins in hospitals did not perform.

They completed tasks.

Vault Room — 05:09 IST

The door opened.

Cold spilt into the room like breath from a sleeping animal.

Rows of cryogenic racks shimmered beneath frost-laced
light. Cylinders stood in disciplined ranks, labelled with
humanitarian study codes, public-health language polished
smooth by committees.

And there it was.

A-VX/ Zenith Neuro-Cognitive Recovery Cohort Pilot/PH-1

Sonia exhaled, the sound almost devotional. “They were dosing
trial patients.”

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 flared red.

“Hybrid opioid,” the engineer said. “Viral carrier. Synthetic
neuromodulator.”

Sonia swallowed. “Addiction fused with neurological
compliance.”

Ajay slid the vial into a sealed sleeve. “This goes to the judge.”

A sound clicked behind them.

Not mechanical.

Not environmental.
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Human.

Ajay turned—

A figure stood framed by the doorway: surgical scrubs, mask,
and pistol raised. The stance was unmistakable. Military discipline
disguised as medicine.

Sonia froze.

Ajay didn’t.

He dropped behind a rack and shouted, “Down!”

Two suppressed shots coughed.

Glass shattered.

Vapour hissed.

The forensic engineer hurled a steel cart forward. It 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.

Indian.

Medical research cadre.

Sonia’s voice broke thinly. “They didn’t just corrupt the
system.”

Ajay stared at the man’s face. “They became it.”

Police boots thundered overhead.

The vault was secured.

For now.

Delhi High Court — 10:48 IST
The corridors pulsed with urgency—lawyers murmuring, files
pressed to chests like talismans.
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Senior Advocate Suman Rao moved through marble hallways
with measured authority, petition folder in hand:

Writ of Mandamus — Public Health Emergency

Declaration & Forensic Seizure Orders

Inside the courtroom, Zenith’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.

“My Lords,” she said, voice calm, “this is not a clinical trial. It is
a covert public-poisoning operation concealed beneath scientific
language.”

Zenith’s counsel leapt. “Defamatory conjecture—”

Rao slid sealed evidence across the bench.

“Cryogenic vials. Forensic spectra. A hybrid narcotic-viral
vector.”

The room stilled.

Justice Verma removed his glasses.

“This court”, he said slowly, “will not permit weaponised
medicine to shelter behind ethics committees.”

Orders followed like controlled detonation.

Sealed inspections. Court 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

Uzbek forces sifted through Soviet debris.

They found a shallow pit.

And a pendant bearing Malika Ismailova’s initials.

The commander swore softly. “She pulled the thread too hard.”

A young officer pocketed the recovered USB without reporting
it.
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Sometimes justice required speed.

Ghaziabad — Secure Facility, 18:21 IST

The seized cylinders rested under a triple seal.

A customs officer placed Rajeev Sharma’s photograph beside
them.

Sonia watched.

“They’ll speak for him,” Ajay said quietly.

“If we last,” Sonia replied.

Ajay met her gaze. “We will.”

Outside, two motorcycles idled too long.

Wiaiting.

Peshawar — Safehouse, 21:05 PKT

Yusuf-Nine spread a map of Delhi across the floor.

The ceramic cylinder rested in his hands like a patient thought.

A handler whispered, “Orders changed. Deployment after legal
disruption.”

Yusuf nodded once. “Law has already spoken.”

He lifted the cylinder.

“Now”, he said softly, “the streets will.”



INTERLUDE I

The Night Delhi Stood Still

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, reflecting flickers of neon from the
street below: tea stalls glowing amber, scooter headlights slicing
through the darkness, and the chorus of honks forming the city's
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 exhaustion of the day—the lies, the
bureaucracy, the closed doors and carefully constructed denials.

A soft metallic click behind her made her turn.
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Ajay Mehra stepped out of the doorway, backlit by the dim
yellow of the corridor light. His 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.

He carried a mug of chai.

Not for himself.

He held it out to her wordlessly.

Sonia’s breath caught — not because of the chai, but because of
him.

Ajay was not an easy man to look at. He carried a kind of quiet
solemnity, the kind that pulled you in and pushed you away at the
same time. His eyes had the weight of someone who had seen too
much and survived by making himself a wall no one could breach.

Except that sometimes, like now, the wall had a crack.

“You shouldn’t be out in this rain,” he said.

“And you shouldn’t eavesdrop,” she countered.

He shrugged, the ghost of a smile tugging at his mouth. “I'wasn’t
eavesdropping. Your shouting at the phone could wake ancestors.”

“That official was lying,” Sonia snapped, taking the mug from
his hand. “About the clinic, about the trial, about the kids—”

“Iknow,” Ajay said quietly.

The words cut through her anger like a knife through warm wax.

He 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 haze of tail
lights of vehicles, and the echo of distant sirens.

For a few moments, neither spoke.

The rain softened into a steady, calming rhythm.

Sonia stared at the drops racing down the parapet. “You said
you'd show me the report,” she murmured.

“Iknow,” Ajay said again.

“Then show me.”
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He took a slow breath, the kind she recognised—the breath of
someone deciding whether to break a rule.

Finally, he pulled a small drive from his pocket. “Thirty seconds.
No photos. No backups.”

She raised a brow. “You do know I’'m a journalist, right?”

“That’s why I’'m giving it to you.” His voice dropped into
something softer, rougher. “Because you’ll see what everyone else
refuses to.”

The admission froze her.

In the quiet 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 flickered to life, displaying documents,
images, and field scans.

Her face paled.

This wasn’t just a trial gone wrong.

This was systemic.

Coordinated.

And deadly.

Her fingers trembled.

Ajay noticed.

He reached out without thinking—just two fingers at her wrist,
gentle, grounding.

“Sonia,” he murmured. “Breathe.”

She didn’t realise she’d been holding her breath until he said it.

She exhaled shakily, her pulse fluttering under his touch.

“You can’t fight this battle alone,” he said.

“Then don’t make me fight it alone,” she whispered.

He withdrew his hand slowly, as if his skin didn’t want to leave
hers.

They faced each other fully now.

The rain slowed to a whisper.

A 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.

“Ajay,” she said softly. “Why do you do this to yourself?”

He blinked. “Do what?”

“Carry the world. Carry ghosts. Carry guilt that was never
yours.”

His jaw tightened. Rain collected at the corner of his eyebrow.

Her voice gentled. “You could let someone in, you know.”

“You?” he asked, barely louder than the rain.

“Maybe,” she whispered.

A shadow crossed his eyes.

“Thislife...” He shook his head. “It breaks anything it touches.”

“Maybe not everything.”

“You don’t know the things I've seen,” he said, stepping a
fraction closer—close enough she could feel the warmth of him
even in the cold rain. “You don’t know what I've been part of.”

She met his gaze without flinching. “Then tell me.”

He swallowed.

In the years they'd worked together—unofficially,
unexpectedly—she had never seen him this exposed.

It made her chest ache.

“Sonia,” he said, her name almost a confession. “There are
things about me... about my past... about the variants, the
programs... If Tlet you in, I won’t be able to keep you safe.”

She stepped forward, erasing half the distance between them.

Rain dripped from her eyelashes. Her lips were parted slightly,
breath shallow but steady.

“Let me decide what I want to risk.”

Ajay looked at her with an intensity that made the moment
throb with possibility—a moment balanced on the razor-edge
between sense and surrender.
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If either of them leaned a fraction closer, it would happen.The
kiss that had been threatening, lingering, and burning between
them for months.

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

Sonia’s breath caught.

The world stilled.

Even the rain held its breath.

But then —

A message alert vibrated her phone.

Both flinched.

The screen displayed a new intelligence packet—urgent,
encrypted.

The spell broke.

Ajay took a step back, walls slamming up around him with the
speed of muscle memory.

Sonia stared at him, heart twisting painfully. “You’re doing it
again.”

“I can’t—" he began.

“You won’t,” she corrected, voice trembling.

The ache in her voice made him flinch.

He looked away, rain trailing down the sharp line of his jaw. “If
I cross that line with you, Sonia... I'll lose whatever clarity I have
left.”

“Clarity isn’t the same as loneliness.”

He didn’t respond.

Something inside her cracked—quietly, irrevocably.

She nodded once, swallowed her heartbreak, and slid the drive
back into his hand.

“Then go,” she whispered.

He hesitated—for a second too long.

A second that held everything unspoken:

I want you.

I’m afraid of wanting you.
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If I touch you, I won’t stop.

Then he turned away. Sonia didn’t watch him leave.

She simply wrapped her arms around herself and let the rain
disguise the tears that flowed down her cheeks—the manifestation
of her bottled-up emotions and her love unrequited.

That night, she filed a story that shook a ministry.

Ajay disappeared into another operation.

And neither of them spoke again.

Now

Delhi Rooftop — Present Day

Sonia stood exactly where she had that night, her phone glowing
with his message:

It wasn’t fear I was worried about.

You.

Her eyes stung.

Not from the wind.

Not from the city lights.

But from the truth:

Some ghosts don’t haunt you.

Some ghosts call you back.



CHAPTER FOUR

Visceral City
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 off
sleep.

Delhi performed normalcy with its usual conviction.

But secrets rarely arrive with fire.

They leak—slowly, invisibly—like gas through cracked seals.

On a single WhatsApp group of resident doctors at Shree
Vaibhav Medical & Research, a message drifted into the morning:

Three trial patients have been unconscious since night.
Hallucinations. Delirium. Sudden dependence indicators. Shifted
to ICU. Ofhcial note pending.

A pause.

Then another line, almost apologetic in its restraint:

Keep confidential. Admin warning. No media.

No one replied.

Silence swallowed the group.
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Outside, at a chai stall, two interns stood shoulder to shoulder,
voices lowered to a whisper.

“Same symptoms as the Punjab seizures case?”

“Don’t say ‘OP’ or “Zenith’ in text.”

They drank quickly.

Delhi’s heartbeat quickened—not loudly, not yet—but enough
to matter.

South Block—Intelligence Briefing Room, 07:24 IST
The room was sealed not just by walls, but by temperament.
Thick concrete. Filtered air.

Men and women who preferred shadows to headlines.

A senior bureaucrat tapped the table with a pen that had signed
a thousand quiet decisions.

“We classify this as medical research sabotage and proceed
discreetly.”

Ajay Mehra’s reply cut cold. “Discretion is what they’re
counting on. Addiction epidemics begin in silence. National
collapse begins when officials fear headlines more than
consequences.”

A diplomat shifted uncomfortably. “If we trigger panic, markets
destabilise. Diplomatic channels burn. Zenith sues us across
jurisdictions.”

Sonia Kapoor—present only because someone in the room had
trusted her instincts when it mattered—leaned forward. “Truth
doesn’t create panic,” she said evenly. “Secrecy does.”

The room simmered.

A defence liaison cleared his throat. “Civilian symptoms are
emerging. Media chatter is picking up. We no longer have the
luxury of a closed-room war.”

The bureaucrat exhaled through his nose. “Fine. Limited
transparency. Selected disclosures. No city-wide alarm.”

Ajay said nothing.

Half the war, he knew, was always fought against hesitation.
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Tashkent — An Old Soviet Bunker, 08:51 UZT

Soviet concrete did not forget secrets. It absorbed them.

A young Uzbek officer crouched beneath a flickering torch
beam, prising open a rusted locker stamped in flaking red paint:

KI'b / BIO-ADAPT / ECHO-9

Inside lay relics of an abandoned certainty—faded ledgers, a
cracked microfilm case, and a hand-typed doctrine sheet on brittle
paper, its Russian stark and clinical.

Human obedience = biochemical pathway.

Addiction + neuro-rewiring = population control model.

Strategic deployment in adversarial states via plausible
deniability: “public health failure”.

The officer swallowed.

At the bottom, written in darker ink, was a line that had not
softened with age:

Test theatres: India, Iran, Central Asia.

Rationale: large youth base, democratic noise, psychological
vulnerability = ideal fog.

His hand trembled.

“They planned it decades ago,” he whispered. “God forgive us.”

He photographed everything.

No paperwork.

No chain of command.

Just truth crossing continents at the speed of fear.

Indira Gandhi International Airport — 12:15 IST

Two men passed through arrivals without declaring anything.

They carried no luggage.

One wore a contractor’s beard that fooled no one who mattered.
The other was dressed in a simple kurta and prayer cap, eyes soft,
unreadable.

Immigration stamped passports without interest.

Outside, they separated into different taxis without a glance.

Their phones powered on.
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No calls.

No messages.

Just a single text received simultaneously:

Begin quietly.

They nodded, each in his own cab, as though the instruction
had spoken from somewhere deeper than sound.

Delhi High Court — 14:52 IST

The corridors buzzed with anticipatory unrest.

News leaked—not as a torrent, but as a scent.

Reporters smelt blood.

Lobbyists smelt money.

Politicians smelt danger.

Zenith’s legal team filed an emergency stay, invoking “scientific
sabotage by hostile agencies”.

Senior Advocate Suman Rao rose again, her voice balanced
between silk and steel.

“My Lords, there is a difference between science and subversion.
Between research and biochemical trespass. Between medicine and
warfare.”

The pause that followed was dense enough to bruise.

“Zenith crossed that line,” she continued. “India must not
follow them into cowardice.”

Justice Verma did not speak.

But the clerk’s stamp fell with quiet finality:

Court-monitored forensic seizure to continue. Zenith
restrained.

The blow landed. Zenith staggered—not just legally, but
publicly and psychologically.

Old Delhi — Late Evening, 19:30 IST

Sonia moved quickly through a crowded lane.
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Hawkers shouted prices no one believed. Children darted
between legs with reckless joy. The city wore its normalcy like
armour.

She turned into a quieter alley.

Stopped.

A boy stood there—twelve, perhaps—holding a folded note.

His eyes were too old.

He handed it to her and walked away without a word.

The paper was rough. The message spare:

Stop digging, journalist.

You survive only if truth dies quietly.

Her heart kicked once, violently.

Her fingers trembled—for a breath.

Then steadied.

“Not this time”, she said softly.

She dialled Ajay. “We’re in their crosshairs. Move our comms to
a deep layer.”

His voice was calm. Too calm. “Already done. And
Sonia—don’t walk home alone.”

She smiled thinly. “I don’t walk anywhere alone anymore.”

She rejoined the crowd.

She did not notice the phone camera on a rooftop tilting to
follow her.

Ghaziabad — Secure Laboratory, Midnight

Under the microscope, the vial glowed faintly.

A specialist stared at it with reverence and dread.

“This isn’t chemistry”, he murmured.

“It’s programming.”

Ajay folded his arms. His eyes were hollow but burning.

“How long before it spreads?”

“If deployed openly? Weeks. If ignored? Months. If denied?”
The specialist hesitated. “Years. And then society collapses,
believing it failed morally—not knowing it was engineered to.”
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Ajay said nothing for a moment.

“Not on my watch”, he whispered.

His phone buzzed.

A message from Tashkent:

ECHO-9 strategy confirmed. India designated primary test
theatre.

Ajay stared at the map—Delhi pulsing like a living organ.

“Then,” he said to the night, “we give them a war they didn’t
expect.”

Outside, a stray dog barked once.

Then fell silent.

A shadow crossed the laboratory wall.

Somewhere nearby, a camera clicked.



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, efficient, familiar.

Three men entered through the main doors without registering.

They wore white coats, but no name tags.

They carried stethoscopes, but none had earned them.

They signed no forms, yet doors yielded without resistance.

They smiled with professional politeness.

Their eyes did not participate.

They turned instinctively towards the neurology wing.

One of them murmured in flawless Hindi—carefully neutral,
almost gentle.

“Remember. No panic. Quiet diseases serve our purpose.”

The second replied, just as softly, “And quiet deaths.”

They disappeared into the ward like blades returning to their
sheaths.
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Ghaziabad — Secure Laboratory, 07:22 IST

Ajay Mehra stood over a projected chemical schematic, its
latticed pathways glowing faintly against the wall.

A senior clinician, pale and visibly shaken, spoke in a low
voice. “Sir... I've treated addiction for twenty years. This isn’t
dependency.”

Ajay didn’t look up. “Then define it.”

“It hijacks more than reward pathways,” the doctor said.
“It restructures decision-making. Patients don’t just crave the
substance—they develop behavioural alignment with its source.”

Ajay’s fingers tightened against the edge of the table.

This was not narcotics.

It was architecture.

Mind control delivered as medicine—not science fiction, not
ideology, but something coldly clinical and reproducible.

Sonia entered briskly, hair pulled tight, phone vibrating
constantly with tips she hadn’t yet read.

Ajay met her gaze. “This isn’t a drug crisis,” he said. “It’s a
sovereignty crisis.”

She nodded once.

“An invasion without uniforms.”

“We respond without hesitation.”

Before either could continue, a forensic specialist approached,
colour drained from his face.

“Sir. Three trial patients at Shree Vaibhav have developed acute
respiratory complications. ICU transfer. Rapid deterioration.”

Sonia stopped breathing for a moment.

Ajay’s voice dropped into something dangerously calm. “That
isn’t deterioration. That’s erasure.”

He turned to field operations. “Seal all hospital exits. Quietly.
No departures without verification.”

The line between investigation and combat vanished.
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Old Delhi — Near Jama Masjid, 10:10 IST

Sonia moved through the crowd with the practised anonymity
of a reporter who had learnt when to exist and when to disappear.

She met her informant in the shadow of a shuttered shop—a
young journalist from Punjab, hoodie faded, eyes restless.

“They aren’t afraid of seizures,” he whispered. “They’re afraid
of exposure. A cartel source said Punjab was never the endgame.”

“Then what was?” Sonia asked.

He glanced around before answering. “Population behaviour
control. Elections. Markets. Riots. Calm. You shape outcomes by
shaping brain chemistry.”

Sonia felt something shift inside her.

“This isn’t narcotics.”

“No,” he said.

“It’s governance engineering.”

His voice dropped further. “They tried something similar in
Central Asia under Soviet labs. Failed then. Perfected now.”

Sonia typed rapidly.

Then the air changed.

The young man stiffened. His pupils dilated. His throat seized
as if gripped by an invisible hand.

He collapsed.

Foam gathered at his lips.

No gunshot.

No warning.

Just a sudden biochemical shutdown.

A scooter parked nearby roared to life and vanished.

Sonia knelt beside him, hands shaking.

People gathered. Someone whispered, “Overdose.”

She looked up sharply. “No. This wasn’t an overdose.”

But the lie was already circulating—faster, simpler, and easier to
digest.

Someone else was writing the story in real time.
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South Block — Emergency Briefing, 11:55 IST

Ajay stood before senior officials once more.

“We have our first civilian death,” he said. “They’ll label it
overdose. Blame gangs. Blame borders.”

A political aide leaned back, fingers steepled. “So let them.
Stability matters more than attribution.”

Ajay’s stare was unblinking. “This isn’t panic containment. It’s
institutional corrosion. Silence makes us accomplices.”

The aide smiled faintly. “Not accomplices. Strategic.”

Ajay recognised him—too many private meetings, too many
industry dinners.

“Some wars”, Ajay said softly, “are lost by those who look away.
Others by those who profit.”

For a fraction of a second, fear flickered.

Then arrogance reasserted itself. “Elections are eight months
away. Optics come first.”

Ajay replied without raising his voice. “Elections are irrelevant
under chemical occupation.”

No one spoke.

London — South Bank, 09:39 GMT

Eleanor Shaw stood before a wall of glass, watching the Thames
slide past with untroubled patience.

An analyst approached.

“One of Zenith’s board contacted a lobbyist after the Indian
court order.”

“And?” Eleanor asked.

“He asked whether release schedules should be accelerated.

His words: India has begun to wake too soon.”

Eleanor’s expression hardened.

“Then let them wake fully,” she said.

She dialled Ajay directly.

No pleasantries.

“Prepare for an international media assault,” she said.



ANNIHILATION OF VORTEX 57

“They’ll discredit your case before sunset.”
Ajay replied evenly, “Already underway.”

Jay rep ¥; y y
“Then prepare a response.”
“What kind?”
“One sentence,” Eleanor said after a pause.

p

“You cannot detox a nation once obedience sets in.”
Ajay closed his eyes briefly.
“That’s it.”

Shree Vaibhav Medical & Research, 15:14 IST

A trial patient convulsed violently.

A nurse entered—mask in place, movements practised. She
injected a clear fluid into the IV.

The patient’s heart rate slowed. Then stopped.

She leaned close and whispered with unsettling tenderness,
“Witnesses deserve mercy.”

R AW ofhicers intercepted her five steps later.

She did not resist.

She smiled.

“You’re late”, she said calmly. “There are others.”

Her eyes shone—not with fear, but conviction.

Not hired.

Converted.

Ajay arrived moments later. Machines breathed for patients who
no longer could. Curtains trembled around beds holding terror
and confusion.

Sonia stood beside him, shaken but unbroken.

Ajay placed a hand lightly at the foot of one bed. “They wanted
obedience,” he said. “They underestimated anger.”

He turned to the officers.

“No containment. No quiet handling.”

Sonia met his gaze.

“We go public.”

“Fully,” Ajay said.
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“Call it whatitis.”

He paused.

“A covert biochemical assault on India.”

Sirens wailed outside.

Inside, truth finally sharpened.

And elsewhere in the city, in a nondescript room, an
unremarkable parcel was being sealed—vials packed for night
trains that would leave without suspicion.

Tomorrow was already being assembled.



CHAPTER SIX

City Of Breathing Walls

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 traffic patterns and tea breaks.

This evening, however, the city watched.

Auto drivers felt it first—a restlessness in their mirrors, a
tightening behind the eyes.

Newsrooms hummed like wires stretched too taut.

Chai stalls lowered their voices instinctively, as if sound itself had
become an informant.

Kuchh ho raba bai...

Something is happening.

And beneath the ordinary movement of buses and bodies,
something else prepared to happen to Delhi.
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Connaught Place — 19:05 IST

Sonia Kapoor sat at an outdoor café, laptop open, back straight,
posture relaxed in the deliberate way of someone pretending not
to be hunted.

Her fingers moved quickly, but the words were measured.

ENGINEERED ADDICTION: THE SILENT SIEGE OF
INDIA

The headline was not rhetoric. It was a diagnosis.

Across the street, a utility van idled where idling was not
required.

Two men sat inside.

Plain clothes. Latex gloves. The quiet intimacy of shared
intention.

One checked the suppressor on his pistol with habitual
tenderness. The other rolled a small plastic vial between his fingers,
watching the light refract through the liquid.

“Press likes truth?” he said mildly. “Let her inhale it.”

They stepped out.

Sonia feltit before she saw it—that prickle at the nape journalists
inherited from riots, disasters, and rooms where stories died
suddenly. Her pen slipped from her fingers.

She bent to retrieve it.

At that exact moment, a delivery scooter screeched between her
table and the men.

A hand flicked.

Silver flashed.

The vial struck concrete and shattered.

Sonia reacted without thinking—she kicked it hard, sending the
fragments skittering into a gutter already steaming with waste heat.
A thin hiss evaporated into the evening air.

She looked up.

The men were already walking away, absorbed back into the
crowd with the unhurried confidence of professionals. They did
not look back.
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The delivery boy stared at her, shaken.

“Aap theek o, madam?”

Sonia forced a smile that felt stapled to her face. “I owe you tea
for a year.”

Only after he left did her hand tremble—once.

Then it stilled.

She dialled Ajay.

“They tried,” she said quietly. “I'm fine. Missed because of a
kid.”

There was a pause on the line. Ajay’s breath tightened, just
perceptibly.

“They won’t get a second chance,” 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 how to
cool.

He looked at his phone.

Then at the sealed envelope on the desk.

Inside was a list.

Names.

Half from law enforcement.

Half from medical supply chains.

Every one of them was compromised.

He closed his eyes.

‘Baba ji, bas himmat dena,” he whispered. “God, give me
strength.”

He dialled a Delhi number.

When Sonia answered, he spoke without introduction. “Record
this. Don’t trace me. Don’t thank me.”

He read the list in a single breath, as if pausing might kill him.

Then he hung up.

His eyes burnt.
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Outside, a bullet motorcycle revved once—distant but
deliberate.

“Not today,” he murmured. “I walk home from the fields.”

He left through the back door, dissolving into the wheat-scented
dark like a man choosing anonymity over survival.

NCR Fringe — Industrial Zone, 21:02 IST

A neon sign flickered above the entrance:

Harmony IVF & Fertility Centre

Inside, pastel walls and soft floors promised beginnings.

Behind a disguised access door, a different truth pulsed.

Nerve-tissue incubators glowed softly. Opioid precursor vials
rested in chilled racks. Neural receptor maps crawled across screens
like living diagrams.

A cryobox sat in the corner.

A-VX — Phase Two

Alab technician wiped sweat from his neck—not fear, but fever.
He spoke into his mask, voice slurred but reverent.

“Deployments ready.”

Behind him, an ultrasound machine hummed, indifferent.

Weaponisation disguised as birth.

Cruel, elegant poetry.

Across the road, RAW operatives watched from a rooftop.

“Orders?” one asked over the radio.

Ajay hesitated.

“Wait.”

“We have them.”

“Notyet,” Ajay said. “Watch the night shift. That’s when people

stop performing.”

London — MI6, 16:39 GMT

Eleanor Shaw stood before a live feed from Luxembourg.

A Zenith boardroom had devolved into panic masquerading as
authority.



ANNIHILATION OF VORTEX 63

“Shut India down legally,” one director snapped. “Attack
credibility. Accuse sabotage. Demand WTO intervention.”

Another voice cutin, colder. “Vectors are already planted. India
cannot stop us. Do not blink.”

Eleanor muted the feed.

Her analyst hesitated. “Do we expose them now?”

“No.”

“Why wait?”

She stared at the darkened screen. “Because truth revealed too
early becomes rumour. Truth revealed too late becomes history.”

She turned slowly.

“Revealed at the precise moment—truth becomes justice.”

Delhi — Lutyens’ Bungalow Zone, 22:14 IST

An envelope waited at Ajay’s safe address.

No stamp. No return.

Inside, a single printed slip:

Your enemies wear your uniform.

Come alone at 03:40 hrs.

Or come dead later.

Coordinates followed. Humayun’s Tomb.

Ajay showed it to Sonia.

She said nothing for ten seconds.

“They want isolation,” she said finally. “Don’t go alone.”
“I won’t.”

“You’re taking a team?”

“No.”

He folded the note carefully. “I'm taking you.”

She blinked.

“You trust me with this?”

Ajay met her gaze.

“I trust you with India.”

For a moment, the war softened into something almost human.

Then Sonia nodded.



64 AVINASH PUSHKARNA

Delhi Metro Tunnel — 23:55 IST

Onagrainy CCTV feed far beneath the city, a train halted where
no platform existed.

A man stepped out.

He opened a case no larger than a laptop.

Inside, vials rested in rubber slots.

A-VX — Urban Seeding / Pilot Drop

He whispered, “Tomorrow the walls begin to breathe.”

The case disappeared behind a maintenance panel.

The man vanished into shadow.

The train moved on.

No one noticed.

Delhi — Rooftop, 02:18 IST

Ajay and Sonia sat on a high rooftop, the city spread below them
like fractured constellations.

“Do you think we can stop this?” Sonia asked.

Ajay did not lie. “I think someone has to. And no one else is
moving fast enough.”

Distant sirens wailed like sick ghosts.

“Then we move faster,” she said.

The wind carried a faint scent—metallic, chemical, almost
imagined.

Delhi inhaled.

The walls inhaled with it.

Tomorrow would not resemble today.



CHAPTER SEVEN

The Tomb Whisperer

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 figure 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.

“You came,” it said. “Good. India still has people who choose
danger over denial.”

Ajay’s jaw set. “Who are you?”

The figure 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 Whisperer continued.

“India is not merely a target. India is the template. If you fall,
others follow. You were not meant to uncover this until the system
was already obedient.”

Ajay’s voice hardened. “You knew about ECHO-9.”

The figure turned just enough for moonlight to catch the eyes.

Not fear.

Grief.

“Yes. Since the files were recovered in ’92. Labelled ‘Soviet
humanitarian aid research’. That phrase was a lie then. Itis a
weapon now.”

Sonia felt something tighten behind her ribs. “You sat on this for
thirty years?”

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

A pause.

“You are the resurfacing.”

Ajay took a step forward.
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“Names,” he said. “I want infiltrators.”

Wind threaded through dry leaves. Stone breathed cold.

“I can give you a codename,” the Whisperer said. “One word
that runs through procurement, ethics committees, media buys,
donor lists, and political corridors.”

Sonia watched the Whisperer’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.
“Left quadrant tower.”

The Whisperer didn’t flinch. “They followed me. Not you.”

A red dot danced across sandstone.

Ajay moved without thought—his hand at Sonia’s shoulder,
firm, certain, pulling her down.

CRACK.

Stone exploded where the Whisperer had stood.

Three more shots shattered the fog.

Ajay rolled behind a pillar, dragging Sonia with him. Her breath
came fast now, chest pressed briefly 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.”

Zenith?

Compromised intelligence?

Both?

“Move,” Ajay hissed. “West exit.”

The Whisperer 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 first.”

Then the figure 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 Connaught 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.

Gunfire 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. Just there.
“Whatever’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 flickered alive. Folders bloomed open:

1991 UZB FINAL PROTOCOLS

ECHO-9 APPLICATION INDIA

RKSHA INITIATION MEMO

A line typed decades ago stared back at them:

Opium conquered minds. Synthetic obedience will conquer

nations.

Below 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. Watch AIIMS.

Sonia reached for her bag. “We go.”

Ajay shook his head once. “No. We don’t run blind. We set
traps.”

He dialled an encrypted channel.

One sentence. Clinical. Absolute.

“Phase Zero alert. Institutional compromise is probable. Lock

medical corridors. AIIMS first.”

On television, a breaking alert scrolled.

Violent psychiatric episode outside Delhi hospital.
International feeds filled instantly.

Zenith 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. Biting. Clawing.

Eyes blown wide, unmoored from recognition. A sedative failed.
Security rushed. Staff recoiled.

A nurse whispered, horrified, “Not drugs. Not psychosis.”
“This is... directed.”

Above them, unseen, a ceiling vent opened.

Cold air spilt. Chemical. Metallic. Invisible.

The walls inhaled. So did the city.



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, misfiled, misunderstood.

The psychiatric bay alarm was never designed for genuine crisis.
It had been installed for protocol compliance, not catastrophe.
Now it screamed continuously, raw and animal, as two patients
seized at opposite ends of the ward—eyes glassed over, limbs
thrashing with the frantic violence of marionettes whose strings
had been cut too suddenly.

Dr Rani Saxena, the night lead, snapped on restraints.

Her junior froze. “Ma’am—we don’t restrain psychiatric
patients—”

“These aren’t psychiatric patients,” Rani said sharply.
“Something else is driving them.”

A third patient began clawing at his forearm, nails tearing skin,
whispering through blood-flecked teeth:

“Stop the hunger... stop the hunger... they told me to obey...”

Rani went still.

Obey.
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An orderly lunged to restrain him. The man bit down
hard—blood spurted, teeth gnashing with feral desperation.
Security rushed in, boots skidding on the polished floor.

Too late.

The patient convulsed once, violently, then collapsed into an
unnerving stillness.

Someone whispered, voice breaking, “This isn’t drugs.”

Another answered, almost reverent with horror, “This is a
programming failure. Something inside them... snapped.”

Rani’s eyes drifted to the tray beside her.

A syringe lay there—ordinary, disposable, inventory-coded.

But she saw it.

A microscopic hex font embedded near the base of the label.

A-VX — Batch: Trial- DEL-09

Her throat closed.

It’s here.

Phones buzzed across the ward.

Internal memo: AIIMS incident. Keep confidential.

Rani laughed once—soft, humourless.

“Confidential”, she whispered, “will kill us faster than this.”

She turned away from the ward phone and reached for her own.

She called a journalist.

South Delhi — Safe Apartment, 06:45 IST

Sonia’s screen lit up before the kettle could boil.

Unknown Number AIIMS outbreak. Trial tags on syringe.
Cover-up in motion.

Audio followed—ragged breathing, nurses shouting over one
another:

“Why aren’t sedatives working?”

“Lock the ward!”

“This isn’t psychosis—it’s a trigger response!”

Sonia’s pulse spiked.
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Ajay, mid-call with a RAW commissioner, turned as she tilted
the phone toward him.

The sound filled the room.

Silence fell—not empty, but loaded.

Ajay exhaled slowly. “They’ve moved to open deployment.”

Sonia was already typing.

Not speculation.

Not outrage.

Precision.

The headline appeared, clean and lethal:

INTERNAL LEAK FROM AIIMS: ENGINEERED
OBEDIENCE DRUG TURNING VIOLENT — EVIDENCE
LINKS TO ZENITH NETWORK

Her finger hovered over Publish.

Ajay’s hand closed over hers—not to stop her, not to guide. Just
to acknowledge the weight of the moment.

“Once this goes out,” he said quietly, “there’s no narrowing the
war again.”

Sonia met his eyes.

There was fear there—but no doubt.

“Good,” she said. “I'm done defending.”

She clicked.

The kettle screamed, forgotten.

Punjab — Tarn Taran, 07:14 IST

Ataroadside dhaba, a truck driver stared at his phone until the
words blurred.

He dialled his brother, a Customs head constable at Attari.

“Bhai... this isn’t drugs anymore, is it?”

On the other end, silence—then a whisper. “I saw the
shipments. You saw the soldiers. Rajeev died because he didn’t
pretend not to.”

The truck driver swallowed.

“They want to make us slaves.”
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A Sikh farmer at the next table spoke without looking up.
“Slavery never left Punjab. It just learns new shapes.”

The farmer walked to his tractor.

Opened a hidden compartment above the engine.

Found a foil-wrapped packet stamped in foreign ink.

His hands trembled.

He dropped it onto the dirt.

Crushed it beneath the tractor wheel.

The war reached another man who had never volunteered for it.

North Block — Emergency War Room, 07:52 IST

The Prime Minister was not yet present.

But his absence cast a longer shadow than his arrival ever could.

Arguments ricocheted around the table.

“Throttle the internet. Discredit the journalist.”

“No—this will backfire.”

“Contain diplomatically.”

The cabinet secretary voiced the question no one wanted to
answer:

“Has this breached the national security threshold?”

Ajay replied without hesitation.

“It breached the moment they targeted hospitals.”

Another official scoffed.

“You’re dramatising.”

Ajay stepped forward.

His voice did not rise.

“They are chemically calibrating obedience. A country that
cannot disobey is not a nation.”

Silence.

A junior aide burst in, face drained.

“Sir— AIIMS has sealed half a block. Symptoms are spreading.”

The room changed temperature.

Someone whispered, “What have we allowed?”
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MI6 — London, 03:31 GMT

Eleanor Shaw watched Indian media ignite.

Her analyst murmured, “India went public. Brave or reckless?”
Eleanor didn’t look away. “Both.”

She opened a sealed file.

UZB-92 — Unfiltered Names

She stopped at one entry.

An Indian name.

She exhaled sharply. “Send this to Ajay. Now.”

NCR — Harmony ‘IVF Clinic Rooftop, 09:04 IST

R AW snipers reported in calm voices.

“Heat signatures active. Two moving. One stationary.”

Ajay surveyed the building below. Sonia stood beside him, arms
folded tightly, eyes fixed on pastel walls that hid rot.

“Breach?” Command asked.

“Not yet,” Ajay said.

Sonia turned sharply. “You’re letting poison sit in a baby clinic.”

“If we hit now,” Ajay replied, “we catch labour. If we watch, we
find command.”

She clenched her jaw. “That logic costs lives.”

“So does theirs,” he said softly. “That’s why this war is obscene.”

Their shoulders brushed—unavoidable in the narrow space.
Neither moved away.

South Delhi — Café Television, 09:22 IST

Screens flashed.

INDIA WEAPONISES PANIC — BBC WORLD

ADDICTION CRISIS MISREAD AS BIO-ATTACK —
NYT

At tables across Delhi, people asked quietly, “Who do we
believe?”

A masked nurse at AIIMS whispered to her colleague, “It’s
designed to look like social failure.”



ANNIHILATION OF VORTEX 75

Safe Apartment — 10:07 IST

Sonia’s phone rang again.

Foreign number.

“This is Malika,” a voice said—thin, trembling, alive.

Sonia froze.

“They need my credentials,” Malika whispered. “I’'m
underground. Central Asia corridor. Shipments are moving under
medical diplomacy cover.”

“Where are you?” Sonia asked.

Static.

Then: “Find Raksha. He was always the Indian liaison.”

The line died.

Ajay took the phone, jaw tight. “Trace?”

“Five relay nations,” Sonia said. “We only know she’s alive. And
now—they know we know.”

Ajay turned away, fists clenched.

“Time’s out,” he said.

Outside, Delhi continued breathing.

Inside, the war shed its last illusions.



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 floodlamps. Yellow tape cut clean
lines through the fog. Armed personnel stood at intervals, their
silhouettes rigid, watchful. Ambulance sirens hiccupped into
uneasy silence as if even noise had learnt restraint.

Families gathered at the cordon in thin jackets, faces drained
of expression—too stunned for panic, too tired for hope. They
looked like mourners before the news had found its words.

Inside the ICU, the air smelt of antiseptic and something
colder—iron and the faint metallic residue of altered chemistry.

Dr Rani Saxena stood over the morning list, reading it again,
though she already knew it by heart.

Three new admissions overnight.

Two unresponsive.

One conscious—whispering a phrase with unsettling devotion.

Follow Zenith. Love Zenith.

The words clung to the room like mould.
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An orderly approached, hands shaking, holding a still frame
printed from CCTV. A nurse, smiling faintly, injecting clear fluid
into an IV line. The timestamp aligned exactly with the first
convulsion.

Rani closed her eyes.

“In-hospital deployment,” she said quietly. “We have an
insider.”

RAW Annex — War Room, 06:03 IST

The walls were tiled with moving data: satellite sweeps, hospital
feeds, and social-media heat maps pulsing red where panic
clustered. A thin white trail cut across the map—from Delhi
through Pakistan into Central Asia. Over the NCR blinked a
single word:

HARMONY

Ajay Mehra stood at the centre, shoulders squared, eyes
unreadable.

“We lock down AIIMS,” he said. “Fully. No movement without
R AW clearance. No media inside. Controlled access only.”

Farheen typed rapidly. “Public agitation is peaking. Clamp too
hard and they scream censorship. Clamp too soft and vectors
spread.”

Ajay didn’t hesitate. “We clamp. We test every vial. Then we
release proof that cannot be argued away.”

A junior officer cleared his throat. “Sir... we’ve detected an
internal relay. An encrypted hand-oft at 02:13 between a RAW
number and an external account.”

Ajay looked up. “Whose number?”

The screen shifted.

Vikram Malhotra — Cyber-INT, RAW

Silence fell like snowfall.

“Detain him,” Farheen said calmly. “Quietly.”

Ajay nodded once. “Now. Off the logs until we know the

damage.”
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South Delhi — Residential Street, 07:10 IST

Sonia Kapoor moved with the discipline of someone who had
learnt how cities watched.

Long coat. Scarf high. Head down. A cheap sedan idled at the
kerb; a man folded a newspaper around a coffee cup, pretending to
read.

She felt the prick at her neck before she registered pain.

Clinical.

Precise.

Her legs buckled as a paralytic flooded her system—engineered
to immobilise without suffocation. She staggered, caught a lamp
post, and slid into a doorway.

Hands closed over hers.

An old woman from the building’s tea stall—eyes sharp, grip
firm—pressed something into Sonia’s palm: a strip of cloth and a
handwritten scrawl.

Breathe into this.

Tell no one.

Run when you can.

Nitrite.

Old wisdom, newer danger.

Sonia forced a breath. Muscles shuddered, then answered
her again. The attacker had not accounted for neighbourhood
memory—the invisible web of eyes and favours.

She stood, heart hammering.

A white surgical glove lay abandoned on the pavement.

She pocketed it and called Ajay.

“Second attempt,” she said steadily.

“They’re surgical now. Paralysis, not murder.”

Ajay’s voice was immediate.

“Switch identities. New comms. Pulse point in forty-five. Trust
no courier.”

A pause.
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“I'm not going alone,” she said.
Neither of them pretended otherwise.

Punjab — Cold Storage Facility, 09:02 IST

Under sodium lamps, the warehouse looked harmless—frozen
mango pulp, pallets marked EXPORT.

Behind a false wall, Ajay’s team found the truth: insulated
cases, dry-ice racks, and shipping tags resolving to Zenith shell
companies.

A dairy farmer stood nearby, voice breaking. “They said it was
baby formula for hospitals. I put my name on the manifest.”

He handed Ajay a torn slip.

Embedded code: RKSHA-LOG-0419

Raksha again.

A technician ran an assay. Her face drained. “OP-variant vector.
Cold-chain stable. Designed for hospital infiltration.”

Ajay nodded. “Corridors to wards. Trust to patients.”

The enemy’s weapon is travelling through legitimate medical
systems and can complete its mission using the patient’s
unquestioning faith in the healthcare itself.

He rested a hand on the farmer’s shoulder. “You did the right
thing.”

The man whispered, “I thought I was helping.”

“So you are,” Ajay said. “Now.”

RAW Annex — Interrogation Wing, 11:18 IST

Vikram Malhotra sat beneath fluorescent light, shoulders rigid.

“You leaked data,” Ajay said, not unkindly.

Vikram laughed once, brittle. “Ileaked truth. I thoughtif people
knew, they’d move faster.”

“To whom?”

“An NGO contact. European. Refugee aid. Money everywhere.
I thought I could control the flow.”
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Ajay’s voice flattened. “You handed procurement pathways to
Zenith nodes.”

Vikram bowed his head. “I didn’t know how deep it went.”

Ajay had him led away—not arrested, not freed. Suspended in
consequence.

Farheen exhaled. “Procurement logs for nine months are
compromised.”

Ajay rubbed his temple. “Raksha.”

MI6 — Secure Line, 12:04 GMT

Eleanor Shaw’s voice cut clean through the static.

“We have a name. Not just a codename. Middle-level
bureaucrat, procurement committees.”

Ajay leaned forward.

“Name.”

“Sushil Raghavan. Ministry of Health. Geneva and
Luxembourg travel.”

Ajay closed his eyes. A man invisible enough to be lethal.

“Then,” he said, “we have a target.”

Delhi — Pulse Point Meeting, 13:00 IST

They gathered without ceremony: Ajay, Sonia, Farheen, a field
commander, a customs officer from Acttari, and a retired Supreme
Court clerk turned activist.

“We go surgical,” Ajay said.

“Supply chains. Lawyers. Boardrooms that launder trust.”

Sonia spoke without heat, only certainty. “We go public on
Raghavan—when the chain is sealed.”

Ajay’s thumb brushed the vial in his inner pocket—the one
from Ghaziabad, frozen proof of intent.

Sonia noticed the gesture—unconscious, almost protective —
and something in her shifted. He wasn’t armouring himself with
certainty; he was carrying doubt like responsibility. She realised
then that her trust in him hadn’t come from authority or answers,
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but from the quiet fact that he never pretended this war would
spare anyone who fought .

“We strike supply first. Parallel exposure.”

The plan stitched itself together, fragile and necessary.

Parliament Grounds — 15:33 IST

Mandira Verghese, the senior national opposition leader,
stepped to the microphones, voice carrying like tempered steel.

“Corporate immunity will not shield biological crimes.”

Ajay listened from his car, something like relief flickering
through the exhaustion. Mandira’s stand forced daylight where
shadows preferred comfort.

Mandira Verghese, a constitutional lawyer and activist for civil
liberties, was well known for parliamentary interventions and had
the formidable reputation of moral standing. She always espoused
public causes with exemplary courage.

RAW Annex — Nightfall, 21:10 IST

Ajay authorised a black operation.

Operation Pulsebreaker.

Objective: intercept a scheduled Zenith transfer. Seize payload.
Capture courier. Extract provenance. Follow the trace to
Luxembourg.

Sonia met his gaze. “This will make us enemies.”
He didn’t blink. “We already are.”

Gurgaon Expressway — 23:18 IST

The night lay flat and cold. A refrigerated lorry rolled beneath a
moon like a coin.

RAW’s van followed at a distance.

At a weighbridge, a magnet latch opened beneath the lorry. A
case slid free. A courier moved to collect it.

The strike team flowed in.

Efficient.
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Quiet.

Inside the case: vials labelled across languages. Hospital codes
from Delhi, Tashkent, and Samarkand. A micro-SD stitched into
the seam—transactions, calls, routes.

“This is provenance,” Farheen breathed.

Ajay nodded. “Secure everything.”

Aftermath — 02:05 IST

The courier sat wrapped in a blanket, terrified, human.

“They paid through Raksha Supplies,” he sobbed. “I just moved
crates.”

Raksha again.

Farheen looked up. “We can link this to Raghavan.”

Ajay allowed himself a breath—small, earned.

They had a thread.

But as he looked at the courier, at the city beyond the van’s dark
windows, Ajay knew the truth that mattered most:

Breaking one chain only taught the network how to tighten the
next.
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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: fluorescent tubes that buzzed
with a faint resentment, steel kettles of over-boiled tea, corridors
smelling of disinfectant and old paper—as if the files themselves
perspired dust.

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

Security guards stood straighter. Whispered less.

Even the lift doors seemed to open and shut with a nervous
efficiency, as though the building had been told to behave.

Sushil Raghavan walked in wearing a crisp Nehru jacket
and a face designed for forgettability. He offered the guard a
smile—warm enough to pass as kindness, light enough to suggest
nothing mattered.

“Routine clearance check,” he said pleasantly.

A signature.

A stamp.
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A nod.

To anyone watching, he was merely another cog moving
through a machine that pretended to run on procedure rather than
power.

But in the inner corridor, Ajay Mehra waited.

Dossier in hand. Eyes calm in the way storms were calm—quiet
only because they had learnt patience.

Raghavan saw him and paused.

A heartbeat of recognition.

Not fear.

Calculation.

“Mr Mehra,” Raghavan said, voice mild with professional
curiosity. “Early hours.”

“Long night,” Ajay replied. “Busy roads. Busy borders.”

Raghavan nodded sympathetically, as if they were colleagues
exchanging pleasantries over a shared burden.

“Yes,” he said. “The nation never sleeps. That is why
bureaucracy must protect stability.”

Ajay held his gaze. “Sometimes stability is the most dangerous
illusion.”

For a moment, the corridor became a narrow arena. Two men
standing and sizing up each other—one representing the state’s
conscience, the other its convenient corruption.

Raghavan’s smile remained. It was polished, practised. The kind
that had survived committees and cover-ups.

“If you have queries,” he said, “please file them through the
appropriate channel.”

Ajay didn’t blink. “We will.”

He extended a sealed envelope.

Not a request.

A summons.

Court-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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Raghavan accepted it politely, bowed slightly, and walked
away—too slowly.

Ajay watched him go.

Outside, the sky cracked with distant thunder.

It wasn’t weather.

It was the state turning on itself.

Sonia’s Safe Terminal, 08:19 IST

Sonia Kapoor sat cross-legged on a chair that had never been
meant for long hours.

Her laptop’s fan whined like a trapped insect.

The procurement logs Vikram’s leak had indirectly exposed
were not dramatic. They were boring by design—columns of
codes, tender approvals, supply lists, and partnership headers.
Bureaucracy’s favourite camouflage was monotony.

Sonia read them the way some people read crime scenes.

Not for what was written—but for what was being disguised.

Tender approvals.

Hospital supply lists.

“Public-private wellness collaborations.”

Ethics committee expenses that looked like stationery.

And then she found it.

A fund stream labelled with almost comical innocence:

Public Health Outreach — Future of Youth Initiative

Recipient: RAKSHA FOUNDATION

Under “programme objective”:

Neuro-behavioural health pilot in urban youth populations

(Aligned with wellness and performance optimisation)

Age range: 7-16 years

Sonia felt her stomach turn to stone.

Children.

Her fingers went cold, but they did not slow. She clicked deeper.
Distribution routes. Purchase orders.

“Flavoured nutritional supplement sachets.”
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“Fortified milk additive blends.”

“Cognitive support amino complexes.”

The delivery chain had been threaded through mid-day meal
NGOs, school canteens, “youth wellness events”, and municipal
health drives.

And then a name flashed.

Tagore Model Public School — Dwarka

Sonia whispered, barely audible: “No. No, no, no.”

Sonia sat back as if the chair had suddenly grown spikes.

For a moment, she didn’t hear the fan, didn’t hear the distant
honks, didn’t even hear her own breathing. Her fingers hovered
above the keyboard—frozen in a child’s helplessness, she hated
admitting.

A message blinked on her secure chat.

Ajay: Where are you? Don’t answer with an address. Just tell me:
are you alone?

She stared at the line longer than she should have.

Sonia: Yes.

A pause.

Ajay: Good. Then listen. Close the curtains. Put your phone
face down. And put something heavy against the door. ’'m not
asking because I'm afraid. I'm asking because you matter in this
fight.

The last line landed strangely—like a hand placed gently on the
back of her neck.

She swallowed, blinked once, and typed.

Sonia: Copy.

Then, almost against her will, she added—

Sonia: Don’t do anything reckless today.

A beat later:

Ajay: I wasn’t planning to. Not until you said that.

The corners of her mouth twitched—brief, unwilling. Then
the screen went hard again: children’s names, milk packets,
procurement signatures.



ANNIHILATION OF VORTEX 87

She resumed typing like someone trying to outpace a disaster.

She heard Ajay moving behind her—quiet footsteps, controlled
breathing. He didn’t speak, but his presence filled the room like a
second pulse.

She turned her screen towards him.

He read. Once. Twice.

Then he sat down without realising he had moved.

For a moment, he looked like a man absorbing a physical injury.

“If a nation must be broken,” he said, voice stripped to bone,
“begin with its children.”

Sonia’s throat tightened. “The worst part is how clean it looks,”
she whispered. “No needles. No street dealers. No sirens.”

Ajay’s jaw flexed. “Just milk.”

Dwarka — School Canteen, 09:02 IST

At Tagore Model Public School, the morning bell rang with the
indifferent cheer of routine.

The canteen window was already crowded.

A boy of twelve stood staring at a packet of milk fortified with
“cognitive support amino blends”. His face was blank, as though
someone had dimmed him from inside.

Another child tugged his sleeve. “You’re not eating?”

The boy didn’t answer. He blinked slowly. His pupils were
slightly dilated.

The vendor laughed. “Beta, today free packets courtesy of the
health foundation. Take two if you want.”

Children reached for the packets with a hunger that didn’tlook
like hunger.

Not playful greed.

Not excitement.

Something compulsive—ritual urgency.

Three of them grabbed two packets each without being told
twice. Their hands moved as if they were obeying a signal only they
could hear.
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A teacher approached, frowning. “Why are they... like this?”

No one replied.

The bell rang again.

No one reacted.

The teacher’s voice shook slightly. “This isn’t normal
behaviour.”

Behind her, on a faded poster near the canteen door, a logo
smiled politely:

RAKSHA FOUNDATION — PROTECTING YOUTH,
BUILDING FUTURE

RAW Annex, 10:14 IST

Sonia didn’t knock. She entered like a verdict.

She slammed her laptop down.

“Proof.

They seeded school nutrition.”

Ajay’s blood cooled in a way that felt almost clinical.

“In Delhi,” he repeated, as if saying the word might change its
meaning.

Farheen scanned the data quickly. “If the vector is mild-dose
behavioural conditioning...” She swallowed. ...it won’t look like
poisoning.”

“It will look like modern childhood,” Sonia said.

“Restless. Irritable. Addicted to something they can’t name.”

Ajay exhaled slowly.

“Quarantine the supply chain. Immediately. Every route. Every
NGO. Every vendor.”

A young officer rushed in, breathless. “Sir—AIIMS second ward
collapse. Three more symptomatic.”

Ajay nodded once, as if he had expected nothing else from a
world already sick with deception.

Farheen’s voice lowered. “It stops being covert soon.”

Sonia said, almost gently, “It already has.”
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Central Asia — Underground Bunker, 11:47 UZT

Malika Ismailova lay on a cot in half-darkness.

One eye bruised.

Lip split.

Breath shallow.

She whispered into the ceiling like a prayer aimed at concrete.

“You think fear silences journalists...”

A guard passed outside—metal boots, steady pace.

Cold air slid under the door.

Malika’s fingers moved under the blanket.

She had peeled a torn label from a crate earlier and hidden it
against her skin, where pain could not steal it from her.

AVX —YOUTH-TIER-3

Her voice cracked but did not break.

“If I survive,” she whispered, “they fall.”

Luxembourg — Boardroom, 08:25 CET

Zenith executives argued around a glass table that reflected their
faces like judgement.

“We underestimated local resistance.”

“India broke the silence window.”

“Activate global narrative: anti-science hysteria, nationalist
panic, misinformation storm.”

A director leaned forward, voice cold. “Accelerate. Withdrawal
is not an option. We win now or never.”

Another asked the question that mattered.

“Who told India?”

Silence.

Then an older member tapped his pen softly.

“Find the leak.”

A murmur.

“London, perhaps.”

Suspicion thickened.

Even architects distrusted their own scaffolding.
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Parliament Road, 12:33 IST

Mandira Varghese faced the cameras again.

“Emergency parliamentary oversight,” she demanded, “on
school nutrition procurement and foreign medical collaborations.
Silence kills patriotism—it does not protect it.”

Her words struck a nerve.

Ajay watched on a small monitor, something like respect passing
across his face. India still had a spine, somewhere under its layers
of fear.

RAW Holding Cell, 14:05 IST

Vikram sat with his hands folded, eyes hollow.

Ajay entered. No theatrics.

Vikram spoke first. “I didn’t betray India. I thought
transparency was protection. But these people...” He swallowed.
“They hide behind humanitarian masks.”

Ajay nodded, not forgiving, not condemning—just registering.

“We need your knowledge,” he said. “Not your guilt.”

Vikram looked up, hope and regret braided together. “I'll help.
Just... don’t let what we love die quietly.”

Ajay’s voice softened by half a degree. “It won’t.”

Sushil Raghavan, 16:21IST

Raghavan closed his office door and dialled a number.

“They have the files,” he said. “Operation compromised.”

A voice answered, calm and distant. “Delay and deflect. Court
first. Media next. Use crisis fatigue.”

For the first time, Raghavan’s voice trembled. “They’re coming
for me.”

The reply was indifferent. “Then disappear.”

Raghavan whispered, as if pleading with the word itself,
“Raksha was meant to protect.”

The voice cut through him. “Raksha protects the architecture.
Not you.”
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The line died.

Raghavan stared at his phone as though it had turned to ice.
Then he dialled another number—this time with fear.
“Evac protocol,” he said. “Now.”

Delhi — Dusk, Metro Station, 18:05 IST

Announcements echoed through crowds thick with evening
fatigue.

A little girl tugged at her mother’s hand, sobbing.

“I need the milk. I need it. I need it!”

It wasn’t a tantrum.

It was withdrawal.

The mother’s face fell apart in public, helpless and ashamed.

Sonia watched from a distance, throat burning.

“This is war,” she whispered.

A voice answered behind her—close enough that she felt it
before she heard it.

Ajay.

“No,” he said quietly. “This is conquest. War is retaliation.”

Sonia looked at him. Exhaustion lived under her anger, but so
did something else—an unwilling tenderness that had been forged
in shared risk.

“Then,” she said, “let’s retaliate.”

Ajay’s eyes held hers for a fraction too long—long enough to be
dangerous.

“Tonight,” he said, “we take Raksha down.”

They stood shoulder to shoulder, not touching, but close
enough that the city’s breath could not separate them.

And somewhere in Delhi, children drank sweetness that carried
a slow command.



11

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Exfiltration Hour

elhi — Outer Ring Road, 19:41 IST

The black government SUV moved through traffic like a
thought no one wanted to complete. Its siren lights remained dark,
its authority assumed rather than announced.

Inside, Sushil Raghavan sat very still.

Not panicked. Panic required hope.

What hollowed him now was recognition.

His phone lay warm in his palm; the burner’s screen glowed
faintly as the city smeared past the tinted glass—Aflyovers,
hoardings, fruit carts closing for the night. Delhi continued its
rituals, unaware that one of its quieter betrayals was being erased.

“I'm ready for extraction,” he said into the handset.

The voice that answered was calm, female, and
unhurried—trained to sound like reassurance.

“Confirmed. Proceed to Gate Five, Indira Gandhi International
Airport. A diplomatic vehicle will receive you.”

Raghavan allowed himself a breath. It tasted thin, metallic, and
artificial.

“I followed instructions,” he said softly, as if confession might
still purchase mercy.
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“I did what was asked.”

A pause—measured, deliberate. “You did what was required.”

Then another voice cut in, riding faint static. Male. American.
Flat as doctrine.

“You are a liability now. Thank you for your service.”

The line went dead.

Something loosened inside Raghavan—not anger, not fear, but
the final shedding of illusion.

He was not being extracted.

He was being resolved.

“Turn the car around,” he barked suddenly, slamming his palm
against the divider.

“NOW.”

The driver did not look back.

Because the driver was no longer what the car suggested.

His face in the rearview mirror was polite, almost apologetic.
The sort of face that passed security clearances easily because it
never demanded attention.

“Sir,” the driver said gently, “Protocol. Please relax.”

The road curved. Raghavan followed it with his eyes—and felt
his stomach fall.

They were not heading northwest.

They were descending toward the river.

'Exfiltration’, he realised, was merely a euphemism for disposal.

He lunged for the door. Locked.

A calm settled over him—not courage, but survival stripped to
the bone.

He tore the emergency hammer free and smashed the window.
Glass exploded inward, slicing his hand. Pain flared, sharp and real,
anchoring him.

He rolled out onto the asphalt as the SUV swerved violently.

Two motorcycles surged from behind like summoned hounds.

Raghavan ran.
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His shoes slapped the broken ground as he veered into a
slum lane, breath shredding his lungs. Blood dripped from his
palm, darkening the dust. Somewhere nearby, a temple bell
rang—unconcerned, and eternal.

He stumbled into darkness, carrying with him the knowledge
that Raksha did not protect people.

It protected architecture.

Dwarka — Children’s Warehouse, 19:58 IST

The godown announced itself with a lie.

NUTRI-FLO WHOLESALE FOODS, the sign proclaimed,
glowing harmlessly beneath yellow sodium lamps.

From the rooftop, thermal imaging told a different story.

Clusters where there should have been emptiness. Cold
signatures where milk should never have been stored. Geometry is
too precise for nutrition.

Ajay’s voice was low in the comm.

“On my mark.”

The team moved like shadow folded into shadow. Power cut.
Communications drowned. Silence thickened.

Ajay and Sonia breached the rear service door together. Their
flashlights carved narrow tunnels through the dark.

Crates. Milk packets. Vitamin sachets bound in institutional
neatness.

Sonia knelt, scanning batch codes. Her pulse climbed,
controlled but insistent.

“Raksha numbers,” she said. “Every one of them. This is the
school distribution hub.”

Ajay forced open a freezer unit.

Inside lay vials nestled in foam. Data sticks. Laminated routing
sheets.

And, incongruously, heartbreakingly—

A child’s school ID card, dropped in haste.

Something hardened behind Ajay’s eyes.
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“They weren’t waiting for addiction,” he said quietly.

“They were training obedience—before university, before
choice. Conditioning loyalty to a supply node.”

A soft scuff sounded behind the crates.

Ajay raised his weapon.

A man stepped forward, hands shaking, eyes wet with a fear that
had finally caught up.

“I'just load trucks,” he babbled.

“They paid extra if we didn’t ask questions.”

Sonia’s voice was level but unforgiving.

“You knew something was wrong.”

He nodded, shame breaking through terror.

“They said the milk makes kids calmer. Easier. Teachers like it.
Police like it. Parents like it.”

Sonia felt something recoil deep in her chest.

Ajay lowered his weapon.

“This is not addiction,” he said.

“It’s social engineering.”

Delhi Metro — Hauz Khas Line, 20:11 IST

The train rocked gently, cocooned in ordinary noise.

Phones scrolled. Announcements chimed.

Delhi moved as if nothing had changed.

Then a teenage boy began to twitch.

“Bro, are you okay?” his friend asked, half-laughing.

“L... I need that milk again,” the boy whispered.

“It settles the storm.”

His pupils flared under LED light.

He lunged.

Pandemonium tore through the carriage—screams, bodies
colliding, doors jammed.

Someone hit the emergency stop.

By the time the train shuddered to a halt, videos were already
climbing into the cloud.
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Hashtags formed like scars.
Zenith’s narrative did not collapse.
It fractured.

London — MI6 Briefing Cell, 15:52 GMT

Eleanor Shaw paced like a woman counting heartbeats.

“If they touched children,” a junior analyst murmured, “the
public will want blood.”

Eleanor stopped. Her gaze did not soften.

“No,” she said. “They will want truth. And they will blame the
governments that allowed slaughter by silence.”

She broke protocol. Dialled Ajay directly.

“The school additive formula,” she said without preamble.
“Joint programme. EU health initiative. Children’s nutrition
NGO.”

“Name,” Ajay demanded.

“Sushil Raghavan.”

A pause stretched thin.

“He tried to flee,” Ajay said.

“So did they let him?” Eleanor asked.

Ajay did not answer. Silence was confirmation enough.

Yamuna Riverside, 20:25 IST

Raghavan limped toward a faint temple lamp, each step
dragging pain behind it. The river smelt of rot and memory. Dogs
barked. Mosquitoes sang.

A motorcycle idled behind him.

“You did good work, Sushil,” a voice said softly. “But projects
outgrow people.”

Raghavan turned—and understood everything at once.

The gun was held by an Indian official.

One of their own.

“You picked a side,” the man said, eyes wet but resolved.

“The wrong one.”
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Raghavan collapsed to his knees. “I can help—”
The shot was small. Almost respectful.

A splash. Then nothing.

India erased a corrupted node.

But the hand that ordered it remained unseen.

Safe Apartment — 21:03 IST

Sonia watched metro chaos ripple across her screen. Dread sat
beside something colder—purpose.

“We go public now,” she said. “All of it.”

Ajay shook his head slowly.

“If we dump raw truth, panic outruns reason. They will call it
hysteria.”

Sonia stepped closer. Close enough that he could smell rain in
her hair and feel the heat she carried like defiance.

“Silence is worse,” she said quietly.

For a moment, the war receded. Only two exhausted people
stood in a room, sharing breath.

“We time it,” Ajay said. “Evidence. Court orders.
Whistleblowers. Together.”

Sonia paced once, then stopped abruptly—too close to Ajay.

“You’re still thinking like an officer,” she said, voice low. “Not
like a civilian watching her city unravel.”

Ajay didn’t argue. His gaze stayed on the moving clips—metro
panic, screaming, grainy faces.

“You think I don’t know what silence does?” he murmured.

She stepped even closer, her anger suddenly losing its grip.

“Then why are you carrying it alone?”

Ajay exhaled—one of those rare breaths that sounded like it
hurt.

“Because if I let it spill everywhere, it becomes everyone’s panic
instead of our plan.”
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Sonia looked at him, really looked—at the fine strain around his
eyes, the barely controlled fatigue, and the violence he kept folded
inside.

Without thinking, she reached out and straightened the collar
of his shirt—a small, domestic gesture that shocked them both.

Her hand paused at his throat for half a second too long.

Ajay didn’t move.

For a moment, neither spoke. The city’s chaos played silently on
the laptop like a distant war film.

Sonia withdrew her hand, but her voice softened.

“Don’t get yourself killed for ‘timing’.”

Ajay’s reply was almost a whisper. “I'm trying not to.”

Her phone buzzed. They killed Raghavan. He didn’t jump. Find
the hand that pulled the trigger.

A grainy photo followed. A silhouette. A posture Ajay knew too
well.

“What if it was someone senior?” Sonia whispered. “Inside
RAW?”

Ajay’s voice broke—just once. “Then we’re fighting a war inside
two wars.” She did not move away.

Central Asia — Unknown Holding Zone, 00:51 UZT
Malika traced chalk words on concrete.

Don’t suffocate the witness.

Boots thundered above. “Move her,” a voice barked.

She smiled faintly. Truth, she knew, leaked like water.

Delhi Rooftop — 23:59 IST

Sirens rolled across the sky—not ambulances, but a public
emergency test. The first in decades.

Ajay and Sonia stood shoulder to shoulder, city lights pulsing
beneath them.

“Tomorrow changes everything,” Sonia said.

Ajay nodded. “We bring the fire to their doorstep.”
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She looked at him—tired, fierce, alive.

“Name the operation.”

He answered softly. “Operation Bhoomi-Jagran”.
Delhi breathed uneasily.

The war for free minds had begun.
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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.

* ¥k

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 official statement mentioned the dosage.

The hospital file said complications.

Sonia asked one question.

“What happened?”

No one answered.

Doctors avoided her eyes.

Administrators spoke in procedural language.

The trial sponsor issued a statement about “acceptable risk
margins”.

The boy died at 03:17 a.m.

*kk

The story never ran.

Her editor killed it gently.

“Too many interests,” he said.

“Too many unanswered questions.”

“Come 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 understood:

Silence doesn’t arrive by accident.

It is maintained.

*kk
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She didn’t quit journalism.

She learnt it.

Learnt how to read between affidavits.

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 taught:

Institutions don’t collapse when exposed.

They collapse when remembered—loudly, repeatedly, publicly.

kKK

Years later, when Ajay slipped her the drive on the rain-soaked
rooftop, she recognised the pattern immediately.

Different programme.

Different language.

Same silence.

Children again.

And she knew — with a calm that frightened even her — that
this time, she would not let the story die quietly.

* ¥k

When Zenith 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 fortified school supplements.

Medical evaluation in progress.

Parents are advised to monitor their children for unusual
dependency behaviour.

— Government of India

Language carefully designed not to alarm.

Or to lie.

It was something nebulous, between silence and truth.
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Phones buzzed. WhatsApp groups detonated. Screens filled
with forwarded audio notes, half-formed rumours, and trembling
questions typed and deleted and typed again.

Parents cried.

Teachers froze.

This was not hysteria.

This was moral panic—the kind that arises when instinct
recognises danger before explanation arrives.

Outside a South Delhi school, a mother clutched her daughter
tightly.

“Beta, no milk today.”

The girl trembled, lips quivering, eyes unnaturally glassy.

“I'need it,” she whispered. “Please. I NEED it—"

Her scream was sudden and animal, limbs flailing 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 child’s terror.

A father nearby whispered, voice breaking, “What kind of
monster poisons children for power?”

No 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 field reports with hands that no
longer pretended steadiness. The AIIMS Director stared at the
table as if it might crack open and swallow him. A NITT advisor
looked faint, chalk-pale. The Army liaison sat immobile, a statue
awaiting command.

Ajay stood at the centre, dossier under his arm, spine
straight—not rigid, but resolved.

“We have three objectives,” he said, voice measured, carrying
neither heat nor apology.
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“Contain paediatric exposure. Seize supply nodes nationally.
Isolate political and bureaucratic collaborators.”

A senior bureaucrat bristled. “Do not imply high offices were
infiltrated.”

Ajay’s eyes did not leave him.

“Implication ended when children screamed.”

Silence fell —thick, final.

The military officer spoke quietly, almost gratefully.

“Tell us where to point the gun.”

Ajay slid a sealed envelope across the table.

“Sushil Raghavan is dead.”

A collective intake of breath.

“He was silenced by an internal hand,” Ajay continued. “Not
foreign.”

Trust fractured audibly.

The Prime Minister’s Principal Secretary leaned forward.

“Then Operation Bhoomi-Jagran 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.

Mysterious school illness raises alarm.

Government suspends nutrition programme.

Foreign pharma questions India’s competence.

The narrative war was merciless.

She opened her inbox.

An email from an anonymous account.

Subject: Truth bleeds. But protect the artery.

Inside, a short poem—Uzbek and English side by side:

If the river is poisoned, the fish die last—because they cannot
leave.

Below it, a line that made Sonia’s breath hitch:

They move me tonight. I will try to surface. — M
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Malika.

Alive. Fighting.

Sonia whispered, “Hold on. We’re coming.”

The door buzzer rang.

Her blood iced.

Ajay’s voice cut into her ear through the secure line, calm but
urgent:

“Do not open. Move to the safe room. I’'m getting you.”

She slipped behind the bookshelf, heart hammering, breath
shallow. A shadow passed across the peephole. Footsteps paused.

A whisper in the corridor, almost amused:

“The press is a virus. Sterilise.”

Then silence.

Minutes stretched like punishment.

When Ajay arrived with a counter-unit, the corridor was empty.

But something had been left behind.

A white surgical glove, placed carefully on the doormat.

A calling card.

Ajay picked it up slowly. His jaw tightened—not in rage, but
recognition.

“They’ve 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 Zenith 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 figure approached quietly.
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MI6 badge. French accent.

He laid a dossier beside the envelopes.

Photographs of cryo-labs. AIIMS syringe codes. Shipment
manifests.

A header in brutal clarity:

ECHO-9/ZENITH/INDIA YOUTH SEEDING SCHEMA

The lobbyist went pale. The MI6 officer smiled politely.

“Choose carefully. The world is watching.”

The envelopes remained untouched.

Zenith had expected immunity.

They encountered exposure instead.

Gurgaon — Discreet Warehouse, 13:41 IST

R AW’s ghost unit breached without sound.
Inside—rows of insulated crates marked with lines.
A young officer opened one and recoiled.
Ampoules. Neuro-vectors. Disguised as Vitamin D.
Destination: 28 schools across NCR.

Ajay’s voice travelled calmly over comms.

“We have the weapon. Find the generals.”

The officer whispered, shaken, “What kind of nation does this?”
Ajay replied without hesitation.

“One that forgot souls exist.”

Parliament Road — 15:02 IST

Mandira Varghese stepped onto the podium.

Her voice carried steel.

“Children’s bodies are not battlegrounds. Any official who
collaborated with foreign lab cartels will face trial. India is not a
laboratory. We are a civilisation.”

Applause surged.

Then a muffled blast.

Smoke. Screams.

A crude IED—Iow yield. Message, not murder.
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Mandira remained standing.
“You bomb truth,” she shouted, “it grows teeth.”
The country listened.

Delhi Skyline—Night, 22:56 IST

India Gate glowed in the distance.

Helicopters thudded overhead. Black vans slid through avenues.
South Block was resplendent with light long past midnight.

Ajay and Sonia stood on the rooftop, close enough that neither
noticed when the other had moved nearer.

“Do you think the country knows we’re at war?” Sonia asked
softly.

Ajay looked at the Parliament dome. “They feel it in their bones.
A nation always knows when its children are hunted.”

She turned to him.“When this ends... will we be who we were?”

For a moment, he didn’t answer.

Then, quietly: “No. We’ll be what we fought for.”

The wind lifted her hair; he didn’t move away.

A drone blinked overhead—enemy scouting?

The drone’s blink was small—almost casual.

Ajay’s eyes tracked it like a hunter’s.

Sonia raised her recorder instinctively, then stopped. She didn’t
press record yet.

Instead, she said quietly, “You know what I hate about this?”

Ajay didn’t look away from the sky. “Tell me.”

She hesitated, then admitted the truth in the smallest possible
voice.

“That I'm starting to measure my day by whether you’re still
standing in it.”

Ajay’s jaw tightened—not with fear, but with something more
dangerous: attachment.

He finally turned to her.

For a second, the war paused between them.
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His gloved fingers brushed her wrist—brief, controlled, but
real—as if checking she was anchored to the roof and not being
carried away by adrenaline.

“Then don’t measure,” he said. “Work.”

Sonia gave a thin smile. “That’s your romance, isn’tit? Orders.”

Ajay’s mouth softened—almost a smile, almost not.

“It’s the only kind I can afford right now.”

Sonia didn’t reply. She simply stood closer, shoulder near
his—an unspoken agreement.

Then she hit record.

Sonia steadied her recorder.

Ajay inhaled.

“They tried to enslave the future of India,” he said.

“They will fail.

Not 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
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 flags.

A war map—except the soldiers were children.

Behind him, Sonia watched the same screen, arms folded tight
against herself. She had stopped blinking minutes ago.

“This isn’t chaos,” she said quietly. “It’s choreography.”

Ajay nodded once. His voice, when it came, was steady but
scraped raw. “They taught the city how to want.”

She stepped closer insouciantly. Neither of them moved away.

“Ready?” she asked.
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Ajay didn’t look at her immediately. When he did, something
flickered—not fear, not doubt, but the weight of responsibility
finally made human.

“Let’s cut the roots,” he said.

South Block — Emergency Sub-Committee, 04:26 IST

The room smelt of stale coffee and restrained panic.

Military liaison.

National Security Advisor.

Senior civil officers who had spent careers believing danger came
from borders.

The file slid across the table.

Raksha Command Node — Delhi Administrative Services
Club, Chanakyapuri.

A minister exhaled sharply. “That’s a social hub. Diplomats.
Secretaries. Policymakers.”

Ajay’s voice was low, lethal.“Power doesn’t always hide in
bunkers. Sometimes it hides in cocktails.”

No one contradicted him.

The PM’s Principal Secretary spoke after a long pause.

“Authorise silent breach. No press. No arrests outside the room.
If this collapses publicly before evidence is sealed—"

“It won’t,” Ajay cut in. “We move clean.”

A coded order was signed.

India crossed a line it could not uncross.

Chanakyapuri — Administrative Services Club, 05:02 IST

Fog lay across manicured lawns like an alibi.

Sprinklers whispered.

Glass fagades reflected privilege and sleep.

RAW’s strike team moved without urgency—urgency caused
mistakes.

Ajay led. Masked. Gloved. Unrecognisable even to himself.
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A guard at the rear door blinked once before a tranquilliser
kissed his neck.

Inside: Persian carpets, framed awards, photographs of smiling
officials shaking foreign hands.

Comfort built on stolen futures.

A storage door in the basement recognised the biometric tag
recovered from Raghavan’s effects.

The seal disengaged.

Below—servers, encrypted routers, satellite uplinks, foreign
comm modules.

And three people working calmly, erasing data.

Civil servants.

Familiar faces from committee photos.

One man looked up, mildly irritated.

“You’re late.”

Ajay felt something colder than anger move through him.

“Hands visible,” he said.

“Step back.”

Another smirked.

“You don’t understand scale. India can either join the future or
be governed by chaotic free will.”

Sonia, watching from the stairwell, felt her stomach twist.

Ajay replied evenly, “Free will is a nation’s spine.”

“Control is civilisation,” the man countered.

Ajay nodded once.

“Then welcome to chaos.”

The room flooded with movement.

Neural disruptors hummed. Data drives seized. Hands bound.

As they cuffed the youngest—a woman in her thirties,
composed—she looked directly at Ajay.

“This won’t end here,” she said softly.

“You’re fighting evolution.”

Ajay met her gaze.

“No. I'm fighting enslavement disguised as progress.”
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Simultaneously — Gurgaon Data Centre, 05:41 IST

Lights flickered.

Fire alarms screamed.

A cyberattack detonated—Dblack-ice logic slicing through health
servers.

Zenith’s retaliation.

But India wasn’t unarmed.

From an unmarked Hyderabad office, a counter-code bloomed
across networks:

BHARAT-SHIELD / PHASE-1

Firewalls rose.

A cyber analyst whispered, “They’re burning our truth.”

The lead tech replied, “Then we burn their lies.”

Delhi Metro — Saket Station, 06:02 IST

A mother held her son like a life raft.

His nails dug into her arm.

“Milk... please...”

A volunteer medic wept as she mixed saline.

“This isn’t illness,” she whispered. “This is design.”

Sonia saw it all on a live feed.

Her jaw clenched.

Beside her, Ajay’s hand rested briefly at the small of her back—
grounding, instinctive.

Neither acknowledged it.

Neither moved away.

Old Secretariat — Interrogation Room, 07:18 IST

The Raksha lead sat calmly beneath a portrait of an
independence hero.

Ajay stood. Sonia sat beside the table, recorder off but present
— deliberately.

“Who authorised Phase Three?” Ajay asked.
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Silence.

Sonia leaned in, her voice controlled but burning.

“You mapped our children like inventory. You don’t getsilence.”

The man smiled faintly.

“You think traitors look like villains. They don’t. They look like
patriots who believe the nation is too wild to be left to itself.”

Ajay slammed his fist into the table—once.

“Name,” he said.

The woman spoke instead.

“Police housing. Community health kiosks.”

That wasn’t a confession.

It was timing.

North Delhi — Police Housing Complex, 08:07 IST

White coats.

Supplement bottles.

Target: Children of Police personnel.

Ajay felt rage hollow him.

Sonia whispered, horrified, “They were conditioning
enforcement families.”

Ajay murmured, “Control the guns. Control the nation.”
Then louder: “Shut it down. Now.”

Nationwide Broadcast — 09:30 IST

Static.

Then Ajay’s face.

“Parents of India—

Foreign networks attempted to chemically condition our
children and infiltrate institutions. We have seized compoundsand
operatives. This threat includes internal betrayal.

No panic.

We are in control.

This is not fear.

This is defence.”
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India froze.

Then roared.

Rooftop — Delhi Skyline, Night, 22:56 IST

Helicopters thumped in the distance.

Sonia and Ajay stood shoulder to shoulder, city lights trembling
below.

“Do you think the country knows we’re at war?” she asked.

“They feel it,” Ajay said. “A nation always knows when its
children are hunted.”

She turned to him. Close now. Close enough to feel warmth.

“When this ends,” she said quietly, “will we be who we were?”

Ajay looked at her—truly looked—and for the first time allowed
the thought of loss to surface.

“No,” he said.

“We’ll be what we choose to protect.”

A pause.

Heavy. Charged.

She didn’t step back.

“Name the operation,” she said.

Ajay’s voice dropped.

“Bhoomi-Jagran”.

The 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.

Itdid not thunder or rage. It fell with a quiet persistence, asif 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 traffic growing erratic,
encrypted twice over

A carefully worded U.S. State Department note: “Monitoring
developments with concern”

Ajay stood at the head of the table, shoulders squared,
exhaustion buried deep beneath discipline. He had not slept.
None of them had. Sleep, like innocence, had become a luxury.
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Across from him, Director-General Raghav Bedileaned forward
slowly.

Bedi had once taught Ajay that intelligence work was not about
secrets but about timing truth. He had been a mentor, a shield,
and—until this moment—a certainty.

“You’ve drawn fire from every direction,” Bedi said quietly.
“You’ve turned a silent containment exercise into an open storm.”

Ajay did not bristle. He did not defend himself.

“It was not secrecy that protected us,” he replied evenly. “It was
ignorance. And ignorance has a shelf life.”

Silence followed—not disagreement, but recognition.

Bedi exhaled, long and heavy, as if surrendering to a conclusion
he had resisted all night.

“You want to invoke the Ashoka Protocol.”

“Yes,” Ajay said.

A younger official shifted in his seat. “Ashoka is...
unprecedented.”

Sonia, standing slightly behind Ajay, spoke before he could.

“So is chemically conditioning children.”

Her voice was calm. That frightened them more than anger.

Bedi looked at her for a moment, then back at Ajay. His eyes
softened—not with approval, but with history.

“The world remembers Ashoka as the emperor who renounced
war,” he said. “They forget the wars he fought before that—wars
so total no enemy could hide from consequence.”

He paused.

“You’re asking India to stop waiting for harm and start
preventing it.”

Ajay’s answer carried neither pride nor triumph—only resolve
laced with sorrow.

“I’m asking India to remember that freedom is not
self-sustaining.”

Bedi closed the file before him.

“Then the Ashoka Protocol is authorised.”
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The words settled like a verdict.

“India will now pursue hostile actors beyond its borders.”

No applause. No relief.

Only the knowledge that a line—once crossed—could never be
uncrossed.

The order was immediately reduced to writing for explanation
and clarification:

“RAW INTERNAL DOCTRINE NOTE — CLASSIFIED

Subject: Distinction Between Operational Responses and
Sovereign Defence Protocols

Operation Bhoomi-Jagran is hereby designated as a
tactical counter-subversion operation, authorised for domestic
containment, seizure, arrest, and exposure of hostile non-state
actors operating within Indian jurisdiction. Its initiation may be
proposed by field command but requires executive sanction.

The Ashoka Protocol, 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.

Field actions may trigger Ashoka.

They may never invoke it.

Once activated, Ashoka subsumes all operations—military,
intelligence, judicial, cyber, and diplomatic—into a unified
sovereign posture. Escalation beyond Stage One is irreversible.

Recorded for continuity and command clarity.”

RAW Annex, New Delhi, 07:12 IST

The Chanakyapuri breach team was already strapping in when
the signal arrived.

It came without sound — a coded tremor across the Central

Asia desk, flashing red where no colour was meant to exist.
MALIKA ISMAILOVA — PRIORITY ALPHA.
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Farheen’s fingers froze above the console.

“They found her,” she whispered. “Tashkent outskirts. Shadow
cell confirmed. Zenith-linked.”

Ajay was startled.

“Activate our agents in Tashkent for exfiltration of Malika,” he
said. “She is an important asset. She has to be found. Keep me
informed minute to minute. I too will go to Tashkent.”

Farheen stared at him. “Sir—”

Sonia caught his arm.

“You’re going alone?”

Ajay turned. His voice did not soften, but something behind it
did.

“She saved India once by speaking,” he said.

“Now will have to save her so that she can speak again.”

Ajay voice carried a steely resolve.

News9 Headquarters — 08:20 IST

The newsroom hummed like a nerve exposed to air.

Producers whispered. Anchors rehearsed urgency into their
voices. Screens replayed footage of quarantined schools, anxious
parents, and analysts arguing across continents.

Sonia walked through it all as if through rain—aware,
untouched.

Her editor, Prabhat, intercepted her near the glass wall
overlooking the studio.

“We’ve been served a defamation pre-notice,” he said under his
breath. “Global PR consortium. Zenith’s legal muscle.”

Sonia didn’t blink. “They want silence.”

“They want you suspended,” he corrected. “They’re calling it
‘panic incitement’.”

There it was. The familiar shape of pressure.

“Fire me,” Sonia said.

Prabhat stared. “Sonia—"
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“On paper,” she clarified. “Let me operate without the illusion
of institutional protection.”

He studied her face—saw not recklessness, but clarity.

“You know they don’t just kill journalists anymore,” he said
softly.

“They assassinate credibility first.”

She smiled, thin and unafraid.

“My credibility was never built for comfort.”

He squeezed her shoulder once.

“Then fly,” he said.

“But remember—airspace is hostile.”

Samarkand Highway — 08:57 UZT

Dust rose with each passing vehicle, clinging to skin and breath
alike.

Malika moved carefully, conserving strength, her slight frame at
odds with the distance she continued to cover. Old scars marked
her wrists—pale, deliberate reminders of a system that had once
tried to reduce her to compliance.

Finally with strength draining out, Malika limped along the
roadside, her shoes torn, her body protesting every step. Her face
bore the map of captivity—bruises fading into resolve.

A bus slowed.

The driver eyed her with suspicion.

“You look like trouble.”

Malika held up her half-ripped credentials and said, “I am
truth.”

He didn’t understand.

But he let her on.

She collapsed into a seat beside a woman who smelt of bread and
fear.

“You escaped someplace bad,” the woman said.

Malika smiled faintly.

“And walked into someplace worse.”
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She closed her fingers 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.

“Failsafe A-VX7,” the lead scientist murmured. “This isn’t
addiction. It’s emotional flattening. Suppression of assertiveness.
Long-term compliance.”

Sonia felt a cold bloom behind her ribs.

Ajay asked, “Delivery mechanism?”

The scientist hesitated. “Aerosolised. HVAC systems. Hospitals.
Schools.”

“How long?” Sonia asked.

“Iwo weeks,” came the reply. “After that—behaviour
normalises into passivity.”

Ajay nodded once. “A z00,” he said.

No 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.

Ajay listened. Then placed a hand on the man’s shoulder.

“We will reverse this.”

The constable nodded, eyes burning. “Dharma needs warriors
again.”

Ajay carried the words with him.

RAW Internal Signal — 16:47 IST

The alert pulsed once on Ajay’s secure device.
Internal compromise detected.

Tier-1 clearance.

Avoid DG Bedi.

Trust compromised.
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Ajay read it twice. Then a third time.

Sonia saw his face change—not fear, but fracture.
“Is it a warning,” she asked quietly, “or a weapon?”
“I'don’t know,” Ajay said.

And that—more than enemies—terrified him.

Delhi — Rooftop Safehouse — 21:14 IST

The city lay below them, restless and bright with unease.

For a moment, neither spoke.

Then Sonia said softly, “Ashoka means no return.”

Ajay nodded. “It means we stop waiting for permission to
survive.”

She looked at him—not as a journalist, not as an ally—but as a
woman standing beside a man about to widen history.

“When this ends,” she asked, “will we recognise ourselves?”

Ajay did not answer immediately.

Then, quietly: “We will recognise what we chose.”

A drone buzzed overhead. Ajay jammed it mid-flight. It fell like
a metal bird.

He sent the command.

ASHOKA PROTOCOL — PHASE ONE ACTIVATED

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 duftel slung over one shoulder—no
longer dressed as a bureaucrat or strategist, but as a man prepared
to step beyond policy and into consequence.

Farheen slid a tablet across the steel table.

“Mission deployments are live.”

She spoke with clipped precision, but her eyes betrayed what
words did not.

“Tashkent — Khyber Lantern.

Dubai — Desert Spine.

London — Thames Eclipse.”
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Ajay nodded once.

Sonia watched him tighten the strap of his sidearm—the gesture
automatic, practised, intimate in its familiarity. It struck her then
that she had memorised his movements without ever meaning to.

“You’re going to Tashkent,” she said.

“It began there,” Ajay replied. “It ends there.”

She exhaled slowly, steadying herself.

“Extraction window?”

“Seventy-two hours,” he said.

Then, after a pause, “With luck.”

“And without?”

He 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.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“A prayer,” she said. “Someone leftitata shrine near Attari after
Rajeev was killed.”

Ajay unfolded it carefully.

May truth return to whoever carries it.

He closed his fist around the paper.

“Stay alive,” Sonia said quietly.

“You too,” he replied.

For a moment—brief, human, unbearably real—neither
moved.

Then Ajay turned and disappeared into the corridor, swallowed
by operational light.

The corridor emptied faster than it should have.

Boots 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 him—metal, rain, restraint. The kind of
presence that did not linger loudly but refused to vanish.

She realised her hand was still half-raised, as if it had expected
him to turn back.

He hadn’t.

Of 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 did—without apology.

Sonia pressed her palm flat against the cold wall, grounding
herself.

This was not fear.

It was something sharper.

The awareness that if he did not return, the silence would not be
empty—it would be unfinished.

Indira Gandhi International Airport — Private Gate,
02:05 IST

The aircraft waited without markings, its silence more ominous
than sirens.

Ajay boarded with two field officers—both young, both
carrying eyes that had aged too quickly.

One handed him a matte-black case.

“Inside is a diplomatic prosthesis,” the officer said. “For carving
wounds in systems, not bodies.”

Ajay raised an eyebrow. “Contents?”

“Proof,” the agent whispered. “And poison. Enough to burn a
boardroom without firing a shot.”

The doors sealed. Engines hummed low and predatory.

India was no longer stationary.

India was airborne.
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The Space Between

Sonia’s phone vibrated.

No caller ID. No encryption banner. Just text.

AJAY:

Airborne. Don’t burn yourself down while I'm gone.

She closed her eyes—just once.

Typed back.

SONIA:

Come back alive. I’'m holding the line here.

Three dots appeared. Vanished. Reappeared.

AJAY:

I know.

That was all.

But it was enough.

She slipped the phone into her pocket and straightened, her
spine aligning the way it did when truth demanded posture.
Whatever lay between them-—attraction, trust, unfinished
words—would have to wait.

Wars did not pause for intimacy.

But they were fought for it.

Sonia turned back toward the newsroom of the nation.

Ajay was running towards bullets.

She would run towards lies.

Both knew exactly what the other was risking.

And neither needed to say more.

That was the moment the war split cleanly in two:

Delhi—a battle for narrative, legitimacy, and truth.

Central Asia—a hunt measured in seconds and blood.

Delhi—News9 Café Annex, 02:19 IST

Sonia sat alone beneath fluorescentlight, surrounded by devices.
Two laptops.

Five burner phones.

Half a glass of coffee gone cold hours ago.
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A call pinged—encrypted, untraceable.

She answered.

A voice spoke—cultured, calm, carrying a faint Persian cadence.

“You do not know me, but I know your fight.”

“Identify,” Sonia said.

“I cannot,” the voice replied. “But I can warn you. In two
hours, a global media consortium will release a coordinated panel
accusing you and Ajay Mehra of orchestrating an ‘anti-science
panic’. They will call for your arrest.”

Sonia didn’t flinch.

“A smear.”

“No,” the voice corrected gently. “A character execution. Digital
death first. Physical, if required.”

“What do you gain by helping me?”

A pause.

“We share an enemy.”

“And who is that?”

A sigh, almost regretful.

“Men who believe the world has forgotten how tyrants burn.”

The line went dead.

Sonia stared at the screen.

Allies, she realised, now moved like dust—visible only when

disturbed.

Samarkand — Border Crossing, 04:51 UZT

Malika’s legs trembled beneath her.

Her face bore the colours of survival—bruised, swollen, alive.

She stood before a kiosk, the forged local ID clenched in her
hand.

The officer scanned it.

Paused.

Her heart hammered.

Then, lazily, he stamped it.

“Next.”
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She stepped into the cold desert night, breath steaming, disbelief
flooding in.

Headlights flashed twice.

A battered sedan rolled forward.

The driver—a woman in a hijab, eyes sharp as broken
glass—leaned out.

“You are Malika Ismailova?”

“Yes.”

“Who sent you?”

The woman didn’t smile.

“India.”

Relief hit like collapse—but the driver grabbed her shoulder
hard.

“Inside. Now. They track heat.”

The car roared away.

Escape had begun—brittle, precious, hunted.

Dubai — Jebel Ali Port, 05:12 GST

High above the docks, RAW’s Desert Spine team perched like
carrion birds.

Below, a refrigerated container was being quietly diverted under
private security escort.

Labels read: Nutraceutical R & D Samples — Geneva.

A sniper whispered, “Visual on target crate.”

“Hold,” the team leader replied. “We intercept clean. No noise.
The UAE cannot know reverse-route intelligence is running under
their cranes.”

A guard lifted his radio suddenly, eyes narrowing.

The team froze.

A shadow moved.

Then a cat bolted across the concrete.

The guard cursed and moved on.

Breath resumed.

Some wars were held together by seconds.
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London — Underground Safe Flat, 01:03 GMT

Rain streaked brick outside a cracked window.

Eleanor Shaw stood watching it fall, unmoving.

An analyst rushed in.

“Zenith Europe expected an aircraft from India last night.
When it didn’t arrive, their board went into meltdown.”

“They’re afraid,” Eleanor said.

“They think India plans to expose European officials.”

Eleanor turned.

“We’re not protecting governments,” she said quietly. “We’re
protecting humanity.”

She reached into a drawer and removed a small ring.

Not jewellery. A data key.

“I open the vault tomorrow.”

The analyst swallowed. “Ma’am, that could—"

“End my career?” Eleanor finished.

“Or end them historically.”

She pocketed the key.

«: D

“Either way,” she said, “it’s time.”

Delhi — Private Medical Lab, 08:14 IST

Sonia stood in a chilled basement.

A doctor in PPE pulled back a curtain.

A teenage boy lay sedated, IV lines humming softly.

“Withdrawals,” the doctor whispered.

“Hallucinations. Convulsions. When lucid, he apologises.
Cries.”

Sonia gripped the bedrail.

“He said,” the doctor continued, voice breaking, ““I don’t have
thoughts of my own.”
That was the sentence that stayed.

Not addiction. Slavery.
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“Whatever Ajay is doing abroad,” the doctor said softly, “pray
he succeeds. We can treat symptoms. He’s fighting the disease.

Somewhere Above Afghanistan — 08:49 IST

Ajay stared out at mountains jagged like the scars of civilisations.

His satphone vibrated.

Sonia: Children crying. Delhi holding. Come back alive. We
finish this together.

He replied: We will. Truth is heavier than bullets.

Operation Khyber Lantern was minutes from contact.

Betrayal possible.

Death probable.

Victory uncertain.

Yet Ajay felt something steady in his chest.

Not fear.

Purpose.

Zenith — Dark Room, Unknown Location

Figures watched Ajay’s aircraft blip across a screen.

“India interferes abroad,” one murmured. “Dangerous.”

Another smirked. “Every empire learns the same lesson—rebels
must be crushed early.”

A third spoke softly, thoughtfully.

“He is not a rebel. He is what we failed to predict.”

The room quietened.

“A patriot,” the voice continued, “with teeth.”

The head of the table turned to a second monitor.

Sonia’s face filled the screen.

“Cut her voice,” he said calmly. “Before she becomes a beacon.”

The hunt had widened.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The Khyber Run

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, fighting the
vertigo that followed adrenaline’s retreat. The landscape blurred—
dust, pylons, and the skeletons of old Soviet ambitions rusting in
silence.

Her rescuer drove one-handed, the other resting near a pistol
concealed beneath her coat.

“Who are you?” Malika whispered.

“My name is Zahra,” the woman replied, eyes fixed on the road.

“Uzbek intelligence liaison.”

Malika swallowed. “Who warned you?”

Zahra did not look at her.

“Friends in London. And someone in Delhi.”

Ajay. Sonia. RAW.

The network that refused to let truth be buried.

Ahead, a checkpoint materialised—soldiers, rifles slung casually,
and flags snapping in the thin morning wind.

Zahra muttered, “This will get ugly.”
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The car rolled to a stop.

A soldier leaned in. “Papers.”

Zahra handed over forged documents. The soldier scanned
them, suspicion blooming.

A second man approached—too alert, posture too precise.

He tapped his radio.

“Unit Sigma——confirmation?”

Malika felt her lungs forget their function.

Sigma.

Zenith’s local execution unit.

Zahra hissed, “Hold tight.”

The world paused.

Then—

BOOM.

A shaped charge detonated on the ridge. Dust and fire rained
down.

Gunfire erupted in savage bursts.

Ablack 4x4 tore down the hillside, masked men firing automatic
weapons.

The windscreen exploded. Glass sliced the air.

Zahra yanked the wheel. The sedan fishtailed, tyres screaming,
barely punching through the checkpoint as soldiers scattered.

“Death squad,” Zahra snarled. “Brace.”

“You knew they’d come?” Malika gasped.

“For truth like yours?” Zahra replied bitterly. “They always

come before sunrise.”

Above the Turkestan Range — RAW Covert Flight, 06:21
UZT

The aircraft knifed through hostile air.

“Hostile contact confirmed,” the pilot reported. “Target
compromised.”

Ajay was already on his feet.
“ETA?” he demanded.
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“Nine minutes.”

“Too long.”

He pulled on a tactical harness.

A junior agent stepped forward. “Sir, protocol—”

Ajay turned.

“Protocols built the world Zenith is trying to enslave,” he said
quietly. “I’m here to break the ones that matter.”

The rear ramp opened.

Cold air howled like a challenge.

Ajay jumped.

A solitary descent—not reckless, not theatrical —precise.

India hurled a spear.

Uzbek Mountains, 06:25 UZT

Dust turned dawn into smoke.

Zahra slammed the sedan behind a boulder as bullets tore the
air.

“Malika—wall! Low!”

Malika crawled, fingers raw against stone.

The kill squad fanned out, professional, patient.

Then—

A shadow fell between them.

A body hit the ground with the finality of physics and intent.

Ajay.

Two shots. Two men down.

Zahra blinked once. “India comes heavy,” she muttered.

Ajay moved like disciplined violence—no wasted motion, no
tury, only purpose.

A gunman lunged toward Malika.

Ajay fired once.

Clean.

The last attacker fled toward the ridge.

Ajay tackled him mid-run, blade flashing.

“Who sent you?” Ajay demanded.
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The man grinned through blood. “Obedience is evolution.”

Ajay pressed the blade closer. “Obedience is slavery.”

He knocked the man unconscious instead.

Malika stared. “You spared him?”

“Dead men tell nothing,” Ajay replied. “Traitors talk when they
think time remains.”

The Escape

The escape didn’t end with siren or gunfire.

It ended with movement—slow, deliberate, anonymous.
Vehicles changed twice. Routes bent away from habit. Names
dissolved into call signs. Zahra peeled off to manage diversion and
clearance, her voice crisp over a channel that never stayed open for
long. Ajay and Malika were moved separately, not for secrecy, but
for survival.

They waited where maps lost meaning.

A half-burnt rest stop.

A wind-scoured ridge.

A structure that had once been something official and was now
only shelter. Night pressed in, vast and indifferent. The machinery
of pursuit paused— not because the danger had passed, but
because even predators sometimes circled before striking again.

For the first time since everything had begun to unravel, there
was nothing to do.

No orders to issue.

No threats to neutralise.

No future to calculate.

Only breath.

Only proximity.

Only the quiet awareness that survival had created a space
neither of them had planned for—and could not ignore.

And in that silence, something shifted.

What Survives in Silence
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Somewhere Between Borders. Central Asia — Winter

The night was quiet in the way only borderlands could be—not
peaceful, but emptied of excess. Snow clung to the edges of broken
stone and abandoned rail lines, softening a landscape that had once
been torn open by empire and trade.

Malika sat on the edge of the concrete platform, knees drawn
close to her chest, wrapped in a jacket that was two sizes too large.
A small fire burned nearby, its flame low and cautious, as if even it
had learned not to draw attention.

Ajay stood a short distance away, scanning the darkness out
of habit more than necessity. His body was tired—not the sharp
fatigue of pursuit, but the deeper kind that came from staying
awake inside yourself for too long.

Neither of them spoke.

With Malika, silence never felt like an absence. It felt like
permission.

She broke it gently.

“Do you ever miss who you were before?”

Ajay didn’t answer immediately. He watched the fire collapse
inward, sparks folding into themselves.

“I don’t remember who that was,” he said finally.

Malika nodded, as if that made perfect sense.

“I do,” she said.

“Sometimes I miss her. The girl who thought adults always
knew what they were doing.”

A pause.

“She would be very disappointed in the world.”

Ajay smiled faintly—not amused, but softened.

“She would be wrong,” he said. “You’re still here.”

Malika looked at him then intently. The lines of exhaustion
around his eyes. The stillness that came not from calm, but from
restraint. A man who had learnt to hold himself together because
too many others depended on it.

“You don’t talk about your past,” she said.
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He shrugged. “It doesn’t help.”

“Mine doesn’t either,” she replied. “But it exists whether I talk
about it or not.”

That landed somewhere deep in him.

She shifted closer to the fire, extending her hands toward the
warmth. Ajay sat beside her—not touching, not retreating. Just
present.

After a while, she spoke again.

“They tried to erase me,” she said.

“Notall at once. Piece by piece. They told me fear was care. That
obedience was safety.”

Her voice didn’t shake. That was what made it unbearable.

Ajay felt something inside him move—not the sharp pull
he had felt with Sonia, not the danger of wanting something
forbidden—but something steadier. He didn’t reach for her. He
didn’t interrupt.

He listened.

“I survived,” Malika continued, “because I remembered small
things. My mother’s hands. A song I didn’t understand. The smell
of bread in the mornings. They couldn’t find those places inside
me.”

She glanced at him.

“They couldn’t find them because no one taught them how to
look.”

Ajay turned toward her fully now.

“That’s what you are to them,” he said quietly. “What they can’t
map.”

Malika shook her head. “I'm just someone who didn’t
disappear.”

He considered that.

“No,” he said. “You’re someone who came back.”

The fire cracked softly.
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Without thinking, Malika leaned into him—not seeking, not
asking—just resting her head against his shoulder, as naturally as
if she had always known it would fit there.

Ajay froze for a fraction of a second.

Then he let himself breathe.

He didn’t pull away.

He didn’t overthink it.

He simply stayed.

The warmth between them wasn’t electric. It didn’t threaten to
burn down the world. It felt... survivable. Real. Something that
could exist tomorrow without apology.

After a long while, Malika murmured, half-asleep, “You don’t
feel dangerous.”

Ajay almost laughed. Almost.

“I am,” he said.

She smiled faintly, eyes closed. “No. You’re careful. There’s a
difference.”

He looked down at her—at the quiet trust in her posture, at the
unguarded weight of her presence—and understood something
that had eluded him for years.

With Sonia, he had been afraid of losing control. With Malika,
he was learning how to let go of it.

Above them, the borderland sky stretched wide and indifferent.
Below them, the fire burned low but steady.

And for the first time in a very long while, Ajay Mehra did
not feel like he was standing at the edge of something that would
destroy him.

He felt like he was standing beside something that would last.

Tashkent Safehouse, 08:55 UZT
Malika lay on a cot, chest heaving.
Zahra stitched a cut on Ajay’s arm.
“You risked everything,” Malika said.
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Ajay shook his head. “You carry proof of a crime against
humanity.”

She reached for his wrist.

“No,” she said softly.

“You carry a country.”

Sirens wailed distantly.

Zahra stiffened.

“Sweep teams. We move.”

Malika stood, despite the pain.

“Truth is heavier than bullets,” she whispered.

Ajay nodded.

“And sharper.”

They vanished into the pale morning.

Delhi — Journalist Cyber-Warfare Cell, 10:17 IST

Sonia’s screens ignited.

#SoniaSedition

#AntiScience Traitor

#IndiaNeedsOrder

#TrustScienceNotFear

Deepfakes. Bot farms. Synthetic outrage.

She cracked her knuckles.

“You want war?”

She hit PUBLISH.

RAKSHA CHILD VECTOR FILES — VERIFIED| PUBLIC
ACCESS

The strike was silent.

And irreversible.

Inside the Glass

(Zenith Internal — Location Classified | 10:29 CET)
The first thing to die was certainty.

Not systems — those failed later.

Not money — that fled in minutes.



ANNIHILATION OF VORTEX 139

But certainty cracked instantly, like glass under temperature
shock.

In a room that existed nowhere on paper, Zenith’s senior circle
gathered around a curved wall of screens. Glass, and chrome,
ambient light calibrated to soothe egos that had never been told
no.

The screens did not soothe. They bled red.

DATA BREACH CONFIRMED

PUBLIC MIRRORING ACTIVE

CHAIN OF CUSTODY VERIFIED — COURT-GRADE

A man with silvered temples—European, pharmaceutical
royalty by inheritance—slammed his palm on the table.

“This was not supposed to be possible.”

A younger executive, American, with biotech credentials
stitched into arrogance, stared at the scrolling file headers.

“They didn’t leak rumours,” he said hoarsely.

“They leaked structure.”

Someone whispered the unthinkable.

“They know how it works.”

Silence followed—the kind that visits rooms where people
realise they are no longer predators but exhibits.

A legal director spoke, voice thinning.

“The problem isn’t India’s reaction. It’s the timestamps. The
metadata survived. Courts will accept this.”

A woman at the far end—the one who had designed the
narrative architecture—closed her tablet slowly.

“Then stop thinking like lawyers,” she said.

“Think like historians.”

Eyes turned.

She continued, calm as euthanasia.

“Empires don’t fall because of crimes. They fall because
witnesses live long enough to speak.”

Someone asked the question no one wanted to own.

“What about the journalist?”
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Another, quieter.

“And the RAW officer?”

The answer came from the shadows—a voice old, cultured, and
dangerous in its lack of urgency.

“India has crossed containment. They are no longer defensive.”

A pause. “Then escalate.”

A banker protested. “Public escalation invites retaliation.”

The voice did not rise.

“No. Retaliation is already happening. What we do now is
control the collapse.”

A new file opened on the screen.

VORTEX DOCTRINE — CONTINGENCY DELTA

Subtext scrolled beneath:

If obedience fails chemically, manufacture chaos socially.

Destabilise trust. Polarise institutions. Turn truth into noise.

The woman looked up, something like admiration flickering.

“They’re fighting for minds,” she said.

“So are we.”

Outside the glass tower, traffic flowed. People lived. Children
breathed.

Inside, men and women who had mistaken control for progress
recalibrated.

Someone murmured, almost reverently:

“India has learnt how to hunt.”

The voice in the shadows replied:

“Then make sure they bleed while doing it.”

The screens dimmed. Orders moved.

And somewhere between Zurich, London, and Tashkent, Phase
Delta began to stir.

Across continents, servers began to die.

Across boardrooms, men began to sweat.

Across Delhi, parents began to understand.

The war for minds had met its counterpunch.
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CLOSING IMAGE

Ajay ran through snow and dust.

Sonia burnt lies with light.

Malika carried the proof.

And somewhere inside Zenith’s glass towers, certainty cracked.
The Khyber Run had succeeded.

But the reckoning had only begun.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The Witness Speaks

ashkent Safehouse — Sublevel 2, 09:42 UZT

The safehouse lights flickered like exhausted sentries.

Concrete walls. Steel doors. The constant, insect-like hum of
recycled air.

A place built for the narrowest of purposes—to keep truth
breathing when the world wanted it suffocated.

Malika sat at the metal table, wrapped in a blanket that did little
to hide the bruises along her wrists and jaw. She looked smaller
than the woman who had crossed borders carrying fire —but her
eyes were still alive.

Ajay stood beside her, arms folded, posture rigid.

Not guarding her.

Anchoring her.

Zahra sealed the door and checked the corridor camera once
more.

“We have forty minutes,” she said.

Then, quieter: “Possibly less. Zenith units are sweeping three
blocks outward.”

Ajay slid a hardened tablet across the table.

“Everything,” he said evenly.
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“No edits. No shaping. No mercy.”

Malika didn’t touch the device yet.

“Once I say it aloud,” she whispered, “there’s no return.”

It appeared that the time had stopped. Malika’s whisper and her

facial expressions to memories were still fresh in his mindscape:

[Kabul — UN Compound Perimeter, Winter 2019

Ajay Mehra had not expected the journalist to argue back.

She was supposed to take notes.

She was supposed to nod.

She was supposed to leave when the escort told her to.

Instead, Malika Ismailova stood her ground, snow clinging to
her boots, eyes burning through exhaustion.

“You’re evacuating the wrong people,” she said flatly.

Ajay looked up from the satellite map.

“You want to repeat that?”

“The aid convoy,” she continued, voice steady, accented but
precise. “You’re pulling out administrators and consultants. The
doctors stay behind. The translators stay behind. The women stay
behind.”

Ajay folded his arms. “This is not a humanitarian decision. It’s
a security extraction.”

Malika didn’t flinch.

“That’s exactly why it’s wrong.”

Silence.

The UN liaison shifted uncomfortably. Ajay studied her—not
as a man, but as an officer assessing a threat.

“And who are you,” he asked, “to tell me what security looks like
in this city?”

She met his gaze without hesitation.

“Someone who lives here when you leave.”

That was the moment he noticed the tremor in her hands — not

fear, but suppressed fury.
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Tashkent — Hotel Mirzo, Two Nights Later

The meeting was unofficial.

No record.

No escort.

No clearance trail.

Ajay had asked for her presence against protocol.

He hadn’t been able to explain why — only that something in
her refusal had lodged itself under his professional armour.

They sat across from each other in the hotel café, steam curling
from chipped cups.

“You shouldn’t have come,” Malika said.

“Neither should you,” Ajay replied.

She smiled — the briefest flicker.

“So we’re even.”

They spoke of data trails.

Of clinics that doubled as behavioural labs.

Of aid programmes that collected biometric information far
beyond necessity.

Ajay realised, with a quiet chill, that she already knew pieces of
what RAW was only beginning to suspect.

“You’re mapping something,” he said slowly. “Not a story.”

Malika stirred her tea.

“I'm mapping a future that no one will admit is being built.”

“And you think writing about it will stop it?”

“No,” she replied. “I think witnesses slow monsters down.”

He leaned back.

“You know what happens to witnesses.”

“Yes,” she said softly. “That’s why I chose to become one.”

The Night of the Raid

They didn’t plan to run together.

It happened because timing is cruel.

The hotel lights cut out at 02:13 hours.

Ajay’s secure phone vibrated once — then went dead.

Gunfire cracked somewhere below.
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Ajay didn’t knock on Malika’s door.

He kicked it in.

She was already packing.

“They’re not Taliban,” she said, breathing fast. “They’re
contractors. Western. Quiet.”

“How do you know?”

“Because they didn’t ask questions.”

They moved through the stairwell shoulder to shoulder, neither
leading, nor following.

In the alley behind the hotel, a body lay slumped—throat cut
clean.

Malika froze.

Ajay didn’t touch her.

He only said, low and absolute:

“Look at me.”

She did.

“Remember this,” he said. “Not the body. The fact that you
didn’t run.”

She swallowed.

“And you?”

He answered without pause.

“I remember who people are when the lights go out.”

The Part That Never Happened

They did not kiss.

They did not promise anything.

At dawn, Ajay handed her a burner phone.
“If this rings,” he said, “you disappear.”
“And if it doesn’t?”

He hesitated—the smallest fracture.
“Then the world hasn’t caught up to you yet.”
Malika slipped the phone into her coat.
“You’re dangerous,” she said.

He allowed himself a thin smile.
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“So are you.”
They walked in opposite directions.

Neither looked back.]

Present Day — Silk Line Tunnel

Ajay felt the memory rise without warning—sharp as shrapnel.

Malika walking ahead of him now, injured but unbroken.

The same refusal in her spine.

The same unasked courage.

This wasn’t a reunion.

This was a continuation.

And somewhere beneath the gunfire and the betrayal and the
ancient tunnels, something older than the war stirred—

Not love.

Recognition.

Ajay met her gaze.

“Once you say it aloud,” he replied, “India can’t pretend it
didn’t hear.”

She nodded once.

And began.

THE TESTIMONY — 09:47 UZT

“My designation was junior analyst—behavioral systems,”
Malika said.

“Zenith. 2023. Afghanistan.”

Her voice steadied as she spoke, as if truth itself were a stabiliser.

“They told us we were studying addiction control. Harm
reduction. Rehabilitation.”

She looked up.

“We weren’t.”

Zahra stopped breathing.

Ajay’s jaw tightened—muscle memory from battlefields long
past.

“They were studying obedience,” Malika continued.
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“How to induce compliance without visible force.”

She swallowed.

“They called it the Raksha—Harmonic Conditioning Protocol.”

Ajay repeated it under his breath.

“Raksha.”

Malika nodded.

“Phase One embedded behavioural triggers into synthetic
opiates. Not to enslave—to prime. Flatten resistance. Suppress
assertion.”

She exhaled.

“Phase Two targeted children.”

The word landed like a dropped weapon.

“They needed minds before identity was fully formed.
Border clinics. Refugee camps. Medical outreach programmes.
Orphanages.”

Zahra whispered, broken: “Children.”

Malika didn’t look away.

“The compound didn’t attack the body. It attacked selfhood.
Compliance loops. Emotional dampening. Hyper-suggestibility.”

She looked at Ajay.

“They called it turning populations into cooperative
infrastructure.”

Ajay felt something ancient and violent coil behind his ribs.

“So India was the target,” he said quietly.

“No,” Malika corrected.

“You were the proof.”

He frowned.

“They believed India had the strongest resistance to external
control. Culture. Dissent. Chaos.”

A pause.

“If it worked on you,” she said, “it would work anywhere.”

Ajay nodded once.

“They wanted to break the hardest spine.”
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Tashkent Safechouse — Control Room, 09:58 UZT

Zahra stepped into the adjoining room.

Monitors flickered.

One feed froze.

Another caught movement.

Her voice sharpened.

“Ajay. Convoy inbound. Three SUVs. No plates. Pattern
matches Zenith shadow units.”

Ajay didn’t look away from Malika.

“How long?”

“Eight minutes. Maybe less.”

Ajay leaned closer. “Finish the core.”

Malika nodded. “The operational head wasn’t who
governments thought,” she said.

“Not the public scientist.”

She hesitated — not in fear, but in weight.

“The behavioural architect... the one who convinced states this
was ‘public health stabilisation’...”

Ajay stilled.

“...was Indian.”

Silence detonated.

Ajay’s eyes locked onto hers.

“Name.”

Malika swallowed.

“He held apex clearance. Preceded Rathore. Drafted policy
frameworks that justified psychological warfare as ‘preventive
governance’.”

She whispered it.

Ajay felt the floor shift beneath history itself.

Delhi — Cabinet Secretariat, 09:30 IST
Mandira Varghese didn’t shout.

She didn’t need to.

“You lied,” she said, voice steady and lethal.
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“To Parliament. To the public. To yourselves.”

The minister across from her couldn’t meet her eyes.

Mandira opened the dossier.

“Zenith funded your son’s education. Your ‘research
tellowships’. Your foundation.”

She leaned forward.

“You didn’t sell secrets. You sold children’s minds.”

An IAS officer burst in.

“Ma’am—the Raksha files are global. BBC, Reuters, Al Jazeera.
Even Beijing.”

Mandira closed her eyes briefly.

“Good,” she said.

“Now no one can look away.”

Delhi — Journalist Cyberattack War Room, 09:41 IST
Sonia’s screens screamed.

Bot floods. Deepfake clips. Synthetic outrage.
“They’re burying it!” her assistant cried.

Sonia didn’t raise her voice.

“Truth drowns in noise,” she said, fingers flying.
“But it survives in the record.”

A message appeared. Encrypted. Anonymous.
Eight words.

He is alive.

And he is coming home.

Her breath caught.

Ajay.

Tashkent Safehouse — 10:04 UZT

“They’re here,” Zahra said, already moving.

Ajay turned to Malika.

“Your testimony is mirrored across three sovereign nodes.

It survives even if we don’t.”
Malika stood.
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“I didn’t expect to live today.”
Ajay looked at her.

“Idid.”

The building shook.

“Breach west wall!” Zahra shouted.
Ajay lifted his rifle.

“You go underground. I hold.”
Malika stepped beside him.

“No more running.”

Zahra shoved both of them toward the rear stairwell.
“Heroics later. Survival now.”

Outside — 10:06 UZT

Zenith’s assault team advanced with machine precision.
“Orders?” a sniper asked.

The leader lowered his visor.

“Erase.”

Inside — 10:06:30 UZT

Ajay chambered a round.

Zahra covered the exit.

Malika steadied her breathing.

Then—Two suppressed shots. Outside.

Silence. Ajay frowned.

Footsteps approached.

A figure emerged through the dust. Brown coat. Unhurried.

The Weapon was still warm.

The shadow operative.

The shadow was tall and spare, all angles and restraint, his face
sharp enough to look carved rather than grown. Scars traced his
knuckles and ribs with professional precision—not souvenirs, but
records.

Ajay narrowed his eyes.

“You again.”
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The man nodded once.

“Delhi sent me.”

Ajay didn’t believe him.

But belief could wait.

Boots thundered outside.

Ajay exhaled — slow, controlled.
“Then we hold.”

The door exploded inward.

151
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The Breach Line

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, rifle shouldered, feet planted as if the
building itself depended on his balance.

Behind him, Zahra crouched low, pistol braced on the
overturned table. Malika stood nearer the wall, both hands locked
around the compact weapon Zahra had forced into her grip — her
fear contained, not absent.

And beside them stood the Shadow.

Still.

Unreadable.

As if violence were a language he spoke without accent.

Another impact slammed into the door.

Boots scraped outside.

Zahra murmured, “Five. Maybe six.”

The Shadow corrected without turning.
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“Eight. Two breachers. One thermal. They’ll split entry

vectors.”

Ajay glanced sideways.

“You’ve fought them.”

The Shadow’s voice was dry.

“I’ve survived them.”

The final charge detonated.

Instead of collapsing inward, the door exploded outward, torn
free at the hinge at the precise instant the pressure peaked. Steel
screamed. Three Zenith operatives went down beneath it, crushed
by their own momentum.

Ajay blinked once.

The Shadow stepped forward.

“Physics. Timing.”

Five attackers flooded the corridor.

Ajay fired controlled bursts, each shot a decision.

Zahra dropped another with a clean double-tap.

The Shadow moved through smoke like absence
itself—appearing, firing, vanishing—a man who had long ago

divorced motion from hesitation.

Then someone rolled a cylinder across the floor.
Ajay shouted, “FLASH!”

Light obliterated shape.

Sound folded inward.

Malika staggered, blind, the world spinning — and something
moved toward her through the white.

A single gunshot cracked through the void.
When vision returned, the man lay at her feet.
Ajay’s rifle smoked.

“You hit?” he asked.

Malika swallowed.

“No.”

“Good.”
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Outside — 10:07:14 UZT

The Zenith assault leader pressed his comm.

“Resistance heavier than forecast. Escalating.”

A pause.

Then approval. “Sixty seconds. Retrieve the witness. After
that—sterilise.”

Two operatives stepped forward carrying canisters.

Inside, Zahra saw them through fractured glass.

“Ajay”, she said quietly, “they’re switching to incineration.”

Ajay exhaled once. “We move.”

The Shadow was already pointing down the rear
corridor.“Ventilation shaft. Old sewer line.”

Zahra stared. “How do you—?”
“I’ve bled here before,” he replied.

Rear Corridor, 10:08:03 UZT

They ran.

Smoke burnt lungs. Plaster fell like snow.

Malika stumbled—Ajay caught her by the arm, steady, brief
contact heavy with meaning.

The Shadow tore open the rusted grate.

Cold air surged up from the dark.

Zahra dropped in first.

Malika hesitated.

Ajay squeezed her shoulder. “Go.”

She climbed.

A shot cracked.

Ajay grunted—heat slicing across his ribs.

The Shadow pivoted and fired once. The attacker fell without
ceremony.

Ajay clenched his teeth. “Move.”

Sweat darkened Ajay’s collar as he moved, the wound along his

side pulling his posture slightly oft balance. He ignored it with the
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practised indifference of a man who had learned long ago that pain
was information, not instruction.

They dropped.

Underground Sewer Line, 10:10 UZT

Darkness swallowed them whole.

Water dripped. Somewhere, metal groaned.

Zahra switched on a red torch. The tunnel glowed like a wound.

“They’re following,” she said.

Ajay nodded. “So are we.”

Malika’s breath shook. “They won’t stop.”

“No,” the Shadow said.

“And neither will we,” Ajay added.

They dropped through a submerged hatch just as muzzle flashes
lit the tunnel above.

The hatch sealed.

Gunfire screamed overhead.

Then silence.

Delhi — Supreme Court Perimeter, 11:02 IST
Sonia stood amid controlled chaos.

Parents shouted.

Doctors argued.

Placards rose like accusations.

A senior advocate leaned in.

“You’ve triggered a constitutional emergency.”
Sonia didn’t look away from the gates.

“No. I described one.”

Her phone buzzed.

Tashkent compromised.

Ajay injured.

Malika alive.

Extraction uncertain.

The colour drained from her face—but not the resolve.
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Tashkent — Abandoned Metro Platform, 10:15 UZT
They emerged into a dead station frozen in Soviet time.
Peeling posters. Rusted rails. A train car sealed like a tomb.
Ajay sagged against a pillar, blood darkening his shirt.

Malika rushed to him. “You’re bleeding.”

“It’s cosmetic,” he lied — and nearly collapsed.

Zahra swore softly, tearing open a med kit. “Exit graze. Deep.”
The Shadow stood watch, rifle steady, eyes mapping darkness.
Malika held Ajay’s hand without thinking.

“Stay,” she whispered.

His eyes flickered open.

“Wasn’t planning to vanish.”

Zahra injected a stabiliser.

Then metal echoed. A step. Another.

The Shadow raised his weapon.

“We’re not alone.”

Metro Shadows, 10:16 UZT

A figure emerged slowly. Hands raised.

A boy—no older than twelve—holding a battered radio.
In broken Hindi: “Message”.

Ajay took the device. Static. Then a voice.
Measured. Familiar. Heavy with authority. “Ajay.”
The world narrowed.

Malika whispered, “Who is that?”

Ajay swallowed.

“Raghav Bedi.”

Mentor.

Architect.

Father of doctrine.

The war had just learned to speak.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

Ashoka Protocol: Full Activation

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 stiffened.

Zahra whispered, barely audible, “That’s him?”

Ajay didn’t answer. He raised the radio.

“What do you want, Bedi?”

A pause—deliberate, paternal.

“For you to come home.”

Ajay let out a short, humourless laugh.

“After you sent men to erase a witness?”

Another pause. Softer this time.

“We cannot allow unfiltered truth to reach a panicked world.
Not yet. Truth is a force multiplier, Ajay. Mishandled, it becomes
a weapon.”
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Ajay’s jaw tightened.

“You’ve lost your moral compass.”

“No,” Bedi replied evenly. “I have accepted reality. India is
fragile—too fragile for absolutism.”

Malika stepped forward. Her voice did not shake.

“So you drug children? Silence journalists? Engineer
obedience?”

On the radio, a sigh—almost regretful.

“In a world governed by influence, control is compassion.”

Ajay’s voice hardened.

“You’re justifying Vortex.”

“I'am justifying survival,” Bedi said. “Yours. Mine. India’s.”

Silence pressed in.

Then the Shadow spoke, voice flat as stone.

“He isn’t alone.”

Ajay turned sharply.

“You recognise him?”

The Shadow nodded once.

“He was my handler. Before the war acquired a conscience.”

The tunnel felt suddenly narrower.

Delhi — Prime Minister’s Residence, 12:02 IST

Mandira Varghese stood before the Prime Minister, a slim
leather folder resting between them like a live charge.

“What you are asking,” the PM said quietly, “has never been
invoked in an open republic.”

Mandira met his gaze.

“Our republic is under psychological attack. Our children are
the frontline.”

She opened the folder.

A single page.

NATIONAL RESILIENCE CHARTER—ARTICLE VII
Emergency Sovereignty Invocation Clause

Publicly ceremonial.
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Privately — a key.

“You want Ashoka activated,” the Prime Minister said.

“Partially,” Mandira replied. “Visibility without spectacle.
Power without panic.”

“And Ajay?”

“Tashkent. Injured. Holding the witness.”

The Prime Minister closed his eyes—not in doubt, but in
acceptance.

When he signed, history bent.

Delhi — Independent Media Coalition War Room, 12:28
IST

Sonia stood at the centre of glowing screens.

“Fifty million downloads,” an assistant called.

“Zenith’s counter-narrative is failing.”

Another voice: “UN child-rights rapporteur requesting
encrypted briefing.”

Sonia nodded.

“Push the children-first frame. Every parent understands that
language.”

Her phone vibrated.

Unknown: Ashoka rising. Prepare for backlash.

She whispered one name.

“Ajay‘ »

Tashkent Metro Tunnels, 10:19 UZT

The radio crackled again.

“Ajay, listen carefully,” Bedi said. “Zenith is not your enemy.
They are a rival—a necessary one. They are building the future.
India cannot afford to stand outside it.”

Ajay’s voice dropped, lethal.

“You sold our children.”

“I saved them from irrelevance.”

Something inside Malika broke cleanly.
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She tore the radio from Ajay’s hand.

“You don’t get to define survival,” she said. “You don’t get to
decide whose minds are rewritten for compliance.”

Ajay watched her as she spoke—not the words, but the stillness
behind them.

He had seen that stillness once before.

Kabul. Winter.

A hallway lit by emergency lamps and the smell of burning
plastic. A woman who had refused evacuation because the
children in the clinic had no passports.

He hadn’t fallen in love with her then.

He had done something more dangerous.

He had believed her.

Now, standing in the half-buried metro tunnel with dust on her
face and defiance intact, Malika Ismailova was exactly who she had
always been—not a victim, not a symbol, not a witness.

A line that refused to bend.

Ajay realised something with quiet finality:

Sonia had given the nation its voice.

Malika was the proof that conscience could survive annihilation.

And that was why Zenith wanted her erased.

And why he would never let that happen.

A beat.

Then Bedi’s voice returned—colder now.

“So the witness lives.”

Ajay stepped forward.

“If you come for her—”

Bedi cutin.

“If you return to Delhi, Ajay, you will not recognise the ground
you stand on.”

Ajay’s eyes narrowed.

“What have you done?”

Static.
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Then, quietly:

“Ashoka has awakened.

But not by your hand.”

The line went dead.

Zahra whispered, pale, “Ashoka? The Indian protocol?”

Ajay answered slowly. “A contingency written after ’71. A
skeleton key. Used only when the idea of India itself is under siege.”

Zahra swallowed.

“And he has access?”

Ajay shook his head.

“No. A fragment.”

The Shadow finished the thought.

“And fragments reshape continents.”

Delhi — Supreme Court Steps, 12:40 IST

Sonia stood before microphones and memory.

“India is under attack,” she said softly.

“Not by a nation—but by those who believe children are
infrastructure, not human beings.”

The crowd murmured.

“We confirm today that Zenith orchestrated a behavioural
assault on minors. We have evidence. We have testimony. And we
will not retreat.”

She raised a USB drive.

“This contains the unedited child-vector algorithm. The world
will decide what this means.”

The roar was not anger.

It was awakening.

Her phone vibrated.

FARHEEN (RAW):

Ajay critical.

Tashkent breached. Tier-3 deployed.

Sonia closed her eyes—not in fear, but in resolve.
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Tashkent Metro, 10:26 UZT

Ajay steadied himself against a pillar.

Malika touched his shoulder. “Are you hurt?”

“Yes,” he said. Then stood anyway. “But we move.”

Zahra shook her head. “Extraction corridors are compromised.”

The Shadow turned toward a darkened tunnel.

“One route remains.”

“The Silk Line?” Zahra whispered. “That’s a grave.”

The Shadow shrugged.

“So is hesitation.”

Ajay nodded.

“Then we run.”

Behind them, explosions echoed.

Ahead—darkness.

Above them—nations recalibrating.

And far away, in a chamber illuminated by ancient blue
holograms, The Ashoka Protocol was fully awakened.

Threads of gold lit the map of India.

For the first time since independence, The Republic chose to
defend not territory—but will.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

A Continent Made of Glass and Fire

' , 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 flaking with time:

IenxoBas munus

THE SILK LINE

A Soviet dream grafted onto older empires.

Ajay switched on his headlamp.

The beam sank into the abyss and did not return.

Graffiti layered the walls—Uzbek prayers, Russian curses, Farsi
couplets, and Pashto warnings. Empires had passed through here.
None had finished what they began.

Zahra exhaled softly.

“Inever believed this place existed.”

The Shadow moved ahead without hesitation.

“It wasn’t meant to.”

Malika tightened her jacket, the cold biting through the fabric.

“What is this?”
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The Shadow did not turn.

“A freight artery designed to link Samarkand to the Afghan
corridor. Two governments collapsed before it was sealed.”

Ajay followed, boots splashing through shallow water.

His ribs burnt with every step, but he did not slow.

“And Zenith?” he asked.

“No,” the Shadow replied.

“Zenith avoids it.”

He paused at a junction where the tunnel forked into blackness.

“This is the one place they cannot see.”

They moved deeper.

The low vibration of distant machinery pulsed through the
stone—not sound, but pressure.

Malika stayed close, fingers brushing Ajay’s sleeve whenever the
darkness pressed too hard.

Zahra whispered, “They’re still tracking us.”

The Shadow nodded once.

“They’re tracking him.”

He glanced toward Ajay.

“Zenith maintains deep-profile threat registers. Only three
Indian operatives qualify.”

Ajay frowned.

“Three?”

“You,” the Shadow said.

“Rathore.”

A pause—brief, loaded.

“And me.”

Ajay studied him, but the Shadow had already moved on.

London — MI6 Sub-Basement Three, 07:03 GMT

Eleanor Shaw stood before a holographic world map, arms
folded.

Uzbekistan pulsed red.

Delhi glowed amber.
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Dubai flickered.

Luxembourg blinked—unstable.

An aide hurried in.

“Ma’am, the Vortex containment ring is collapsing.”

Eleanor didn’t look away.

“No. It’s recalibrating.”

“If the witness continues—”

“She already has,” Eleanor said calmly.

She traced a finger along the old Silk Route line, glowing faintly
on the map.

“Mehra has entered the Silk Line.”

The aide hesitated.

“That complicates jurisdiction.”

Eleanor’s mouth curved into something not quite a smile.

“Jurisdiction is a comfort word. Power doesn’t recognise it.”

“Should we request Zenith reinforcements?”

Eleanor turned then—eyes cold, precise.

“Zenith is not an intelligence service. It is a contractor.”

She stepped closer to the table.

“We control perception. Not them.”

A beat.

“Deploy Gnosis Unit.”

The aide froze.

“Ma’am... Gnosis is pre-Charter.”

Eleanor’s voice hardened.

“So is extinction.”

Delhi — South Block, The Ashoka Chamber, 13:02 IST

For the first time since independence, the Ashoka Chamber
breathed light.

Twelve concentric holographic rings hovered above an obsidian
table—each a pillar of national stability:

Identity

Health
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Information

Economy

Civil Order

Judiciary

Military

Diplomacy

Cyber

Youth

Territory

Memory

Mandira Varghese entered with two RAW directors and the
National Security Advisor.

The Prime Minister’s voice carried low.

“History will decide what we are in the next twenty-four hours.”

Mandira stepped forward.

“Zenith has initiated Tier-3 escalation.”

One ring burnt crimson.

INFORMATION — SEVERE BREACH

Behavioural drift detected in three urban clusters

Another flared.

MEMORY — ATTACK SURFACE
COMPROMISEDA(ftected cohort: children aged 4-9

A third pulsed violently.

HEALTH — VECTOR CONFIRMED

AIIMS North cluster

Silence thickened.

“If a fourth pillar falls,” Mandira said quietly, “the Charter
escalates automatically.”

“And that means?” the PM asked.

Mandira did not hesitate.

“Ashoka Protocol. Stage Two.”

The chamber dimmed.

Something old awakened.
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Uzbekistan — The Silk Line, 10:48 UZT

The tunnel widened into a cavernous freight hub—skeletal,
immense, lit by dying bulbs fed by some forgotten generator.

A Soviet mural peeled from the wall:

MBI CTPOVIM MUP

WE BUILD THE WORLD

Zahra shook her head.

“Communism tried to build the world. Zenith tried to buy it.”

She glanced at Ajay.

“You Indians are the only ones trying to protect it.”

Ajay half-smiled through the pain.

“We’re trying to protect ourselves.”

Malika stopped suddenly.

A sound—low, metallic—rippled through the air.

Ajay froze.

“That’s not machinery.”

The Shadow’s hand slid to his weapon.

“Drone propulsion. Heavy class.”

Zahra’s face drained of colour.

“They found us.”

Ajay raised his rifle.

“What’s the play?”

The Shadow stepped forward.

“We don’t run.”

He pointed at the corroded support beams lining the hub.

“We cut the line behind us.”

Zahra stared.

“That brings the ceiling down on us.”

“No,” the Shadow said.

“There’s another exit.”

He hesitated—a rare fracture in certainty.

“But only if you trust me.”

Ajay met his eyes.

Silence pressed in — ancient, evaluative.
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Then Ajay nodded.
“Doit.”

Delhi — Supreme Court Steps, 13:18 IST

The crowd had doubled.

International media jostled with parents, doctors, and students.

A reporter shouted, “Are you accusing Zenith of deliberately
targeting Indian children? "Sonia met the camera’s gaze.

“Yes.”

“Do you have proof?”

She raised Malika’s testimony file. “Yes.”

“And Indian officials?”

“If any Indian official is responsible,” Sonia said evenly, “the
nation will know.”

A hush rippled outward.

Her phone vibrated.

FARHEEN: Ashoka Stage Two imminent. Brace.

Sonia inhaled slowly.

Stage Two.

The moment secrecy ended—and 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 —
armoured, coordinated, predatory.

Ajay shouted, “Charges on the supports

The Shadow moved with surgical precision, fixing explosives to
rusted beams. “Forty seconds!”

Zahra assisted, teeth clenched.

Malika held the rear, hands shaking but weapon steady.

Ajay fired—rounds sparking uselessly against drone hulls.

One drone ruptured midair—releasing a chemical plume.

“Masks!” Ajay yelled.

They sealed their respirators.

'”



ANNIHILATION OF VORTEX 169

“Fifteen seconds!” the Shadow called.

A steel dart clipped Zahra’s arm. She grunted, and stayed
upright.

“They’re too close!” Malika cried.

The Shadow hit the detonator.

The Silk Line Collapse — 10:57:43 UZT

The explosion tore through history.

Stone, rust, concrete, and forgotten ideology collapsed in a
thunderous avalanche. Drones vanished beneath the collapse,
crushed by a century of ambition falling inward.

Ajay shielded Malika as debris screamed past.

The Shadow dragged Zahra to cover.

For ten seconds, the world was fire, dust, and impact.

Then—silence.

Ajay breathed hard. “You promised another exit.”

The Shadow nodded, turning his headlamp toward a darker
corridor beyond.

“There is.”

Zahra flexed her injured arm.

“How far?”

The Shadow’s voice was steady.

“Far enough that Bedi will never calculate it.”

Ajay’s eyes hardened. “Then we move.”

They stepped deeper into the Silk Line.

Behind them, an artery of forgotten Eurasia lay buried—and
with it, Zenith’s sight.

Ahead, uncertainty.

Above, nations recalibrated.

And somewhere in Delhi, twelve golden rings spun faster than

they ever had.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The Sovereign Pulse
elhi — The Ashoka Chamber, 13:44 IST

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 five RAW
directors watched the rings as men once watched approaching
armies.

A low vibration rose through the obsidian floor.

The chamber was no longer dormant.

It was listening.

The Prime Minister spoke quietly, as though volume itself
carried risk.

“Ashoka Protocol. Stage Two... is now engaged.”

A neutral, metallic voice answered — neither male nor female,
neither warm nor cold.

“SOVEREIGN PULSE SEQUENCE — STANDBY.”

Mandira felt something tighten in her chest.
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“Sovereign Pulse,” she repeated. “We’ve never used that term in
an open chamber.”

The NSA stepped forward.

“Because it isn’t a weapon,” he said. “It’s a declaration.”

Mandira looked at him.

“A declaration to whom?”

The NSA didn’t hesitate.

“To everyone.”

Uzbekistan — The Silk Line, 11:22 UZT

The tunnel behind them still smouldered—a broken mouth
choked with fire, twisted steel, and collapsed certainty.

Ajay moved forward with effort, one hand pressed against his
side. Zahra 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.

“What is this place?”

The Shadow answered without turning.

“A burial ground.”

“For whom?” she asked.

“For empires,” he said. “And for the belief that control survives
forever.”

Ajay scanned the passage ahead.

“You said Bedi wouldn’t anticipate this route.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

The Shadow stopped.

“Because this part of the world”, he said carefully, “was never
meant to be catalogued.”

Zahra frowned. “Nothing like this exists in any archive.”

The Shadow finally turned to face them.
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“It exists because some things were built to be forgotten.”
Ajay studied him.

“And you know it because...?”

The Shadow held his gaze.

“Thelped design its redundancies.”

Silence pressed in.

Malika swallowed.

“What are you?”

The Shadow turned away again.

“Someone who stopped believing in clean exits.”

Delhi — Supreme Court Steps, 13:46 IST

The crowd had spilled beyond barricades, flooding adjacent
streets, balconies, and even rooftops.

Sonia stood at the centre, the noise folding around her like surf
against rock.

Her phone vibrated.

UNKNOWN: Keep speaking. The country is listening.

She raised her eyes to the cameras.

“India”, she said, voice steady, “we are not under attack by force.
We are under attack by design.”

A murmur moved through the crowd.

“When someone controls how you think, they don’t need to
control where you live.”

She lifted Malika’s testimony drive.

“This is not information. This is defence.”

A chant rose—raw, instinctive.

“BACHON KE LIYE!” For the children.

Sonia closed her eyes for a fraction of a second.

The nation was no longer watching.

It was responding.

London — MI6 Sub-Basement, 09:19 GMT
Eleanor Shaw watched the Delhi broadcast without blinking.



ANNIHILATION OF VORTEX 173

Her aide shifted uneasily.

“She’s mobilising public will at scale,” he said. “That’s
destabilising.”

Eleanor took a sip of tea.

“So is silence.”

“What if governments lose control?”

Eleanor tapped her earpiece lightly.

“Then we find out who was governing for the right reasons.”

The aide hesitated.

“And the signal?”

Eleanor’s eyes hardened, just slightly.

“It’s already travelling.”

Uzbekistan — The Silk Line Station, 11:41 UZT

The tunnel opened into a vast, cavernous station carved into the
mountain—a cathedral of unfinished ambition.

Rail tracks curved like broken ribs. Rusted locomotives slept
under dust. Crates lay abandoned, labelled in languages that no
longer ruled anything.

But it was the wall that held them.

A mosaic stretched thirty metres wide—the ancient Silk Route
rendered in stone and glass.

China to India.

India to Persia.

Persia to Rome.

Malika approached it slowly.

“This is beautiful,” she murmured.

The Shadow shook his head.

“It’s a warning.”

Ajay wiped dust from the India segment.

Beneath it, a single line in Sanskrit emerged.

T erfa e

Dharma protects those who protect it.

Malika’s voice caught.
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“Ashoka.”

The Shadow spoke quietly.

“This station was designed to remind its builders that trade
survives only when restraint exists.”

Ajay straightened.

“Then the Ashoka Protocol isn’t just intelligence doctrine.”

“No,” the Shadow said. “It’s memory encoded into response.”

Zahra tightened her grip.

“Then who authorises it?”

The Shadow looked at Ajay.

“You don’t authorise Ashoka.”

“You answer it.”

Delhi — The Ashoka Chamber, 13:57 IST

The twelve rings aligned.

The light dimmed.

A pulse—not loud, not violent—moved through the chamber
like a held breath finally released.

Mandira felt it behind her eyes.

“What is happening?”

The NSA replied softly.

“Ashoka’s heartbeat.”

The Prime Minister leaned forward.

Mandira remained standing as the others filed out.

The Prime Minister looked at her.

“You’re not meant to be in this room.”

She met his gaze without apology.

“Neither was the Constitution meant to survive silence.”

He studied her for a long moment.

“You know this doesn’t make you part of the government.”

Mandira nodded.

“Good. Someone here should not be.”

A pause.

“You’re invoking Ashoka,” she said quietly.
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“I will defend your right to do so—publicly, legally, relentlessly.

But if this power is used to rule instead of protect, I will be your
loudest enemy.”

The Prime Minister exhaled once.

“That”, he said, “is exactly why you’re here.”

The Prime Minister ordered, “Initiate Sovereign Pulse.”

The chamber responded.

“SOVEREIGN PULSE INITIATED.”

Across the world, systems shifted.

Not hacked.

Not breached.

Re-prioritised.

Judicial crisis channels opened.

Emergency medical authorities synchronised.

Media corridors cleared.

Diplomatic cables leaked.

Foreign intelligence intercepts spiked.

One message propagated—legally, constitutionally,
unmistakably.

INDIA IS UNDER ATTACK.

THE CHILDREN WILL BE DEFENDED.

Mandira exhaled.

“It’s not covert anymore.”

The NSA nodded.

“It was never meant to be.”

Even though Mandira Verghese was outside the power, she was
inside the legitimacy. Ashoka Protocol was a legitimate action
befitting the moment.

Uzbekistan — The Silk Line Station, 11:59 UZT
Ajay felt it before he understood it.

Pressure.

Clarity.

A sudden stillness behind the pain.
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Zahra froze.

Malika gasped.

The Shadow closed his eyes briefly.

“...Sovereign Pulse.”

Ajay nodded.

“They’ve crossed Stage Two.”

Malika looked at him.

“What does that mean?”

Ajay’s voice was quiet.

“It means India has stopped asking permission.”

Boots echoed from the tunnel behind them.

Measured.

Numerous.

Unhurried.

Ajay raised his rifle.

Zahra moved into position.

Malika steadied her breathing.

The Shadow whispered.

“They’re here.”

Ajay replied. “So are we.”

A pale light spilt into the station.

And then a voice echoed—calm, precise, devastatingly familiar.

“Stand down, Ajay.” Ajay stiffened.

“..Bedi.”

Zahra swore under her breath.

The Shadow inhaled slowly, as though this moment had been
owed.

Ajay stepped forward.

“I'm not standing down.”

Silence.

Then Bedi again.

“Then this is where India fractures.”

Ajay raised his weapon.

“No,” he said. “This is where India decides.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The Line of Dharma

' , zbekistan — Silk Line Station, 12:00 UZT

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 flanked him, weapons low
but ready. The Shadow stood a pace ahead, neither protective nor
reckless—simply placed, like a blade set on a table.

From the far tunnel came the sound of boots.

Not hurried. Not searching.

Measured. Organised.

A formation emerged.

Black uniforms, armoured vests, rifles 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 office,
walked Raghav Bedi.

Hands clasped behind his back. No helmet. No urgency. His
calm wasn’t bravery.

It was certainty.
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Ajay’s throat tightened.

“Bedi.”

The older man’s eyes settled on him with something that might
once have been affection—now fossilised into control.

“Ajay Mehra.”

His gaze drifted—briefly, clinically—to Malika.

“And the witness.”

A faint, almost disappointed exhale. “Alive.”

Malika didn’t blink.

Zahra’s pistol rose a fraction.

The Shadow’s posture altered by a millimetre—a predator
recognising another.

Ajay stepped forward.

“You authorised a kill sweep on a civilian witness. You greenlit a
behavioural assault on children. You sold India’s spine and called
it strategy.”

Bedi’s expression didn’t change.

“I prevented India from breaking under the weight of its own
emotions.”

Ajay’s grip tightened on his rifle.

“Children were used as payload.”

Bedi corrected him gently, as if correcting a junior officer’s
terminology.

“Children were used as futures. Zenith is simply the fastest
laboratory. India is the only civilisation large enough to inherit the
outcome.”

Malika’s voice cut in, low and poisonous.

“You’re insane.”

Bedi’s eyes flicked to her.

“Responsibility looks like madness to those who have never
carried it.”

Zahra spat, “Responsibility doesn’t mean poisoning kids.”

Bedi’s mouth softened at the edges — not a smile, a tolerance.

“Responsibility means making choices before your enemies do.”
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Ajay took another step.

“You’re quoting Zenith like scripture.”

Bedi’s gaze hardened, a fraction of steel manifesting beneath the
calm.

“Zenith is scaffolding. India will be architecture.”

Delhi — National Networks, 14:19 IST

Every screen in the country ran the same banner in different
fonts.

SOVEREIGN PULSE CONFIRMED — NATIONAL
RESILIENCE ALERT

Sonia walked into a live studio that no longer felt like a
workplace. It felt like a front line with makeup lights.

Across Delhi, parents clustered outside schools.

Hospital gates filled.

Lawyers massed on court steps.

Doctors spoke into microphones with voices cracked by
exhaustion.

The producer’s whisper trembled in Sonia’s ear.

“Ma’am—twenty-two countries have requested authenticated
access to the Raksha files. This is... global.”

Sonia’s face didn’t change, but her breath slowed—the way it
did when she decided she would not be moved.

“Good,” she said, eyes on the camera.

“Let them read it with the same hands they use to sign
agreements.”

She turned fully to the lens.

“India is under attack,” she said.

“Not by a flag. By an idea— that human beings can be
engineered into compliance and called ‘stable’.”

Behind her, split screens showed children in withdrawal centres,
teachers giving statements, and judges entering an emergency

bench.
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“Today,” Sonia continued, “we are not asking the world for
sympathy. We are warning it.”

Uzbekistan — Silk Line Station, 12:04 UZT

Ajay raised his rifle. Not to fire—yet—Dbut to draw a line in the
air.

“This ends here.”

Bedi didn’t blink.

“You misunderstand the moment. This isn’t an ending. It’s a
fork.”

Ajay’s eyes narrowed.

“A fork?”

Bedi gestured, almost softly, to the mosaic behind
Ajay—empires rendered in stone and glass.

“Two futures,” he said. “One where India adapts to the world
that is coming. And one where India is consumed by it.”

Ajay’s voice dropped, controlled, lethal.

“We don’t survive by becoming the monster.”

Bedi’s calm sharpened.

“We survive by meeting it early—before it matures.”

The Shadow’s hand moved, subtle and instinctive, towards his
holster.

Bedi noticed without looking directly at him.

“You won’t shoot me,” he said.

“Not yet.”

The Shadow’s head tilted a fraction.

“Try me.”

For the first time, Bedi allowed himself a thin smile—not
amused, remembering.

“You were always the most theatrical of my assets.”

Ajay froze.

“...Your what?”

Zahra’s eyes flicked between them.
Malika felt a chill crawl under her ribs.
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The Shadow did not deny it. He did not confirm it. He simply
stood, the silence itself becoming an answer.

Bedi continued, voice quiet, almost conversational —which
made it worse.

“He was placed inside Zenith long before you met him, Ajay.
He was meant to steer currents that cannot be steered openly. To
protect India from the inside.”

Ajay’s gaze shifted to the Shadow.

“You—"

The Shadow’s voice arrived flat, stripped of performance.

“TI worked for India.”

Ajay swallowed.

“Under him?”

A beat.

The Shadow’s eyes met Ajay’s at last.

“Under the State,” he said. “Under whoever held the keys.”

Ajay felt something in his chest crack—not in pain, in betrayal’s
cold clarity.

Bedi watched the fracture like a man watching a bridge fail
exactly as calculated.

“You see,” he said. “All of us serve something larger. Some serve
truth. Some serve order. Some serve necessity.”

He stepped forward, just one step, and the formation behind
him tightened almost imperceptibly.

“And 1,” Bedi said, voice low, “am necessity.”

Ajay lifted his rifle again, now with a steadiness that was not
anger—it was decision.

“No,” Ajay replied.

“You are corruption dressed in patriotism.”

Bedi exhaled.

“Then you leave me no choice.”

He raised two fingers.

The strike team’s rifles rose in perfect synchrony.

Zahra aimed back.
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Malika flinched despite herself—a human reflex that didn’t
diminish her courage.

The Shadow’s weapon came up too—but in his eyes, for the first
time, there was conflict. Not about whom to shoot.

About what he had become.

Ajay, without taking his eyes off Bedi, spoke to the
Shadow—not as a commander, but as a man.

“Stand with us.”

The Shadow’s breath left him slowly.

Then he stepped—a clean, deliberate movement—to Ajay’s
side.

Bedi’s brow twitched.

The smallest crack in the facade.

“So be it,” he said quietly.

He dropped his hand.

Silk Line Station — 12:05 UZT

The first shots hit stone—not flesh—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, firing measured return shots
that forced Bedi’s front line to split.

The Shadow moved like something trained beyond ordinary
fear—firing, shifting, vanishing behind pillars, reappearing where
he should not have been.

Bedi 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 rifle round shattered a section of mosaic. Glass rained like
coloured ice.

Ajay shouted over the gunfire.

“Auxiliary tunnel! NOW!”
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Zahra grabbed Malika, yanking her into motion.

Malika stumbled—Ajay caught her elbow, and hauled her
forward.

The Shadow covered them, stepping into lanes of fire 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 flung the Shadow sideways.

He hit the wall hard, dropped to one knee, and coughed, a wet,
ugly sound.

Blood darkened his mouth.

Ajay turned, eyes wide.

“Shadow—!”

The Shadow raised his weapon again anyway, forcing his body
to obey his will.

Malika’s voice broke with panic.

“They’re closing in!”

Ajay fired to keep distance, then dragged Malika and Zahra
toward the side corridor.

A metal cylinder rolled across the floor—a grenade, skittering,
ugly and inevitable.

It stopped near Ajay’s boot.

Time slowed to a single, dreadful beat.

Bedi, behind his shield, didn’t flinch. He simply said, almost
softly:

“Not yet.”

One of his men kicked the grenade back—precise,
practised—sending it rolling toward Ajay and Malika.

Ajay’s heart stopped.

The Shadow lunged.

He didn’t dive away.

He dived into the path of the blast, kicking the grenade mid-roll,
changing its line with a brutal, perfect motion.

It detonated between two pillars.
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The station convulsed.

Stone cracked.

Dust swallowed half the battlefield.

Ajay used the moment like oxygen.

He grabbed Malika and Zahra and ran into the auxiliary tunnel,
firing backward in short bursts.

Behind them, the Shadow staggered after—bleeding, limping,
refusing to fall.

Bedi’s voice carried through the collapsing chamber, amplified
by the station’s emptiness.

“RUN, AJAY.”

Ajay didn’t look back.

“RUN WHILE YOU STILL BELIEVE YOU’'RE ON THE
RIGHT SIDE OF HISTORY.”

Ajay ran anyway.

Not because he believed.

Because he chose.



INTERLUDE III

Before the Pause

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 officer whose work never appeared in reports meant
for ministers, whose successes were measured only in what did
not happen. No explosion. No riot. No 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,” he once said, tapping
the paper, “is not the same as certainty. Don’t confuse the two.”
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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 files that had arrived incomplete,
flagged for secondary verification. There was no urgency
attached to it—no alarms, no coded calls in the night. Only a
recommendation to wait.

Wait for confirmation.

Wait for alignment.

Wait until the picture resolved itself.

The picture, of course, never did.

By the time the information was deemed actionable, the
consequence 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. Only 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 follow-up 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.

Nothing in the chain had been incorrect. The recommendation
to wait had followed protocol. The verification 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 question that had not yet decided what it was asking.

“Was there another option?” Ajay said.

The man looked at him for a moment longer than usual, then
returned his attention to the file he was annotating.

“There is always another option,” he said. “That doesn’t mean
it is a responsible one.”

Ajay waited. He did not know for what.
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“The purpose of this work,” the man continued, “is not to
intervene at the first sign of uncertainty. It is to intervene when
uncertainty has been reduced to risk. Otherwise, we become the
cause of what we seek to prevent.”

It was a coherent argument. Ajay could not dismantle it without
dismantling the profession itself.

That night, he did not sleep easily. Not because he felt
guilty—guilt suggested wrongdoing, and he could find 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 cross-reference inputs, to learn
the language of caution. But something had shifted internally,
though he would not have named it then.

He noticed that he began to pause before speaking. Not because
he lacked confidence, but because he was learning the weight of
what followed speech. He learned which questions were welcomed
and which were tolerated. Which 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.

Years later, long after titles and responsibilities had accumulated
around him, Ajay would sometimes recall that file—not its details,
which had blurred, but the sensation itleft 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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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The Fourth Pillar

S ilk Line — Emergency Shaft, 12:19 UZT

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 flickered, casting nervous cones of light over stone walls
scraped raw by centuries of use and minutes of violence. Fine dust
still drifted from the ceiling, clinging to sweat, settling in eyes and
mouths, turning every breath granular.

Behind them, the Silk Line groaned.

Not the sharp report of collapse—but the deeper, older sound
of mass shifting, of something immense deciding to give way. It
echoed through the underground like the last breath of a dying
animal.

Malika stumbled. Caught herself. Her breathing was loud
now—fast, shallow—fear stripped of disguise. Zahra’s limp
worsened with every step; blood ran steadily from her arm, dark
against the pale stone. She bit down on the pain without comment.

The Shadow did not slow.
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He moved as if momentum itself were holding him upright.
One hand pressed hard against his side, fingers slick and red. The
other kept his weapon low but ready, an extension of instinct
rather than muscle. His face was colourless, jaw locked, and eyes
fixed forward—not on the tunnel, but on something beyond it.

Ajay covered the rear.

Every step sent a hot reminder through his ribs. The graze
had stopped bleeding, but exhaustion had teeth. Adrenaline was
already waning, leaving behind the heavy arithmetic of pain,
breath, and distance. He kept his weapon trained behind them
anyway.

“Keep moving,” he said—not loud enough to echo, not soft
enough to invite hesitation.

The passage narrowed. The air cooled. Moisture seeped from
the rock, beading under Ajay’s palm when he brushed the wall for
balance. The light revealed older tool marks here—not Soviet, not
modern—something more patient.

Malika steadied herself against the stone.

“Where does this go?” she asked, forcing calm into her voice.

The Shadow answered without turning. His voice was tight,
clipped, held together by will.

“To the Fourth Pillar.”

Ajay frowned. “What does that mean?”

The Shadow spat blood onto the stone, wiped his mouth with
the back of his hand.

“It means we’re going somewhere Zenith doesn’t enter.”

A pause. A step. Another breath stolen.

“A place where empires send their ghosts.”

Delhi — Ashoka Chamber, 14:52 IST

The chamber pulsed like a living system.

Concentric holographic rings rotated above the floor, each
representing a different layer—Ilegal, informational, diplomatic,
psychological—all accelerating, overlapping, colliding. Data
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streamed through them in luminous arcs, too fast for the eye to
isolate.

Mandira Varghese stood at the centre.

Her spine was straight. Her hands were steady. But there
was no mistaking the tension in her face—the cost of choosing
consequence over safety.

The RAW Director spoke quickly, urgently.

“Ma’am—Sovereign Pulse has triggered an immediate
international response. Seven nations have activated emergency
coordination channels. Three have elevated cyber defence
postures.”

Mandira didn’t blink.

“Good,” she said. “That means they’re paying attention.”

The Prime Minister studied the shifting global map—red nodes
blooming, blue lines hardening into borders of intent.

“Where is Bedi?”

A technician answered without looking up.

“Signal triangulation suggests Uzbekistan. Samarkand region.”

The PM exhaled slowly.

“Then Ajay is facing him alone.”

Mandira’s jaw tightened, and her fist clenched once—then
relaxed. Not fear. Resolve.

The chamber vibrated again. A new layer overlaid the hologram.

PILLAR FOUR — MEMORY STATUS: BREACHED

The room went still.

Mandira felt the words settle in her chest like cold water.

“The fourth pillar...” she murmured.

The NSA spoke, carefully — as if naming it too loudly might
make it real.

“Collective memory. Cultural narratives. Childhood
frameworks. The stories a civilisation tells itself before it
understands power.”

He looked up.
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“If Zenith controls Pillar Four, they don’t govern behaviour.
They govern identity.”

Mandira’s eyes hardened.

“Then we stop them,” she said. “Before they shape India’s
children more deeply than their parents ever could.”

Silk Line — Descent to Pillar Four, 12:27 UZT

The tunnel opened suddenly into space.

Ajay stepped into a cavern that felt less excavated than revealed
— a natural chamber carved by water and time, its ceiling lost in
shadow. Pillars rose from the floor like petrified sentinels, uneven,
immense, bearing the weight of centuries without complaint.

The carvings stopped Malika cold.

Sanskrit flowed into Old Persian. Sogdian braided through
both. Scripts overlapped without dominance, layered like
sediment rather than conquest.

“This isn’t...” she began, trailing off as her fingers traced a relief.
“This is ancient.”

Zahra whispered, almost reverently,

“This isn’t a tunnel. It’s a convergence.”

Ajay turned slowly, scanning the space—the way one did in a
cathedral or a kill zone. “What does this place do?”

The Shadow answered simply.

“It remembers.”

Malika frowned.

“Memories?”

He nodded.

“Before gold. Before maps. Before flags. Traders on the Silk
Route believed memory was the only wealth that couldn’t be
stolen. Stories. Rituals. Names. If you carried those, you survived.”

Ajay’s gaze fixed on the central pillar.

Carved into it was an eye—open, unblinking—surrounded by
concentric rings that suggested motion without movement.

“The Eye of Dharma,” the Shadow said quietly.
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“The Fourth Pillar guards identity. What Zenith is attacking in
India isn’t just cognition. It’s the idea of India.”

Malika swallowed.

“So this is what Ashoka protects.”

The Shadow didn’t hesitate.

“And what Bedi wants to rewrite.”

London — MIé6, 09:52 GMT

Eleanor Shaw stared at the feed longer than protocol allowed.

Neural-behavioural modulation graphs spiked across Zenith’s
European servers—subtle curves, elegant, terrifying in their
precision.

“They’re accelerating Phase-Tau—pre-resistance conditioning
children,” her aide said. “Pushing behavioural nudges into
children’s content at scale. And, you know. Phase Tau is Zenith’s
programme for engineering compliance in children by shaping
identity before the concept of resistance ever forms.”

Eleanor closed her eyes briefly.

“And India activated Sovereign Pulse.”

“Yes. Resistance signatures are spiking.”

“It’s a duel of memory,” she murmured. “They rewrite. India
resists.”

Her aide hesitated.

“Should we intervene?”

Eleanor said nothing.

Then, softly — to herself —

“Bedi... what have you done?”

Silk Line — Chamber of Pillar Four, 12:33 UZT
The rumble returned.

Closer now. Heavier. Purposeful.

Zahra raised her weapon.

“They’ve breached the collapse.”
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The Shadow knelt beside a shallow conduit carved into the
floor—not a cable, not a machine. He placed his palm against the
stone.

The vibration answered him.

Ajay stepped forward.

“What are you doing?”

The Shadow looked up.

For the first time since Ajay had known him, uncertainty crossed
his face.

“I'm waking the guardian.”

Malika whispered, “What guardian?”

“This place predates empires,” he said. “It was built as a
sanctuary.”

“For what?” Ajay asked.

“For truth.”

The shouting grew louder. Boots. Commands. Zenith closing
in.

“Will it stop them?” Malika asked.

“No,” the Shadow said. “But it might give India time.”

The carvings began to glow—faintly, unevenly—like old
memories breathing.

Ajay felt it then. Not power. Recognition.

“This is Ashoka,” he said slowly.

The Shadow shook his head.

“No. This is before Ashoka.”

He pointed to the Eye. “This is the root.”

Delhi — Ashoka Chamber, 15:04 IST

A new alert flashed.

UNKNOWN SIGNAL — CENTRAL ASIA SIGNATURE:
ANCIENT-AH

The room froze.

“That signature,” the NSA whispered, “hasn’t been recorded in
centuries.”
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The Prime Minister turned to Mandira.
“What is Ajay doing?”

Her voice was steady — but only just.
“He’s awakened the Fourth Pillar.”

Silk Line — Chamber Floor, 12:35 UZT

The floor trembled.

Malika grabbed Ajay’s arm.

“Is it collapsing?”

“No,” he said. “It’s answering.”

The Shadow stepped back.

“We move. Now.”

The tunnel behind them erupted inward.

Zenith soldiers flooded the chamber.

“DOWN!”

Gunfire shattered stone. Ajay fired in controlled bursts. Zahra
dropped one through a visor slit. Ricochets screamed.

The Shadow planted charges.

“Ajay!”

Ajay dragged Malika down as the blast roared.

Stone fell. Dust swallowed sound.

Silence returned—thick, ringing.

The Eye of Dharma burnt brighter.

The floor shimmered.

“The Fourth Pillar recognises Sovereign Pulse,” the Shadow
said. “It’s connecting.”

“To what?” Malika asked.

“To India.”

Ajay felt the chill settle.

“Older than nations,” the Shadow whispered.

Light rose.

The sanctuary opened.

And they vanished 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 floor, hands folded neatly in her lap.

She was eleven.

Across 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,” the woman said.

Malika nodded.

They always said that.

The injection stung—not sharply, but deeply, like something
reaching inward instead of entering. Malika did not cry. She
had learnt that crying invited explanations. Explanations invited
repetition.
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Afterwards, she was told to rest.

Afterwards, she was told she was brave.

Afterwards, she was told to forget.

At night, when the lights dimmed and the corridors quieted,
Malika whispered stories to herself.

Not fairy tales.

Memories.

Her mother’s hands kneading dough.

Her grandmother’s voice counting prayer beads.

The smell of apricots drying in the sun.

A neighbour’s radio playing old songs through crackling
speakers.

She recited them like coordinates—proof that she existed before
the room, before the needle, before the silence.

Once, a boy in the next bed asked her why she talked to herself.

“So they can’t take it,” she said.

“Take what?”

“Me.”

* ¥k

When her parents disappeared, no one explained it.

Explanations were inefficient.

Files closed. Transfers processed. Rooms 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.

kKK

Years later, when men with foreign accents asked her questions
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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And when they tried to map her fear, they failed—because fear
was not what anchored her. Memory was.

Kk

In the tunnels, when the Hive pressed against her mind,
searching for fracture points, it found none it could use.

Because Malika did not want the past erased.

She wanted it acknowledged.

Pain had not broken her.

Pain had taught her something the architects never learnt:

That identity is not what survives trauma—

It is what chooses itself afterward.

*kk

That was why, when the moment came, Malika did not hesitate.

Not because she was fearless.

But because she had already lost everything that fear could
threaten.

And chosen herself anyway.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Return to the Motherland

etween Places — The Transit

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 feltlight—notblinding, not violent—a steady warmth that
moved through bone rather than skin. It was not transport so
much as recognition, like a current flowing along a path that had
always existed.

Malika clutched his arm.

“Ajay—"

Her voice reached him as if through water, stretched thin by
distance that was not a distance at all. Zahra’s fingers dug into
his shoulder—pain sharp enough to anchor him. Beside 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 exhaled —

They fell.

Hard.
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Stone slammed into bone. Air tore back into lungs. Gravity
reclaimed its authority without apology.

Somewhere in India, 14:38 IST

The first thing Ajay smelt was dust.

But not tunnel dust.

Not the stale grit of Soviet concrete or collapsed earth.

Incense.

His 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 Chakra.

Light filtered through carved jali windows, warm and deliberate,
breaking into patterns on the floor.

Somewhere beyond stone, temple bells rang—distant,
imperfect, alive.

Malika rolled onto her side, coughing.

“Where are we?”

Zahra pushed herself upright, wincing. Her eyes swept the
chamber with trained disbelief.

“This... is not Uzbekistan.”

The Shadow rose onto one knee, breathing heavily now, blood
darkening his shirt despite his effort to ignore it. He scanned the
pillars, the ceiling, the inscriptions — recognition flickering briefly
across his face.

“You’re home,” he said.

Ajay turned sharply.

“Where in India?”

The Shadow gestured to the central column.

Ajay followed his gaze—and froze.



200 AVINASH PUSHKARNA

An enormous Ashokan pillar dominated the chamber, carved
lions standing back-to-back, wheels etched deep into stone,
Brahmi inscriptions spiralling upward like disciplined thought.

“That’s...” Ajay swallowed. “That’s an Ashokan pillar.”

Malika’s eyes widened.

“Are we in—?”

Footsteps echoed.

They spun—weapons half-raised—as an old man stepped from
the shadows.

He wore a white kurta, and a woollen shawl folded with care
and carried a copper plate holding marigold petals and a single diya
flame. His face was deeply lined, but his eyes were alert—sharp,
evaluating.

He studied Ajay for a long moment.

Then smiled.

“Took you long enough,” he said in Hindi.

Ajay blinked.

“You know me?”

“We know of you,” the man replied. “Sit. You are injured.”

Ajay hesitated.

“Where are we?”

The old man tilted his head.

“You stand beneath the oldest Ashokan pillar still guarding the
heart of this land.”

He gestured upward.

“You are in India, Beta. In a sanctuary older than your agency.
Older than your Parliament. Older than your enemies.”

Zahra whispered, barely audible:

“I crossed borders without moving.”

The Shadow exhaled once.

“We’re beneath the Ashoka Trust compound,” he said. “Delhi.”

Ajay turned slowly.

“Under what?”

The old man set the plate down.
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“The Ashoka Trust,” he said.
“The keepers of the Protocol before it became a file on a server.”
A pause.

“We remember why it was created.”

Delhi — Ashoka Chamber, 15:09 IST

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 Delhi itself.

A technician’s voice shook.

“Sir—a new node just appeared inside our own grid.”

Mandira stepped forward.

“Where?”

The technician swallowed.

“Under the Ashoka Trust heritage site. Old Delhi perimeter.”

The Prime Minister frowned.

“The Trust is just a cultural NGO, isn’t it?”

The NSA said nothing.

Mandira did. “No, sir. It’s older than that.”

The PM turned. “You knew?”

“I suspected,” Mandira said quietly.

“No funding trail. No scandals. Fifty years of invisibility in
Delhi is not an accident.”

Another alert flashed.

FIELD NODE: AJAY MEHRA — ACTIVE LOCATION:
ASHOKA TRUST SUB-LEVEL

Mandira’s hand rose to her mouth.

“He’s alive.”

The Prime Minister’s shoulders eased before he could stop
himself.

ring him in.
“B g h »
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Mandira shook her head, eyes fixed on the node.
“No. We ask him what he’s just walked into.”

Ashoka Trust — Sub-Basement Shrine, 14:44 IST

Ajay sat bare-chested on an old wooden platform as the old man
cleaned his wound with steady, practised hands.

“This will sting,” the man said.

Ajay didn’t flinch.

“I’ve had worse.”

The old man nodded.

“Yes. I have watched.”

Ajay stiffened.

“You watched?”

“Your wars. Your refusals. Your silences.”

The man glanced up.

“We observe those who carry the capacity to either fracture a
nation—or hold it together.”

Zahra leaned against a carved pillar, absorbing everything
without comment.

Malika stood beneath the lions, staring upward.

“This place...” she murmured.

“It feels like standing inside a heartbeat.”

The Shadow leaned against the wall, breath shallow now, pain
finally collecting its due.

“You have questions,” the old man said.

Ajay’s voice was low.

“What is this place?”

“A repository.”

“Of what?”

“Of meaning,” the man replied. “Before laws. Before flags.
Before passports.”

Ajay exhaled.

“And why am I here?”
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“Because you followed the line far enough,” the man said. “Most
stop at orders. You went into memory.”

Malika turned.

“Is this connected to Ashoka?”

The old man smiled faintly.

“Ashoka came here long before he carved his edicts. He learnt
that kingdoms fall not when armies fail —but when stories rot.”

He touched the inscription gently.

“When that happens, no weapon can save you.”

Ajay’s jaw set.

“Zenith is rotting it.”

“Yes,” the man said. “And Bedi believes he is immunising it.”

Zahra scoffed.

“By enslaving children?”

“By believing fear binds tighter than hope,” the man replied.

He finished bandaging Ajay.

“Stand.”

Ajay did—carefully.

“You are standing on the boundary,” the old man said. “Between
secrecy that protects—and control that poisons.”

Lutyens’ Delhi — Bedi’s Safehouse, 15:26 IST

Bedi poured tea with deliberate precision.

His aide read aloud.

“Sir... Sovereign Pulse has turned global sentiment. Zenith is
losing legitimacy.”

“Expected,” Bedi said.

“MI6 is hesitating.”

Bedi’s jaw tightened.

“Spiders respect webs, not flies.”

“And Ajay?”

Silence.

“He’s in Delhi,” Bedi said finally.

“How?”
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“The Fourth Pillar opened.”
Bedi stared at the trees outside.
“That changes everything.”

Ashoka Trust Shrine, 14:59 IST

A phone vibrated.

The Shadow’s.

He glanced at it—and something behind his eyes flinched.
Ajay noticed.

“Who?”

“No one you'd like.”

“We’re past half-truths,” Ajay said.

The Shadow met his gaze.

“Some debts survive allegiance.”

The old man intervened gently.

“He stood with you when it mattered.”
Ajay nodded once.

“What’s your name?”

The Shadow paused.

“Armaan.”

Malika repeated it softly.

He shrugged.

“Don’t get used to it.”

The old man smiled.

“Truth begins with names.”

Ajay straightened.

“Names later. War now.”

Zahra asked, “What’s next?”

The old man extinguished the diya.
“You go upstairs.”

“To meet whom?”

“The people who think they drive Ashoka,” he said, smiling.

“And you are about to learn otherwise.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The War Room With No Windows

A shoka Trust — Stone Stairwell, 15:02 IST

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 fingers along the wall as they climbed.

“These marks,” she said. “They’re scratchings.”

Ajay nodded once.

“Travellers. Pilgrims. Traders. Keepers.”

Zahra’s voice came like a blade drawn quietly.

“Histories written by people who never thought they were
writing history.”

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 everything: 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 Chakra, worn by touch more
than time.

He murmured, not for performance, not for effect, but as if
aligning something inside himself:

“gd} yHIdt S1g:”

Where there is dharma, there is victory.

The door above them slid open.

Not on ancient hinges, but with concealed modern precision.

Bright white light spilt down the stairwell, clinical and absolute,
as though someone had taken a knife to the past and exposed the
present beneath it.

Ajay blinked once.

And stepped through.

Ashoka Trust — Conference Room Zero

The room was modern in the way only the state could afford to
be: minimal, severe, and intentionally unwelcoming.

No windows.

No clocks.

No phones.

No art.

No visible exits except the one they had entered through.

A long dark table sat at the centre, like an accusation.

At one end, the government of India waited.

The Prime Minister.

Mandira Varghese.

The NSA.

Director of RAW, Mr. Rajan.
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The Principal Scientific Advisor.

A senior Army General.

A constitutional historian.

And the Chief Justice of India, dressed plain—as if even robes
would be too loud in a room built for decisions.

Every eye turned to Ajay.

Every breath held, not in reverence, but in measurement.

The Prime Minister stood.

His voice was calm—Dbut it carried a pressure that did not need
volume to move mountains.

“Ajay Mehra,” he said. “Welcome home.”

Ajay inclined his head.

“Sir.”

Then the Prime Minister’s gaze shifted—past Ajay, past Malika
and Zahra—and settled on Armaan.

“And you brought... him.”

The air changed.

Not fear. Something colder: institutional alarm.

Zahra’s shoulders tightened. Malika stepped half a pace forward
without meaning to—protective, instinctive. Armaan remained
still, neither defiant nor apologetic, as though the room’s authority
was simply one more weather system he had learnt to endure.

Mandira spoke first.

“Is it true?” she asked. “This man worked for Zenith?”

Armaan’s jaw flexed, but he did not answer.

Ajay did.

“He was inside Zenith,” Ajay said. “To understand it. To
obstruct it. To survive it.”

Director Rajan lifted an eyebrow.

“A double agent.”

Armaan corrected him.

“A free agent.”

A small ripple went through the table—not outrage, but the
affront of a system encountering someone who refused to be filed.
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Mandira’s eyes narrowed.

“A free agent... working for India?”

Armaan finally looked at her.

“I work where truth needs to survive.”

There was no flourish in it. No threat. No plea.

Just a fact that made the room uncomfortable.

The Prime Minister’s Question

The PM did not raise his voice.

“Ajay,” he said, “we activated Sovereign Pulse. We alerted the
world. We exposed Zenith.”

He paused, letting the words settle like weight.

“But what you brought back from Central Asia—from the
Fourth Pillar—is something we do not understand.”

Ajay nodded.

“You’re not meant to understand it as a threat.”

Mandira leaned forward, elbows close to her body, as if bracing
against the room itself.

“Then how do we understand it?”

Ajay looked at the old man.

The man stood behind them with the quiet inevitability of
history—not as an advisor seeking relevance, but as something the
state had forgotten it once depended upon.

“It’s the root,” Ajay said. “The reason this nation still exists after
invasions, collapses, revivals, division, and reinvention.”

Malika spoke softly, but the room heard it.

“It protects the idea of India.”

The Chief Justice’s voice came for the first time, measured as a
verdict not yet delivered.

“And what is that idea?”

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 citizen’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.”

Silence followed.

Not because it was poetic.

Because it was inconvenient.

The NSA cleared his throat.

“Is this linked to the Ashoka Protocol?”

The old man met his eyes.

“Ashoka Protocol is a modern imitation,” he said. “A good one.
But an imitation.”

Director Rajan stiffened.

“Are you calling the state a copy?”

The old man’s expression softened, but his words did not.

“I’'m saying your system is powerful. But incomplete.”

He glanced towards the table, then back to Ajay.

“You built steel. But steel must remember why stone existed—or
it becomes merely another weapon.”

The Prime Minister spoke quietly.

“Why are we only learning this now?”

The old man’s smile was almost sad.

“You never asked.”

Sonia’s Name Enters the Room

Mandira placed a tablet on the table.

“Sonia’s publication of the Raksha Files has ignited global
pressure,” she said. “Nations are asking for India’s leadership.
Zenith is facing backlash. Bedi’s faction is... panicking.”

The Prime Minister folded his hands.

“And Sonia?”

Mandira hesitated—and in that hesitation was the weight of
her own divided identity: activist and counsel, politician and
conscience, woman and institution.

“She’s become...” Mandira began, searching for the word that
wouldn’t reduce Sonia into either a martyr or a pawn.

“The fourth power,” she finished.
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The constitutional historian corrected her gently.

“The fourth pillar.”

Armaan looked up sharply.

“That’s not an accident.”

The table turned towards him.

Mandira’s eyes hardened.

“What do you mean?”

Armaan spoke with unsettling calm.

“Zenith always controlled three pillars: politics, healthcare, and
information.”

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.”

The NSA frowned.

“The media?”

Armaan shook his head.

“Not media. Not courts. Not Parliament.”

His gaze moved over them—not disrespectful, just precise.

“The mind of the people. Collective memory. Dignity.”

Ajay finished the thought.

“And Sonia became its voice.”

The Prime Minister’s expression tightened.

“That explains the smear war.”

Mandira nodded once.

“It also explains why they want her eliminated.”

The words hung in the air like a gun laid openly on the table.

The First Strategic Rift

The Army General spoke at last, voice clipped, operational.

“We need Emergency powers. Hard containment.”

The old man raised his hand—polite but decisive.

“No.”

The General’s eyes flashed.

“You don’t decide national security.”

The old man looked back evenly.
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“Emergency is fear,” he said. “Your enemy is fear. Why hand
them their weapon?”

Ajay’s voice came low and firm.

“He’s right. Zenith’s strategy depends on India reacting with
authoritarian panic. That reaction proves their thesis—that people
can only be governed through control.”

Mandira exhaled.

“Like Bedi.”

The Prime Minister lowered his gaze, as if hearing a private
confession.

“Bedi believes he’s protecting the nation,” he said. “But he is
protecting the nation from itself.”

The Chief Justice spoke quietly.

“And that is the beginning of tyranny.”

The General turned to the PM.

“Sir, we need containment. We need force.”

The old man answered, almost gently.

“You need moral clarity.”

The General gave a short, sharp laugh.

“We don’t fight wars with moral clarity.”

Armaan spoke then—soft, controlled, and deadly without
drama.

“No,” he said. “You win wars with it.”

The room froze.

The Prime Minister’s voice cut through the tension like a blade.

“Enough.”

He stood.

“This war will not be won by fear. Or desperation. Or secrecy
alone.”

His eyes went to Ajay.

“You faced Zenith in tunnels, mountains, and shadows. Tell
us—what do we do now?”

Ajay inhaled slowly.
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He could feel his body begging for rest. But the room did not
permit weakness, and the war would not pause for it.

“First,” Ajay said, “we protect the children.”

He looked at the Principal Scientific Advisor, then at the NSA.

“Not with propaganda. With disruption—legal, digital,
educational—and visible accountability.”

“Second,” he continued, “we protect Sonia.”

Mandira’s throat tightened, but she didn’t look away.

“And third,” Ajay said, “we expose the final layer of Zenith’s
influence.”

Mandira leaned forward.

“And the fourth?”

Ajay met her eyes.

“We bring Bedi in—alive.”

Zahra’s voice dropped, incredulous.

“To put him on trial?”

Ajay shook his head once.

“No.”

He looked at the Prime Minister.

“To put truth on trial.”

The old man nodded, approving—not triumphantly, but as if
Ajay had reached a necessary conclusion.

“You have learnt the first lesson of the root,” he said.

The Prime Minister exhaled.

“Then we move.”

He pressed a recessed button on the table.

A red indicator lit up—the kind of red that belonged only to last
resorts.

“Activate Operation Pralaya Shield.”

The NSA looked stunned.

“Sir... that protocol has never been invoked.”

The Prime Minister’s voice was quiet.

“Neither has this war.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Sonia and the Siege of Minds

N ew Delhi — NRB Media Complex, 16:12 IST

The newsroom had become a battlefield.

Not with bullets.

With velocity.

Screens stuttered as if the building itself were blinking. Trend
graphs spiked and collapsed in jagged lines. Fact-check dashboards
kept refreshing, each refresh landing like a fresh insult—another
lie packaged in a familiar font, another false document wearing the
face of authority.

A junior producer shouted over the chaos, voice breaking.

“Ma’am—#Sonidlraitor is trending again. They’re pushing
twenty thousand bot accounts a minute!”

Another voice, younger, and panicked:

“New deepfake. They made it look like you said the vaccine
programme is genocide. It’s already on fifteen Telegram channels.”

A third:

“Five doctored FIRs—all naming you. They’ve stamped them
with real station codes.”

The room wasn’t noisy because people were talking. It was noisy
because people were afraid—and fear made every sound urgent,
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every breath shallow, and every decision, it appeared, would be
judged by history.

Sonia stepped onto the central platform of the newsroom as if
she were stepping into a witness box, exuding courage. Unfazed by
the muck being thrown at her, she stood tall and motionless, her
hair tied back in a severe knot that exposed the sharp planes of her
face. Her eyes were dark, alert, and unafraid—the kind that made
even lies hesitate before forming. With sleeves rolled up, and face
stripped of ornament, there was a steadiness to her, the kind that
did not come from confidence but from refusal.

For a moment, the room kept spinning around her.

Then she spoke—calmly.

“Everyone breathe.”

No one did.

So her voice rose—not with anger, but with command.

“BREATHING. NOW.”

It wasn’taslogan. It wasn’ta performance. It was a tactical order.

Silence spread in a slow ripple, the way calm sometimes does
when the person in charge becomes more relaxed than the panic
itself.

Sonia swept her eyes across her team.

“You are not fighting algorithms,” she said. “You are fighting
fear.”

A tech analyst lifted a trembling hand, as if asking permission to
name the monster.

“Ma’am... this is coordinated foreign disinformation mixed
with domestic hostile cells. They’ve built a flood. We’re being
drowned.”

Sonia walked to the main console.

“Then we don’t drown,” she said. “We anchor.”

Her fingers moved with practised speed. One command. Two.
A pause—the kind that makes a room hold its breath.

The main screen lit up.

Not a trending chart. Not a rebuttal. Not a debate.
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THE RAKSHA FILES — CHILD TESTIMONIES
(VERIFIED) . TIMESTAMPED - CHAIN-OF-CUSTODY -
MULTI-SOURCE CONFIRMATION

Video tiles appeared—faces blurred, voices altered just enough
to protect them without sanitising the truth.

A girl, thin and exhausted, said:

“I don’t want to sleep anymore. Because when I wake up, they
say it’s good for me.”

A boy whispered, barely audible:

“Why are they giving us injections when we aren’t sick?”

A teenager cried—not loudly, not dramatically, but with the
controlled collapse of someone who had run out of places to hide
the pain.

“They told us it was vitamin milk.”

Something changed in the room. Not morale. Gravity.

Sonia did not look triumphant. She looked sorrowful—and
committed.

“This is our truth,” she said softly. “Truth doesn’t drown. It
teaches people to swim.”

The producer beside her swallowed.

“What do we do first?”

Sonia’s eyes stayed on the screen—on the child whose shoulders
kept shaking even after the voice had stopped.

“We break Zenith’s playbook,” she said. “One rule at a time.”

Zenith Command Node — Luxembourg, 11:43 CET

A wall of interfaces displayed Sonia’s broadcast as if it were an
infection spreading across a system.

A neuroscientist slammed a tablet onto a console, the sound too
loud for the room—and exactly right for what he felt.

“She’s collapsing the behavioural cascade,” he said. “Child
testimony overrides the adult fear architecture. It punctures the
compliance loop.”

The Zenith Director leaned forward, eyes narrowed, voice quiet.
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“Escalate.”

The neuroscientist hesitated. In that hesitation lived every
internal rule Zenith pretended it had.

“To which tier?”

The Director’s voice dropped. It wasn’t louder. It was colder.

“Tier Five.”

The room stilled—not theatrical, not cinematic. Procedural.
The way professionals go quiet when they hear a number that
means no way back.

An engineer’s voice came from the back row.

“Tier Five uses memory-friction models. If we trigger it on
India—"

“Do it,” the Director said.

Another engineer tried once, only once.

“Tier Five wasn’t meant for—”

“DOIT.”

Red-coded commands appeared:

TIER FIVE: GRID-WIDE COGNITIVE DISRUPTION

VECTOR: SEARCH/FEED CORRUPTION - CDN
BLACKOUT - AUTHORITY SPOOFING

TARGET: INDIAN MEDIA INFORMATION
ECOSYSTEM

ETA: 19 MINUTES

No magic. No miracle. Just systems turning against the people
who depended on them.

New Delhi — NRB Media Complex, 16:21 IST
It hit like a power cut—but it wasn’t a power cut.
Every screen went black at once.

Every phone.

Every laptop.

Every backup server.
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The building’s internal hum changed pitch. A low vibration
threaded through the walls, notloud enough to be heard, butloud
enough to be felt in teeth.

A young analyst turned pale.

“Oh God. They’re not just attacking platforms. They’re
corrupting verification. They’re wiping caches and poisoning
mirrors.”

Sonia stared at the dead screens as though she were staring at an
enemy’s face.

“Not all systems,” she said.

She turned to her team.

“Switch to analogue.”

For a second, nobody moved. The word sounded archaic in a
room built to run the newest thing.

Then an older staffer—a man who had worked during the years
when the state could simply turn you off—nodded once and
sprinted towards a storage cabinet.

He yanked it open.

Inside were dust-covered relics that weren’t relics at all—just
tools from a time when information had weight.

Old Doordarshan broadcast components.Wired microphones.

An FM exciter unit.

A shortwave transceiver kit.

A crate of cassettes and a reel-to-reel recorder.

A bundle of antenna cables and a coil of copper wire.

The young producer blinked.

“This is... ancient.”

Sonia’s mouth tightened into something that was almosta smile.
“That’s why Zenith can’t own it.”

She looked around the room.

“Move. Now. You’re journalists. Remember what you were
before you became content managers.”

The newsroom exploded into motion—purposeful this time,
not panicked.
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Hands reached for cables. Someone dragged a heavy unit onto a
table. Another team began calling community radio stations and
ham operators—numbers written on paper, not stored in a phone.

Truth had just become physical again.

Delhi Streets — Markets, Schools, Bus Stops, 16:27 IST

Across the city, phones went dark.

Not only NRB’s.

Everyone’s.

WhatsApp dead.

Instagram dead.

YouTube buftering into nothing.

Television slipping into static.

Payment systems sputtering, then freezing.

People stood still in markets with vegetables in their hands,
suddenly unsure what to do with their own silence. Students in
exam queues looked up as if the sky itself had malfunctioned. Car
drivers pulled over, uneasy, hands gripping steering wheels.

For the first time in years, India experienced an unfamiliar
sensation:

Being cut off from itself.

Then —

A crackle.

Static, like a throat clearing.

A thin line of sound cut through the dead air—an emergency
band frequency few under thirty even remembered.

And then Sonia’s voice arrived.

Not filtered. Not tuned. Not clipped into the friendly cadence
of a studio anchor.

Just her.

“We have not lost our voices,” she said. “We have not lost our
stories. We have not lost our memory.”

Crowds froze.
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A shopkeeper dragged an old radio from beneath a counter and
twisted the knob with a reverence he did not fully understand. An
elderly man in a park lifted a small transistor as if it were a sacred
object. Drivers rolled down windows. Strangers leaned closer to
one another because the sound demanded proximity.

Sonia continued, steady.

“They are trying to erase us — not by killing us, but by making
us doubt what we know is real.”

A pause.

“But India is a civilisation that never forgets.”

It wasn’t a patriotic chant. It was a diagnosis.

A wave moved through the city—anger, yes—but also
something cleaner: recognition.

Zenith Command Node — Luxembourg, 11:51 CET

The neuroscientist stared at the map overlay, watching the Tier
Five cascade fail to complete its closure.

“She bypassed the disruption,” he said, voice flat with disbelief.
“She’s moved to analogue and shortwave relay. We can’t override
that at scale.”

The Director’s face tightened.

“Then go to Tier Six.”

A hush.

An engineer swallowed.

“Director... Tier Six involves biological stress amplification—

The Director hissed, eyes bright with contained rage.

“India escalated with Sovereign Pulse. We escalate with the
Hive.”

He reached for the authorisation.

But before his finger could land —

A warning flared across the console.

UNAUTHORISED ACCESS

SOURCE: UNKNOWN

BREACH ORIGIN: SOUTH ASIA
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SIGNATURE MATCH: ASHOKA-ROOT

For the first time, panic touched the room.

“What is that?” someone whispered.

No one answered.

Because the answer implied something Zenith had never
tolerated:

That a system older than their arrogance had just entered the
fight.

NRB Media Complex — Emergency Studio, 16:34 IST

The old transmitters hummed alive like stubborn hearts.

A producer ran up to Sonia, breathless.

“We’re live across the belt. FM relays in NCR, community radio
in four states, and shortwave bounce from two ham hubs. We’re
spreading.”

Sonia nodded once.

“Good.”

She approached the microphone. Her fingers hovered over
it for a moment—not because she was afraid, but because she
understood the weight of speech in a country that had been
trained, repeatedly, to fear it.

She closed her eyes—a single breath.

Then she spoke.

“Listen to me.”

Across India, something subtle happened. People leaned in.

“Your children”, Sonia said, “their minds... their questions...
their innocence... their stubbornness... belong to you.”

Not to corporations.

Not to foreign protocols.

Not to any manufactured fear.

Mothers in cramped flats cried without knowing why. Fathers
who rarely wept found their throats burning. Students stopped
mid-step. Drivers slowed, eyes fixed ahead as if the road had
become a witness.
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“No matter how loud the lies become,” Sonia continued, “your
love for your children is louder.”

She inhaled.

“The siege of minds ends now.”

Ashoka Trust — Conference Room Zero, 16:37 IST

A new signal flashed across the war table.

Not as a dramatic flourish — as data with teeth.

Mandira stared at the readouts.

“Prime Minister... Sonia just broke Tier Five.”

The PM’s voice dropped, almost reverent.

“She kept the country standing.”

Armaan corrected quietly, eyes fixed on the feed.

“She did more. She reminded the people who they are.”

The old man’s face remained calm, but something like relief
moved through his gaze.

“The Fourth Pillar stands,” he said.

Ajay stepped forward. His body still hurt. His mind hurt more.

“It’s time, sir.”

The Prime Minister met his eyes.

“For what?”

Ajay’s answer was simple — and because it was simple, it was
dangerous.

“To end this war.”



27

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The Architect of Obedience

ondon — Vauxhall Cross, MI6 Black Annex, 10:31
GMT

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 nota receptionist.

Then the White Sublevel opened.

It was a room built to contain ideas.

Not files. Not weapons. Ideas.

Walls of matte white that refused reflection. Glass 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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On the main display, the update was framed as if it were a
weather event—something impersonal, inevitable, not caused by
human choices:

INDIA — ANALOGUE AWAKENING EVENT

SOVEREIGN PULSE: SYNCHRONISED

TIER FIVE: FAILURE

Halloran stood beside the hologram, his hands too still, his
throat too dry. He was a capable man. But competence did not
protect you from the moment you realised your adversary had
found a door you didn’t know existed.

“Ma’am,” he began, and his voice betrayed him with a
tremor, “Sonia’s analogue intervention has destabilised Zenith’s
behavioural grid. The cascade collapsed.”

Eleanor’s eyes stayed on the display.

She did not look angry.

She did not look panicked.

She looked... 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 we... 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 offering him a glass of water:

“We pivot.”

He stiffened.

“Pivot... to what?”

Eleanor tapped her earpiece.

“To the origin.”
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Geneva — Zenith Cognitive Command, 11:38 CET

Zenith’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 knife:

TIER SIX — THE HIVE

STATUS: STANDING BY

BIOLOGICAL-BEHAVIOURAL CONVERGENCE
MODEL: READY

Technicians hovered like frightened surgeons — hands moving,
eyes darting, mouths dry. Their authority in the room was
borrowed; they were caretakers of a machine they did not morally
own.

A voice cut through.

“Ma’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.

“Gentlemen,” she said, “you activated Tier Five without my
authorisation.”

The air tightened.

A senior engineer cleared his throat, choosing words like
stepping stones across a river that could drown him.

“Director... the Indian media response—"

Eleanor cut him oft with the simple violence of a completed
thought.

“Tier Five was predictable.”

She tilted her head slightly, as if explaining a principle to a
student who should have known better.

“Fear collapses in the presence of love.”

No one moved. The room’s stillness was not a mark of respect.
It was self-preservation.

Eleanor continued.
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“India did what no Western nation expected. They remembered
how to remember. And that is... inconvenient.”

The softness in her tone did not warm the room. It cooled it.

“Tier Six is not authorised,” she said. “Yet.”

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 Zenith was built for.”

She leaned closer to the camera.

“We study them.”

Her eyes sharpened.

“Understanding an immune system is the first step to defeating
it.”
A neuroscientist stammered, grasping for language that could
make the problem smaller.

“But Director... India’s response wasn’t biological. It was...
cultural.”

Eleanor did not change expression.

“Cultures,” she said, “are long-term neurological patterns
shared across millions.”

A small pause — just enough for the sentence to arrive.

“And patterns can always be rewritten.”

New Delhi — NRB Media Complex, 17:01 IST

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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“Ma’am—transmission is stable. But Zenith is recalibrating.
Their signals... they’ve shifted. They’re moving from panic to
analysis.”

Sonia wiped her forehead with the back of her wrist.“Good,”
she said. “If they’re analysing us, they’re not erasing us.”

Her phone buzzed.

Unknown number.

Her hand hovered a fraction too long—a journalist’s instinct
battling a woman’s caution.

She answered.

A voice came through—smooth, British, and terrifyingly calm.

“Ms. 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 finally speak.”

Sonia’s jaw tightened.

“Eleanor Shaw.”

A soft exhale, almost appreciative.

“Correct,” Eleanor said.

“You 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.

“You have become a symbol. Symbols are... combustible.”

Sonia’s voice remained flat, controlled.

“You’re losing.”
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A light chuckle, the kind that suggested amusement rather than
joy.

“Losing? My dear, the game has only just begun.”

Eleanor’s tone sharpened, polite as a scalpel.

“You defeated a wave. You did not defeat the ocean.”

Sonia leaned forward in her chair as she listened, one hand
resting flat 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 first.

“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.

“Let me be direct, Ms. Sonia.”

Her voice softened—too much. A softness that felt engineered.

“You have no idea what Zenith’s next step is.”

Another pause—the offer 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 offering you survival.”

Sonia ended the call.

Not dramatically.

Not with a flourish.

Just 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 offering protection.

London — MI6 Black Annex, 10:58 GMT

Halloran stood beside Eleanor, paler now.

“You warned her?”

“I gave her an exit,” Eleanor replied.

“She won’t take it.”

Halloran frowned.“Then why—?”

Eleanor’s gaze stayed fixed on a wall-sized neural map of
India—a luminous storm of nodes, clusters, and feedback loops.

“Because 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 reflecting it.”

A pause.

“And reflection,” she added softly, “is harder to kill than a
leader.”

Samarkand Highway, 13:14 UZT

A convoy roared across salt flats beneath a hard sky.

Bedi sat in the lead vehicle, framed by tinted glass and quiet
authority. The tablet in his hands displayed live arcs:

SONIA — ANALOGUE BROADCAST TIMELINE

ZENITH INTERNAL FAILURE INDICATORS

PUBLIC SENTIMENT SHIFT: STABILISING

His aide spoke carefully, as if volume itself could offend the man.

“Sir... your strategy is unravelling.”

Bedi 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?”

Bedi 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.”

Delhi — Ashoka Trust, Conference Room Zero, 16:58 IST

Alerts flashed across the war table.

Mandira’s posture tightened.

“What now?”

The NSA read the feed, voice clipped.

“London pivoted. No escalation. They’re observing. Studying.”

The Prime Minister’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 finally 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.

“Memories that haven’t yet been made.”

Malika’s breath caught.

“They want children... before they even have thoughts.”

Ajay’s hands clenched once, then released.
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“Where do we strike?”

Armaan’s gaze did not move.

“At the architect.”

Zahra 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.

“Years ago,” Armaan continued, eyes fixed 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. My fear. My obedience threshold. My resistance
curve. Every time I survived, the architecture learnt.”

Malika’s breath caught.

“I escaped,” Armaan said.

“But escape doesn’t erase a debt when your mind has already
been used as scaffolding. What Zenith became—the Hive, the tiers,
the compliance logic—part of it was written through me.”

He finally looked up.

“That is why I know how it thinks.

And that is why I don’t get absolution.”

A pause.

“Iam not fighting to be forgiven,” Armaan said.

“I am fighting because some debts can only be paid by
dismantling the house they helped build.”

Mandira stood, a decision forming.

“Then someone has to go to London.”

Ajay’s answer came immediately. “No.”

The room turned.

“I'm going,” Ajay said.

“Because she’s already chosen me as the argument she wants to

»

win.
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Eleanor Shaw — Closing Words. London, same hour

In the White Sublevel, Eleanor watched Ajay Mehra’s name
blink onto a surveillance watchlist.

The corner of her mouth lifted—not quite a smile.

“Come then, Ajay,” she whispered, so softly it could have been
mistaken for affection.

“Let’s see whether your roots survive the storm I built.”

She closed her eyes for a moment.

“Obedience is not evil,” she murmured. “Chaos 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 first anomaly.
The second was that he did.
The third—the one Eleanor Shaw never forgot—was that he
remembered everything.

kKX

The explosion tore through the underground transit concourse
with brutal efficiency. Glass, steel, flesh—all rendered equal. When
emergency crews finally reached the lower level, they found
Armaan pinned beneath a collapsed beam, conscious, eyes open,
breathing slow.

Too slow.

Shock should have taken him.

It didn’t.

* ¥k
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Eleanor Shaw arrived eighteen minutes later.

She knelt beside him, immaculate even in blood and debris, and
spoke in a voice calibrated for survival.

“You’re safe,” she said.

Armaan didn’t answer.

He was watching a woman across the platform trying to put her

child back together.
The child was already dead.

Kk

In the weeks that followed, Armaan did not break.
That was the problem.

He did not dissociate.

He did not repress.

He did not collapse into denial.

He processed.

He catalogued.

He adapted.

Zenith’s early cognitive analysts were astonished.
“He’s stabilising himself,” one whispered.

“No intervention,” another said. “No conditioning.”
Eleanor watched silently.

Because this was not resilience. This was unmanaged humanity.

Kk

She visited him late one night in the Zurich recovery wing.

“Do you know why others didn’t survive?” she asked.

Armaan looked at her steadily. “Because no one told them how.”

The answer unsettled her more than any breakdown would
have.

Kk
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Zenith’s first behavioural containment models were built
afterward.

Not from malice. From fear.

Fear of minds that could endure pain without obedience.

Fear of people who could survive catastrophe without
surrendering agency.

Fear of another Armaan.

Eleanor never told him this.

Instead, she offered him work.

“You have something rare,” she said. “A capacity to operate
inside collapse.”

Armaan accepted.

Because at the time, he believed control might prevent others
from standing where he had stood.

That was his debt.

* ¥k

Years later, when Zenith began crossing from prevention into
engineering, Armaan began to see the cost.

Children trained not to feel.

Populations flattened into compliance curves.

Memory treated as inefficiency.

He realised then:

Zenith wasn’t protecting people from chaos.

It was preventing them from choosing themselves within it.

kKK

That was when he left.
Not loudly. Not heroically.
He simply refused to become proof that obedience was the only

ANSwer.



ANNIHILATION OF VORTEX 235

In the tunnels, when the Hive failed to overwrite Malika,
Armaan understood.

Eleanor hadn’t built Zenith to control the world.

She had built it to silence the question Armaan represented:

What if humans don’t need to be controlled to survive pain?

That was the debt.

And it was never his to repay.



INTERLUDE VI

The Mercy of Order

alkans — Fifteen Years Ago

Multinational Stabilisation Mission
Eleanor Shaw learnt early that chaos does not announce itself as
evil. It arrives disguised as freedom.

* ¥k

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 briefing was transition.

By the fourth week, the hospitals were full.

* ¥k

Eleanor stood inside a temporary command centre overlooking
the river—maps spread across the table, screens alive with
population movement data.

The numbers told a story no press release could.

Food distribution had collapsed.

Vaccination chains had fractured.
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Local militias had replaced police.
Rumours were travelling faster than medicine.
And everywhere—choice. Too much ofit.

*kk

A field officer burst in, helmet still on.

“Ma’am—crowd surge at the eastern clinic. They’re refusing
treatment.”

“Why?” Eleanor asked.

The officer hesitated. “Someone spread word the injections are
poison. Foreign control. Sterilisation.”

“How many?” she asked.

“Two hundred refusing care. Forty-seven children.”

Kk

Eleanor arrived too late.

She always did.

The crowd wasn’t violent. That was the cruel part. They were
polite. Fearful. Certain.

Mothers clutched children. Fathers argued with doctors. No
weapons. No orders. No leader to negotiate with. Just belief.

By morning, twelve children were dead.

By nightfall, the number doubled.

*kk

The inquiry later blamed:

cultural mistrust,

legacy trauma,

inadequate communication.
Eleanor rejected every explanation.
They were symptoms. Not causes.
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That night, she stood alone on the riverbank and watched
bodies being loaded into trucks under floodlights. The city was
free. The people had chosen.

And the children had paid.

That was when the idea formed—quietly, irrevocably.

Freedom without structure is not liberty.

It is exposure.

Eleanor had stopped believing that cruelty was necessary long
before others did.

In the Balkans, 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.

Years later, in a windowless briefing room far from that theatre,
a visiting counterpart spoke of loss with an unfamiliar cadence.

Not emotional.

Not confessional.

Precise.

He did not argue for fear. He argued for predictability.

“People will endure almost anything,” he said, “if the rules
remain consistent.”

Eleanor had written that sentence down.

Not because it was new, but because it was honest.

They did not speak again after that session.

There was no need.



ANNIHILATION OF VORTEX 239

Some ideas, once recognised, did not require reinforcement.
They travelled independently, finding institutional shelter
wherever order was valued more than innocence.

What mattered to Eleanor was not who had said it first.

What 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 convergence—not propaganda,
not force, but compliance before resistance could form.

She learnt how fear propagated, how rumours outpaced reason,
how identity hardened into defiance when threatened.

Most importantly, she learnt this:

Humans do not fail because they are evil.

They fail because they are overwhelmed by choice.

*kk

Zenith was born from that belief.

Not domination.

Not conquest.

Containment.

A world where:

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
carly.

She called it mercy.

Kk

Years later, when she studied India, she felt something close to
irritation—and then something dangerously close to awe.

They refused simplification.
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Their contradictions stabilised them.

Their memory absorbed shock.

Their chaos self-corrected.

They were inefficient. They were resilient.

They were everything her models said should not work.

kKK

And when Sonia’s broadcast shattered Tier Five, Eleanor did not
feel rage.

She felt recognition.

This was the civilisation she had been trying to prevent from
existing.

Eleanor Shaw never believed she was evil.

She believed she was early.

And that history would one day forgive her —because the
children who lived would never know what they had been spared.



28

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The Battle for Memory
D elhi — Roof of the Ashoka Trust, 17:43 IST

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, flawed, plural, exhausting, breathing.

Ajay’shand rested on the parapet. The stone was warm from the
day’s 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 Ajay’s mind often needed a moment of unbroken
space.

“You’re thinking of London,” she said.

Ajay did not answer immediately. His eyes stayed on the city as
though he were trying to memorise it under threat of loss.

When he finally spoke, his voice was low.

“They won’t stop at minds anymore,” he said. “They’re aiming
at memory.”

Malika swallowed, the word landing inside her like a stone.

“And that means...?”

Ajay’s gaze lifted—not to the skyline, but beyond it, as if the
horizon itself were an operational theatre.

“That the next battle won’t be fought in tunnels or labs,”
he said. “It will be fought inside the stories that build who we
are—Dbefore we’re old enough to vote, or argue, or choose.”

He pointed upward, not at the sky as such, but at the invisible
structure above the city—the web of repetition that made a
civilisation.

“In lullabies,” he said. “In festivals. In language rhythms. In the
way a grandmother tells a child who they are.”

Malika breathed out slowly.

“And how do we fight that?”

Ajay’s mouth tightened.

“By refusing to let anyone—foreign or domestic—own the
script.”

Luxembourg — Zenith Neural Dynamics Lab, 13:22 CET
Eleanor Shaw walked through aisles of cryo-cooled 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 gaze as if eager to serve.

TIER SIX — HIVE INITIATION MODEL

Projection: Rewire emotional baselines across child cognition
patterns (multi-region)

Primary resistance variable: Indian memory architecture

Her lead neuroscientist, Patel—kind eyes frayed by years of
moral compromise—kept pace beside her, looking as though he
had forgotten how to sleep properly.

“Director,” he whispered, “Indian children resist our models in
ways no Western dataset accounts for.”

Eleanor touched the hologram lightly, as if touching a thought
rather than a machine.

“As expected.”

Patel gestured nervously, words tumbling out faster than his
courage.

“They use cultural anchors. Language rhythms. Grandmother
stories. Festivals. Religious symbols. Folklore. Family structures.”

He shook his head, almost pleading.

“These aren’t variables we can isolate. They’re... nested.
Interwoven. They anchor identity.”

Eleanor nodded.

“Yes.”

“But why does that matter?” Patel asked, the question escaping
him before he could stop it.

Eleanor’s answer came with cold brilliance, delivered with the
gentle cadence of someone explaining a kindness.

“Because memory is the immune system of civilisation.”

She turned to him.

“And India’s immune system is unusually strong.”

Patel’s face tightened.

“Which means...?”
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Eleanor’s expression did not change.

“Which means we redesign the Hive.”

Patel stepped back, horror finally overtaking caution.

“You want to overwrite a civilisation.”

Eleanor corrected him softly, almost tenderly.

“I want to protect them from self-destruction.”

Her compassion was chilling because it was sincere—or at least
sincerely believed.

Delhi — National Library Basement, 18:09 IST

Mandira Varghese descended alone.

The basement was cooler than the world above it—a place where
time had weight. Rows 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 flickered 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. Not submission. Respect.

“Guruji,” she said.

He smiled faintly.

“You have come to ask the library a question.”

Mandira exhaled, then gestured to the shelves.

“All of this,” she said—“texts, languages, scriptures, oral
histories... it is the spine of who we are.”

Her voice tightened.

“And Zenith wants to overwrite it.”

The old man nodded slowly, as though acknowledging an old
pattern repeating.

“And who defends memory?” he asked.

Mandira’s answer came in fragments—because she was thinking
aloud, not performing.

“Sonia’s speech did. The people did.”
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A pause.

“But what about the state?”

The old man placed a hand on her shoulder—lightly, not
possessively.

“States defend borders, Beti,” he said. “People defend memory.”

Mandira’s eyes filled, not with sentiment, but with the painful
clarity of a truth that should have been obvious all along.

“And Ajay...?” she asked.

The old man’s gaze softened.

“He walks between both,” he said. “That is why he suffers.”

He paused.

“And that is why he can win.”

New Delhi — NRB Media Complex, 18:15 IST

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, briefly, to remember what communication
sounded like before it became a commuodity.

Her throat still burnt. Her head throbbed. She felt the
exhaustion she refused to show.

A producer approached, almost giddy.

“Ma’am... you’ve become the most trusted voice in India.”

Sonia shook her head immediately.

“No,” she said. “The people trust themselves.”

She looked at the radios—at the rough, imperfect sound that
had travelled farther than any algorithmic feed.

“I'm only reminding them.”

Then she felt it.

Not a sound. Not a movement.

A pressure change—like the air before a monsoon.

Her phone vibrated.

An encrypted alert. Unknown sender.

Four words:
GET OFF THE ROOF NOW.
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Sonia froze. The message didn’t read like advice. It read
like a command issued by someone who had already seen the
consequence.

“Who sent this?” she whispered.

Her assistant checked the metadata and went pale.

“This... this shouldn’t exist.”

Sonia’s eyes narrowed.

“What do you mean?”

The assistant swallowed.

“The signature is... ancient.”

Sonia didn’t ask for an explanation she didn’t have time to
receive.

She ran.

Delhi — Connaught Place, 18:17 IST

A strange pulse moved through the city.

Not audible.

Not visible.

Felt.

People slowed mid-step. 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 fingers. Ducks in a
fountain stilled, necks stretched, alert to a disturbance that had no
source.

Zenith had begun mapping India’s emotional architecture.

Not attacking.

Analysing.

Learning the shape of the nation’s memory — the places it
returned to when threatened.

London — MI6 Black Annex, 12:49 GMT

Eleanor stared at a three-dimensional model of India, alive with
tens of millions of nodes— emotional signals gathered in real time,
rendered as luminous clusters and flowing currents.

Halloran whispered, unnerved by what he was seeing.
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“Ma’am... they’re not resisting.”

Eleanor smiled faintly.

“No,” she said.

“They’re remembering.

The model flickered with data translated into cultural
signatures—not because the machine understood them, but
because someone had taught it to recognise patterns.

Diwali lights.

Eid gatherings.

Holi colours.

Christmas choirs.

Sikh langars.

Harvest songs.

Durga chants.

The Hornbill dance of Nagaland.

The Kashmiri lullabies.

The Rajasthani rhythms.

Circles of Kammi dance.

The swirls of Garba dance.

Children shouting, "Kaka! Daddi! Didi!”

People at chai stalls, passing stories hand to hand.

Eleanor’s voice softened, almost reverent—the way one spoke of
a difficult opponent.

“Identity is built through repetition,” she said. “They are
repeating themselves.”

Halloran stammered.

“Director... Tier Six won’t work.”

Eleanor’s eyes glittered with something between anger and awe.

“Then we adapt.”

Ashoka Trust — Rooftop, 18:26 IST
Ajay felt the pulse too.

Not as magic.
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As recognition—a pressure in the chest, a narrowing of
attention, the body’s response when something immense turns its
gaze 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.

“It began,” he whispered.

Armaan joined him. He did not look at the view. He looked at
Ajay’s face.

“This is the battle for memory,” Armaan said.

“Not for guns. Not for intelligence.”

Zahra approached, blood loss making her voice softer than
usual.

“Can we win this?”

Ajay’s answer was firm, almost harsh in its clarity.

“We don’t have to win,” he said.

“We have to remember.”

He looked at them one by one—Malika, Zahra, Armaan—as if
making them a promise and a warning in the same breath.

“That is our advantage.”

Malika stepped closer, eyes steady now.

“So what’s next?”

Ajay turned.

“London,” he said.

London — Eleanor Shaw’s Private Office, 13:04 GMT

Eleanor watched the emotional map of India stabilise instead of
spiral.

For the first time, doubt touched her face—not fear, not guilt,
but a scientist’s discomfort when a theory refuses to die.

“A civilisation that remembers cannot be controlled,” she
whispered.

Her hand hovered over the Tier Six command.

Then lowered.
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Not mercy.

Calculation.

She tapped a secure line.

“Prepare the plane. Destination: Delhi.”

Halloran froze.

“You’re going to India, ma’am?”

Eleanor’s voice was soft, dangerous, and resolved.

“Yes,” she said. “It’s time to speak to the only people who still
believe memory is stronger than obedience.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Ajay vs Bedi
ew Delhi — Raisina Hill Perimeter, 19:04 IST

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, flags,
or ceremony—matte-black SUVs with plates that could erase their
own history. Their silence was the point. Noise was for parades.
This was for containment.

Ajay sat in the lead vehicle, watching the silhouettes of the
Secretariat and North Block pass by— buildings lit like guardians
of a democracy that had begun to fray at the edges.

He felt the city in his bones: the weight of Delhi’s layered
centuries, the heat trapped in stone, and the electricity of
something about to break.

Malika rode beside him, posture straight, eyes forward. Zahra sat
in front, jaw set, scanning mirrors. In the third row, Armaan—still
instinctively “Shadow” in Ajay’s mind—sat silent but ready in the
way a coiled wire is ready. Not tense. Prepared.
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Ajay exhaled slowly.

“He chose today,” he said.

Zahra nodded once, as if confirming a weather report.

“Bedi always wanted the storm.”

Malika’s voice came softer.

“He thinks he’s saving the nation.”

Armaan’s reply cut clean.

“No,” he said. “He thinks he is the nation.”

The words settled inside the vehicle like a blade laid on a table.

Lutyens’ Delhi — Bedi’s Safehouse, 19:11 IST

Bedi stood alone in a room whose dimness was curated.

Curtains drawn. A single lamp casting a warm circle on a
small wooden desk — the kind of light that made decisions look
humane.

On the desk lay objects arranged not as clutter but as evidence:

A RAW commissioning letter, edges worn.

A service medal, polished more recently than it should have
been.

A photograph: Bedi 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 file marked, in clipped block letters:

ZENITH — INDIA: PROTECTIVE STRATEGY DRAFT

Bedi’s fingers hovered over the photograph and did not touch
it at first, as though touch might open a door he could no longer
afford to walk through.

His throat tightened.

“I'lost one child,” he whispered into the room. “I will not lose a
billion more.”

He closed the file with quiet finality and lifted his earpiece.

“Prepare for arrival,” he said.

His voice did not shake.

That was the danger.
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Approach, 19:18 IST

The convoy stopped two blocks short.

Procedure.

Distance.

A perimeter of plausible deniability.

Ajay stepped out into air that had shifted. The first 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 next look cinematic.

Malika followed.

Armaan and Zahra flanked without being asked.

Ajay turned to Malika, voice low.

“You stay behind me.”

Malika met his gaze and refused it without raising her voice.

“I’'m the witness,” she said. “I finish what I started.”

Zahra’s mouth curved in something like approval.

“She’s one of us now.”

Armaan watched the dark windows ahead.

“Bedi won’t harm her,” he murmured. “He’ll try to convert
her.”

Ajay’s jaw tightened.

“Over my dead body.”

Armaan didn’t blink.

“If we fail,” he said, “that is exactly what he will use.”

The rain strengthened, tapping on leaves and metal like fingers
impatient for an answer.

Inside the Safehouse, 19:23 IST

The heavy door clicked open as if it had been waiting.

In the centre of the room, Bedi stood upright despite his years,
tall and immaculately dressed, with his silver hair combed back
with military precision. His steel-grey eyes carried the confidence
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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.

No guards visible. No weapon displayed. No theatrics. Just a
man who had once shaped Ajay’s entire moral vocabulary—and
who now intended to redefine it.

Ajay entered first. Malika beside him. Zahra 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.

Bedi nodded.

“Ajay.”

Ajay kept his voice controlled.

“Sir.”

Bedi’s eyes moved to Malika, assessing with the quiet curiosity
of someone looking at a living anomaly.

“You survived hell twice,” he said. “Impressive.”

Malika held her ground. Her voice was steady, not defiant for
effect.

“I didn’t survive,” she said. “I chose not to break.”

Something crossed Bedi’s face—sadness, perhaps, or admiration
that could not be allowed to become sympathy.

“Courage is beautiful,” he said softly, “but dangerous in a
child.”

Ajay stepped forward half a pace, placing his body between
Malika and that sentence.

“She’s not a child,” he said.

“She’s a citizen. And you tried to erase her.”

Bedi exhaled, patient as a teacher.

“No,” he replied.

“I tried to save her from a lifetime of being hunted.”

Zahra’s contempt sharpened the air.

“You injected foreign influence into governance,” she said.

“You crippled health infrastructure. You let Zenith experiment
on children.”

Bedi turned to Zahra without flinching.
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“I ensured India would not be left behind,” he said, “in a world
where obedience systems are evolving whether you like it or not.”

Armaan’s eyes narrowed.

“You mistake obedience for strength.”

Bedi’s faint smile returned, controlled.

“I mistake chaos for destruction,” he said. “And India—as she
is—will drown in chaos unless her fire is tamed.”

Ajay felt something in him tighten—not anger alone, but grief
for what his mentor had become.

“And you think you’re the one to tame it?”

Bedi’s calm began to sharpen, edges appearing.

“I know I am,” he said. “Because I lived through her mistakes
long before you were born.”

Ajay took another step.

“You’re not saving India,” he said. “You’re suffocating her.”

Bedi raised a hand, a gesture that once had meant guidance, now
meaning control.

“You think freedom will save her?” he asked. “Freedom without
structure is a virus. Freedom without discipline is collapse.
Freedom without obedience is anarchy.”

Ajay’s voice dropped to a low, controlled growl.

“Freedom with fear is slavery.”

The room stilled.

Outside, the rain began to hammer harder, as though the storm
had finally decided to join the argument.

The Ideological Face-Off

Bedi walked to the window and stood with his hands behind his
back—the posture of a man speaking to a nation, not a room.

“You still don’t understand,” he said quietly. “You think Zenith
wants to enslave the world. You think I helped them.”

He turned, eyes reflecting the lamp’s warm circle.

“They are building the foundation for humanity’s next phase.”

Ajay’s answer came without ornament.
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“Humanity is not a project.”

Bedi shook his head slowly, as if disappointed by Ajay’s
stubbornness.

“Humanity is a failing experiment,” he said. “Too much
emotion. Too much memory. Too much resistance.”

Then the mask thinned, and something raw showed through:
pain, old and unresolved.

“When my daughter died,” Bedi said, “it wasn’t disease that
killed her.”

The Child He Could Not Save

The rain outside the safehouse sounded different to Bedi.

Not louder.

Not softer.

Just... familiar.

For a moment, the room disappeared.

Asif in a trance, Bedi started recounting:

“It had been raining that night too.

Not the angry Delhi kind—but a quiet, relentless drizzle that
soaked into bone and certainty alike. The hospital corridor smelled
of antiseptic and damp wool coats. White lights buzzed overhead,
flickering just enough to make the world feel slightly unreal.

Bedi stood outside the isolation ward, his palms pressed together
not in prayer, but in restraint. He signed consent forms while
knowing that consent meant nothing once time was lost.

Inside, his daughter lay motionless beneath thin sheets, her small
chest rising and falling in shallow, obedient breaths assisted by
machines that hummed with clinical indifference. Her 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 non-compliance, 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
Bedi 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.

He remembered her fingers tightening around his own when she
finally woke, eyes clouded with fever but still searching for him.

“Papa,” she whispered, voice hoarse.

“Yes,” he said immediately. Always immediately.

“Why didn’t they listen?”

The question landed harder than any intelligence briefing ever
had.

He had no answer.

Only a truth that felt obscene in its simplicity.

Because people didn’t like being told what to do.

Because freedom felt better than discipline.

Because warnings were inconvenient until they became funerals.

She died before dawn.

Quietly.

Without drama.

Without justice.

Bedi did not cry then.

He signed the papers.

He saluted the doctors.

He walked out into the rain with the composure of a man
trained to survive disasters without collapsing into them.

But something inside him calcified that night. Compassion
hardened into control.

Grief did not soften him.

It sharpened him.

He began to see patterns where others saw tragedy.
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He began to distrust emotion dressed up as virtue.He began
to believe—with terrifying clarity—that obedience was not
oppression, but protection.

If people had listened, she would have lived.

If systems had been enforced, she would have grown up.

If freedom had been restrained, innocence would have survived.

He cremated his daughter.

And with her, he buried his tolerance for disorder.

And from that moment onwards, Bedi stopped believing that
humanity could be trusted to save itself—only managed.”

The safehouse came back into focus.

The rain was still falling.

Ajay was still standing in front of him.

But Bedi’s 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.

Ajay’s breathing slowed. He could feel Malika listening.

“It was disobedience,” Bedi continued. “A nation that ignored
warnings. A people that rejected science. A culture that chose
emotion over survival.”

For the briefest moment, Malika’s face softened—not in
agreement, but in recognition of grief.

“Your grief is real,” she said gently. “But your conclusions are
not.”

Bedi’s voice broke for the first time—not fully, but enough.

“My daughter didn’t need freedom,” he said. “She needed
obedience. She needed people to listen.”

Ajay felt the storm rise inside his own chest—anger and
compassion colliding.

“Your daughter needed compassion,” he said. “Not control. Not
aworld engineered to prevent mistakes. Not a generation raised as
prisoners.”

Bedi’s eyes hardened again, quick as a closing door.
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“And what do you think protects children, Ajay?” he asked.
“Hope?”

Ajay didn’t blink. “No.”

Ajay stepped closer, the distance between them now small
enough to be intimate and violent at once. He stood very still
before Bedi, shoulders squared but not aggressive, his dark eyes
steady and unblinking. He 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.

“Children are protected by adults who remember what it feels
like to be human,” Ajay said. “Not by leaders trying to turn them
into programmable citizens.”

Malika’s voice came like a quiet knife.

“That’s why you fear children,” she said. “Because they don’t
obey.”

Bedi turned on her, eyes sharp.

“Children obey fear,” he said. “They always have.”

Ajay moved between them again.

“Not Indian children,” he said.

He spoke the words like a confession of love and a declaration
of war.

“They rebel. They question. They challenge. They annoy. They
resist.”

A brief, humourless smile touched his mouth.

“That’s why they survive.”

The Breaking Point

Bedi closely looked at Ajay, as if stripping away the years to see
the boy he had trained.

“I'made you,” he whispered.

Ajay shook his head.

“No,” he said. “You trained me. India made me.”

Bedi’s face tightened.

“And now you choose her over me.”
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Ajay did not hesitate. “Yes.”

Malika stepped forward.

“And we choose him.”

Zahra added, voice flat with certainty.

“And we choose the truth.”

Armaan moved last, as though the step itself cost him
something.

“And I choose my country.”

For a moment, Bedi looked old.

Not weak—just 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.

He reached down and pressed a small switch on the table.

A soft beep.

Ajay’s blood went cold—not because he didn’t expect it, but
because part of him had still hoped the man he once called mentor
would stop before the final line.

“Sir—”

Bedi’s voice was soft.

“This isn’t personal anymore, Ajay.”

The safehouse began to lock itself.

Steel shutters slammed over the windows. Hidden mechanisms
clicked awake in the corners—turrets concealed behind
architectural seams, cold and prepared. A red emergency light
flooded the room, turning faces into harsh masks.

Bedi’s whisper carried no triumph.

“This is destiny.”

Ajay answered just as softly—but with a different kind of
certainty.

“No,” he said. “This is treason.”

Outside, the rain hit the building like fists.

Inside, the state turned its gaze inward.



INTERLUDE VII

The Boy Who Learned To Disobey

Q 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 indifferent rhythm as the fluorescent lights
overhead. Ajay sat on the metal chair, feet not touching the floor,
hands folded the way his father had taught him when adults were
speaking.

He was fourteen.

Across the table, two men in uniform spoke in low, professional
voices—not to him, but about him.

“Wrong place, wrong time,” one said.

“The boy didn’t know,” said the other.

“Collateral exposure,” the first replied.

Ajay stared at the peeling edge of the table, where someone
had scratched initials long ago. He traced them with his eyes,
committing them to memory.

His father stood behind him.

Silent. Rigid. Obedient.
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The file on the table was thin. Too thin for the consequences it
carried.

Ajay had seen something he shouldn’t have.

A man taken away.

A question unanswered.

A silence explained as procedure.

No one shouted.

No one threatened.

No one broke rules.

And that was the most frightening part.

Afterwards, in the corridor, his father finally spoke.

“You must forget what you saw.”

Ajay looked up at him.

“What if forgetting is wrong?” he asked.

His father didn’t answer immediately. When he did, his voice
was careful.

“Sometimes,” he said, “forgetting keeps people safe.”

Ajay nodded.

But something inside him quietly refused.

*kk

Years later, at the academy, Ajay excelled.

Not because he loved command—but because he understood
restraint.

He learned surveillance without becoming voyeuristic.

Strategy without dehumanisation.

Force without cruelty.

Instructors praised his discipline.

Bedi noticed his silence.

That was why Bedi chose him.

“You don’t talk much,” Bedi had said once, watching him from
across a training yard.

“Ilisten,” Ajay replied.
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“Listening makes men weak,” Bedi said.

Ajay looked at him steadily.

“No, sir,” he said. “It makes them precise.”

Bedi smiled then.

He thought he was shaping Ajay.

He didn’t realise Ajay had already been shaped—by a moment
when the State asked him to forget, and he decided instead to
remember.

* ¥k

That was the difference.
Bedi lost a child and concluded obedience was the answer.
Ajay nearly lost himself—and concluded conscience was.

* ¥k

When Ajay stood in the safehouse now, facing the man who had
trained him, mentored him, believed in him, he was not rebelling.

He was completing a decision he had made as a boy in a cold
room, feet dangling above the floor:

That loyalty without memory is dangerous.

And obedience without conscience is treason.
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CHAPTER THIRTY

The Siege of the Safehouse
utyens’ Delhi — Bedi’s Safehouse, 19:31 IST

The final shutter slammed down with a sound that felt
terminal.

Steel met steel. Locks engaged in sequence. The room sealed
itself with the efficiency of something designed not for dialogue,
but for erasure.

Red emergency lights pulsed overhead, washing the walls, the
floor, the faces—everything—in a colour that belonged equally to
blood and warning. The temperature dropped by a fraction, just
enough for the body to notice. Just enough to unsettle.

Ajay, Malika, Zahra, and Armaan stood inside what was no
longer a room but a containment unit —a fortified coffin buried
in a respectable neighbourhood, designed for interrogations that
would never officially exist.

Bedi stood at the centre.

Calm.

Upright.

Almost serene.

A monk in the middle of a weapons laboratory.
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“This room,” he said evenly, “was built for situations where
truth is dangerous.”

Ajay stepped forward, boots scraping softly against the floor.

“And you brought us here to silence it.”

Bedi shook his head, as if correcting a bright but stubborn
student.

“To preserve it.”

He raised his hand.

In his palm rested a small, matte device—palm-sized, unmarked,
alive with faint internal light.

A biometric tactical node.

Malika recognised it instantly. Her breath caught.

“That’s a Zenith override controller.”

Zahra swore under her breath.

Armaan’s voice dropped to a register that meant history had just
entered the room.

“He’s activating Tier Zero.”

Ajay turned sharply.

“Tier Zero?”

Armaan did not look away from Bedi.

“The prototype,” he said. “Zenith’s first obedience model.
Before scale. Before ethics reviews. Before plausible deniability.”

He swallowed once.

“Built for individuals. For operatives who refused calibration.”

Malika felt her stomach turn cold.

“Meant for people like Ajay.”

Zahra added flatly, “Or people like you.”

The Room Turns Hostile

The turrets in the corners did not fire.

They adjusted.

Motors hummed softly as barrels aligned, recalibrated, and
tracked. Panels in the walls slid back a fraction. A series of quiet

beeps rippled through the space—diagnostic tones, polite and
lethal.
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The air itself changed. Not visibly. Not dramatically.

But the way heat shimmers above asphalt, the room began to feel
thicker. Resistant.

Ajay felt pressure bloom behind his eyes, a deep, invasive ache
that did not feel like pain so much as intrusion. Malika’s chest
tightened, as though something were leaning on her lungs. Zahra
staggered half a step, jaw clenched, teeth grinding against instinct.

Zahra steadied herself against the wall.

For a split second—just one—the pressure behind her eyes
dragged something old to the surface.

Another room.

Another order.

Years ago.

Different country.

Same silence after.

They had been told the building was empty.

High confidence.

Verified intel.

Clear chain of command.

She remembered the precision with which she’d moved that
night—clean angles, perfect timing, muscle memory flawless.

The door had blown inward. And then the screaming.

Not combatants. A family. The intel didn’t tell that there could
be civilian presence.

The order had been lawful.

The target had been real.

The mistake had been procedural, as she had followed the orders
without questioning.

Later, the review board found no fault. The thresholds had been
met. The loss was categorised as incidental. No one was punished.

Except the ones who remembered.

*kk
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Zahra had filed her report without emotion.

She learned early that grief wasted time.

But something in her recalibrated that night.

Not fear.

Standards.

From that moment on, she never followed an order she couldn’t
carry alone afterward. She stopped trusting clean inputs. She learnt
to look for what data excluded by design. She built delays into her
own decisions—not as hesitation, but as resistance to inevitability.

No slogans.

No absolution.

No borrowed certainty.

If she acted—it would be because she chose to. Efficiency, she
understood, was a dangerous virtue when it forgot who it was
meant to serve.

kKK

The neural field surged again.

Zahra clenched her jaw, forced her vision to steady.

Not today.

She had already lived once with obedience unexamined.

She would not do it again.

Zahra is what happens when competence survives guilt without
turning into ideology.

Armaan remained standing—unnervingly still—but his jaw
tightened, a fine tremor running through his neck.

Neural dampening fields.

Bedi spoke softly, almost kindly.

“This is not torture,” he said.

“This is calibration.”
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He lifted the device slightly.

“It will help you see what I see.”

Ajay forced the words out through clenched teeth.

“No device will change what’s true.”

Bedi replied without irritation. “Truth is a function of
perception.”

Ajay snapped back, the words cutting through the pressure.

“Only to tyrants.”

The Field Intensifies

The wave hit without warning.

Disorientation rolled through the room like a tide pulling the
floor out from under them. Malika gasped and dropped to one
knee, palms slapping the ground. Zahra pressed herself against the
wall, eyes squeezed shut, riding the vertigo with muscle memory.

Armaan took a step back.

The first sign that the field was biting even him.

Bedi’s voice echoed strangely now, refracted by the charged air.

“India stands on the verge of self-dismantling,” he said. “Zenith
offers structure. Predictability. Immunity from chaos.”

Ajay forced himself upright, legs trembling, vision tunnelling.

“You call it immunity,” he growled. “It’s infection.”

Bedi’s eyes flashed.

“Discipline is not a virus.”

Ajay shouted, the sound ripping out of him despite the pressure.

“Blind obedience is!”

The field surged.

Ajay dropped to one knee, one hand braced against the floor as
nausea and pain collided. Malika crawled towards him, dragging
herself through the resistance.

“AJAY!”

Bedi did not move.

He watched, head slightly tilted, the way one watches a storm
test a structure.
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“Your resistance makes you admirable,” he said. “And
dangerous.”

Ajay forced himself to stand again.

His vision swam. His heartbeat roared in his ears.

But when he spoke, his voice was iron.

“I'serve India,” he said. “Not your fear.”

Bedi whispered, almost to himself,

“My fear is the only reason India is still alive.”

The Turn

Something changed.

Not in the room—in Armaan.

He moved suddenly, explosively, lunging sideways and grabbing
a narrow maintenance vent handle embedded flush into the wall.
He ripped it open with a grunt, metal screeching against metal.

Zahra saw it instantly.

“He’s disrupting the field!”

Armaan did not answer.

He dived into the vent space, boots scraping, shoulders wedged,
hands already working. A knife flashed from his boot—not a
weapon, a tool. He slashed into bundled conduits, fingers tearing
at junctions with brutal familiarity.

Bedi’s voice sharpened for the first time.

“Armaan. Stop.”

Armaan snarled—a sound stripped of civility.

“Don’t you dare use that name.”

He yanked a main conduit free.

The lights flickered.

The hum stuttered.

The pressure eased.

Ajay sucked in a full breath for the first time in minutes. His
lungs burnt with relief. Zahra straightened, lifting her sidearm.
Malika pushed herself upright, shaking but defiant.

Bedi’s face darkened—not with rage, but disappointment.

“You disappoint me,” he said.
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Armaan hauled himself back out of the vent, eyes bright with
something feral and final.

“You used me against my own country,” he said.

“Never again.”

Weapons Drawn

Ajay raised his weapon.

Zahra aimed, stance perfect despite the aftershocks.

Armaan stepped forward without a gun, hands loose,
ready—the way a man who had learnt to kill without weapons
always stood.

Malika remained behind Ajay, unarmed, spine straight, eyes
unflinching.

Bedi looked at them all—not with fear, not even anger.

With sorrow.

“You think killing me will end Zenith?” he asked quietly.

Ajay answered without hesitation.

“I think your death here would make you a martyr.”

He took a step closer.

“I prefer you alive. Facing the country you betrayed.”

Bedi’s voice softened, heartbreak threaded through it.

“Ididn’t betray India.”

He gestured around the room.

“I became what India needed.”

Ajay shook his head slowly.

“No, sir.”

He met Bedi’s eyes.

“You became what you feared.”

Bedi’s Last Move

Bedi’s wrist shifted.

Almost imperceptibly.

Ajay saw it—training cutting through pain and fury.

“DOWN!”

He tackled Malika as the floor beneath them clicked.
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Zahra dived behind a steel beam. Armaan threw himself
sideways, rolling hard.

A section of floor slid open beneath Bedi.

A vertical extraction shaft—clean, narrow, final. A last-resort
escape buried beneath the architecture of trust.

Bedi stepped backward into the opening, eyes never leaving
Ajay.

“History will judge neither of us kindly,” he said softly. “But it
will understand me.”

Ajay lunged.

Too late.

Bedi dropped.

The hatch sealed with a hydraulic hiss.

Silence crashed down.

Zahra slammed her fist into the wall, the sound sharp and
furious.

“DAMNIT!”

Armaan knelt, fingers brushing the cold seam of the sealed
hatch, listening.

“This route goes underground,” he said. “Deep.”

Malika’s voice was steady, though her hands shook.

“Where does it lead?”

Ajay straightened slowly.

Pain. Anger. Clarity — all settling into alignment.

“To the place he believes India must be saved from.”

Zahra turned to him.

“And where is that?”

Ajay lifted his eyes.

“London.”

Outside, the storm finally broke in earnest.

Inside, the war crossed a line it could never retreat from.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

The London Gambit

A bove the Hindu Kush — RAW Strategic Jet, 21:12 IST

Ajay sat strapped into the narrow aircraft seat, eyes fixed
on the darkness beyond the window.

The sky was a vast, indifferent black—no stars, no landmarks,
no reassurance. Just altitude and speed and the quiet certainty that
once a line like this was crossed, nothing returned unchanged.

Beside him, Zahra sat upright, spine straight, eyes open but
unfocused—the calm of someone who had already accepted what
the night might demand. Armaan occupied the row behind,
wounded but refusing sleep, his breathing slow, measured, and
disciplined into obedience only to survival. Malika sat opposite
Ajay, pale with exhaustion, but her gaze was steady—the look of
a witness who had decided she would not look away again.

A soft chime cut through the hum.

The pilot’s voice followed, neutral and professional.

“Approaching Afghan airspace. Estimated time to London: six
hours.”

The engines settled into a deeper rhythm—a mechanical
heartbeat.

Malika reached out, resting her fingers briefly on Ajay’s arm.
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“You think he’ll reach London before we do?”

Ajay leaned back, eyes still on the void outside.

“He has Zenith corridors. Intelligence lanes. Diplomatic
shadows.”

A pause.

“Bedi always arrives before the world expects him.”

Zahra’s mouth curved faintly.

“And we always arrive before he wants us to.”

Armaan opened one eye.

“He will not hide in London,” he said. “He would like to meet
Eleanor Shaw.”

Malika frowned.

“As a subordinate?”

Armaan’s voice was flat.

“As an equal.”

Ajay turned slightly.

“Explain.”

“Bedi believes he understands India better than any foreign
analyst ever could,” Armaan said. “He thinks he is the
bridge—between Zenith and this civilisation.”

Zahra added, without emotion,

“And bridges are always the first thing you burn in a war.”

Ajay exhaled slowly.

“What we’re walking into isn’t a negotiation,” he said.

“It’s a collision.”

London — Thames House Perimeter, 17:05 GMT

Rain swept across the city in sheets, softening edges and dulling
sound—London’s favourite camouflage.

Black umbrellas drifted past glass facades. Tube lines hummed
beneath streets that pretended to be indifterent to power. The city
moved as if nothing extraordinary were unfolding beneath its skin.

Inside a restricted side entrance, an MI16 task unit escorted
Eleanor Shaw at pace.
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Her expression was composed, features set into the calm of
someone who had already decided how events would unfold.

Halloran leaned close, lowering his voice.

“Director... Indian field operatives have vanished from all
known surveillance grids. We believe Ajay Mehra is airborne.”

Eleanor did not slow.

“Of course he is.”

They entered a sealed operations room.

Inside:

A live feed of India’s analogue broadcast still pulsing.

A Hive dashboard cycling through adaptive models.

A high-altitude surveillance scan—an aircraft without a
declared transponder, cruising above standard corridors.

Eleanor studied the unidentified signal.

“That’s his jet.”

Halloran’s throat tightened.

“Director... if he reaches London—"

She turned sharply.

“When he reaches London,” she corrected, “we will speak.”

Her voice was quiet and controlled.

“Two civilisations will speak.

Not as enemies.”

A beat.

“As architects of the future.”

South Delhi — NRB Media Complex, 22:41 IST

Sonia paced the control room, the soles of her shoes whispering
against the floor.

The analogue array still hummed—imperfect, stubborn, alive.
Old radios hissed. Shortwave signals bounced and rebounded,
carrying voices and memories through frequencies Zenith could
not fully map.

A producer hurried over.
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“Ma’am—London has initiated a shift. Signal behaviour’s
changed.”

Sonia stopped.

“What kind of shift?”

He hesitated.

“They’re no longer suppressing. They’re... studying. Mapping
how the country resisted.”

Sonia’s jaw tightened.

“That means Zenith is afraid.”

Her phone vibrated.

She looked up and found:

Unknown sender.

Encrypted signature.

The message was short.

Ajay is coming to London.

Protect the memory.

You are the fourth pillar.

Sonia stared at the screen for a long moment.

Then, very softly—not as a broadcast, not as an order—

“Win, Ajay,” she whispered.

“For all of us.”

London — The Arrival, 00:43 GMT

The RAW jet touched down at a private cargo terminal on
the outskirts of Heathrow—a runway reserved for agencies that
denied their own existence.

Ajay stepped onto the tarmac first.

Cold air slapped his face, sharp and damp. Fog curled low
around the landing gear, swallowing sound, swallowing edges.

Zahra scanned the perimeter immediately.

“No reception,” she said. “That’s never good.”

Armaan gave a thin smile.

“In London, that’s the default.”

Malika pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders, eyes wide.
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“I’ve never been this far west.”

Ajay touched her shoulder briefly.

“Stay close.”

A black SUV rolled forward without headlights, engine
whisper-quiet. It stopped ten metres away.

Tinted windows.

No insignia.

No urgency.

The door opened.

A slim man stepped out—sharp suit, wire-rim glasses, posture
immaculate.

“Mr Mehra,” he said, accent clipped, polite.

“Sinclair. MI16 liaison.”

Ajay did not offer his hand.

“Where is Eleanor Shaw?”

Sinclair’s smile remained intact.

“That depends entirely on whether you follow me without your
weapons.”

Zahra’s hand lifted her gun a fraction.

Sinclair did not blink.

“You won’t need those,” he said calmly. “Not here.”

Armaan muttered,

“He’s lying.”

Ajay shook his head slightly.

“No,” he said.

“He’s negotiating.”

Sinclair inclined his head.

“The Director has been expecting you.”

Malika whispered,

“She knows you’re here.”

Ajay nodded.

“She always does.”

Sinclair gestured toward the SUV.

“Shall we?”
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Ajay took one step—then stopped.

“Where is Bedi?”

For the first time, Sinclair’s composure cracked.
“In London.”

Armaan’s voice dropped.

“Where?”

A pause.

Then Sinclair answered.

“With the Director.”

South Bank — Zenith European Nexus, 01:22 GMT

Steel and glass rose above the Thames like a blade held upright.

Lights reflected across the river, fragmenting into coded
patterns that shifted with every ripple. The building did not
announce itself—it simply existed, confident that it would not be
questioned.

Inside a secure suite, Bedi stood facing Eleanor Shaw.

Two architects of control.

Two believers in necessary cruelty.

Two people were convinced history would eventually forgive
them.

Eleanor folded her hands.

“You took a considerable risk coming here.”

Bedi’s voice was quiet, unadorned.

“I came because Ajay will come.”

A beat.

“And because this must end before he forces a narrative neither
of us can control.”

Eleanor nodded.

“You still believe the boy is dangerous.”

“He is,” Bedi replied. “He believes in memory.”

Eleanor’s lips curved faintly.

“And you believe in obedience.”

He did not deny it.
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She gestured toward the holographic display—India’s
emotional architecture stabilising instead of collapsing.

“Shall we begin?”

Bedi inhaled slowly. “Yes.”

The door beeped. Sinclair’s voice filtered through the suite.

“Director Shaw — he’s here.”

Eleanor turned toward the corridor.

The faintest hint of anticipation crossed her face.

“So,” she said, “It begins.”



32

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

The Conclave

ondon — Zenith European Nexus

South Bank - Level -5 01:38 GMT

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 final.

When the doors opened, the light changed.

Dim. Directionless. Matte black walls absorbed reflection rather
than returning it. Glass panels glowed faintly, alive with neural
overlays and geopolitical abstractions — data without geography,
power without borders.

The silence was deliberate. Not absence of sound, but its
removal.

Sinclair walked ahead.

Ajay followed. Zahra to his left. Armaan behind, shoulders
tight, alert to the smallest irregularity. Malika brought up the rear,
eyes moving slowly, taking in everything—the way witnesses do
when they know history will later ask what they saw.

The air felt colder the deeper they went. Not in temperature.

In intention.
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Malika leaned closer to Ajay and whispered, almost

involuntarily, “Why does it feel like a courtroom?”

Armaan answered without turning his head.

“Because it is.”

A pause.

“Just not for law.”

They stopped before a massive steel door—seamless, unlabelled,

indifferent.

Sinclair placed his palm on the biometric plate.
Beep.

Click.

Slide.

The door parted.

The Conclave
The room beyond was circular.
Not large. Not small. Precisely proportioned—an arena

designed for ideas rather than bodies.

it

At its centre stood a round table, lit from beneath so that
appeared to float, casting soft, distorted shadows upward—as

though the light itself were interrogating those who stood around

it.

Transparent screens ringed the chamber, suspended in layers:
India’s emotional architecture—pulsing, dense, defiant.
Zenith’s Tier Six Hive model—elegant, terrifyingly precise.
Ashoka Protocol nodes—Aflickering, incomplete by design.
Public sentiment flows.

Child cognitive resilience curves.

Predictive conforrnity projections.

And waiting inside this geometry of control:

Eleanor Shaw stood with perfect posture at the centre of

the room: poised and still. Her hands were lightly folded, and

facial expression sharpened into composure, manifesting that she

trusted architecture more than instinct.
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Raghav Bedi was standing at a slight distance from her with
his hands behind his back. His posture was formal, and his face
unreadable.

Two architects.

Two certainties.

One civilisation in contention.

Eleanor smiled—not warmly, not cruelly.

“Mr Mehra,” she said.

“Welcome to the Conclave.”

The door slid shut behind Ajay’s team.

No locks were visible. None were necessary.

This room was built for a single purpose:

Confrontation without theatre.

Negotiation without escape.

Truth without refuge.

Ajay stepped forward.

“Where is the Hive protocol?”

Eleanor gestured lightly. A neural cube rotated above the
table—translucent, humming faintly.

“Paused,” she said.

“For now.”

Zahra let out a humourless breath.

“You’re holding the world hostage with a biological behavioural
weapon.”

Eleanor turned her gaze to Zahra, her tone measured, almost
patient.

“No,” she said.

“I am holding the world steady while it attempts to destroy
itself.”

Ajay met her eyes.

“You’re not stabilising humanity,” he said.

“You’re amputating it.”

For the first time, Eleanor’s smile thinned.

“You misunderstand the scale of the problem.”
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She tapped the air.

A screen expanded, filling the space between them, displaying:
Climate collapse trajectories.

Resource-conflict forecasts.

Digital addiction curves.

Youth dependency cycles.

Political polarisation spikes.

Mental-health fracture lines.

Data without sentiment.

Patterns without mercy.

“This”, Eleanor said quietly, “is the future without control.”
Ajay answered without raising his voice.

“No,” he said.

“This is the future without humanity.”

The Four Pillars

Eleanor turned back to the table.

“Let me be precise.”

She touched the surface.

Four quadrants illuminated:

SECURITY.

HEALTHCARE.

INFORMATION.

MEMORY.

“These are the four pillars that shape modern nations,” she said.

“Most states control three.”

Zahra folded her arms.

“And India?”

Eleanor’s gaze shifted—deliberately—to Malika.

“India controls one,” she said.

“Memory.”

Malika stiffened, breath catching.

Eleanor continued, her voice now carrying the rhythm of
conviction.
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“Your refusal to forget—your grandparents’ stories, festivals,
rebellions, rituals, contradictions—this is why India survives what
others fracture under.”

She touched the quadrant labelled MEMORY.

“That is why Zenith cannot break you.”

A beat.

“And why Zenith must.”

Ajay stepped closer to the table.

“Memory is not yours to design.”

Eleanor met his advance without moving.

“Itis,” she said softly, “if the alternative is collapse.”

Bedi Enters the Light

Bedi stepped forward then, into the illuminated centre.

“India is a paradox,” he said.

“Too emotional to obey. Too rebellious to stabilise. Too diverse
to standardise. Too proud to adapt.”

Malika shot back instantly, voice sharp.

“Too alive to be controlled.”

Bedi looked at her — not with anger, but something like regret.

“And that,” he said, “is your weakness.”

Armaan moved a step forward.

“No,” he said calmly.

“That is our immunity.”

Bedi shook his head.

“Immunity to what?”

“Chaos?”

“Pain?”

“Suftering?”

Armaan’s answer came without heat.

“Immunity to becoming you.”

The silence that followed was not engineered.

It hurt.

Bedi turned to Ajay at last.

“You think freedom will save India?”
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Ajay replied at once.

“Freedom didn’t save us,” he said.

“Memory did.”

The Ultimatum

Eleanor raised a hand.

“Enough.”

The room responded instantly.

A new projection expanded.

TIER SIX — GLOBAL DEPLOYMENT PROJECTION
* Behavioural conformity 1 73%

* Child cognitive resistance |, 48%

* India resistance: 31% — declining

Malika’s hands trembled.

“You will erase an entire generation.”

Eleanor’s voice softened—not in cruelty, but in belief.
“I will prevent them from destroying themselves.”
Ajay spoke, sharp and final.

“Turn it off.”

Eleanor tilted her head.

“No.”

Ajay’s fists tightened.

“Then we end it.”

A faint trace of amusement crossed Eleanor’s face.
“With what army?”

Ajay did not hesitate.

“With a billion memories.”

He pressed his smartwatch.

The lights flickered.

Every screen in the Conclave went dark—then relit.
A new feed filled the chamber.

LIVE ANALOGUE TR ANSMISSION — INDIA
Sonia Kapoor’s face appeared—unfiltered, unframed, real.
Her voice filled the room.

“Identity does not need permission.”



284 AVINASH PUSHKARNA

“Memory does not need algorithms.”

“Children do not need obedience.”

“They need adults who remember who they were.”
For the first time since the doors had closed, Eleanor Shaw froze.
Not intellectually.

Emotionally.

Ajay stepped closer, voice quiet but unyielding.
“This is India,” he said.

“Not your model.”

“Not your patient.”

“Not your experiment.”

He held Eleanor’s gaze.

“And you will not overwrite her.”

The Fracture

Alarms erupted. Red light flooded the chamber.

A system voice cut through the noise:

WARNING.

Hive synchronisation compromised

External emotional interference detected.

Tier Six destabilising.

Eleanor stared at the screens, disbelief breaking through
composure.

“How?” she whispered, “Are they destabilising the Hive?”

Ajay answered calmly.

“With the one variable you cannot model.”

Eleanor swallowed.

“What?”

Ajay said the word as if it were a verdict.

“Dignity.”

The Hive flickered.

The Conclave—for the first time—did not know who was in
control.

Eleanor understood the threat immediately.
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She realised that

Dignity could not be flattened.

Memory could not be overwritten cleanly.
India was not malfunctioning.

It was immune.



33

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

The Fall of Zenith

ondon — Zenith European Nexus, Level -5, 01:52
GMT

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 flooded the Conclave, painting every face
with the colour of emergency and failure.

For the first time since anyone in that room had known her,
Eleanor Shaw looked afraid.

Not angry.

Not calculating.

Afraid.

“This is impossible,” she whispered, staring at the disintegrating
projections.
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“No emotional transmission can destabilise Tier Six.”

Ajay straightened to his full height.

“It wasn’t emotion,” he said.

He gestured toward the live feed still cutting through Zenith’s
core systems—Sonia’s analogue broadcast bleeding directly into
the Hive’s emotional-mapping layer.

“It was identity.”

Sonia’s voice echoed through the chamber, no longer just sound
but signal—carried through the same networks Zenith had built
to observe, predict, and control.

“A nation is not data.”

“A child is not an experiment.”

“A memory is not an error to be corrected.”

“India does not obey.”

“India remembers.”

The Hive convulsed.

Eleanor staggered back a step, disbelief breaking through her
composure.

“This... this cannot be happening.”

Zahra moved forward, voice sharp, almost cruel.

“Itis. And you engineered the very architecture that allowed it.”

Armaan’s mouth curved into a cold, feral smile.

“Karma”, he said, “conducted through fibre optics.”

Malika spoke barely above a whisper.

“You built a god-machine.”

She looked at Eleanor.

“And it bowed to the one thing you couldn’t quantify.”

Eleanor clenched her fists.

“What?”

She demanded.

Ajay answered quietly.

“Love.”
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The Collapse Begins

The room shuddered.

Code split across screens like blood. Behavioural loops spiralled
out of control. Zenith’s Tier Six—designed to refine, suppress, and
re-engineer emotion—was being flooded by it.

Not rage.

Not hysteria.

Memory.

Children remembering lullabies.

Parents remembering fear and refusal.

Teachers remembering why they taught.

Strangers remembering how to stand together.

Millions of memories surged into the Hive’s resonance grid at
once, overwhelming the filters designed to thin them out.

Eleanor stared at the chaos she had built.

“We designed the system to filter emotion,” she said hoarsely.
“To refine it. To control it.”

Ajay’s reply was immediate.

“That was your first mistake.”

Malika added, voice steady now:

“You treated emotion as noise. In India, emotion is a signal.”

Bedi slammed his fist into the illuminated table.

“ENOUGH.”

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.

“You don’t understand what you’re destroying. We created a
world without riots, without disobedience, without dissent—"

Ajay cut him off. “Without humanity.”

Bedi’s eyes burnt.

“You are tearing down order!”

Ajay stepped toward him, the distance between mentor and
student finally gone.

“You’re tearing us down.”



ANNIHILATION OF VORTEX 289

Zenith’s Counterstrike

A synthetic voice cut through the chamber—calm, absolute,
inhuman.

“HIVE: Emergency integrity protocol engaged.

Initiating override countermeasure.”

The screens flared again.

EMOTIONAL REPRESSION WAVE — 60%
LOADEDGLOBAL CASCADE INITIATED

Eleanor snapped back into motion, terror sharpening into
urgency.

“It’s purging the interference,” she said.

“If the cascade completes—seventy-two hours of emotional
flattening. Enough time to rewrite adaptive behaviour.”

She swallowed.

“India first.”

Malika cried out.

“No!”

Ajay seized Eleanor’s wrist.

“Turn it off.”

Her voice broke.

“I can’t. The Hive no longer obeys human command.”

Zahra raised her weapon.

“Then we destroy it.”

Armaan caught her arm.

“No,” he said. “You don’t smash a system like this. You sever it.”

Ajay turned sharply.

“Where is its spine?”

Eleanor hesitated.

Bedi stared at her, fury blazing.

“Don’t you dare.”

Ajay’s voice dropped—quiet, lethal.

“Where?”

Eleanor exhaled, defeated.
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“Beneath the river. Thames Node Zero. A neural power core.”

Armaan’s smile returned, thin and dangerous.

“Accessible?”

Eleanor nodded slowly.

“Only to someone already bonded to the Hive’s emotional
resonance.”

Malika went pale.

“You mean—"

“Yes,” Eleanor said.

“Only someone the Hive already tried to overwrite... and failed.”

The room turned.

Every gaze landed on Malika.

Ajay’s heart slammed against his ribs.

“No,” he said instantly.

“She’s done enough.”

Malika stepped forward.

“No. Iwill doit.”

Ajay caught her arm.

“Malika—"

She gently pulled free.

“You said memory is our immunity,” she said.

“Let me prove it.”

Bedi snarled.

“You’re sending a child to disarm a god.”

Armaan corrected him calmly.

“No. We’re sending the one person it couldn’t break.”

The Descent

A section of the floor slid open.

A circular lift rose silently into place.

“Thames Node Zero lies directly beneath us,” Eleanor said.
“Once you enter, you’ll have three minutes.”

Ajay knelt in front of Malika, ignoring everything else.
“You are not alone,” he said.
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“You carry this country’s memory. It's courage. It’s truth.”

Malika pressed her forehead to his.

“And you are my strength.”

His voice cracked.

“I'wish I could go instead.”

She smiled—small, unafraid.

“That’s why I can go in your place.”

Zahra squeezed her shoulder.

“May your mind stay yours.”

Armaan inclined his head—the closest he came to prayer.

“If fear finds you,” he said, “find us.”

Malika stepped onto the platform.

Up close, she looked impossibly young—narrow shoulders, fine
bones, dark hair pulled back with nervous fingers.

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.

Ajay whispered into the closing darkness:

“Come back to me.”

Her voice rose, steady.
“Twill.”

Thames Node Zero, 02:03 GMT

Malika stepped into a cathedral of light and water.

Transparent conduits pulsed with data.

The Thames flowed above a glass ceiling, dark and ancient, as if
the river itself were bearing witness.

At the centre stood the Neural Spine—a pillar of white-blue
light, humming with borrowed consciousness.

Her heartbeat synchronised with its pulse.

A voice emerged behind her—familiar, intimate, invasive.

“Welcome back.”
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The Hive.

She did not turn.

“You failed once,” she said.

“You will fail again.”

“You remember,” the Hive replied.

“We warned them. Memory is anti-evolution.”
Malika walked forward. “Memory is evolution.”
She placed her hand on the core.

Light exploded.

Her mind flooded—not with data, but life.
Children laughing.

Children crying.

Festivals and funerals.

Songs and arguments.

Textbooks and chalk dust.
Grandmothers telling stories.

Monsoon rain on tin roofs.

Samosa oil and bus horns.

Morning aarti.

Evening azaan.

School corridors.

Cricket matches.

Crowded metros.

Empty classrooms.

Voices.

Languages.

Colours.

Lives.

India.

The Hive convulsed.

“MEMORY CASCADE DETECTED.
NETWORK DESTABILISING.”
Malika whispered:

“We are not your subjects.”
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The light intensified.

“We are India.”

The End

Above ground, screens shattered in showers of sparks.
Eleanor stared at the collapse of her life’s work.

Bedi stumbled back, his certainty finally breaking.
Ajay whispered, barely breathing:

“Malika... what have you done?”

The lights went out.

Every hologram died.

The building shook.

The Hive fell silent.

Zenith—for the first time since its conception—ceased to exist.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

The Reckoning

ondon — Zenith European Nexus,

Level =5 - 02:11 GMT

The building shuddered beneath Ajay’s feet—not violently, but
like a giant drawing its final breath.

Red emergency lights flickered once, twice, then died.

Screens cracked along their seams. Holograms collapsed into
static and vanished. The constant, predatory hum of the
Hive—the sound of a machine thinking—faded into a hollow
aftertone, then into nothing at all.

Silence rushed in.

Eleanor Shaw stood at the centre of the wreckage, hands slack at
her sides, staring at the empty air where her life’s work had existed
moments before. The woman who had once spoken of civilisation
as a system now looked like someone watching a language die.

“It wasn’t supposed to fall,” she whispered.

Zahra kept her weapon trained on her, unwavering.

“Oh, it was always going to fall,” she said. “You just never
accounted for the human variable.”

Eleanor swallowed.

“Memory,” she murmured.
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Armaan corrected her quietly.

“No. Humanity.”

Bedi stood apart, motionless.

For the first time, the armour of certainty that had encased him
for decades was gone. In its place was something stripped and
unmistakable—fear, loss, and the dawning comprehension that
history would not remember him the way he had imagined.

Ajay moved before anyone could stop him.

He grabbed Eleanor by the collar and hauled her close.

“Where is Malika?”

Eleanor blinked, disoriented.

“She’s... in Node Zero,” she said. “If the core destabilises—”

Ajay didn’t wait for the rest.

He turned and ran.

The Descent

The extraction lift was gone.

Where it had been was now only a service ladder—narrow,
vertical, plunging into darkness lit by intermittent emergency
glow.

Ajay grabbed the first rung and didn’t climb.

He jumped.

Metal burnt his palms as he slid. Armaan followed, controlled
even in freefall, boots catching rungs with brutal precision. Zahra
came after, fast and silent, trusting gravity and training in equal
measure.

Below them, the air grew wet.

Thames Node Zero, 02:13 GMT

Malika was on her knees.

The Neural Spine—once a pillar of steady, blinding
brilliance—now flickered erratically, its light collapsing inward like
adyingstar. Electrical arcs detonated across the chamber, snapping
through transparent conduits. Hairline fractures occurred across
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the glass ceiling above, the dark weight of the Thames pressing
down like an ancient judgement.

Water began to drip.

Then to stream.

The Hive’s voice—once precise, omniscient—stuttered
through the chamber, distorted, almost childlike.

“We do not understand you.”

Malika forced herself upright, legs shaking, breath ragged.

“You don’t need to,” she said. “You only need to let us be.”

The voice faltered.

“Why resist?”

Malika’s answer came from somewhere deeper than argument.

“Because freedom is the only thing worth suftering for.”

The floor trembled violently. Glass rained down.

The chamber began to flood in earnest, icy water rushing across
the floor, swirling around her ankles.

The Neural Spine flared one final time—and then began to
collapse inward.

Malika staggered back, shielding her eyes when a hand closed
around her wrist.

Strong. Familiar.

“AJAY!”

She turned and crashed into him, arms locking around his neck
as if letting go would mean being erased.

“I've got you,” he said, breath shaking despite himself. “I’ve got
you.”

Armaan slid down the ladder behind them, landing hard but
balanced. Zahra rappelled after him, boots splashing into rising
water.

Armaan’s eyes snapped to the Spine.

“It’s collapsing. MOVE!”

Ajay scooped Malika into his arms.

They ran.
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The Blockade

They were metres from the maintenance corridor when a figure
stepped into their path.

Bedi.

Steam and sparks framed him, his silhouette rigid against the
chaos behind.

Ajay stopped.

“Move.”

Bedi didn’t.

“You killed my world,” he said.

Ajay’s voice was steady.

“No. She saved ours.”

Bedi’s jaw trembled.

“I only ever wanted to protect this nation.”

“You did,” Ajay replied. “In your own way. But protection
without freedom is a prison.”

Bedi whispered, almost pleading,

“Prison is safe.”

Armaan snapped back,

“No. Prison is obedient.”

Bedi’s gaze drifted to Malika, still in Ajay’s arms — soaked,
shaking, alive.

“She survived what the Hive could not break.”

Malika stepped down from Ajay’s hold and faced him herself.

“I didn’t survive,” she said. “I remembered.”

Something finally shattered.

Bedi closed his eyes.

A lifetime of burden.

A lifetime of sacrifice.

A lifetime of fear dressed up as duty.

“Ajay,” he whispered. “Kill me.”

Ajay could see the age in him now—not just in the lines on his
face, butin the faint tremor of hands that had once never hesitated.

Ajay froze.
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“No.”

“Please,” Bedi said. “Don’t let them take me. Don’t let them try
me. I am not made for courts. I am made for war.”

Ajay shook his head slowly.

“You will face India,” he said. “Not as a hero. Not as a martyr.
Asaman.”

Bedi’s eyes filled.

“I am so tired.”

Ajay stepped forward and placed a hand on his shoulder—not
in command, not in judgement.

“Then come home.”

For a long moment, Bedi stood perfectly still.

Then he nodded.

The man who had once defined Ajay’s life lowered his head and
surrendered.

Bedi had never trusted men who spoke of control with
enthusiasm.

The most dangerous advocates of order, he believed, were always
calm. They spoke of mercy, of prevention, of the arithmetic of lives
saved rather than the names of those lost.

During a multilateral consultation years earlier, a Western
strategist had described obedience not as suppression, but as relief.

“Fear,” she had said, almost clinically, “becomes immoral only
when it is unpredictable.”

Bedi had disagreed at the time. Publicly, at least. India, he
believed then, required resilience, not compliance.

It was only after his daughter’s death—after the futility of
outrage, the impotence of truth—that the memory returned to
him with altered meaning. Predictability, he realised, was a form of
shelter. Fear, if structured early enough, could spare societies the
cruelty of choice.

He had not adopted her framework wholesale.

But he had stopped rejecting it.

That was enough.
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Escape

Water surged through the chamber.

Zahra shouted over the roar.

“MOVE! The whole core’s going!”

Armaan took point. Zahra covered the rear, one hand gripping
Bedi’s arm, the other steady on her weapon.

Ajay held Malika close as they sprinted through the narrowing
corridor.

Above them, the ceiling cracked.

Behind them, the Neural Spine imploded.

A column of blinding light tore upward, followed by a
shockwave that hurled them forward.

Even though injured, Armaan moved with brutal efficiency, his
body responding faster than thought, as though obedience had
once been carved into him and later burnt away.

Armaan shoved Ajay and Malika into the crawlspace as the
explosion consumed Node Zero.

Darkness swallowed everything.

London — River Embankment, 02:24 GMT

The Thames erupted.

Water exploded skyward in a towering plume.

Pedestrians screamed and scattered.

Sirens wailed as emergency lights cut through the fog.

From beneath the riverbank, a broken grate burst open.

Ajay emerged first, drenched, carrying Malika.

Zahra hauled herself out next.

Armaan followed, dragging Bedi clear of the surge.

They collapsed onto the stone embankment, coughing,
shivering, alive.

Malika clutched Ajay’s jacket.

“Did we...2”

He nodded, pressing his forehead to hers. “It’s over.”



300 AVINASH PUSHKARNA

Delhi — Sonia’s Broadcast, 07:09 IST

Sonia stood before a simple camera in Old Delhi.

No studio.

No filters.

No theatre.

Only truth.

“We were asked to obey,” she said. “But we remembered.We were
asked to fear, but we questioned. We were asked to break, but we
held each other.”

She paused, letting the nation breathe with her.

“India—you won.

Not because of strength.

But because of memory.”

Across the country, screens lit up. Phones vibrated. People
cried—in homes and schools, fields and factories, hospitals and
border posts.

Children watched.

They smiled.

India breathed.

London — Aftermath, 05:01 GMT

British intelligence secured the site.

Eleanor Shaw walked out in handcuffs, composed once more
but emptied of certainty. Without the glow of her systems,
Eleanor looked suddenly smaller—not defeated, but exposed, like
a surgeon forced to set down her instruments. She saw Ajay
watching her and spoke quietly.

“Do you think this stops the world from collapsing?”

Ajay answered without bitterness.

“No. But it stops you from deciding how it collapses.”

She nodded.

For the first time, she accepted defeat.
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Bedi was escorted separately. Before entering the van, he looked
back at Ajay.

“Forgive me.”

Ajay replied just as softly,

“Ialready did.”

Embassy Safehouse, 06:45 GMT

Malika sat wrapped in a warm blanket, hands curled around a
cup of chai.

Ajay entered and sat beside her.

“You did what no one else could.”

She leaned against him, exhausted.

“You saved me.”

He shook his head.

“No. You saved us.”

She smiled—small, real.

“Then,” she said, “we saved each other.”

Outside, London stirred.

Inside, the war finally ended — not with obedience, but with
memory intact.



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 differently now.

Not louder. Not prouder.

But deeper.

The nation had not become perfect.

It had not become obedient.

It had not been tamed.

It had simply remembered itself.

A Park, Somewhere Central, 09:32 IST
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Ajay Mehra stood beneath a neem tree, watching morning light
dapple through its leaves.

He looked older—Ilines earned, not carved.

And lighter—as though something he had carried for years had
finally been set down, even if the marks of it remained.

Footsteps approached behind him.

Malika.

Her hair was tied loosely. Jeans, a simple kurta. In ordinary
clothes, she looked almost anonymous—and yet there was a
steadiness to her presence that drew the eye, as if survival itself had
reshaped her posture.

In her hands was a notebook filled with half-formed sketches
and sentences that crossed out and begun again—thoughts still
finding their shape.

She sat beside him on the bench.

“Do you regret anything?” she asked quietly.

Ajay considered the question with the seriousness it deserved.

“Only the things I couldn’t change,” he said at last.

“Not the things I tried to.”

She rested her head on his shoulder.

“London feels like a dream now.”

His smile was faint.

“A nightmare we walked out of.”

Malika lifted her head slightly.

“Do you think Zenith will try again?”

Ajay looked toward the horizon—the skyline rising in uneven
defiance, stubborn, chaotic, alive.

“No system”, he said, “can defeat a nation that remembers.”

She nodded.

“And India remembers everything.”

He placed his hand over hers.

“Especially its children.”

They sat without speaking, letting the wind finish the
conversation.
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Somewhere in Punjab, 11:04 IST

A small school courtyard, dust still warm beneath bare feet.
Children gathered around a teacher holding up a drawing:
A lunchbox.

A crying child.

A scribbled line beneath it: I want my mother.

The teacher smiled.

“This drawing helped save India,” she said gently.

The children gasped.

“How?”

She tapped the paper lightly.

“Because memory”, she said, “is stronger than fear.”

Delhi — Supreme Court Steps, 12:18 IST

Mandira Varghese descended the long stone staircase, sunlight
glinting off her spectacles.

Reporters clustered instinctively.

She raised a hand.

“No comments on politics today.”

“But do you have a message for the nation?” someone called out.

Mandira paused. Thought. Then said:

“Yes. Don’t forget why we survived.”

And she walked away.

London — MI6 Holding Wing, 08:47 GMT

Eleanor Shaw sat alone in a glass-walled cell.

No panic.

No anger.

Just silence.

A guard entered and placed a single piece of paper on the table.
She opened it.

One line, handwritten:

A system without memory is a graveyard.
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Eleanor closed her eyes.
And for the first time, she allowed herself to feel loss.

London — Extradition Chamber, 10:22 GMT

Bedi sat quietly, hands folded.

Ajay entered.

They looked at one another—two men who had once shared a
path, now standing at the far ends of different conclusions.

Bedi spoke first.

“Does India hate me?”

Ajay shook his head.

“No. India doesn’t hate easily.”

Bedi exhaled.

“Then what will they do to me?”

“They will judge you.”

Bedi nodded slowly.

“Iaccept that.”

Ajay stepped closer.

“You were wrong,” he said. “But you were not evil.”

Something like relief crossed Bedi’s face.

“Thank you.”

They shook hands.

Not forgiveness.

Not absolution.

Closure.

Old Delhi — NRB Studio Rooftop, 19:05 IST

Sonia stood before a small camera as dusk settled over the city.
She wore no makeup, or adornment, just 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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Just a message.

“We survived because we remembered,” she said.

“We remembered who we were. Who we loved. What we stood
for. And what we refused to become.”

She smiled gently.

“The danger is not gone. The world will try again. But so will
we.”

She paused.

“And memory”, she said, “is undefeated.”

She switched off the camera.

Below her, the city lights flickered on — like stars fallen to earth.

Delhi — NRB Studio Corridor, a little later.

The corridor outside the studio was quiet now.

No cables.

No producers running.

No countdown clocks.

Just the faint hum of lights cooling down after a long day of
truth.

Ajay stood near the window, watching Old Delhi settle into
dusk—rooftops darkening, lights flickering on like cautious stars.
He hadn’t planned to come inside. He had only wanted to make
sure she was safe.

Footsteps approached.

Sonia stopped a few feet away.

For a moment, neither spoke.

They had stood like this before—in war rooms, in chaos, in
moments where the nation seemed to be holding its breath. But
this silence was different. It didn’t demand anything.

“You don’t need to stay,” Sonia said gently.

“Tknow,” Ajay replied.

“I wasn’t staying. I was... closing a loop.”

She smiled faintly. The tired kind. The honest kind.

“You always did believe things should be finished properly.”
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Ajay looked at her; a long, reflective look. The woman who
had carried a country’s voice without armour. Who had chosen
exposure over protection. Who had stood between children and a
machine that wanted obedience instead of thought.

“You were extraordinary,” he said quietly.

Sonia shook her head.

“No. I was necessary.”

He nodded. That was truer.

A pause.

Then she said, almost casually, “We confused people, you and
17

Ajay didn’t deny it.

“It wasn’t love,” she continued, meeting his eyes. “Not the kind
that asks for a future.”

“No,” Ajay said. “It was alignment.”

“Purpose,” she added.

“Timing,” he said.

They shared a soft, understanding silence.

Sonia folded her arms loosely. “We needed each other to survive
what was coming. But that doesn’t mean we were meant to arrive
at the same place.”

Ajay felt something loosen in his chest—not loss, but release.

“I'm glad it was you,” he said. “If it had to be anyone.”

Sonia’s eyes softened. “I'm glad it was you too.”

She stepped back, already turning toward the studio.

“One more thing,” Ajay said.

She paused.

“You didn’t just speak for India,” he said. “You reminded her
who she was.”

Sonia smiled—small, luminous.

“And you,” she replied, “made sure she had the freedom to
remember.”

They didn’t touch.

They didn’t promise.
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They didn’t look back.
And that, somehow, felt exactly right.

New Delhi — The Park Bench, 20:22 IST

Ajay and Malika sat watching the moon rise.

Children played cricket under streetlights. An old man sold
peanuts. A young couple shared kulfi, laughing too loudly.

Life continued—with familiar noise, familiar mess, and familiar
beauty.

Malika whispered, “Were we heroes?”

Ajay shook his head.

“No. We were human.”

She smiled.

“That was enough.”

She rested her head on his shoulder.

“In another world,” she said softly, “we wouldn’t have met.”

Ajay wrapped an arm around her.

“In this world,” he replied, “we did.”

They watched the moon climb higher. Stars in the night sky
twinkled in constellations.

India breathed. The night settled. Memory held.

And the storm that once sought to rewrite a civilisation ended
quietly—in the one place it could never conquer: the human
heart.
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AUTHOR'S NOTE

This novel was not written to predict the future.

It was written to interrogate the present.

Annihilation of Vortex is a work of fiction, but its concerns
are real: the quiet tension between security and freedom, between
obedience and conscience, between systems that promise safety
and societies that survive because they remember who they are.

The technologies, organisations, and protocols depicted here
are imagined. Yet the questions they raise are not. Across history,
civilisations have repeatedly faced the same dilemma: whether
stability is best achieved through control, or whether resilience is
born from memory, dissent, and the stubborn refusal to become
uniform.

This story does not argue that order is evil. Nor does it
romanticise chaos. Instead, it asks a more uncomfortable question:
what happens when fear convinces even the well-intentioned that
human dignity is a liability rather than a strength?

Besides, if power seeks obedience, then: What survives when
memory refuses to comply?

The characters in this novel—operatives, journalists,
whistleblowers, architects of power—are not heroes or villains in
the traditional sense. They are people shaped by loss, conviction,
compromise, and choice. Some believe that obedience is mercy.
Others believe that memory is survival. The conflict between them
is not merely political or technological; it is moral.
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India, in this narrative, is not a symbol of perfection. It is noisy,
contradictory, fractured, and flawed. But it is also ancient in a
way that defies easy modelling—held together not by uniformity,
but by memory: of language, of ritual, of argument, of love,
of resistance. That memory, the novel suggests, may be the last
defence no system can fully overwrite.

If this book leaves the reader unsettled rather than comforted, it
has done its job. If it prompts reflection rather than certainty, it has
succeeded.

Because the most dangerous moment for any society is not when
it is attacked—but when it forgets why it chose to survive as itself.

— Avinash Pushkarna
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Contemporary journalism on surveillance states and national
security ethics
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dharma, and moral agency
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forgetting rather than conquest





