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Main Characters:

Ahab (Tactical Antagonist): Has Afghan origins. Mercenary; tactical genius and ruthlessly efficient (executes attacks on Kabul embassy, Jaffar Express, Geneva, Istanbul).

Ananya Rao (Lead Protagonist - Female): A sharp and intelligent Indian diplomat, haunted by the death of her love Arvind Pratap Singh, killed as collateral in the Kabul bombing executed by Ahab in March 2015. She is looking for justice and peace among nations.

Darian Blackwood (Antagonist - Master mind):  born Christopher Mallory (Originally British now American). Cold and calculating, every word delivered with surgical precision and emotional detachment. Silken menace, a voice that is calm, composed, and terrifying in its restraint. Commanding and predatory, Icy and manipulative, strategically cruel. Refined yet ruthless, blending the polish of wealth with the brutality of a hardened past. Strategic chaos planner. Head of Prometheus & Ebony Tree.

Sohail Mirza (Lead Protagonist - Male): Fighter pilot in Pakistan Air Force (PAF) - nick named "Shadow" as his presence is more felt than seen, by his peers. Driven by a conflicting sense of vengeance and duty after losing family in the Jaffar Express terrorist bombing executed by Ahab in September 2018. 

Pakistan 

Asif Malik: Pakistan’s Defence Minister who let’s words flow casually yet calmly. Can he harsh under stressful conditions.

Azam Raja (Aura): Air Vice Marshal in PAF, strategist and tactical genius with a traumatic past.

Faheem Raza (Wolf): Colonel in elite SSG commando unit. Leads ground operations. He is overtly tough and an immaculate planner, reflective of his training in special ops. Has a soft core, motivated by brother's death in Kargil War. Always ready to support his colleagues.

Azaad Ahmed: Pakistan’s Chief of Army Staff (4 star General). Speaks in short, authoritative sentences, a patriotic man of action, not words. Balances retaliation with strategic caution.

Haroon Khan: Director General ISI (3 star Gen.), coordinates intelligence and operations. He is calculated and strategic, a strategic thinking and a planner.

Khawaja Mahmood: Prime Minister of Pakistan has a calm, precise, authoritative manner. Possesses intellectual depth and wisdom and command comes naturally in his style and tone, navigates crisis with measured restraint amid escalating conflict.

Maryam & Beenish: Sohail’s sister/niece; killed in Jaffar Express in 2018. They are his moral compass.

Tariq Masood: Pakistan’s Foreign Minister. He chooses his words carefully, with moments of intellectual depth and ensures not to cause alarm.

Dr. Zara Aslam: Pakistan's Foreign Secretary. She is a PhD in International Relations from UCLA, with undergraduate in Political Science from LUMS. Rose through the ranks of the Foreign Service with postings in Washington D.C., Geneva, and Brussels. Known for her sharp negotiation skills and policy acumen. Specializes in strategic diplomacy, conflict resolution, and multilateral negotiations, particularly in regional security.

India

Aarav Menon: India’s Foreign Minister. Polished and persuasive, charming and disarming. Patient and poised, uses intellect to navigate complex dynamics. Elite yet approachable, balancing social grace with political acumen.

Arun Krishnan: India’s Defence Minister. Forceful, Direct, confrontational and uncompromising, with a tone that demands attention and obedience often using blunt language to assert dominance. Populist and fiery, Assertive and relentless, with little tolerance for dissent or ambiguity.

Arvind Pratap Singh: Indian Deputy Secretary killed in the 2015 Kabul convoy bombing; central to Ananya's backstory, was her love interest.

Rajiv Agarwal: Prime Minister of India. Measured and urbane, calm yet authoritative, well read and deceptive. He is polished and composed, and an ambitious politician. He has a tone that disarms while concealing deeper motives. Authorizes aggressive responses (e.g., Indus Treaty suspension) under pressure.

Rajesh Sharma: Indian Foreign Secretary. Calm and composed, Subtle and Balanced and thoughtful, with a tone that invites dialogue and mutual respect. Gracious and attentive, skilled at listening and building consensus. Soft-spoken yet firm, persuasive, influencing outcomes through nuance rather than force.

Kabir Mehra: Colonel (retd). Post-retirement, he headed the Indian Army's Joint Operations Cell, developing rapid response protocols for multi-nation task forces. Calm under fire, with a sharp mind for battlefield geometry and real-time decision-making, Kabir serves as SENTRY’s backbone for gathering human intelligence (HUMINT).

Veerendra Rawat: Indian Army Chief (4 star General).. Hot-headed, proud, fiercely patriotic. Military precision, often blunt, never subtle.

Vikram Nair: India’s National Security Advisor, advocates precision over brute force but supports escalatory measures.

USA

Daniella Trinity: U.S. President who brokers the ceasefire, leveraging global pressure to avert nuclear escalation.

Ethan Reyes: Legal/jurisdiction expert. An observer member of SENTRY. Harvard Law graduate, earlier a Junior Counsel in U.S. Department of State, Legal Warfare division. Quick-thinking, adaptive, with a sharp legal mind. Tends to ask questions others are afraid to. A millennial in a room full of veterans.

Isabella Laurent: Director National Intelligence, USA. Rose from being a field operative. Possesses clinical precision; key crisis advisor with divided loyalty. Manipulative, subtle, uses misdirection. Everything she says carries double meaning.

Türkiye

Cemre Altınay: Ph.D. in Economics.  SENTRY’s Head of Economic Stability Division, SENTRY Taskforce. Born in Izmir, educated at Boğaziçi University and the London School of Economics. Former advisor to Türkiye’s Central Bank and Ministry of Treasury. Specializes in macro-financial stabilization, counter-sanctions strategy and hybrid economic warfare.

Leyla Kaya: SENTRY Communications & Cyber Security Expert. Inspector in Turkish Police Anti-terrorist Department (TEM). A genius in decrypting enemy networks and fortifying allied systems, she neutralized Blackwood’s cyber-attack during the Istanbul talks by deploying "quantum firewalls." Her calm under pressure masks fierce loyalty and a soft core; she hums Turkish folk songs while dismantling malware.

Murat Demir: Colonel. Turkish military liaison

Selim Aydin: SENTRY Türkiye’s envoy; chairs protocol drafting.

Professor Selin Karaca: SENTRY psychological warfare expert. Cyber-political theory, hybrid warfare modeling, behavioral propaganda systems. Helped decode a cross-border disinformation matrix targeting Turkish infrastructure, earning her a quiet medal from the Turkish National Intelligence Organization (MİT).

Captain Yılmaz: SENTRY Tactical Operations Lead. Led the Tactical unit of TEM managing the Istanbul Summit security. A battlefield pragmatist who commands field operations with ice-cold precision. His reputation for executing high-risk missions, stems from adapting official protocols to asymmetric threats. Though rigidly by-the-book, he secretly bends rules when civilians are at stake.

China

Dr. Mei-Lin: Director General SENTRY leads the taskforce. Former Vice-Chair, UN Security Crisis Council, Multilingual diplomatic strategist and AI ethicist, Climate change and Sustainability expert. Overall command and oversight of all SENTRY operations. Reports to UN Security Council. Known for her razor-sharp intellect and unshakeable neutrality. 

Dr. Yuwei Liang: SENTRY’s Director Cybersecurity. PhD in Quantum Cryptography, Designs and defends SENTRY’s digital infrastructure, Heads counter-AI operations, cyber warfare response, and offensive digital infiltration, Leads AI audit units against threats like DAMOCLES.

British

James Hendricks: Blackwood’s operative; manages Ebony Tree Risk Solutions, a PMC (Private Military Company)
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Prelude: The Smile That Never Faded
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Kabul, Afghanistan

March 2015

The jet’s landing gear slammed onto Kabul’s fractured runway, each jolt vibrating through Deputy Secretary Arvind Pratap Singh’s spine. Dust rose in spirals, clinging to the broken skeletons of hangars and the hollowed minarets beyond.

A flight attendant paused beside him, eyes rimmed with fatigue. “First time in Kabul, sir?”

“Third.” Arvind adjusted his tie, though the desert heat had already begun to unmake it. “But it feels like the first.”

She nodded. “It does that. Be careful.”

Sunlight slashed through the open hatch. Arvind hesitated, not from fear, but from the weight of the velvet box in his briefcase.

Ananya’s laughter in Vienna. Her fingers stealing fries from his plate. “You’re too serious for someone with eyes like that.”

Javed, the embassy driver, waited beside the SUV, his moustache twitching in a grim smile. “Welcome to Kabul, sir.”

Inside the vehicle, Arvind let the leather seat cradle him. The air buzzed with radio chatter and sand. As the SUV rolled forward, another memory surged: her brushing windblown hair from her face on that Delhi rooftop, their first argument over strategy versus sentiment. 

Ananya, “You build policies,” voice sharp as the Delhi skyline, “but who builds you, Arvind?” 

She had walked off in frustration and returned five minutes later, holding coffee and apology.

Kabul scrolled past the SUV window: rifles jutting from sandbagged checkpoints, satellite dishes tilted like thirsty metal flowers. A vendor poured spiced tea beside a blast wall, children darting through soldiers’ shadows, their laughter sharp against the growl of convoys. 

Traffic snarled around them. “Interior Ministry convoy ahead,” Javed reported.

Arvind barely heard. His phone lit up.

Ananya:


»  Heard you landed. The city feels different knowing you’re here. Dinner still on?



He typed quickly: 


»  Wouldn’t miss it for anything.



Her reply appeared within seconds: 


»  I’ve missed you, Arvind. More than I should admit. 



His fingers lingered on the phone screen where her words glowed, a faint smile touching his lips despite the Kabul grit.

Ananya, the Third Secretary at the Indian Embassy in Kabul, would be pleasantly surprised.

His hand drifted unconsciously to the briefcase beside him, fingers brushing the leather where the velvet box lay. The simple question etched in his mind, “will you build a life with me?” felt heavier than the armored SUV. 

The image flashed unbidden: Vienna rain streaking the window, her eyes glistening with defiance, unshed tears catching the cafe lights as she traced his collar. 

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Deputy Secretary.”

And he had whispered, “I never do.”

Javed’s eyes flicked upward, a silhouette on a rooftop, walkie-talkie raised, as the first explosion tore through the convoy.

A Safehouse Outside Kabul

Ahab's safehouse smelled of ozone and gun oil as his walkie-talkie stopped crackling. The plasma screen flickered in the darkened room, its 4K resolution rendering every spark and scream in crystalline detail. Server racks lined the walls, their blue LEDs pulsing like a mechanical heartbeat. 

The blast wave flipped the lead vehicle like a child's toy. Secondary explosions bloomed - one one-thousand, two one-thousand - fuel tanks cooking off in perfect sequence. 

A bullet casing rolled across the floor, catching the image on the plasma screen:


»  Civilian casualties - 0. Mission parameters achieved.



Then, an anomaly. A black SUV swerved into the kill zone. Diplomatic plates. Indian markings.

Ahab's calloused finger slid across the touchscreen, tracking the SUV's vector. His breathing remained steady, the only movement a single, deliberate blink. 

Ahab reached to adjust the contrast, a bracelet, tight against his wrist, clicked against the console - the only jewelry he hadn't melted down for operational funds. His sole sentimentality....

His finger hovered over the console, then tapped once beside the Indian insignia on the screen. “A bonus.”

Ahab raised two fingers towards Arvind's frozen image, a gesture as cold and final as a tombstone.

Outside, a muezzin's call to prayer wavered through the bulletproof glass, mingling with the live feed's screams. But Ahab’s ears only heard the screams.

Back at Ground Zero

A deafening roar erupted. The embassy SUV lurched, heat licking the floorboards as glass shattered. Arvind’s body jolted violently, weightless for a moment, before crashing down like discarded wreckage.

The world fractured into jagged shards: a spinning hubcap catching firelight, a single child's sandal tumbling through smoke, Javed's scream stretching into a distorted wail.

Javed screamed, “Sir! Move!”

Amid fire and smoke, Arvind’s gaze landed on his phone screen... her last words still glowing through fractured glass.

I’ve missed you, Arvind...

A command screamed from his brain to his limbs. Nothing answered but a dull, heavy ache.

The velvet box had torn loose, cracked open on the floor.

Darkness crept in at the edges, replaced not by void, but by the warm glow of his Delhi kitchen: the steam rising from her cup, the curve of her barefoot ankle...”

“One day, we’ll stop hiding,” she’d said. “We’ll stop surviving. We’ll just... live.”

That day was today, but it never came...

Arvind lay still, smile intact, as if waiting for someone across a candlelit table.

Then silence. Not peace. Just the long breath of something ending.

And Kabul burned quietly around the diplomat who carried love like a promise, never opened, never delivered.

The Afghan flag whipped wildly in the dry wind, vibrant against a merciless sky. Below, life dared to continue; shops opening, children scuttling back from school, and normalcy stubbornly persisted.

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Kabul

The Next Morning

The ministry's cracked chandelier trembled above the Third Secretary, Ananya, its crystals rattling like Arvind's last laugh still trapped in her voicemail. She pressed her thumb into the security file until the edges dented - just like his stupid grin when stealing her fries in Delhi.

Ambassador Kapoor's fist hit the mahogany. “This wasn't incompetence. It was a...”

“Message,” she whispered, too quiet to hear. The silver ring hung heavy under her blouse. His last message still glowing on that shattered screen...

Isabella Laurent appeared beside her, stirring coffee that smelled like wire taps and lies. “Collateral damage is always personal.” Her manicured finger tapped the classified folder. “Even when it's... professional.”

The Ananya’s head snapped up. Too sharp. Too fast.

Her eyes scanned Ananya's face, cool and calculating, missing nothing... the tremor in her hands, the too-bright sheen in her eyes, before flicking dismissively to the file.

“The Serena Hotel. Tomorrow night. Ask for the Blue Room.” A business card materialized between them, the embossed eagle seal slightly raised. Too official for cultural attachés.

Outside, a helicopter's roar drowned the Third Secretary's response. By the time silence returned, Isabella was gone, leaving the lingering questions:

The Card, a burning reminder of her: collateral damage!

The scent of jasmine perfume and Kevlar under silk lingered. 

Ananya pocketed the card, the embossed eagle biting into her palm. Grief was a luxury for the safe. 

This card wasn’t condolence; it was a wiretap into the machinery that killed Arvind. 

She would enter that world, one day... not to weep.
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Chapter 1:   The Retaliation Begins
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The Red Dawn - Baluchistan, Pakistan 

September 07, 2018

The Jaffar Express slithered through the Baluch desert, a tired beast of iron and heat. The wind outside whispered like a warning across the sand, but inside... silence. Drowsy passengers leaned against cracked windows and rusting armrests, lulled by the rhythmic clatter of wheels gnawing at steel. Sweat beaded on foreheads. A child’s plastic bottle rolled slowly across the floor. Somewhere, an old man hummed under his breath.

Then came the blast.

A sunburst of fire swallowed the lead car. The explosion ripped the silence in half. Steel screamed. Glass shattered like ice under boot. The train jackknifed with a thunderous crack, its spine snapping as compartments flipped into the air, then slammed into the desert like carcasses thrown from the sky.

Limbs flailed. Voices were cut mid-sentence. A man’s body hit the sand twenty feet from the tracks, his blood already boiling in the heat. Shards of metal pierced the hulls, and a woman, halfway through a prayer, was vaporized before her lips closed.

Smoke choked the morning sky. Fire ate through luggage and flesh alike. Cries rose from the wreck, some raw, others strangled, all unanswered. The world narrowed to searing heat, the stench of scorched rubber and flesh, and the metallic tang of blood coating every breath.

No one would ever sleep through a train ride again...

Prometheus Operations Room 

Swiss Alps – Location undisclosed

Cold light bathed the bunker. The wall of screens flickered to life with thermal feeds and satellite overlays. The hum of servers thrummed like a predator waiting in the dark.

Darian Blackwood didn’t look at Hendricks as he spoke.

“How close are we?”

“Five minutes out,” Hendricks said, posture sharp. “It’s set. Baluchistan. Jaffar Express. Target carries Chinese engineers - Belt and Road crew. Local asset from the BLA will trigger it.”

“Your op?”

“No. Recruited talent. Afghan. Designed the 2015 Kabul Embassy hit. Indian diplomat died. Precise. Cold. Efficient.”

Blackwood’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Name?”

“Ahab.”

Blackwood said nothing for a moment. Then... “Feed’s live?”

Hendricks nodded. “Just came in.”

They watched.

The explosion hit without warning, on screen, the train blossomed into a cloud of dust and fire. One camera caught the forward cars twisting mid-air, silhouetted against the burning sky. Bodies arced across the desert like broken marionettes.

Static cut briefly into the feed, then resolved to carnage... metal curled like dead leaves, smoke rolling low over twisted steel, the ground flecked with unmoving forms. Cries filtered in through the tactical mics, blood-wet, breathless, feral.

Neither man spoke.

Blackwood finally broke the silence. “Keep tabs on Ahab. We’ll need that kind of precision again.”

Blackwood didn’t wait for Hendricks’ acknowledgement. His finger tapped a sleek console, bringing up financial indices.


»  Liquidate all Ebony Tree holdings in Indian hydroelectric futures via the Colombo conduit. 

»  Do it before the bodies cool.



Today, profit wasn’t the goal. Proof of concept was.

He turned slightly, eyes reflecting the flickering devastation.

“Today’s op just improved Ebony Tree Mining’s odds of securing Rare Earth access by... a margin China won't like. Who’s going to outbid us now; when every surveyor has to weigh profit against body bags?”

Hendricks said nothing.

Blackwood’s tone turned colder, calculating. “The Chinese are building an empire on trade corridors. They dominate Africa, Asia, pressure Europe, even Washington.” He stepped closer to the screen, watching the fire gnaw through the last intact carriage.

“We’re going to teach them what it feels like... to face unadulterated capitalism with teeth.”

He let the words hang, then added, almost clinically, “Not the kind bent to the will of states or soft-bellied oligarchs. True capitalism. A force unto itself. Ruthless. Obedient to no one.”

Silence stretched.

Beyond the glass, the Swiss Alps lay pristine, unmarred by war or ambition. Icy peaks basked under a gentle morning sun.

Inside, however, something had shifted. 

And it would not shift back.

The Dawn

September 8, 2018

Editorial | Red Dust And Ghosts


Yesterday’s carnage aboard the Jaffar Express is another reminder that the war in Balochistan is no longer one of ideology but of markets, minerals, and messages. Twenty-six dead, many of them Chinese engineers linked to BRI-CPEC’s western corridor. The BLA has claimed responsibility, but whispers already circulate that the blast served interests far beyond the local insurgency. In Baluchistan, nothing bleeds without leaving a ledger.



High Commission of India - Residency Compound Islamabad

September 8, 2018 - 0740 Hrs. PKT

Second Secretary Ananya Rao folded the newspaper slowly, eyes lingering on the headline.

Red dust. Burning steel. The same script, she thought. Different city, same silence afterward.

A flicker of memory surfaced: Kabul, 2015. The embassy courtyard. Arvind’s eyes stared skyward, unblinking, unmoving. Her world had held its breath.

She exhaled, sharp and quiet.

This wasn’t just a Baluch issue. Or a corridor attack. First Kabul, now this. Both too precise. Both too... convenient.

She didn’t have proof. Only a question curling in her gut, cold and persistent:

Whose game are we pieces in?

ISI Headquarters, Islamabad 

January 9, 2019

The encrypted file landed on Director General Haroon Khan’s desk at 0747 hours. He didn’t need to read beyond the first line to know they had him.

BLA leader confirmed at Taliban training facility. Kandahar Province. Meeting with the mercenary leader Ahab scheduled for 0600 hours, 10 January.

Khan’s fingers tightened around the printed sheet. They’d finally found him... the butcher who orchestrated the Balochistan train bombing. Months of drone sweeps and intercepted sat-links had led to this moment.

His hand hovered briefly over the red phone, then lifted the receiver. A direct line. No protocol. No trail. This was personal now.

“Air Chief Marshal Akbar.”

“Hussain, we have him,” Khan said flatly. “The bastard behind the train bombing. National Security Committee has cleared the strike.”

“I don’t need to remind that the BRI project, the backbone of our economy’s future rests on peace and stability in Baluchistan.”

“How soon?” queried the Air Chief Marshal

“Twenty-four hours. Can your boys be ready?”

“They’ve been waiting since the first body was pulled from the wreckage.” came the reply.

Khan ended the call and studied the grainy satellite photo clipped to the file. Mud-brick structures, high defensive walls. One of them housed the man who had turned a civilian express train into a pyre.

Not for long, now.

PAF Base Minhas

January 9, 2019

Squadron Leader Sohail Mirza stood before the digital display, the blue glow reflecting off the walls. The target compound filled the screen: angular rooftops, escape vectors, sentry placements. Clinical. Detached.

Nothing like the memory seared into his mind, tiny fingers clutching his hand.

“Uncle, when will I see you again?”

Flight Lieutenant Kashif’s voice sliced in. “Intel’s confirmed, sir. Taliban's handing you revenge with a bow.”

Sohail said nothing. The burn in his chest said everything.

Group Captain Tariq took the floor. “Target: Taliban training compound, forty clicks southwest of Kandahar. Objective: eliminate BLA commander and his facilitator.”

The satellite map pulsed. Red squares locked in on buildings.

“Thunder Squadron, four birds. Precision strike. ROE is strict, minimal civilian footprint, maximum impact.”

“Thunder One...” Tariq began.

“Sir,” Sohail interrupted. “I’ll take lead.”

Silence. Unusual. Breaking protocol.

Tariq met his gaze. Everyone in the room knew why. The train. Beenish. This wasn’t about command structure or protocol. This was about blood debt.

“Understood. Ahmed will fly Two. Thunder One is yours, Shadow...”

Sohail’s callsign: Shadow, hit the room like a war drum; earned in Waziristan, where whispers of him still haunted the peaks.

The intelligence officer pointed. “Two confirmed high value targets: BLA leader, and the Taliban facilitator,” then added, “A third, Ahab, is unconfirmed. Ghost-level intel. Compound’s fortified with overlapping fire zones and multiple exits.”

“What about Ahab?” Sohail asked.

“Possible, but no visuals. Intel says he may be there.”

Sohail stared at the compound. Three buildings. Two towers. High walls. But no ghosts on film.

“What’s the loadout?”

“Dual GBU-12s and LS-6 per bird. Precision profile. You’ll approach pre-dawn. No moonlight. They’ll be blind.”

“ToT, time over target?”

“0505 hours.”

Sohail nodded once. Mission mode engaged.

But beneath the steel of his resolve, something cracked.

He wasn’t just chasing a target. He was chasing the echo of a train whistle, the silence that followed a scream, the weight of a promise made to a child who would never grow old.

Sohail walked alone to his quarters.

On his desk, a single photograph: Maryam holding Beenish at last year’s Eid celebration. His sister’s smile was radiant, her daughter’s laugh captured in perfect clarity. Both of them alive, happy, unaware that death was already hunting them on the railway tracks of Balochistan.

He picked up the frame, his thumb tracing the glass over Beenish’s face.

“I’m coming for them, little one,” he whispered. “I promise.”

Pre-flight Preparation

Next Morning, 0415 Hrs. PKT

The air defense alert facility buzzed with pre-dawn tension. JF-17 Thunders stood gleaming under fluorescent lights in their pens, their sleek forms hunched like raptors poised to strike.

Sohail emerged from the underground ADA hut, his G-suit snug, helmet cradled under one arm. The ritual of suiting up was sacred now. Every strap, buckle, and seal was a whisper from the past, each motion tightening the line between memory and vengeance.

Warrant Officer Rashid intercepted him at the flight line. “Shadow. Your bird’s locked and loaded. Weapons green. Final checks complete.”

“Fuel?”

“Full tanks. She’ll fly long and bite hard.”

Sohail nodded and looked at Thunder One. The aircraft wasn’t just steel and circuits, it was purpose incarnate.

For Sohail the purpose today was justice? Revenge?

Flashback: Jaffar Express

Four Years Earlier – Dawn, Balochistan

The desert stretched like an ocean outside the train window, gold and quiet. Compartment 6B hummed with early morning stillness.

Maryam leaned against the window, parting the hair on Beenish’s forehead. The girl stirred, blinking up at her mother.

“I’m hungry,” she whispered.

Maryam smiled, pulled a juice box from her bag. “Little sips, love. We’ll get biryani in Quetta.”

Beenish giggled. “Bunny wants chicken biryani too!” She clutched her stuffed rabbit to her chest, its one eye loose, the fabric worn from love.

Outside, the sun rose, redness spilled across the sand.

“Mama,” Beenish asked, pressing her face to the window, “is the sun... bleeding?”

Then came the sound. A thunderclap without warning.

Steel screamed. The world split.

Maryam moved on instinct, wrapping her arms around her daughter as the explosion tore the compartment apart. Bodies flew. The rabbit’s remaining eye melted onto Beenish’s palm.

The last thing Maryam smelled wasn’t smoke.

It was the strawberry shampoo in Beenish’s hair.

When rescuers arrived, they found her body curled around her daughter’s remains. Protective. Final.

Love had tried to shield life.

It hadn’t been enough...

Rashid watched him stare at the jet a beat too long. “Bring her home, sir,” he said quietly.  

Sohail’s thumb brushed the locket beneath his green coverall.

“Always do,” Sohail replied.

He climbed the ladder, the cockpit wrapping around him like muscle memory. Switches flicked, systems pulsed to life. The HUD shimmered to green, the targeting pod came to life.

ATC queried, “Thunder Flight, radio check.”

Four voices responded in sequence, steady, focused, lethal.

“Taxi for takeoff,” came the tower call. “Winds calm. Visibility unrestricted. Godspeed.”

Thunder One rolled onto the runway. Sohail pushed the throttle forward. The engine howled in response, pressing him into the seat. The runway blurred, then vanished.

The sky opened before them, velvet and black. Below, the country slept. Above, the stars bore silent witness.

But Sohail wasn’t chasing stars.

He was chasing ghosts.

Target Approach

0505 Hrs. PKT 

The compound emerged from the morning haze like a mirage... quiet, deceptively mundane.

Through the ASELPOD’s thermal lens, reality was far more sinister. Guard towers glowed with armed signatures. Roofs dotted with patrols. Inside the central structure, three figures radiated heat near a comms array.

Commanders. Maybe Ahab?

“Thunder One. Target acquired. Clear IR feed. Multiple armed contacts. No civilian indicators.”

“Copy, Thunder. You are cleared hot.”

Sohail’s voice was low, cold. “All birds. Confirm wind vector. No-civ zone. Weapons free on my mark.”

His G-suit pressed against his ribs like Beenish’s arms used to when she hugged him goodbye. He adjusted for drift.

Then...” Thunder One. Rifle.”

The GBU-12 detached, slipping into the dark with silent purpose. The laser guided it down like fate.

A moment later, fire swallowed the central building. The detonation folded walls inward. Secondary blasts bloomed as ammo stores lit up.

“Direct hit,” Thunder Two reported.

Sohail locked onto the comms building. Another GBU-12 dropped, this one delayed-fuse. It punched through the roof before erupting, severing communications with a muffled roar.

Suddenly, movement.

“Runner spotted,” Sohail called. “Heading to vehicle depot. Possible HVT.”

“Engage,” he ordered.

Thunder Three’s LS-6 slammed into a fleeing 4x4. The fireball flipped it into the air like a toy. Shrapnel scattered across the compound.

“Target eliminated. Confirmed via drone feed.”

Then came the chill.

“Shadow Lead,” Thunder Four said. “We have a survivor. Moving. Limping. Can't confirm ID. Face obscured by turban. He’s... seems to be looking directly at the drone.”

Sohail’s blood iced.

That defiance. That silhouette.

Ahab?

The ghost turned and vanished into what looked like a tunnel beneath the compound. No one had eyes on the entrance. It hadn’t existed on any recon.

“Engage tunnel,” Sohail ordered.

The final strike hit hard, collapsing the entry in flame and rock. But it was too late.

The creator of chaos had slipped into the earth again.

Sohail switched frequencies. “Command, this is Thunder Lead. Objective Alpha neutralized. One HVT unconfirmed, escaped underground. Coordinates tagged. Recommend Special Forces intercept. Mission parameters met. Exiting kill box.”

PAF Base Minhas

0630 Hrs. PKT

The lights in the debriefing room were too bright. Too sterile.

Charts, thermal stills, and drone footage played across the screen, perfect rows of destruction. On paper, the mission had been a success.

Primary targets eliminated. Secondary assets neutralized. Zero friendly casualties.

But Sohail remained silent. Staring. Replaying the silhouette that had stared back at him through the feed. Raised his hand in a what looked like a taunting two-fingered salute. Then vanished.

Ahab!

Group Captain Tariq leaned back in his chair. “Outstanding work, Shadow. That BLA cell’s wiped. Your team did Pakistan proud.”

Sohail nodded, eyes fixed on the final frame from the ASELPOD feed, smoke trailing from the collapsed tunnel mouth.

Justice had landed. But something less pristine, maybe revenge, had slipped through.

“The man who fled,” he said slowly. “I need confirmation. I think it was...”

Tariq cut him off. “We’ve chased ghosts before, Sohail. Maybe it was Ahab. Maybe it wasn’t. But he’s not worth your soul.”

But Sohail had seen him. Not just a flicker in infrared. Not just data. Something colder. Smarter. Personal.

He didn’t argue. The rest of the squadron filed out, boots echoing in the corridor.

He stayed behind, alone with the silence.

And the silence opened a door.

The lights flickered in the debriefing room. Or maybe it was his pulse, loud, erratic, in his ears again.

The room smelled of cold metal and floor polish, but Sohail caught something else, smoke?

Not here. Not now.

Then.

He was fifteen again.

Boots thudded against wet tarmac as the honor guard fired three shots into a bruised sky.

The coffin had been too light. No father inside, just burnt webbing and a melted wristwatch.

A radio and a rifle, they said. He’d died clutching both.

The General gave a folded flag. His mother gave no reaction. Just silence, brittle as glass.

Six months later, her cough turned to blood.

Hospice smells. Antiseptic. Dry jasmine in a bowl.

Then it was just Maryam. Now his guardian, his sister, his mother.

Hair tied back. Always baking something sweet. Laughter like chimes in a sandstorm.

She would hold his arm when he got too quiet.

“Come back to us, Sohail,” she would say, squeezing. “You don’t always have to vanish.”

But he always had.

Even in love, he disappeared.

Eventually, years later, Beenish had been the only one who pulled him back fully.

Chalk dust in her hair. Sticky fingers gripping his collar.

“Shadow-uncle,” she’d whisper during hide and seek, “I can still see you.”

Her laugh, shrill, fearless, used to echo off the veranda tiles as she darted behind hedges with that one-eyed rabbit swinging by the ear.

She called it “Colonel Bun.”

Sohail once sewed its missing button eye back in with fishing line.

Then came the morning that never ended.

Sirens. Crumpled steel. News tickers flickering like seizures across every screen.

Jaffar Express derailed after blast—multiple fatalities.

He’d driven for eight hours, like a man possessed.

Didn’t wait for clearance. Didn’t wait for answers.

Just stood at the wreckage, the air reeking of diesel and cooked flesh.

Someone handed him a schoolbag, purple, edges blackened.

Inside: a melted crayon, a torn drawing. Three stick figures. One tall. One wearing bangles. One holding a rabbit.

All smiling.

They pulled her body two days later. Maryam’s the day after that.

Closed coffins. Quick burials. No time for tears.

At night, he would wake drenched in sweat, fists clenched around nothing.

Some dreams came with fire. Others with giggles that stopped too fast.

The rabbit? Buried with her.

His rage? Buried in him.

And now, today.

The screen had gone dark. The drone footage stilled on that last smoky frame.

Group Captain Tariq’s chair creaked, distant now.

Sohail stood, jaw tight. That ache in his chest... it wasn’t grief anymore. It had calcified into something colder.

Ahab had survived. Again.

He walked out without a word.

The mission was over. But the war wasn’t.

Ahab had escaped fire once again.

Some ghosts needed killing twice.

High Commission of India - Residency Compound Islamabad

January 9, 2019 - 2120 Hrs PKT

The television flickered in the corner of the room, casting shadows that danced across the ivory walls. Ananya sat curled on the faded leather sofa, a half-read book lying forgotten on her lap. 

The news anchor’s voice, crisp and unsparing, broke through the quiet:

“...a pre-dawn strike by Pakistan Air Force targeted a militant facility near Kandahar. All occupants neutralized, including an Afghan national believed to be the mastermind behind the Jaffer Express bombing, code-named Ahab.”

Her spine stiffened.

Ahab.

The name fell like a blade, slicing through the quiet comfort of the room. She leaned forward, eyes narrowing as grainy drone footage flickered across the screen; a darkened compound, flashes of ordnance, rising plumes of dust.

No confirmation. Just claims. Always just claims.

She muted the sound, but the words still echoed in her skull.

Was it real this time? Was he dead?

Her pulse drummed beneath her skin, insistent, skeptical.

She rose and paced, bare feet silent against the cold floor tiles. The walls felt tighter somehow, the ceiling lower. Her mind looped back to Kabul... Arvind dead, the grief that had followed. The devastation. The rage.

If this was justice, why did it feel so empty?

And who had ordered the strike? Who had flown it? Was it someone who knew the full weight of that target? Someone who understood the man behind the code name?

She pulled the curtain aside. Outside, the compound lay cloaked in amber security lights. Still. Too still.

She needed to know. Not from a news anchor. Not through filtered cables or blurred intel briefings. Firsthand. From someone who had seen the crater where Ahab once stood.

Because only then would she believe he was gone.

And only then could she begin to let go of the ghosts still pacing inside her.
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Chapter 2:   Pieces of the Plan
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The Escape


January 2019-2025


The blast had hit like a biblical curse, heat, pressure, and silence so complete it erased thought. One moment, a meeting in Kandahar; the next, oblivion.

He had dwindled back to conciseness beneath collapsed concrete and twisted rebar, lungs heaving in smoke that tasted of scorched rubber and blood. His ribs were cracked, leg shredded, half his face a raw wound. He couldn’t tell what hurt more, breathing or moving. But he moved.

Above him, the compound was gone. Ash fell like snow. Through the rubble, he clawed his way toward a flickering shaft of light, every scrape of skin against debris a fresh scream. His fingers dug like hooks. At some point, he realized his left boot had filled with blood.

He dragged himself until a cold wind hit his face.

That wind would carry him into ghost trails.

For days, he stumbled through the Helmand passes, each night a fever dream. In one village, smugglers threw him into the bottom of a grain cart, onions piled on top. Their sharp scent clashed with the iron tang of his blood.

In another, a child wiped vomit from his mouth and gave him a single sip of water.

He never learned their names.

He didn't ask for them.

They moved him from cave to cart, mule to motorcycle, always under darkness. The pain blurred time. He forgot how many days had passed. Only the bracelet... his sister’s, still bound to his charred wrist, reminded him of the lives that had ended in that blast.

By the third night, his body was all nerve endings and fire.

He couldn’t walk. He was carried.

They brought him to the border town of Herat, wrapped in a tarp and dumped like cargo. He faded in and out of consciousness as hands passed over him, checking for infection, checking for identity.

He no longer had either.

From Herat to Zahedan, the desert swallowed him again. Wind peeled at his bandages. Dust filled his lungs. He moved only when pulled. He breathed only when slapped awake.

At the final crossing, a courier met him beneath a flickering bulb in an alley that reeked of diesel and sweat. The man had a cigarette between cracked lips and eyes like cooled coal.

He didn’t ask questions. Just handed over a plastic bag with a passport, painkillers, a new shirt, and protein bars.

“You’re expected in the north,” he said.

Then he vanished.

Rebirth and the Weaponization of Identity

Time Unknown...

Pain was his compass now.

North was the burn in his leg. South, the lancing sting behind his eye socket. Every twitch, every gasp, mapped a different coordinate on the battlefield of his ruined body.

He drifted in and out of sedation. Some days, he was aware of movement: gloved hands adjusting IVs, wiping him down, turning him like a slab of meat. Other days, there was only a ceiling, white, featureless, infinite.

Time dissolved. He no longer measured it in days or hours, but by procedures. One round of grafts. Three injections. Four debridements. Then sleep. Then more pain.

He wanted to die. Then he didn’t.

What survived was not hope, but friction. A stubborn, animal resistance. The kind you find in creatures pinned under wreckage, gnawing their own limbs to crawl free. He was done with salvation. He wanted leverage.

One night, he came to under harsh lights, shivering against cold steel. They had stripped him to the bone, every scar catalogued, every fingerprint wiped. Blood transfused. Skin rebuilt. Teeth replaced. A thousand cuts and cauterizations until the past bled out.

They had left only one thing untouched: the bracelet. His sister’s.

It was hidden under gauze, stitched into bandaging by some unknown hand, perhaps pity, or perhaps calculation. Either way, it remained. A talisman, or a curse.

He couldn’t lift his arms, but he could feel it press against his skin when he breathed.

Still there. Still his.

The voice came after the third surgery. Not a doctor’s voice. Something else. Unhurried. Dry. Almost amused.

“You’re now my asset,” it said from behind the glass. “Not a patient, not anymore. Don’t forget that.”

He tried to turn, to locate it. Failed.

“There’s no record of you,” it went on. “We scrubbed it all. DNA, dental, facial markers. You're a statistical error now. A ghost.”

The voice always arrived at night, like a sermon in the dark. It never raised itself, never rushed. It didn’t need to.

“You were a liability. Now you're liquidity.”

He didn’t understand the words. Not fully. But they landed like weights.

One evening, the voice brought a tablet. It glowed with sterile light, floating before him like a confession.

Oil futures. Satellite imagery. Conflict escalation matrices. Supply chain volatility forecasts. What caught his attention more was an insignia, a tree, on the back of the tablet.

He stared blankly. The voice leaned closer.

“Death drives markets,” it said. “And disruption is profit.”

He looked away.

The tablet shifted, forcing him to see.

“Every bomb you’ve set. Every convoy you’ve hit. Every politician you’ve targeted... it’s all here, in the numbers. You think you’ve been fighting wars. You’ve been creating monetizable chaos. Now we will do it together.”

The screen pulsed: red lines, green spikes, casualty numbers climbing beside currency gains.

The breath caught in his throat. His lungs rattled. He wanted to scream. Or weep.

But he was too sedated to do either.

A moment later, something slid into his IV. He felt it ice through his veins.

“Rest now,” the voice whispered. “Tomorrow, we begin shaping the return.”

When he awoke again, the nurses were already at work, slicing bandages away like peeling a man from his own skin. Their masks hid their expressions. Their hands moved with rehearsed indifference.

They wheeled in a mirror. He didn’t ask for it.

He didn’t look at first. Just stared at the floor tiles, counting the cracks.

Then he raised his eyes.

What stared back was a fiction.

The face was young. Strong. Angular. Free of the burns that had once caved in his cheek. No scars. No reminders. Just a symmetrical avatar with unnerving clarity, like a magazine cover drawn by AI.

It was a face the world could accept.

A face the markets could trust.

It was not his.

He reached out, touched the reflection. The surface was cold.

“You’re not me,” he rasped.

The stranger nodded back.

Under his pillow was a card. Thin. Matte. Helvetica font.


When the storm comes, markets drown.

But when the rivers run dry, nations kneel.



It was signed by a single alphabet: B

He crushed it in his fist.

But he kept it.

Weeks passed. He was moved to a private chamber, still windowless, still silent. But the walls were now steel, not plaster. The floors vinyl, not tile. He recognized the change.

From patient to prototype.

They began strength trials. Reflex testing. Language drills. Psychological profiling. He complied with every test, every injection, every question.

He never asked about the voice again. He knew it would return.

The bracelet remained beneath his sleeve.

One night, alone with his reflection, he stood shirtless before the mirror. His scars were gone, but something worse had taken root: precision. Every muscle sculpted. Every flaw erased. Even his fingerprints, he had discovered, were synthetic.

He spoke aloud, for the first time in weeks.

“I remember who I was.”

Then he reached for the glass and dragged his thumb across it.

No smudge.

Of course not.

He stared into his own eyes.

“Identities are for the dead,” he said quietly. “I am not dead. I am what’s left.”

His new voice surprised him, smooth, cold, brash. Not a voice born in the mountains.

A voice built for boardrooms, authority and back channels.

He smiled, but there was no joy in it.

“A weapon doesn’t need a name,” he said.

Then, after a pause...

“Only a lucrative target.”

The Boy from the Mountains

The Past... Long Gone but not Forgotten

The wind howled through the mountain pass like a wounded animal, rattling loose tin sheets atop the stone-and-mud huts of the village. Snow bit at bare ankles. Smoke from blackened firewood curled skyward, clinging to the granite cliffs that loomed like mute gods.

This had been Ahab’s world, raw, exposed, unyielding.

As a boy, he’d sit cross-legged near the fire on woven mats. While other children memorized verses, he cracked open radios, rewired old flashlights, and studied the way gears fit inside clocks.

He was curious, always watching. Quiet. Unsettlingly so. While others repeated what they were told, he asked why shadows stretched longer after a bombing. Why the earth absorbed some bloodstains faster than others.

But in these mountains, curiosity carried a cost.

He was ten, the first time he saw a man die. A cousin, caught by shrapnel while planting barley. The boy’s body had twitched in the frost-hardened soil as steam rose from the open wound. His mother screamed and covered Ahab’s eyes, but too late, he had already seen it. The color of death. The stillness that followed.

Then came more.

An uncle, strung up by a rival militia. A neighbor’s child crushed beneath a collapsed roof after a drone strike cracked the mountainside open like an eggshell. No explanations. Just the impact, the silence, and the smell of wet stone.

Over time, the questions stopped. Wonder turned to reflex. He stopped asking who was right. He stopped waiting for anyone to fix things.

The boy who once dreamed of bridges began mapping blast radii.

By seventeen, he moved like smoke, visible, then gone. His shoulders no longer slumped. He carried a Kalashnikov the way other boys held cricket bats. There was no rage in his eyes; just cold calculation.

The world had decided who he would be long before he had the words to resist it.

And in the mirror of this landscape, under snow and fire and silence, he began to become what it demanded:

Not a martyr.

Not a son.

Not a name.

A weapon.

A Strategic Mind Forged in Fire

The Past... Still Remembered

They called him Ustaad... teacher. But not for reciting scripture.

The first time the name slipped from someone’s lips, it followed an ambush he’d designed using a single intercepted NATO radio frequency and two sacks of salt to foul their GPS. A convoy wiped out. Precision from nothing but instinct and wire.

He was barely nineteen.

In a matter of months, warlords twice his age deferred to him. They lowered their voices when he passed. No insignia. No flag. Just a dark scarf wound tight over a face that never flinched, even when mortars landed close enough to burn the air.

His battlefield was not made of mud walls and tree lines; it was geometry, influence, currency.

He dismantled decades of tribal rivalries with coin and quiet threats. Where others saw ruin, he spotted convergence. Supply chains. Splinter groups that could be unified through force or fear. Villages swayed not with ideology, but with small victories; clean water, electricity rerouted, a black-market insulin shipment dropped by drone.

To his fighters, he wasn’t just a commander. He was inevitability.

They gathered around him in candle-lit caves and ruined mosques, listening not to sermons but to instructions. His voice didn’t rise. He didn’t need volume. Only logic.

“The enemy doesn’t care for your prayers or your dead,” he told them. “They respect results. So, we’ll give them ruin. Efficiently.”

What fueled him was not rage. Not the crude hunger for revenge that drove the young men to him.

His fury was colder. Structural. It grew in the cracks between promises and betrayals. The realization that ideologies were rented, not lived. That every government had a price, and most paid in foreign currency.

He no longer believed in causes. Only in outcomes.

The boy who once traced gears in ash and solved physics problems with broken pencils now watched global markets rise and fall alongside body counts.

No chant passed his lips. No martyrdom lit his eyes. His war had become a business.

Encrypted satellite phones replaced prayer beads. Offshore accounts replaced honorifics.

He didn’t declare his shift aloud, but he made it.

The cause was no longer faith.

It was leverage.

A Time for Vengeance 

February 2025

The wind in the Pir Panjal bit like broken teeth. Ice clung to his lashes and breath as he moved across the ridgeline, boots crunching through crusted snow. His ribs throbbed from old wounds. The cold amplified everything; every scar not visible, but felt, every splintered memory.

No names were spoken between him and the handlers, rogue RAW agents, guiding him through the pass. Just hand signals. Just silence.

The camouflaged entrance lay hidden beneath jagged granite: a narrow crevice that opened into a world the satellites couldn’t see. Signal scramblers buried under stone. Decoy heat generators. Barracks carved into the hillside. To the outside world, it didn’t exist.

Inside, he trained them.

Daylight brought the clatter of AKs, the hiss of shaped charges, the dull thuds of booted feet across frozen soil. His recruits were raw, half-starved, eyes wide with rage. He shaped that rage. Taught them how to move without being seen. How to kill clean. How to disappear.

They also called him Ustaad too, a name he was used to, never knowing his name was long buried in Kandahar’s ruins.

At night, frost crept up the windows, the generator lights flickered amber, and he hunched over a battered tablet. Maps. Surveillance stills. Intercepted chatter. Patterns that others missed.

Then, the message came.

No greeting. No pleasantries.


»  Proceed. Unleash the storm. Execute within 30 days.



As usual signed with a single -B.

He encrypted it instantly, then sat in silence, eyes drifting to the map on the table. Red ink marked embassies, trade envoys, and soft targets. Blue pins mapped infiltration corridors, Gilgit, Gwadar, diplomatic convoys. Green tags pulsed faintly: sleeper cells, already placed.

They thought they had recruited him.

But this... this had always been his endgame.

Not a bombing in an enclosed limited place.

Not a martyr’s video and slogans.

An orchestration... for the world to see, and his to profit.

He would build it to look like a Pakistani provocation, just believable enough to fracture regional alliances. To isolate Islamabad. To blindside Delhi. To send Beijing into retreat.

And while summits scrambled and borders locked, the real plan would unfold, backed by the one across the ocean. The one who spoke in encrypted haze and market forecasts.

Destabilize the world.

Profit from the chaos.

He stood, crossed to the wall-mounted mirror. The reflection stared back; new skin, unfamiliar, surgical. Smooth in places where flesh had once melted. He touched the edge of his jaw, then let his hand fall.

He didn’t need the old face.

Only the fire behind his eyes.

Pir Panjal Mountains – Training Grounds 

March 21, 2025 – 0547 Hrs. PKT 

The recruits knelt on frostbitten ground; knees pressed into ice. Breath fogged in the cold morning air; shoulders stiff with fear. The sun hadn’t yet cleared the peaks, and the mountains wore their silence like armor.

Ahab moved through them like a ghost.

No coat. No clipboard. Just black eyes and a calm face that made the cold seem incidental.
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