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In the chaos of post-war India during 60 & 70’s, when spies, smugglers, and scientists danced on the edge of a nuclear dawn, one name moved through the country’s classified corridors like a ghost — Zaif.

Once a scholar of ancient languages, now a rogue operative with no allegiance but truth, Zaif walks the tightrope between myth and machinery. He speaks the tongues of sages and the codes of satellites. His weapon is not only the gun but the mind — sharp, questioning, haunted.

But Zaif wasn’t born in this time. His journey began in the 1990s — a modern explorer investigating occult science — until a mysterious time crack pulled him across eras. Since then, he has reappeared in fragments of history, fighting shadows that repeat through time.

The “70’s Files” are one such fragment — his adventures in an India caught between faith and the atom, freedom and fear. These are missions that never reached the official records — until now.
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1 The Renewal of a Forbidden Mission
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Snow blew sideways across the runway like torn paper.

From the small window of the transport jeep, Zaif watched the grey outline of the airstrip at Gauchar military base dissolve into white. The mountains he had been living in for months were hidden now—only the blunt shapes of hangars, antennas and a lone windsock whipping like a wounded flag.

The jeep stopped with a small jerk.

Opposite him, wrapped in an olive greatcoat, Major Rathod flicked ash out of the half-open window and crushed the cigarette in his gloved fingers.

“Perfect weather for secrets,” he said.

Zaif gave a faint smile. “Perfect weather to stay inside and drink tea.”

Rathod’s hard face cracked just enough to show he’d heard the joke.

“Tea later. For now, Delhi wants ghosts.”

He opened the door. Cold slid in like a knife. They stepped out.

Beyond the tarmac, on the far edge of the base, a single Indian flag stood at half-mast in the storm. Not for any death that day—Zaif knew—but for a memory. For a mission the mountain had swallowed and never returned.

Nanda Devi.

The name itself felt like cold stone in his mind.

Months ago, in the monastery high above Joshimath, he’d heard it whispered by frightened monks and radio operators alike. The first attempt. The lost device. The Americans’ “machine that could hear China breathe.” The storm that never ended until the team came down without it.

Now, Rathod had come back with a jeep, a file, and that look in his eyes that said something: We’re going again.

They walked through the wind towards a squat bunker beside the control tower. A sentry saluted; Rathod returned it absent-mindedly.

Inside, warmth hit Zaif like a wall. The air smelled of dust, kerosene, and wet wool. A generator throbbed in the corner. Maps were pinned on boards; wireless sets murmured like distant insects.

A thick-shouldered officer in an Air Force sweater looked up from a table cluttered with files.

“Major Rathod. You’re late,” he said.

Rathod glanced at his watch. “No, Wing Commander, your clock is fast.”

The man snorted, then noticed Zaif. His eyes narrowed.

“This is him?”

“Yes,” Rathod said. “Zaif Khan. High-altitude experience. Knows these ranges now better than half your pilots. And—” He tapped his temple. “Trustworthy.”

Zaif said nothing. He was good at that.

The Wing Commander nodded slowly, then jerked his chin towards the inner room.

“They’re waiting.”

The briefing room was smaller than Zaif expected.

No big map table with toy soldiers. No dramatic spotlight. Just a wooden table, three chairs on one side, two on the other, and a steel thermos sweating on a tray.

But the air was heavier than outside. The kind of heaviness that came when people made decisions and pretended history wasn’t watching.

On the far side of the table sat a man with pale skin and tired blue eyes, wearing a dark parka instead of a uniform. Next to him, another foreigner, wiry, with a thin moustache and a nose that had been broken badly at least once. Both wore no insignia.

Between them, on the table, was a rectangular steel case with rounded corners. The kind that looked ordinary until someone told you it could poison a river.

“Major,” the blue-eyed man said. His Hindi was sharp, like it had been polished many times. “Thank you for coming.”

“Mr. Collins,” Rathod replied, nodding slightly. “And Mr. Hardy.”

The wiry one gave a small two-finger salute.

Zaif took the empty chair beside Rathod, his back to the door. A fan creaked above them, turning lazy circles.

On the Indian side sat the Wing Commander and a civilian in a plain Nehru jacket, hair thinning, eyes alert. No nameplate, but his presence told Zaif everything.

Intelligence. The kind even uniforms called “Sir.”

The man in the Nehru jacket spoke first.

“Let us begin. Time is short, and the mountain’s patience is shorter.”

He opened a thin file, glanced down once, then looked up at Zaif.

“Mr. Zaif Khan. You were not part of the first Nanda Devi mission. That is good.”

He tapped the file softly.

“This means you have no ghosts. Only orders.”

Zaif met his gaze. “I’ve seen enough ghosts in other places, Sir.”

A small shadow of a smile ghosted across the man’s lips.

“Excellent. You may call me Sharma. For the purpose of this operation, that will do.”

He nodded to the American.

“Mr. Collins, please.”

Collins pulled a small folder out of his parka and spread a series of black-and-white photographs on the table. Grainy ridges. A jagged summit. Arrows and notes in English.

Zaif recognised the outline at once.

Nanda Devi. The goddess mountain.

“Our agency,” Collins began slowly, picking his words, “in cooperation with your government, attempted to place a... listening device near the sanctuary last year.”

Rathod’s jaw tightened. He said nothing.

“The system consisted of two key components,” Collins continued. “One, a sensor array designed to monitor long-range missile tests from across the border.” He tapped a photo showing weird, skeletal metal frames. “Two, a power source—a SNAP generator using strontium. Very powerful, very reliable... and very unfriendly if something goes wrong.”

His eyes flicked up, as if checking whether the room remembered.

They did.

“The mission was hit by unprecedented weather,” the Wing Commander said flatly. “Your team cached the equipment at a high camp with our men. When they returned, the storm was still there. When the weather finally cleared and we went back, it was gone. All of it.”

“Gone,” Sharma repeated, as if tasting the word. “Swallowed by the mountain. Or by others.”

Silence sat between them for a moment.

Zaif looked at one of the photographs. A narrow ridge like a blade. A dot of a tent half-buried under snow. He tried to imagine a machine sitting up there, quietly humming, waiting to hear the tremors of rockets hundreds of miles away.

“It was our failure,” Collins said quietly. “Our risk. Our mess. And your geography.”

A small, bitter joke that no one smiled at.

“This time,” he continued, “we are doing it differently. No SNAP generator. No compact reactor. Just the sensor array and a series of plutonium fuel rods—sealed, shielded, far safer than last time. Less material. Lower yield. Easier to recover if...” He hesitated. “If necessary.”

Sharma’s gaze sharpened. “You are asking India to let you place nuclear material on one of its holiest peaks again.”

Collins nodded once.

“Because the threat we are listening for is also nuclear,” he said. “The Chinese aren’t halting their tests because we lost one device. They’re accelerating. You know this as well as we do.”

The Wing Commander exhaled slowly through his nose.

“And you can’t do this from your satellites?”

Hardy, the wiry American, finally spoke. His voice was rough, like gravel under boot.

“Sir, with respect, our birds see a lot, but not everything. Cloud cover. Orbit timings. Shadow angles.” He made a chopping motion with his hand. “Nothing like a set of ears sitting on a Himalayan throne.”

Zaif listened, storing every word. He had heard enough secrets in monasteries and mountain posts to know this was not just another clever toy.

Sharma turned his attention to him.

“Mr. Zaif. You have lived among these ridges. Climbed routes even our Sherpas advised against.”

Rathod’s eyebrow twitched as if in warning: answer carefully.

“Yes,” Zaif said. “I know the mountain moods better now. When she is pretending to sleep, when she is hunting.”

“So you understand the risk,” Sharma said.

Zaif thought of the monastery’s cracked prayer wheels, of monks murmuring mantras while the radio whispered about lost Americans. Of ridges that collapsed without warning, of friends he had buried under ice.

“I do,” he said.

Sharma leaned back.

“We want you embedded in the climb team as part of the Sherpa support,” he said. “Officially, you are a porter. Unofficially, you are our eyes and ears when the weather turns and when... politics shift.”

“What politics?” Zaif asked.

Sharma exchanged a look with Rathod.

Rathod took over.

“Delhi is uneasy,” he said. “Washington is uneasy. Beijing is watching everything. The first vanished device is already a problem on paper. If this one is compromised as well—stolen, tampered with, found by the wrong hands—it will not just be our mountain that bleeds. It will be our relations, our borders, our credibility.”
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