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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, and incidents portrayed in this book are either products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictional manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

The story may reference geopolitical events, national intelligence services, religious identities, or historical figures—including publicly known individuals such as political leaders—to support the fictional narrative. These references are not intended to target, defame, or misrepresent any country, religion, community, or institution. While real-life names or events may be mentioned, the narrative, characters, and interpretations are purely imaginative and are not intended to represent factual accounts or real individuals.

This story does not promote or endorse any political ideology or extremist belief. The views and actions of the characters do not represent those of any real-world entity.

This book contains scenes and themes involving military operations, espionage, and social conflicts, intended purely for storytelling and dramatic effect. Reader discretion is advised.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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The House of Faith
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14 March 2022 — 04:35 AM IST

Location: Baitul Imaan Bungalow, outskirts of Karachi

Tamara’s eyes fluttered open to the faint whimpering of her two-and-a-half-year-old daughter. “Him-ngh... Ami... Ami...” The cry was soft, almost like a half-formed word in a dream, but it was enough.

She turned instinctively, gently prying free her husband’s arm draped protectively across her waist. But Aasif, still half-asleep, only held her tighter — his breath warm against her shoulder.

"Aasif...", she whispered. "Hiba’s stirring. I’ll go soothe her and come back."

Tamara rose gently, careful not to disturb the faint warmth Aasif had left behind. His embrace had loosened just enough to let her slip away. She padded quietly to the adjacent room where Hiba’s crib stood near the curtained window.

The child was wide awake now — eyes blinking like tiny stars, fists curled at her sides. Tamara let out a soft smile and knelt beside the crib.

"What’s wrong, my little star? Couldn’t sleep, hmm?" she murmured, brushing her fingers tenderly across Hiba’s forehead.

The child responded not with words, but with instinct — her tiny arms reached out, tugging at her mother’s shawl with surprising urgency. Tamara leaned in and cradled her, lying down beside the crib on the floor mat as the child nestled against her chest.

It was in that quiet stillness that Aasif’s voice came from behind, mock indignation layered over the affection in his tone.

"Ya Allah... this is betrayal. I go to sleep with my wife, and by morning she’s been stolen by a two-foot-tall imposter?"

The moment Aasif’s voice echoed into the room, little Hiba clung to Tamara tighter, burying her face into her mother’s shoulder. Tamara chuckled, her hand instinctively stroking her daughter’s back.

"Look at her, Tamu...", Aasif said, amusement laced with mock grievance as he moved toward them.

Standing a solid six feet tall, broad-shouldered and impossibly agile for his size, Aasif made no effort to tiptoe. He simply folded himself — awkwardly and determinedly — into the tiny space beside the crib, trying to wedge himself between his daughter and his wife.

Hiba responded like a soldier defending occupied territory. She pushed at him with her soft little feet, face crumpling into a frown of protest.

"Oh, so now you’re kicking me too? No respect for your old man, huh?" he teased, grabbing her foot gently and pretending to bite it. "I’ll have to bite these toes off, see how you like that!"

That was all it took.

Hiba squealed and lunged upward, grabbing fistfuls of her father’s hair, tugging at it like she was trying to scalp a spy. Aasif played along, growling playfully, while Tamara looked on — half amused, half exasperated — as the two went to war on the mattress.

She rose with a soft smile and glanced toward the wall clock.

04:40 AM.

As Tamara made her way toward the door, Aasif’s voice came again, softer this time — almost boyish.

"Tamu... we went to bed so late last night. Stay a little longer, won’t you?"

She paused at the threshold, then turned back.

Her eyes met his — still half-lidded from sleep. She stepped back to him, knelt beside the mattress, and cradled his face in both hands.

Then, gently, she kissed his forehead.

"You and your little partner here will never let me sleep if I stay," she whispered. "Stay with your daughter. Get some rest. I’ll come back and wake you both at six-thirty."

She stood, wrapping the shawl tighter around herself, and stepped out into the hallway.

There were still twenty minutes left before Fajr — the pre-dawn prayer.

As Tamara stepped out of the bedroom, she spotted her father-in-law seated calmly in the wide, open hall, his eyes quietly scanning a worn hardcover book. The massive space, large enough to seat a hundred if needed, was cloaked in low silence, broken only by the faint tick of the wall clock and the whisper of early light crawling in from the high windows.

She walked over and greeted him softly.

"Subah bakhair, Susar..."

"Subah bakhair, Tamu."

"Wait — I’ll bring you some tea," she added with a smile.

Tamara turned and made her way briskly toward the kitchen beside the great hall. Her steps were quick, purposeful, yet not without a subtle imbalance — the kind that only those who truly knew her could detect.

Professor Shanawaz watched her quietly from his chair.

There was affection in his gaze... but also concern. A silent, knowing concern.

"Ya Allah... have mercy on my daughter-in-law," Professor Shanawaz prayed silently, watching her with gentle eyes. "She works so hard. Keep her body free from harm, O Lord... keep her strong."

A few minutes later, Tamara returned, carrying a porcelain cup of tea.

"For you," he said as she approached.

She smiled, placed the cup carefully into his hands. "Here you go, Susar." Then she turned back into the kitchen without waiting, reappearing shortly with another cup for herself before settling into the seat beside him.

"Looks like you’ve woken up quite early today..." she said, taking a slow sip.

"Yes, Tamu," he nodded. "There’s a lecture at the college today. They’ve changed the syllabus again. I’m revising for it now."

"What’s the topic?"

"Ethics and epistemology," he replied without looking up.

"Allah Hafiz..." she muttered playfully under her breath, pretending to be overwhelmed. Professor Shanawaz chuckled softly at her sarcasm.

"Alright then. I’m heading to the masjid," he said, rising.

"Alright, Susar... but where’s Saas (Mother-in-law)?" Tamara asked, her tone light, teasing.

Professor Shanawaz gave her a mischievous glance.

"That revolutionary old woman? She left by four. Vanished like a shadow," he said, chuckling under his breath.

As he moved through the hall and into the smaller reception room beyond — a space that could comfortably seat twenty — he reached up and turned on the overhead lights.

The sudden brightness startled a few household staff who had been dozing in corners, curled up on rugs or cushioned benches.

Shanawaz looked at them kindly. "Subah bakhair. No rush. Go ahead and rest a little more. But be up by six — or Aasif will lose his temper," he warned gently as he walked toward the front door.

One of the staff, already on his feet, rushed ahead to open it for him.

Seeing the driver already waiting by the gate, Shanawaz raised a hand.

"No need. I’ll walk."

He stepped past the small garden in front of the bungalow, the mist-draped hedges silent and still. The early morning air was cold, sharper than usual. Pulling his overcoat tighter, he fastened the buttons at his waist and turned slowly to glance back at the house.

The nameplate on the gate stood out clearly in the dim light:

Baitul Imaan — The House of Faith.

The sprawling bungalow stretched across nearly one and a half acres in the Fatehabad locality of Lahore, nestled deep within Pakistan’s Punjab province. Its address was clear, known to few but respected by many — Hasan Road.

Inside Baitul Imaan, everything — from the high-grade teak furniture to the ornate lighting fixtures — reflected a standard of global luxury. The bungalow’s rooftop featured manicured lawns and open balconies, each revealing the natural beauty and lush greenery that surrounded the estate.

The interiors followed a serene palette — a balance of soft white and pale green, chosen not for extravagance but for quiet dignity. Every room and hallway was lined with flowing white curtains, simple yet refined.

A separate prayer hall had been designed exclusively for the family, large enough to accommodate twenty people offering namaz at once. Across its three levels, the mansion offered eight spacious bedrooms, each reserved for family members or special guests, with no detail overlooked.

And everywhere — through the walls, curtains, and circulating air — drifted the faint scent of artificial musk and ambergris, delicately engineered but deeply persistent.

The pale green exterior of the bungalow stood in stark contrast to the deep, mature foliage surrounding it. Neem trees and blooming gulmohars framed the estate in quiet symmetry, shielding it with nature’s own architecture.

Near the front gate, two armed security personnel — assigned by the government — stood in still vigilance, their rifles slung tight, their presence unspoken but unmistakable.

To the front and rear of Baitul Imaan, two small but meticulously tended gardens brought bursts of color and calm to the property. At the gate, two polished nameplates were fixed in both Urdu and English — one reading:

Aasif Shanawaz

(Nuclear Physicist & Metallurgical Engineer)

The other:

Shanawaz Usmani

(Vice-Chancellor, Islamia College, Punjab University)

Professor Shanawaz made his way slowly down the road, turning eastward toward Ibrahim Masjid, just under a kilometer away.

Within minutes, the air filled with the layered echoes of morning — the Adhan ringing out from minarets across the neighborhood, calling the faithful to prayer.

"Allahu Akbar, Allahu Akbar... Ashhadu an la ilaha illallah..."

The melodic call to prayer rose clearly from every mosque around the neighborhood. Though recited from different minarets, the cadence was unified, a single voice in the early stillness.

Shanawaz reached Ibrahim Masjid a few minutes later. He removed his shoes at the designated rack and stepped into the ablution area. There, he performed wudu — the ritual purification — washing his face, hands, and feet in quiet sequence, the water cold against his skin.

As he entered the main hall of the mosque, the soft, sacred scent of attar filled the air. It wasn’t overwhelming — just enough to ground the senses, to remind him of divinity without distraction.

He stepped forward and joined the line of men already assembled, standing shoulder to shoulder, and began his prayer.

****
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14 March 2022 — 07:00 AM IST

New Delhi, Lodhi Road — CGO Complex

Inside the CGO Complex on Lodhi Road, at the Deendayal Antyodaya Bhavan, the RAW (Research and Analysis Wing) training facility was already in full swing.

Amrutha was on the mat, leading a Taekwondo session for a group of junior agents — sharp, fast, and entirely in control. Dressed in a fitted combat tee and black training pants, she moved like a blade honed by repetition.

"Guys, you need to strike just below the neck — right here near the clavicle," she explained, demonstrating the blow with surgical precision. "It’s one of the body's soft targets — ideal for disabling quickly without killing."

With a male trainee volunteering as the demonstration dummy, she illustrated the strike, her knuckles snapping into position with fluid momentum.

The session lasted thirty minutes.

By the end of it, she was dripping with sweat, her expression unreadable, her body calm. She walked briskly to the women’s locker room, showered in ten minutes, and re-emerged — her posture no different, but her presence colder.

She walked straight to the officers’ canteen, picked up a coffee and two slices of bread with a folded omelette, and sat at a corner table without making eye contact with anyone.

Amrutha stood five foot five — with a well-toned frame, wheatish complexion, and the kind of silent authority that didn’t need reinforcement. Yet, even without trying, she drew attention. Eyes from nearby tables followed her instinctively, measuring her presence without a word.

Just as she took her first bite, a voice broke the ambient hum.

"May I join you?"

She looked up.

Standing beside her was Deputy Secretary Vasudev Menon.

He looked around forty, tall and solidly built, dressed in a sharp court suit. His skin was deep-toned, his moustache neatly trimmed — a face that conveyed both calculation and restraint.

"Good morning, sir. Please, have a seat."

Amrutha gestured politely, shifting her tray slightly as Vasudev Menon settled into the chair across from her. He took a slow sip of his coffee before leaning in with a quiet, measured voice.

"Amrutha... we’ve received an alert from internal intelligence in South India — particularly Tamil Nadu. There’s been a noticeable spike in Chinese infiltration efforts in the region."

She didn’t blink.

"Yes, sir. I’ve been tracking that too. And... something else has been bothering me."

She lowered her voice a notch.

"The sudden Chinese obsession with learning Tamil. It’s not just cultural exchange — something about it doesn’t sit right."

"Not all good, not all bad," Vasudev said with a wry smile, setting down his cup.

He leaned back slightly, voice calm but laced with calculation.

"The relationship between the Chinese and the Cholas dates back even before the second century BCE. Even during the medieval and later Chola periods, diplomatic ties between the two regions remained strong and relatively healthy."

He paused, letting the weight of that history settle.

"In today’s context, Indo-Chinese relations are still economically significant. Multiple Chinese corporations operate within India — from IT to manufacturing — all under the framework of our commercial laws. On the surface, it’s legitimate trade."

Then his tone shifted.

"But no matter how sound the reasons may appear, China has never — and will never — support India diplomatically the way it openly backs Pakistan. And let’s not forget — in the UN Security Council, the only nation that consistently blocks India’s bid for permanent membership... is China."

He narrowed his eyes.

"A country doesn’t invest in mastering a foreign language unless it plans to extract value from it. And China never plays a losing game."

"There’s a massive labor shortage in South India," Amrutha said, her tone sharper now. "Nobody cares if the worker’s from Assam or an illegal Bangladeshi migrant — all they want is cheap labor. That’s all that matters to them."

She smirked, stirring her coffee.

"And our own people? Most can’t tell the difference between someone from Assam, Nepal, or even China. Same facial features, same assumptions — that’s how blind the system is."

Vasudev smiled faintly, acknowledging the bitter truth behind her words.

"Which is why the top brass wants a dedicated team assembled," he said. "We need a detailed report — where the Chinese are entering in greater numbers, which languages they’re learning aggressively, and what their real objectives might be."

He paused, then looked at her directly.

"You should lead the team."

"Sure, sir."

Vasudev nodded, standing from his chair and adjusting the cuff of his suit.

"Alright. There’s a meeting today at 4 PM regarding this. I’ll introduce you to your team there. See you then."

As he turned to leave, Amrutha called out softly.

"Sir... is there anything you can tell me about Sagar?"

Vasudev paused for a moment.

Then, stepping close, he placed a firm hand on her shoulder — supportive, but final.

"We lost him... a long time ago."

Without another word, he walked away, his steps composed and unhurried.

Amrutha sat still, staring at the space he’d just left, her silence echoing louder than any response. 

"Damn it, Sagar... where the hell are you?" she muttered inwardly, her expression unreadable.

At that very moment, hundreds of miles away — in the Fatehabad area of Lahore, Pakistan — on the third floor of the Baitul Imaan bungalow on Hasan Road, Aasif was locked in a storm of motion.

He was pummeling a suspended punching bag with a flurry of controlled, ruthless blows — the movements drilled deep from years of Taekwondo discipline, but carried out now with the fury of a man pushing against invisible walls.
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Chapter 2
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Mission Karma: Classified
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14 March 2022 — 07:00 AM IST

Baitul Imaan Bungalow, Lahore, Pakistan

Aasif's fists drove into the punching bag like live rounds — relentless, rapid, with the kind of fury that no longer belonged to training.

Behind him, a voice broke the rhythm.

"Ohh mere Khuda..."

He turned. Tamara stood at the doorway, a glass tumbler in hand — filled with warm milk steeped with crushed pistachios and a trace of cardamom. Her expression hovered somewhere between amusement and disbelief.

"Just leave it there, Tamu... I’m four moves away. Let me finish this set and I’ll come," he said, breath sharp, body still wired from the surge.

Tamara didn’t respond immediately. She looked around the third-floor gym space, confirming they were alone.

Then, without warning, she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him — tightly, firmly, almost with urgency.

Aasif blinked. "Tamu... I’m drenched in sweat. Doesn’t that bother you?"

She didn’t flinch.

"I’ve always loved the scent of the man I love," she whispered. "Why would I ever be repulsed by your sweat? When I was struggling, when I was helpless, my shohar—my husband—never looked at me with disgust. Why would I see any in you now?"

Aasif softened. He gently pulled her closer, brushing his fingers along her left arm in slow, reassuring strokes.

"Looks like the physiotherapy’s working well..." Aasif said softly, his voice laced with quiet observation.

"It is, Shohar..." Tamara replied, still resting against him.

Aasif pulled back slightly and looked at her with a mild frown.

"Tamu... how many times have I told you? Just call me Aasif. Not Shohar. You’re not in Afghanistan anymore. You live in Baitul Imaan — a home where women are respected and free."

His tone softened.

"And when I hear you say my name... it makes it feel like the most beautiful word I’ve ever known."

Tamara smiled faintly, lowering her eyes.

"Alhamdulillah," she whispered.

Aasif looked at Tamara closely.

She glowed like a moon held gently within the frame of her white hijab — pale, poised, radiant.

He pulled her toward him with quiet tenderness, leaned in, and lightly caught one of her rose-petal lips between his own. She responded for a moment, her body softening into his.

Then, something shifted.

As he wrapped his arms around her, Aasif noticed it — a faint weakness in the pressure of her left hand. He paused and gently pulled back.

Tamara, still slightly dazed by his kiss, blinked. "What is it, Aasif?"

"Are you in pain?" he asked quietly. "Am I making things harder for you?"

She gave a small, dismissive smile, silently assuring him that she wasn’t.

Without another word, she picked up the glass of milk from the table and extended it to him. He accepted it, downed it in one breath, and handed the empty tumbler back.

As Tamara walked away, Aasif watched her closely — the way she leaned ever so slightly to one side as she moved.

"As soon as this mission is over, I’m taking her to California. Or London. Somewhere she can get proper treatment..." Aasif thought to himself.

By nine o’clock, freshly showered and dressed, he walked into the dining hall. There, right in the middle of the table, sat his two-and-a-half-year-old daughter, Hiba — cross-legged and completely unbothered by etiquette.

"Cutie..." he said gently, kissing her on the head.

"Baba... sa...mos..." she said in her baby-soft voice, struggling with the word.

Aasif smiled. "What is it, Hiba? Did Ami make samosas for you?"

The little girl nodded up and down enthusiastically, confirming with all the sincerity of toddler diplomacy.

Just then, Tamara entered the room carrying a small bowl. She served halwa puri onto Aasif’s plate — thin fried bread paired with a sweet paste made from sesame, sugar syrup, and egg whites.

She added a few small chicken samosas beside it without a word.

Tamu stood beside the table, quietly watching Aasif eat with focused hunger. There was a softness in her gaze — not pride, just quiet contentment.

Aasif looked up, reached for her hand, and gently tugged her down to sit beside him.

"Tamu... come, eat something."

"It’s okay, Aasif," she replied with a faint smile.

"You never listen when I ask nicely, do you?" he said, teasing. Then he tore off a large piece of halwa puri and, without ceremony, pressed it gently but firmly into her mouth.

Tamu blushed, glancing around in embarrassment as she chewed.

He reached for another bite, but she caught his hand midair, stopping him gently.

"That’s enough, Aasif. You eat now. You’ve got work to get to."

Aasif smiled, eyes locked on hers.

"There was a time when, if someone had asked me to choose between a family and my country, I’d have closed my eyes and said — my motherland comes first. No hesitation."

He paused, his voice lower now.

"But that’s changed, Tamu. I won’t leave this house unless you’ve eaten. Even if the Prime Minister of this country calls for me... I won’t care."

Tamu gave him a playful glare.

"Aasif... if love could kill, you’d be the most dangerous man alive," she said, half-mocking. "Now get going already."

She finally coaxed him into finishing his breakfast and nudged him out of the house.

By the time Aasif stepped out, a compact suitcase was already in his hand — promptly taken by his assistant who awaited him at the gate. The two of them walked to the black Mercedes-Benz idling at the driveway.

The car pulled out immediately.

Ahead of it, a military jeep led the convoy — part of the security detail assigned to Aasif.

****
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10:00 AM — Lahore

Inside the Pakistan Atomic Research Center, the secured section handling nuclear fuel reserves was a hive of controlled chaos. Technicians, engineers, and officers moved briskly, reviewing charts, inspecting readings, and ensuring protocols were airtight.

One officer, clearly from Aasif's division, was pacing with urgency.

"Quickly — the moment he walks in, he’s going to ask about the nuclear fuel waste locks. Make sure that report is ready and waiting!" he barked, setting the team into motion.

A young engineer standing nearby asked, a little too innocently,

"Sir... you and he are the same rank, right? Why do you sound like you’re afraid of him?"

The officer gave a tight, sheepish laugh.

"Aasif studied nuclear engineering in Japan. Gold medalist. The U.S. and Russia both tried to pull him in with multi-million dollar offers. He turned them down."

He paused.

"Said his knowledge belongs to his motherland. No one else."

He lowered his voice slightly.

"Sometimes, he just disappears — no notice, no updates. But when he’s here, he’s razor-sharp. Strict. If he even suspects negligence..."

He trailed off and tapped the back of his neck.

"It sends a chill down your spine, believe me."

And just as the last word left his mouth —

Aasif entered the facility.

He stood well over six feet tall — pale-skinned, with a dense, defined moustache and a solid, coiled build that radiated strength. The warm smile and gentle demeanor he wore just forty minutes earlier at home were now gone, replaced by the steel expression of a man in command.

Aasif headed straight to his office, immersing himself in the day’s operational details. While reviewing classified documents, a secure call came through — directly from the country's military commander.

Aasif answered instantly.

"Aasif reporting, sir."

"Aasif, the personnel you requested — they’re ready. When can training begin?"

"In two more weeks, sir."

"Good. And Aasif... can you meet me this evening?"

"With pleasure, sir."

As the call disconnected, Aasif leaned back in his chair and allowed himself a rare, brief smile.

"Alhamdulillah..." he murmured under his breath.

By Allah’s grace, the plan is falling into place. And soon... it will be complete.

The thought settled in his mind like a silent oath.

****
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14 March 2022 — 4:00 PM IST

New Delhi, Lodhi Road – CGO Complex

Inside the RAW department’s conference room at the CGO Complex, Vasudev Menon stood at the head of the table. In front of him sat Amrutha and a handful of newly assembled operatives — alert, waiting, some skeptical, others curious.

He gestured toward her.

"This is Amrutha — Senior Field Officer in External Intelligence, Counter-Terrorism, and Covert Operations," he announced. "She will be your boss."

A few heads turned. Some looked intrigued. Others straightened in their seats.

Vasudev moved down the line, introducing each operative one by one — a mix of tech specialists, language analysts, surveillance experts, and two trained field agents.

Then he turned back to Amrutha.

"Amrutha, you can take the lead now. And every two days, I expect a full update on your movements."

With that, he stepped aside.

Once Vasudev stepped out of the room, Amrutha rose and reintroduced herself to the group with quiet authority.

Then she got straight to the point.

"So, here’s the breakdown. There are seven of you — three women, four men — and each of you will be deployed to a different state. Your assignment is intelligence gathering, but your cover will be as language instructors in regional language training centers."

She scanned their faces one by one.

"You’ll each receive your false identities and documentation by tomorrow morning. Until then, stay sharp and stay quiet."

She paused for effect.

"Your core task is simple — observe the Chinese nationals. Watch where they go, how they behave, and especially... why they’re so interested in mastering local Indian languages."

Her voice hardened slightly.

"Don’t engage. Just watch. And every day, I want a full report — in my hands, before 9:00 PM. No exceptions."

The team nodded in unison — silent acknowledgment of orders received.

"Any questions?" Amrutha asked, scanning the room.

"Yes, ma’am," one of the women raised her hand.

"Please, call me Amrutha. Go ahead."

"Amrutha... you said we need to observe the Chinese nationals learning regional languages. But in any given center, there’ll be a large group of students. Monitoring every one of them sounds... overwhelming."

Amrutha didn’t flinch.

"Very good. That’s a sharp question."

She paced once along the length of the table.

"Let’s take Gujarat, for example. You’ll be posted as a Gujarati language instructor. Don’t waste your energy watching the ones scoring high marks or speaking with textbook grammar — they’re too polished to be genuine."

She paused, eyes narrowing slightly.

"Focus instead on those who speak the local dialects fluently — the ones who sound too natural, too embedded. Because those are the ones we didn’t teach... and the ones we need to worry about."

As the meeting concluded and Amrutha stepped out of the conference room, a voice called out behind her.

"Amrutha..."

She turned to see Bapitha, one of the junior officers, hurrying to catch up.

"Yes, Bapitha?" Amrutha replied with a polite smile.

"I hope you don’t mind... but can I ask you something personal?"

Amrutha nodded. "Go ahead."

"Did you and Mr. Sagar Sharma really complete Mission Karma together?"

The smile faded from Amrutha’s face in an instant — replaced by a faint, unreadable stillness. But she recovered quickly, masking the sting with a composed nod.

"Yes."

Bapitha’s eyes lit up.

"Please... it was such an amazing story. Could you tell me more about it?"

Amrutha looked at Bapitha for two steady seconds. Her expression remained neutral.

"Submit a written request to Mr. Vasudev Menon," she said calmly. "Get his authorization and hand it over to the documents section. They’ll give you access to the classified files on Mission Karma. Everything you want to know is in there."

Bapitha opened her mouth again.

"But the kind of risks you both took — the way you—"

Amrutha cut her off.

"Bapitha... it’s been more than ten minutes since your mission officially started."

Her tone had changed — sharper now. "Focus on that. Starting tomorrow, you report directly to me. And on this assignment, you’ve not been cleared for any weapons. So stay alert, stay low, and stay smart."

She paused.

"Now you must leave."

Bapitha nodded quickly, her curiosity shrinking beneath the weight of command. She turned and walked away, her steps quiet.

After Bapitha left, Amrutha muttered under her breath, anger rising through her clenched jaw.

"Mission Karma... my foot."

That night, back in her apartment, sleep refused to come. The silence gnawed at her — not peaceful, but accusing.

She got up, walked to the cabinet, and unlocked it with a metallic click. Inside, behind a row of neatly aligned books, sat a high-end bottle of imported rum.

She opened it without hesitation, poured half a glass, and drank it down in three sharp gulps — no ice, no pause.

Within minutes, the burn spread through her chest, her limbs warming, her balance subtly shifting.

She walked, unsteady but determined, to a side cupboard. From within, she pulled out a single photo.

In it, a man in his thirties — strong, calm, eyes full of intent — had his arm wrapped firmly around her. Amrutha was smiling. Not posing. Smiling.

She stared at it in silence.

Then the tears came.

And then the rage.

"Sagar... bastard. Where are you?" she shouted into the empty room.
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Chapter 3
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Operation: Crossline Tender
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15 March 2022 — 10:00 AM PKT

Pakistan Aviation Unit, Lahore

Inside the stark, steel-lined briefing room of the Pakistan Aviation Unit (PAU) headquarters in Lahore, Aasif stood before a senior officer of the air command.

The commander’s face was unreadable. His tone, less so.

"The Commander was disappointed with you. He waited yesterday — for nothing."

"Ana Aasifon Jiddaan (I’m truly sorry)..." Aasif replied in fluent Arabic, his voice calm but firm. "I was handling nuclear fuel protocols. I couldn’t just walk away mid-procedure."

The officer didn’t look convinced.

He fixed his gaze on Aasif.

"Fine. But you’re aware the Chinese government is about to hand over their aircraft carrier — the nuclear-powered one."

Aasif nodded.

The officer continued.

"You’re also aware it runs on a nuclear propulsion system — which is why the Commander came to you. He wanted your expertise."

Aasif’s eyes narrowed slightly.

"So tell me — if I say we shouldn't accept that carrier, will the entire plan be scrapped?"

The senior officer stiffened. "Watch your tone. You’re speaking to someone senior, Aasif. Mind it."

Aasif didn’t flinch.

"Senior or junior... Commander General or technician — we all serve the same nation. If we forget that, ranks mean nothing."

He stepped forward, his voice still low but unmistakably firm.

"We keep borrowing from China like they’re our lifeline — and all we’re doing is mortgaging our sovereignty, piece by piece."

"Aasif — shut up. Do you even hear yourself?"

"A hundred percent. Allah ki kasam."

Aasif’s voice held steady.

"If you had a motorcycle or a car you've used for years — and someone offers to buy it at a good price, wouldn’t you sell? That’s exactly what China’s doing. Offloading aging military assets for diplomatic leverage."

He leaned closer, unblinking.

"Look across the border. The Indian Navy already has carriers like this. We just want to match the optics. That’s all this is — projection."

The senior officer’s anger flared.

"Aasif, this decision was made collectively — by our nation’s top scientists, economic advisors, military command, and the Prime Minister himself. You're not in a position to question it."

Aasif didn’t blink.

"Maybe I don’t know everything those men have stolen from this country... but I know enough about the ship China’s offering us."

"And what exactly do you claim to know about that carrier?"

Without waiting for permission, Aasif calmly pulled the chair in front of him and sat down.

Another officer standing nearby bristled. "Aasif! This is unacceptable — you don’t just sit before your superiors without being told. Where’s your sense of respect?"

Aasif crossed one leg over the other, smiled faintly.

"A man who speaks the truth need only fear Allah — no one else."

He leaned forward, voice level.

"Now listen carefully. I’ll tell you what I know about the Chinese aircraft carrier they’re handing over — and why this entire deal is laced with danger."

"The name of the carrier is Viaoning," Aasif began.

"It was originally laid down in 1985 for the Soviet Navy — under the name Viga. In 1988, it was renamed Paryag. But after the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991, the ship was handed over — free of charge — to Ukraine."

He paused for a breath. None of the men interrupted.

"In 1998, China purchased the vessel. They refurbished it, reverse-engineered much of its structure, and by 2012, began operating it under its current name — Viaoning. Now, they’re offering it to us."

His tone grew colder.

"And we’re getting ready to rename it — maybe Ghori. Or Ghaznavi. Another ancient name to wrap old hardware in borrowed glory."

The room was tense. Eyes stared at Aasif — some shocked, others furious.

He didn’t care.

"Our people believe we’re acquiring something new. Something powerful. Poor souls — still living with hope, with faith in their nation. They pay taxes honestly. They serve without asking questions."

One of the officers spoke, his voice tight.

"So you’re saying we don’t need this carrier? Are you aware how much of a threat India poses at sea?"

"Sir... do you know why India isn’t raising strong objections to this?" Aasif asked calmly.

"They’re watching. Quietly. And that should have made us pause right there. If China is offering us this carrier and India isn’t resisting it — we should’ve known something was off."

He didn’t wait for a response.

"An aircraft carrier cannot operate in isolation. That’s military basics. Any combat-ready carrier must be accompanied by a strike group — five additional vessels at minimum: missile destroyers, attack submarines, a mine-clearing support unit, and a supply ship."

One of the officers snapped.

"You think we don’t know that?"

Aasif didn’t back down.

"We’re borrowing money just to buy this one carrier. Mortgaging the country, piece by piece. Do you honestly think China will hand over the support fleet for free?"

That stung.

Another officer slammed his hand on the table.

"Let’s stick to your assigned role with this carrier. Talk about what you are responsible for — nothing else."

Aasif leaned back slightly, his voice flat with technical precision.

"The aircraft carrier is powered by a nuclear reactor. The fissile material inside the reactor splits atoms to release energy in the form of heat. That heat creates high-pressure steam. The steam drives the turbines — which in turn power the propulsion engines and generate onboard electricity."

He paused, looking each officer in the eye.

"My job is to train the propulsion engine officers who’ll be stationed on that carrier. That’s it. I will do my job."

He stood.

"Pakistan Zindabad."

And without waiting for clearance or courtesy, Aasif turned and walked out of the room — spine straight, footsteps confident, leaving silence and tension in his wake.

The officers behind him exchanged cold glances.

One of them immediately grabbed the telephone receiver from the desk and began dialing.

After a brief pause, the line connected.

He spoke in a low, formal tone, recapping the exchange with Aasif in detail — respectful, but tight-lipped.

On the other end, the listener remained silent through the entire report.

When the officer finished, the voice responded — quiet, but razor-sharp:

"From now on, do not assign him to anything without checking with me first. I warn you... he is dangerous."

The call was cut.

****
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On the crowded Fort Villas Road in Lahore, Tamara stepped into a large butcher shop named Shabbir Mutton & Beef Shop.

The moment she entered, a few female staff members looked up from behind the counters.

"Assalamu Alaikum, Begum Sahiba..."

Tamara offered a gentle smile and replied as she passed them,

"Wa Alaikum... Salaam."

The shop was alive with motion. On one side, customers — mostly men — were queuing neatly, purchasing cuts of goat and beef. On the other side, the staff moved with practiced efficiency, blades flashing, scales clicking.

A few regular customers noticed Tamara and greeted her with quiet smiles. She nodded back, polite but focused.

Just then, a young man, around twenty-five, stepped forward and took the slightly heavy basket from her hand.

"Let me carry that, Bhabhi," he said cheerfully.

Tamara looked at him with a gentle smile.

"Fareed... did you and Saas eat anything yet?"

The young man — Fareed Ahmad Shanawaz — shook his head.

"Not yet, Bhabhi. We've had a rush of customers this morning."

Tamara nodded.

"Insha’Allah," she murmured — then added firmly, "You should eat first. It’s already past eleven."

Without waiting for a response, she stepped inside the butchering section of the shop.

There, her mother-in-law and two other women were working at full pace — cutting the meat in precise, clean slices tailored to customer preferences.

All three wore brown uniform shirts and pants, with aprons layered over them. Below the waist, they had on protective rexine trousers, and both hands were covered in thick vinyl gloves — the kind designed not just for hygiene, but endurance.

Asma was speaking firmly to a woman customer at the counter.

"I’ve added beef liver and marrow just like you asked. Feed it properly to those boys of yours. You’re raising children, not fasting monks," she scolded with rough affection, handing over a bag filled with neatly wrapped meat cuts.

"Ami... I didn’t bring enough money today..." the woman said hesitantly.

Asma shot her a quick glare.

"Did I ask you for the price? Give what you have."

Her tone was curt, but not cruel — just seasoned with too many years of hard mornings.

Just then, a louder voice broke in.

"Assalamu Alaikum, Saas..."

Asma turned, and her face softened into a wide smile.

"Wa Alaikum Salaam, Bahu..."

Tamara nodded politely, then looked to the two women working nearby.

"You two, take over for now."

Without waiting for a reply, she gently took her mother-in-law’s hand and began leading her toward the adjacent room.

"No, Tamu... don’t grab my hand like that, let go..." Asma protested in her half-serious voice, trailing behind her daughter-in-law.

Tamara ignored her mother-in-law’s mild protest and led her firmly into the side room.

Inside, Fareed was already seated, halfway through his meal.

Seeing Asma, he grinned.

"Ami... Bhabhi brought roti and nihari today."

Asma gave him a mock glare.

"And you didn’t even wait to ask if we’d eaten, just sat and started gobbling it down..."

Fareed shrugged with a smirk.

"Because I knew Bhabhi wouldn’t let you leave without eating."

Asma unfastened her apron and hung it on the wall hook beside the washbasin. She washed her hands briskly and returned to sit down at the small table.

By then, Tamara had already placed two soft rotis and a generous helping of meat gravy onto a porcelain plate and set it gently in front of her.

"Did you eat, Tamu?" Asma asked, breaking a piece of roti.

"Yes, Saas. Hiba insisted on coming with me today, so I had to settle her first," Tamara replied.

Asma's face tightened slightly.

"Don’t bring her here again, Tamu. Aasif’s already angry that you come at all — if you start bringing Hiba too, he’ll lose his temper. Besides, when kids see a place like this, they lose their appetite for food. You know that."

She dipped the roti into the nihari gravy, took a bite, chewed slowly — then her expression changed.

"Hmm... Oh my God, Tamu... even that Naheed Ansari can’t match your hand with spices."

At that, Fareed grinned and added with a smirk,

"Even if you didn’t compliment her, Bhabhi would still bring food every day."

Asma turned to him sharply,

"You shut your mouth."

"It’s alright, Saas... you go ahead and finish eating. I’ll sit at the counter for a bit," Tamara said gently, stepping out of the side room.

The shop was quieter now. Only a couple of customers remained, and they, too, soon left. Tamara turned to one of the women workers.

"Did everyone eat?"

"Yes, Begum Sahab," came the respectful reply.

Tamara sat behind the counter, organizing the bundles of currency neatly — routine work, her mind drifting. But then something caught her eye. A few of the notes in the bundle felt off — wrong color, wrong texture.

Indian rupees.

She held them up in quiet disbelief, flipping them under the light to be sure. There was no mistake.

When Asma returned from the back, wiping her hands on a cloth, Tamara asked,

"Saas... someone handed over Indian currency notes. Didn’t you notice?"

Asma blinked, surprised.

"Oh no, I didn’t, Tamu... Today’s crowd was too much. I wasn’t keeping a close watch."

"You're right, Saas... even if the customer underpays a little, we can overlook it. But what are we supposed to do with Indian currency?" Tamara asked, her brow furrowed, fingers tapping the counter rhythmically.

"Just hold onto it, Tamu," Asma replied matter-of-factly. "This isn’t the first time. It’s happened twice before. Once we have enough, we’ll convert them at an exchange counter."

Just then, Fareed walked in from the shop floor, wiping a streak of meat juice from his arm.

"Ami, try explaining that to Bhai (Aasif)... then you'll understand," he said under his breath.

The moment those words left his mouth, both Tamara and Asma fell silent. Their faces dimmed, like someone had pulled the shutters down on a bright window.

The air around them suddenly felt heavier — not with fear, but with a shared, unspoken burden.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4
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Tampered Notes and Triggered Alarms
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15 March 2022 – 20:00 PM

Baitul-Imaan Bungalow, Lahore, Pakistan

In the quiet dusk that hung like a shroud over Lahore, the rear garden of the Bait-ul-Iman bungalow came alive with laughter. Amid the carefully manicured hedges and the aged bougainvillaea trellis, little Hiba was gleefully chasing a small foot ball, her innocent squeals echoing into the cooling air. Matching her step for step—albeit a tad clumsily—was Tamara, her hijab fluttering as she struggled to keep up.

From the shadowed threshold of the veranda, Aasif stood watching them, arms crossed, his face lit with an affectionate smile that masked the unease behind his eyes. His gaze lingered on Tamara’s movements—specifically her faltering left leg. Every time her foot met the ground with the slightest imbalance, a flicker of concern danced across his expression.

"What’s the matter, Aasif? Watching your wife like that, anyone would think you were seeing her for the first time," came a voice both warm and firm with age.

Aasif turned to see his father, Shahnawaz, approaching with a subtle smile resting on his weathered face. The old man’s gait was steady, his presence grounding—as it had always been. They sat facing each other at the small table tucked into the corner of the garden, under the soft glow of the setting sun.

Aasif folded his arms across his chest, exhaling slowly. His eyes remained on Tamara, who was playing gently with Hiba under the bougainvillea. Her left leg, slightly dragging, did not escape his notice. It tore at him silently.

"I feel helpless, Baba... She needs treatment. She should be in California or London, not here. But I can’t leave Pakistan now. There’s just too much at stake. And I don’t know what to do anymore."

Shahnawaz looked at his son for a long moment, nodding slowly. The smile was gone now. What remained was quiet understanding.

"What can we do, beta? You know she won’t go without you. She said it clearly. If it weren’t for that, Asma and I would’ve taken her ourselves long ago."

Just then, a voice broke the quiet rhythm of the evening.

"What are father and son so seriously discussing over here?" asked Asma with a knowing smile, as she approached with a tray of steaming glasses filled with warm almond milk. A few steps behind her walked Fareed, measured and hesitant.

"Everyone take a glass... Hiba dear, come drink your milk," Asma instructed warmly, placing the tray on the table.

Tamara gently led Hiba by the hand and took a seat beside the others, settling onto one of the wooden benches. Her movements were soft, yet visibly strained.

Noticing Fareed still standing to the side, Tamara gestured to him with a gentle invitation. "Come on, you too. Sit down and join us."

Fareed hesitated. His eyes darted quickly toward Aasif and then away, signaling silently with a subtle shift of his eyes—an unspoken deference. “Bhai’s here,” his glance seemed to say.

Aasif’s jaw tightened. His eyes locked onto Fareed with a flicker of stern disapproval. The tension was subtle but unmistakable.

Asma caught it instantly.

"Why are you staring Fareed now?" she asked, her tone curious but edged with concern.

"Ami... neither Baba nor I ever wanted you to be in this business. And now you've dragged him into it too... Fareed has a B.Sc. in Electronics, and instead of finding a job that matches his education, he’s cutting meat in this shop with you.” Aasif snapped, visibly frustrated.

"Aasif... please..." Tamara pleaded softly, trying to calm him.

Hearing her gentle voice, Aasif picked up little Hiba from Tamara’s lap and placed her on his own. With a playful grin, he said,

"My little star still hasn’t finished her milk? If Hiba doesn’t drink her milk now, Fareed’s going to get a beating later," he teased.

Immediately, Hiba grasped the small glass with both her tiny hands and began gulping the milk in quick swallows, making everyone around laugh at the sight. Once she finished, she hopped off Aasif’s lap and dashed over to Fareed, wrapping herself tightly around his legs.

Fareed immediately glanced at Aasif, who snapped, "Do you need my permission even to lift her? Don’t overact, will you?"

Tamara gently interjected, "Aasif, just a suggestion... maybe it’s time to consider Fareed’s nikah. Muharram is only two months away."

Asma chimed in with approval, "Well said, Tamu. At least you care about your brother-in-law’s future. May Allah bless both father and son with good sense." Fareed, embarrassed, smiled sheepishly.

Shahnawaz added thoughtfully, "I’ve already spoken to Ebra’s father. But they seem a bit hesitant... mainly because Fareed works in the meat shop. It’s making them uncomfortable."

"Ya Allah... that same man comes to our shop for good meat and always praises Fareed," Asma said with frustration. "He keeps saying there aren't boys like Fareed anymore... but when it comes to giving his daughter, he hesitates?"

Shahnawaz gently patted her shoulder and said calmly, "Insha Allah." Turning to Aasif, he asked, "Can we arrange some kind of government job for him?"

Aasif responded with a faint smile, "Our government is already struggling to pay its current employees... there’s a hiring freeze in most departments. But I’ll try what I can."

Just then, Tamara turned to Aasif and said, “I forgot to tell you—someone gave Indian rupee notes at our mutton shop today.”

Aasif looked shocked. “What are you saying, Tamu?” he asked in disbelief.

Asma chimed in, “Yes, it’s true... this isn’t the first time. It happened once before too. I didn’t notice because I was too caught up with the customers.”

“Where are those rupee notes now?” Aasif asked, concerned.

Fareed quickly replied, “I deposited the day’s full collection at the evening in bank... but those Indian rupees, I kept them aside in the drawer.”

Noticing the growing concern on Aasif’s face, Shahnawaz asked gently, “Aasif... is there a problem?”

“I’m not entirely sure, Baba...” Aasif muttered, pulling out his cellphone and dialing a number. As soon as the line connected, he said, “Install CCTV cameras on every side of our mutton shop by tomorrow. Also, assign a security guard for the premises.” He ended the call without another word.

Turning to Fareed, he said, “Fareed... come with me. I need to see those rupee notes immediately.”

As the two of them walked away briskly, Tamara watched them with worry etched across her face. Asma gently patted her shoulder and said, “Tamu... you know how Aasif is. He behaves as if he alone is carrying the weight of Pakistan on his shoulders. Always rushing. Don’t worry yourself too much.”

At that moment, Shahnawaz leaned toward Asma and added, “Forget about worrying over Aasif. I’ve got an idea. Why don’t you and Tamu go and speak to Ebra’s mother? My daughter-in-law’s quite the expert when it comes to convincing people without hurting their feelings.”

Immediately, Asma flared up. “So you're saying I don’t know how to talk diplomatically?” she snapped.

Shahnawaz bit his tongue, lowering his head sheepishly. Tamara, trying to defuse the tension, chuckled softly and said, “Saas... let’s just try speaking to them for Fareed’s sake.”

Lifting little Hiba into her arms and cuddling her gently, Asma nodded with a smile. “Of course, Tamu.”

****
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Aasif and Fareed arrived at the Shabbir Mutton & Beef Shop on Lahore Fort Villas Road in a rugged jeep. A rifle-carrying security guard had already stepped out ahead of them. Turning to Aasif with concern, he said, “Sir, as per the security protocol, I shouldn’t have brought you here at this hour. But you insisted so strongly, I had no other choice. Just look — there’s hardly a soul on the road tonight.”

Aasif stepped out of the jeep with a calm smile. “It’s okay, Jamal. Just a small doubt I need to clear. I can’t wait till sunrise. It’ll just take five minutes.”

He then looked at Fareed, who followed him out of the jeep. “Quick, open the shutter.”

As the guard walked ahead cautiously, Aasif and Fareed followed close behind. Just as Fareed began unlocking the shop’s padlock, two men suddenly vaulted over the side wall and took off running in the opposite direction at full speed.

The moment Aasif's security guard tried to chase them, one of the fleeing men abruptly turned around and fired his handgun.

“Pft... pft...” — the muffled shots rang out with chilling precision. One bullet struck the guard in the shoulder, sending him crashing to the ground in agony.

Fareed froze in shock, trembling in place. Seeing the commotion, the jeep’s driver jumped out and ran toward them in alarm.

Aasif rushed to the fallen guard, trying to lift him up. The wounded man groaned in pain and whispered, “Sir... go back home... please...”

Ignoring the blood now soaking into his own clothes, Aasif turned sharply to Fareed and the driver. “Get him to the hospital. Now.”

Then, without another word, Aasif took off — chasing the two unknown attackers into the dark.

“Bhai... don’t... please don’t go after them!” Fareed shouted, his voice trembling with fear.

But Aasif didn’t even flinch. He broke into a sprint, heading in the same direction the two men had escaped, his mind focused and burning with intent.

Meanwhile, in a dimly lit corner of Sector B Block — a quiet zone within Lahore — the two fugitives slumped under a bench in a deserted park. Both were gasping for breath, their chests heaving from the chase.

One of them turned furiously to the other.

"Idiot! Who told you to shoot? This could’ve just been dismissed as a petty theft. Now they’ll tighten security. From here on, we can’t establish contact with our agent. You’ve compromised everything."

The other man, still panting, replied, “I’m sorry... I panicked. It just happened...”

"Forget it," the first snapped. “Did you at least grab the Indian rupees?”

“Yes. Got all of them,” the second muttered.

"Lucky us," one of them muttered. "No foot traffic in this park tonight. Let’s move."

With that, he peeled off his face mask. His partner did the same, letting out a sigh of relief.

"Cool... I got you," came a voice — calm, confident, deadly.

They froze. Slowly, both turned toward the direction of the sound.

Standing under a dim park lamp was Aasif, arms crossed, a smirk playing on his face.

He began walking toward them slowly, deliberately.

"When you break out of a mission," he said mockingly, "you’re supposed to head straight for the safe house, no detours — isn’t that the first thing they drill into you at RAW training?"

Without warning, one of them raised his gun and fired. "Bang! Bang!"

Aasif’s instincts kicked in — he spun sideways and flipped into a tight roll, the bullets slicing past where he'd stood just seconds earlier.

The second man fumbled for his weapon — but he was too slow.

Aasif closed the gap in two quick strides, grabbed the man’s arm, twisted it violently behind his back until the bones popped. With the same motion, he drove his steel-hard forearm across the man’s throat in a sharp arc.

A wet crack.

The attacker collapsed, clutching his shattered windpipe, gasping, twitching as he hit the ground.

Aasif didn’t pause.

He lunged at the other one — now wide-eyed and stumbling back — and rammed his blade into the man’s abdomen, then again in his side, and again, twice more in rapid strikes to the hip and lower belly.

The man groaned, knees buckling as the gun slipped from his hands and clattered to the ground.

Aasif crouched next to the man, swiftly patting down the man's clothes, scanning for clues — an ID, a comm device, anything. "I was born in these alleys," he muttered to himself. "I know exactly where rats like you stop to breathe."

Then he froze.

The second attacker was fumbling with something near his neck. His jaw jerked once, then again. His throat bulged.

Damn it... Aasif lunged.

Too late.

With a grimace, the man turned to Aasif, forcing a smirk.

"Aapko yeh nahi milega ("You won’t get this from me...")..

For a moment, Aasif simply glared — no emotion, no hesitation — only pure calculation in his eyes.

"I am not interested," he said coldly.

With one swift, practiced move, he locked his hands around the man’s head — fingers at the jawline, thumbs pressing the base of the skull — and snapped it forward at a precise sixty-degree angle.

A sharp crack echoed across the silent park.

The man crumpled like a discarded puppet.

Aasif let the lifeless body drop beside the other. He stood, rolled his shoulders once, and retrieved his phone from his coat pocket. No panic. No sweat.

Just protocol.

He dialed a secured number.

"Agent Aasif here..." he said, his voice calm, steely. 
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Threads of Deception
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(Flashback)

16-04-2018 – Monday – 10:00 AM - Kharkiv, Ukraine

Two miles outside the industrial zone of Kharkiv Morozov Mechanical Building Design Bureau, a black Opel sedan stood parked behind a dense row of frost-laced birch trees. In the front passenger seat sat Amrutha, her posture upright, yet eyes sweeping the road in calm anticipation. Clad in a dull leather jacket and a thick cotton shawl wrapped neatly around her head, she looked like any other local woman trying to beat the morning chill. Beneath the layers, her slender waist was wrapped in a heavy khaki-colored maxi skirt — an outfit chosen not for aesthetics but for camouflage.

Sagar stood a little under six feet tall, with a dusky complexion. His thick eyebrows were neatly shaped, and his trimmed moustache and stubble gave him a determined look. His firm hands gripped the steering wheel tightly.

Seeing him tense, Amrutha chuckled and said, "What is this, Sagar? Planning to race a Formula One car? You’re gripping the wheel like it owes you money."

"Oh please... You haven’t even gone in yet. I’m just running through all the what-ifs in my head." Sagar replied without shifting his focus from the windshield.

"Relax, Sagar. Our task is pretty straightforward. I’m just walking in as a mechanical engineering student to validate the authenticity of that data. That’s it. Nothing more."

Sagar scoffed, "Oh, come on! Who’s worried about you? I just can’t digest how even our so-called friendly nations are stabbing us in the back for political gains," his voice laced with frustration.

Amrutha frowned and replied softly, "Poor thing... so you wouldn’t care if something happened to me, huh?"

Looking at her teasingly, Sagar smirked and said, "Joined RAW for the nation, and now you're expecting Romeo-Juliet romance? The motherland comes first, Amrutha. Everything else is just a time-pass."

"You arrogant jerk!" Amrutha snapped, half-laughing, "So I’m just a time-pass to you, huh? You really deserve a whack with my slipper!"

"And then what? We keep getting assigned to missions together. Booking separate rooms every time would just waste the nation's budget, right? So we crash in the same one. It's freezing out here, so sometimes we hold each other—just to keep warm. And yes, since you seem to expect it, I offer the occasional... help, when I can," Sagar added with a crooked grin.

Amrutha turned slowly toward him, her eyes blazing like a storm about to erupt. In one swift motion, she bent down and slipped off one of her shoes.

Realizing what was coming, Sagar’s smugness vanished. "Oh no..."

Without another word, he flung open the car door and sprinted out into the cold.

“You jerk!” Amrutha shouted, gripping her shoe like a weapon and chasing after him down the frosty road.

“Get back here, you mutt! Come and take your beating properly!” Amrutha shouted, hopping after him—one foot in a shoe, the other bare, awkwardly thudding against the cold pavement.

To passersby, the sight was surreal: a furious woman sprinting down the street, waving a shoe in her hand, chasing a man who looked like he regretted every decision that brought him there.

A few minutes later, both were back in the car. Sagar sat in the driver’s seat, gingerly touching his lower lip where a slight swelling had started to form. Amrutha leaned against the passenger door, still out of breath, a sly grin playing on her face as she watched him suffer.

“Ow, Amrutha... that really hurt,” Sagar winced, rubbing his jaw.

“Good. I want it to hurt,” she shot back without missing a beat. “You sweet-talk me, hold my foot like you’re pledging eternal loyalty—and the next second you call me a time pass?”

“It wasn’t serious... I was just—”

“Save it.” She lifted her still-bare foot and gave him a deadly look. “I haven’t even worn my other shoe yet. Careful.”

Sagar shrugged with a sheepish grin, his eyes twinkling with mischief.

"What’s so funny?" Amrutha asked, arching an eyebrow.

"Nothing... Just thinking—getting hit with a sneaker instead of a slipper somehow feels a bit more... dignified," he replied, smirking.

Amrutha burst into laughter, "You shameless rascal," she said, still chuckling.

Didn’t you have some kind of argument with the Cabinet Secretary three days ago? What was that all about?"

"Yes, Amrutha... Ukraine has been stabbing us in the back time and again. Isn’t it foolish to keep looking for proof instead of taking strong action? Even now, we’ve got a tip-off that they’re exporting unauthorized weapons to Pakistan. Do we really have to slog here because of that?"

Amrutha responded with a bored “Hmm...”

“You just watch... Sooner or later, Ukraine is going to officially announce its decision to join NATO. And when that happens, they’ll end up getting strangled by Russia.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Since 2008, Ukraine has been making indirect moves to join NATO. Russia has never liked that one bit.”

“Okay, Sagar... if a war breaks out between Russia and Ukraine, which side will India take?”

“India must definitely stand with Russia.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Think diplomatically, Amrutha... what if China and Pakistan suddenly join forces and launch an attack on India? Or what if, for some reason, the United States passes a resolution against India? America often plays a double game, using Pakistan and China to pressure us.”

“Why are you saying this, Sagar? People back home genuinely believe that America is India’s best friend,” Amrutha said with a teasing smile.

Sagar let out a weary sigh. "That’s the reality, Amrutha... All our people see is the American Green Card. Especially the current generation—they don’t even know their own history. Back in 1971, when India had to fight a full-scale war under Prime Minister Indira Gandhi to liberate Bangladesh from Pakistan, do you know what happened? Just when Pakistan was on the brink of defeat, both America and Britain backed them and turned against us. How many from today’s younger generation are even aware of that?" he asked.

Yes, Sagar... It was Henry Kissinger, the U.S. Secretary of State, who suggested a plan to President Nixon — a strategy to initiate a strike against India. Acting on that, the 75,000-ton nuclear-powered aircraft carrier, the USS Enterprise, moved toward the Bay of Bengal under the guise of rescuing American personnel stranded in Bangladesh. Simultaneously, British warships approached Indian waters through the Arabian Sea from the west. And you know who exposed this maneuver to us? It was none other than the Soviet Union — today's Russia — that alerted India of the looming threat.

The moment it was discovered that HMS Eagle and HMS Albion were heading toward India with an offensive intent, our Prime Minister immediately reached out to Russia for help. In response, the Soviets deployed sixteen massive warships and six nuclear-powered submarines to our aid. At that time, India had only a single ship — the INS Vikrant — a mere 20,000-ton conventional aircraft carrier. It was the Soviets who came to our rescue. Had they not intervened, the INS Vikrant and every soldier aboard it might have been lost beneath the sea.

“Not bad... Didn’t expect you to know all that,” said Sagar with a teasing smile, only to be met with a sharp glare from Amrutha.

“What... was that sarcasm?” Amrutha narrowed her eyes.

“No, Amrutha,” Sagar replied with a sigh. “Just think about it... Russia helped us without hesitation when we needed it most. But today’s generation has no clue about any of this. They don't understand global economics, nor do they know who our true allies are.”

Amrutha gently patted his shoulder in support. “Don’t take it too personally. That’s why we’re here—to give our lives for the people.”

Sagar grinned. “We give our lives for the people... and our people die for their favorite film stars.”

At that moment, Amrutha’s cellphone rang. She answered it and spoke for a few seconds. Then, after ending the call, she turned to Sagar and said, “Our contact is in position. We can move now.”

****
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16-03-2022, 11:00 AM – Wednesday, Lahore, Pakistan

Along the banks of the Ravi River, just outside the city of Lahore, a series of tortured screams echoed from within an old warehouse structure hidden inside the Jhok Reserve Forest.

One of the armed guards standing nearby appeared visibly anxious, while a few others watched the source of the cries with disturbing amusement. The man screaming in agony was the same individual captured by Aasif the night before—brutally, precisely, and without mercy. He was now tied to a wooden chair in a corner of the warehouse, his body shivering from pain and exhaustion.

Just moments earlier, Aasif had used the cutting blade in his hand to rip off the last fingernail from the man’s trembling fingers.

One of the men nearby stepped forward, concern etched on his face. "Aasif... that’s enough. Let him go. His windpipe’s already fractured—he’s struggling to breathe. Let’s get him some treatment first," he said gently.

Even as he was still speaking, the captive's head slumped forward — unconscious, or possibly worse.

Aasif slowly rose to his feet in silence. A man approached him and asked softly, "Why this rage, Aasif?"

Without a flicker of emotion, Aasif kept his eyes fixed on the man. "This isn't rage... it's the frustration that comes from helplessness. The anger of not being able to tear apart those who act against my country’s interests. Dump this body in the middle of the market area. There’s no way he could’ve reached here without help from someone on the inside. Let the sight of his corpse serve as a warning... even if it instills just a little fear in those watching."

"What if we try checking with the Indian Embassy about him?"

Aasif smiled slightly at the suggestion and replied, "By now, any official records connected to these two would’ve been wiped clean. I know exactly how RAW grooms its agents and sends them on missions. These guys knew what they were getting into... and they came prepared to risk it all."

"Alright then, did you find anything out about those Indian rupee notes you mentioned?"

Aasif’s expression turned grim. "The cash we kept in the shop drawer — those notes are missing. That’s exactly why they broke in. Just before I caught them, one of them swallowed something that looked like a paper. Most likely... it was those rupee notes."

"So... what's your next move now?"

"Someone working at our shop has definitely been in contact with these guys. I need to find out who that is."

"Who do you think it might be?"

Aasif glanced toward the ground workers for a moment and then said slowly, "Could be anyone... my brother, Ami, Baba... anyone."

A few minutes later, as he walked away from the area, he turned to an elderly man nearby and said, "Nobody at the Atomic Research Center I work for knows that I’m an ISI agent. Make sure the police investigation doesn’t come anywhere near me."

The man standing nearby looked at Aasif and said, "No worries."

Aasif was now driving toward the office where he worked. But his mind was entirely preoccupied — circling around the two dead men and those mysterious Indian rupee notes.

Suddenly, like a spark snapping in his brain, something clicked.

Without wasting a second, he grabbed his phone and dialed Fareed.

Once the call connected, Fareed's voice came through from the other end. "As-salaam-u-alaikum, bhai..."

“Fareed... remember those Indian rupee notes someone gave at our shop earlier?” Aasif asked, his tone sharp.

"Yes, bhai..."

“Where are they now? Who has them?”

"Ami took them and kept them safely."

“Alright. Hang up. I’m coming to the shop right now.”

With that, Aasif immediately turned his car toward Lahore Fort Villas Road.
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Shadows Across Borders
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16-04-2018, Monday, 10:30 AM – Kharkiv, Ukraine.

Sagar and Amrutha stepped out of their vehicle near the entrance of the Kharkiv Morozov Mechanical Building Design Bureau. The sprawling complex loomed ahead with layers of Soviet-era architecture still etched into its concrete façade. Two Ukrainian military personnel, dressed in olive uniforms, approached and began inspecting their IDs.

Sagar, calm and confident, handed over his forged ID card and vehicle documents. One of the soldiers gave it a cursory glance, looked at Sagar, then at Amrutha.

The second guard stepped closer and asked, “May I see your clearance papers, miss?”

Amrutha pulled out a folded document from inside her leather jacket. It bore the fake university seal that matched her cover identity—a mechanical engineering graduate student from India here for a technical visit. The guard took a few seconds to scan through it and then nodded.

“All clear. Proceed ahead. Visitor vehicles should be parked in Zone C,” he instructed.

They drove forward another 200 meters until a concrete barrier marked the start of the restricted zone. A uniformed officer signaled them to stop.

“The car and the driver must remain within the parking area. Ma’am, you may proceed this way,” said the officer.

As soon as she heard this, Sagar drove the car into the designated parking zone while Amrutha walked toward the massive building. A female military personnel stationed at the entrance led her to a side area, where she conducted a thorough check of Amrutha’s bag and clothing. After completing the inspection, the officer pointed toward an elevator.

“Third floor. Mr. Danilov is waiting for you,” she said.

Following the instructions, Amrutha took the elevator to the third floor. Upon arrival, she checked with the security officers stationed there. They gestured toward a direction, guiding her to a large glass-walled room, which she then entered.

“Welcome, dear Anzini...”

He stood about five and a half feet tall, slightly broad in build, with an extra twenty kilograms over the average weight. His eyes were brown, and his hair dark, complementing his wheatish complexion. With his large hands, he pulled Amrutha into a firm hug.

“Why so many restrictions just to meet you?” she asked.

Danilov chuckled and replied, “I’m the head of the team that oversees the distribution of weapons manufactured in Ukraine... that’s why,” he said, pouring a small amount of vodka into two crystal glasses. He extended one toward Amrutha, whom he called Anzini.

“Thanks,” Amrutha said, taking the glass from him. “Cheers...” she added, gently sipping a few drops through her rose-colored lips.

Danilov, who had been staring intently at her crimson lips, felt intoxicated even before tasting the vodka in his own hand.

“Okay, Anzini... When we first met, you told me you were pursuing an M.Tech in Mechanical Engineering at Ternopil Ivan University, right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Just call me Danny.”

Amrutha smiled softly. “Yes, Danny.”

Danilov grinned mischievously. Wrapping one arm around her waist, he gently pulled her closer and leaned in to sniff the curve of her neck.

“You smell very nice...” he murmured.

Amrutha slowly stepped away from him.

Danilov quickly composed himself. “Okay, tell me... how can I help you?”

“My M.Tech final year project is related to minimizing the reverse effect of weapons recoil. That’s why our HOD, Boryslav, suggested I meet you,” she explained.

“Yes, he did mention it to me over the phone.”

“So... I’ll need your permission to take some research notes while I’m here,” she added politely.

After thinking for a few seconds, Danilov said, “We normally can’t allow any research students here. But before exporting our weapons, we test everything in one combined trial facility... you can conduct your research there.”

“Wonderful! Which location, sir?”

“Mariupol.”

“Can you please give me a permission letter to visit that facility?” she asked pleadingly.

“There are a lot of formalities, you know...”

“Please... I’ll just take notes and return within two days. Just two days, that’s all I need,” she insisted softly.

Tilting her head slightly with a playful glint, Amrutha pleaded softly. Danilov, already beginning to devour her with his gaze, said, “Okay... but they won’t allow you in alone. I have some work there too. Are you okay coming with me?”

Giving him a romantic look, as if indulging in his sly stare, Amrutha replied, “Wow... that will be awesome.”

After spending a few more minutes speaking with Danilov, Amrutha left and headed straight to the parking area. There, leaning casually against the car and smoking alongside a Ukrainian soldier, stood Sagar.

The moment he saw Amrutha, he slipped into the driver’s seat. Amrutha too got into the car and settled down. After a few routine checks, the vehicle pulled out of the premises and onto the main road.

Once they had driven about two miles, Amrutha snapped angrily, “Bastard... Men seem to be the same no matter what country you go to.”

Hearing that, Sagar burst out laughing. "You know what that soldier I was chatting with said? Apparently, Danilov never lets go of any woman who catches his eye. You better be ready for anything..." he said mischievously.

Amrutha shot him a glare and replied, "You say that without a shred of shame? Just wait... if I end up carrying someone’s child and claim you’re the father, let’s see what you do."

Sagar gently placed a hand on her shoulder in reassurance. "Everything for our motherland..." he said.

“Rascal... that Danilov kept touching me repeatedly...” Amrutha said in disgust.

“Relax, Amrutha. When’s the next meeting?” asked Sagar.

“Hmm... looks like he couldn’t hold back his itch. He wants me to leave with him to the Mariupol location tomorrow night itself,” she said.

Sagar let out a deep sigh. “Okay, Amrutha... for the sake of our motherland, I’m willing to be the father of the child born to you and Danilov.”

In the very next second, Amrutha angrily removed her shoe and began smacking him on the head with it.

****
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16-03-2022 | 12:05 PM | Wednesday – Lahore, Pakistan

Aasif pulled up in front of the Shabbir Mutton & Beef Shop located on Lahore Fort Villas Road and stepped out of his car. Two armed officers from the Pakistan Police stood watch near the entrance.

He hurried inside. Just as he reached the doorway, a customer standing there spat on the ground. Aasif shot him a glare and said angrily, “Spitting on the soil of our nation is no different from spitting on the mother who gave us birth.”

Seeing the anger on Aasif’s face, the customer stumbled back awkwardly. Aasif shot him a look of disdain before walking into the shop.

As soon as he entered, Asma approached him and asked, “Aasif... what’s going on? Why did you suddenly come to the shop?”

Aasif had made sure that none of the events from the previous day were known to Asma or the rest of the family. He had already warned Fareed not to mention a word to anyone.

“Nothing, Ami... I was passing by this way. It’s been a long time since I came into the shop, that’s all. Thought I’d drop in,” he said casually.

Asma narrowed her eyes at him suspiciously but turned away to attend to the customers. Aasif silently made his way further into the shop. Besides his mother and brother, there were four other workers engaged in their tasks.

Two middle-aged men named Maghat and Hasim, both in their forties, and two women, Hayat and Ayira, all under thirty, were working steadily. Each of them had been employed there for over ten years.

Aasif approached Fareed, who was chopping goat meat into smaller pieces, and asked in a hushed voice, “Where are those Indian rupee notes we already had?”

“I asked Ami... she said she gave them to Hiba at home,” Fareed replied.

Aasif gave a slight nod, acknowledging the response, and turned to leave.

Just then, Asma called out, “Aasif... wait, at least have some tea before you go.”

“No, Ami... I left an important file at home. I have to go pick it up,” he said, not even waiting for her response before walking out.

Watching him leave, Asma muttered to herself, “Ya Allah... the elder one won’t even come near me, and the younger one clings to me like he’ll never leave my side...” She then returned her attention to the work at hand.

Aasif stepped out of the shop and got into his car. Just then, he received a call from his superior.

“Yes, sir.”

“Aasif, what exactly is going on in your mind?”

“Tell me, sir.”

“We’re working on nuclear energy projects for military purposes. There’s a power plant boiler report on your desk that needs your signature. It’s been sitting there since morning. It must reach the Islamabad Headquarters by 5 PM.”

“I got it, sir. I’ll be there in an hour.”

His superior snapped back with a hint of anger, “I want you here in twenty minutes. Got that?”

Then came a muffled grumble that still made its way to Aasif’s ears: “Thinks too highly of himself...”

The voice on the phone continued, “Have you left yet?”

Aasif paused for two seconds before replying coldly, “Not in twenty... I’ll be in front of you in exactly nineteen minutes. But in the twentieth, I swear I’ll kill you.” With that, he cut the call.

Fuming, Aasif got into his car and sped down Fatehabad Hassan Road toward his home.

In exactly ten minutes, he stormed into the house. Inside the hall, Hiba was playing with her dolls. Aasif marched toward her and called out loudly, “Tamu... Tamara!”

A male and female servant standing nearby glanced at each other nervously. But Aasif's fury began to melt away the moment he saw Tamara step calmly out of the kitchen, wearing a gentle smile.

Inside, Aasif thought to himself, “Ya Allah... just the sight of her face somehow dissolves all my rage and frustration.”

Tamara walked toward him and placed her hand gently on his shoulder. Aasif, brushing his fingers softly across her arm, said in a low voice, “Sorry, Tamu... just a bit of tension.”

“Would you like some tea?” she asked, her voice composed.

“Sure, bring it,” he nodded. And as she turned to leave, he called after her, “Tamu... did Ami give you any Indian rupee notes a few days ago?”

Tamara thought for a moment, glanced at Hiba, and said, “Her teddy bear... the one with the little pouch on its back—check inside that.” With that, she walked into the kitchen.

Aasif immediately entered their bedroom. On the bed lay a pink teddy bear about three feet tall. He unzipped the small pouch on its back and searched inside.

There, tucked neatly, were two Indian ₹500 currency notes—both defunct.

He carefully pulled them out and examined them. One note bore the number LSP 28001528 N, and the other LSP 68659085 E.

After a few moments of deep thought, a sudden clarity lit up Aasif's face. He sprang to his feet with a surge of energy, just as Tamara walked in with a cup of tea. Seeing her, he said with urgency, “Tamu... urgent work. Please drink this yourself...” and dashed out of the room, his pace somewhere between a walk and a run.
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For Her, I Bleed Green
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17-04-2018 Tuesday, 9:00 PM

Kharkiv, Ukraine.

At the entrance of Private Suite No. 23 in the grand Palace Hotel, Amrutha stood with a small piece of luggage in hand. The cool April breeze brushed past the corridor as she pressed the doorbell.

In less than half a second, the door swung open. Danilo stood there, clad only in a loose pajama bottom — bare-chested, clearly without any innerwear. His expression, however, was one of exaggerated delight.

“Good evening, sir...”

“Anzini... I’ve told you already, haven’t I? Just call me Danny...”

"Okay, Danny... where am I staying?" asked Anzini innocently, putting on a coy face.

Without a word, Danilo pulled her into an embrace and said, "With me, of course," as he gently shut the door behind her and began to undress her.

"Danny... just cool down. We’ve got the whole night ahead of us," she said calmly, walking over with poise and settling elegantly onto the sofa.

Danilo, slightly collecting himself, reached over to the table, opened a bottle of whiskey, and poured it into two glasses. He handed one to her with a smile. "Cheers..."

Sitting down beside her, he said, "Anzini... you did your undergrad in Taibah Engineering College in Saudi, right? And now you're doing your master’s here..."

Taking a sip from the glass of whiskey, Anzini nodded in agreement.

"Your father's name is Ahmad... your elder brother's name is Saad... both of them work as carpenters in a town called Taif, Saudi Arabia. You have a younger sister too, don’t you? Your mother passed away two years ago..."

Amrutha, playing the role of Anzini, skillfully contorted her face in a look of startled disbelief, as though Danilo’s words had shaken her to the core. "How... how do you know all this?" she asked, her voice trembling just enough to sound convincingly alarmed.

Danilo chuckled smugly, clearly proud of himself.

But as he noticed tears welling up in Anzini’s eyes, he leaned in with a softer tone. "What happened, Anzini? It’s just part of a security protocol... please don’t worry."

"No, Danny... I just suddenly remembered my mother," Amrutha said softly, lowering her gaze.

Danilo had no intention of letting the mood shift into sentimentality. He leaned closer, wrapped an arm gently around her, and whispered, "It’s okay... I’m sorry."

Amrutha allowed herself to melt into his embrace, returning the gesture with a firm, almost vulnerable hold—just enough to make him feel needed.

Minutes passed. Their glasses were now empty.

Danilo got up without a word, walked over to the counter, and returned with both glasses freshly filled.

"Danny... I’m hungry," Amrutha murmured, setting her glass down on the table.

"Just a minute," Danilo said, reaching for the telephone receiver on a nearby table and dialing the hotel reception.

While his back was slightly turned, Amrutha, still perfectly composed, slipped a tiny sachet from the hidden compartment inside her dress. With a fluid motion honed from countless operations, she emptied the powdered amphetamine into her glass—timing it flawlessly so Danilo remained unaware.

Moments later, he returned to her side with his usual smug smile and sat down beside her.

"I wasn’t sure what you’d like... so I asked them to send every signature dish they’ve got," he said confidently.

Amrutha gave him a smoldering look, her eyes sharp and gleaming with a touch of playfulness and danger. "In a few minutes, you’ll know exactly what I like... and what I’m capable of," she whispered, snatching his glass from his hand.

She raised it to her lips and drank from where he had already sipped, as if ravenously intoxicated—not just by the liquor, but by her own mission.

Danilo, flushed with lust, suddenly snatched the glass from Anzini's hand and downed the rest of the spiked liquor in one aggressive gulp. Driven by unbridled desire, he lunged toward her like a man possessed.

Just then, the doorbell rang.

“Danny... what the hell is this disturbance? Ugh, such a mood-killer...” she groaned with irritation.

"Just a minute, dear," Danilo grunted, clearly annoyed, and hurried toward the door.

As he opened it, a man dressed in the hotel staff’s uniform stood outside — it was Sagar in disguise. Next to him was a trolley about four feet high, stacked with a variety of steaming dishes covered in silver cloches.

"Dobry vechir (Good evening), sir..." Sagar greeted cheerfully, his accent deliberately exaggerated.

Danilo scowled at him with irritation and yanked the heavy trolley into the suite with an impatient grunt. Just as he was about to slam the door shut, Sagar scratched his head awkwardly and added in Ukrainian, "Dyakuyu (Thank you), sir..."

Danilo hurried back into the suite, grabbed his wallet from the nightstand, and yanked out a few Ukrainian hryvnia notes. In the brief moment he had his back turned, Sagar glanced at Anzini and threw her a quick, cheeky wink.

Inside her mind, Anzini fumed. "Cheap rascal..." she cursed silently, holding back a smirk.

As Danilo stormed back to the doorway and thrust the money at Sagar, the disguised agent accepted it with mock surprise, saluting with exaggerated formality.

" Dyakuyu (Thank you), sir..." he said, giving Danilo a stiff nod. Then, turning to Anzini, he dipped his head slightly and added with a grin, "Dyakuyu, madam... have fun..."

Without waiting for a response, he disappeared down the hallway.

Danilo swiftly closed the door and hung the "Do Not Disturb" tag on the outside handle. He then locked it securely and turned around with a pleased smile, pushing the food-laden trolley toward Anzini.

Outside the suite, Sagar stood motionless for a moment, still holding the money Danilo had shoved into his hand. With a look of tired disdain, he muttered under his breath, "Poor me... for the sake of my motherland, I have to put up with all this nonsense. Damn it... I’m literally holding the torch while the woman I love plays her part..." His tone was a mix of sarcasm and sorrow as he turned and walked away down the corridor.

****
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16-03-2022, 2:00 PM, Wednesday – Lahore, Pakistan

Aasif briskly walked toward his office after entering the nuclear fuel division inside the Pakistan Atomic Research Center in Lahore.

Standing over six feet tall, Aasif’s imposing figure in a formal coat and suit always evoked a sense of awe in those seeing him for the first time. As he tried to walk straight into his office, his superior stopped him.

“I’ve already informed the Islamabad head office about you. I come from a family closely connected to the Prime Minister himself... You threatened to kill me, didn’t you? Just wait and see.” he said with contempt.

Aasif stared back at him without the slightest flicker in his eyes.

At that moment, a female assistant hurried toward them with a fax in her hand.

Aasif’s superior looked at her mockingly and said, “What is it... a fax from the head office?”

“Yes, sir,” she replied.

“Suspension or transfer?” he asked sarcastically.

“It’s a transfer order, sir... and it says the person must be relieved from duty immediately,” she responded.

His superior turned to Aasif with mocking pity. "Insha Allah... looks like Allah still has some mercy left for you. I thought they were going to suspend you..." he said, then turned to the female assistant. "Go on, hand the order to him yourself."

The woman hesitated slightly and said, "Sir... the transfer order is actually in your name. As per the directive, from the very moment this fax was received, you've officially been transferred to the Khan Research Laboratory at Kahuta. You’re expected to report there by tomorrow morning. And... the order is signed by the Prime Minister himself."

Taking the order copy in hand, the officer stared at it in disbelief, his face draining of color as if he had seen a ghost. With a calm, almost mocking smile, Aasif said, "Wish you good luck, sir... You’re headed to work near the Kashmir border." Without waiting for a response, he turned and walked away into his office.

Inside, Aasif resumed studying the recent data on friction welding processes used in Pakistan’s nuclear reactors. Just then, his phone rang.

"Aasif..."

The moment he heard that voice, a chill ran through his body. "Yes, sir," he responded respectfully.

"Everything alright over there?"

"No issues at all, sir."

"Hmm... Our team went through all the details you sent. Your instincts were right. Those invalid Indian rupee notes—the serial numbers—are definitely fake. Both LSP 28001528 N and LSP 68659085 E match exactly what you said: they're GPS coordinates. The location corresponds to Shikarpur town in the Sindh province. Our team is already en route. Let’s see what turns up..."

“Sir, my mother and younger brother told me those rupee notes were handed over by someone at our shop about a month ago,” Aasif continued.

“Alright, Aasif. I’ll ask the team to look into that timeline too,” the voice responded. “And regarding those seven Chinese contacts you asked for — they’re ready. When are you meeting them?”

“I’ll meet them tomorrow, sir.”

“By the way, why are you so insistent that it must be the Chinese? What's the reason?”

“They’re the only ones, sir, who can adapt to any situation. Even if it’s enemy territory, they’ll get the job done without hesitation...”

“Hmm... I can understand.”

After ending the call, Aasif clenched his jaw and muttered inwardly, “How long are we going to keep begging the Chinese like paupers... They’ve already laid their hands on both our land and our women, those bastards...”

Fuming with anger, Aasif yanked open the drawer in front of him and pulled out a folded newspaper, slamming it on the table. The front page headline screamed: “In Pakistan, a South Asian nation of over 200 million people, more than 600 impoverished Pakistani women have been sold off as brides to Chinese men in the past two years... The number is suspected to cross 4,000.” Aasif’s blood boiled reading those lines.

Below that was another report in bold: “Pakistani intelligence officers vow to crack down on trafficking rings exploiting the country’s poor and vulnerable citizens.”

Reading it, Aasif muttered inwardly, “Only now they’ve decided to act? After thousands of lives ruined? Pathetic fellows...”

“We’ve already paved the entire Trans-Karakoram Track in Pakistan-occupied Kashmir for the Chinese. Even when China’s communist regime persecuted some of the Muslims living there, our Pakistani politicians turned a blind eye. Our whole nation is practically acting like a servant to China. Just because China offered a loan to build the Gwadar port in Balochistan, these politicians have practically mortgaged the country. Any day now, China could seize full control over those regions if it wants to.”

Aasif rose slowly, speaking to himself with sorrow clouding his eyes. Walking over to the Pakistani national flag and the map of his homeland that hung within his office, he stared at them with a deep, troubled gaze.

“Maa, main tumhein bachaunga... Maa tujhe salaam...” — “Mother, I will protect you... My motherland, my salute to you,” he whispered with firm resolve.
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Between Love and the Nation
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April 17, 2018 – Tuesday, 10:30 PM

Kharkiv, Ukraine – Palace Hotel, Private Suite No. 23

Danilo pushed the trolley into Private Suite No. 23 of the Palace Hotel. He pulled out a pink finger chip and bit into it. Almost instantly, his vision began to blur. A strange, overwhelming surge coursed through his body—far more intense than it should have been. His balance faltered, and he collapsed to the floor.

Amrutha rose lazily from the sofa and stood up. “You can come outside now...” she said.

Immediately, a woman emerged from a compartment built discreetly beneath the trolley. She moved swiftly and without hesitation. Together, she and Amrutha lifted Danilo’s limp body and laid him on the bed.

Amrutha turned to the woman. “How much time do you need?” she asked coldly.

The woman chuckled, her voice edged with amusement. “That depends on his manhood.”

Danilo, half-conscious and delirious, began muttering incoherently on the bed.

Amrutha gave the woman a final glance. “Okay... see you later,” she said, and walked out.

Without pause, she entered another suite nearby. Inside, Sagar was smoking, half lost in thought. Amrutha stepped in and said without ceremony, “That drug’s working exactly the way it should...”

“Of course, it’ll work,” Sagar replied, exhaling a thin stream of smoke. “By now, he’ll be deep inside a fantasy world, acting out every twisted desire his crooked brain can cook up. Say what you will—our guys may never discover cures for real diseases, but for things like this? There’s a guy selling street medicine on every corner.”

Amrutha didn’t smile. Her tone turned flat, edged with caution. “Let’s just hope nothing else goes wrong...”

“No, Amrutha—his last clear memory will be your face. Even if he’s lying with that call girl now, he’ll feel like he’s with you.”

Amrutha’s expression twisted in disgust. “Disgusting,” she muttered.

Then, almost as if snapping back to operational mode, she added sharply, “Every camera in this resort... they all would’ve captured me walking out of that room.”

“They’ll edit all the recordings—especially the part when you re-enter that room. So don’t worry...” Sagar said calmly.

Amrutha smiled gently, her eyes softening as she stepped forward and embraced him. “If this plan hadn’t worked out... and I’d been the one inside that room... would you still have asked me to make that sacrifice—for our motherland?”

Sagar brushed her cheek with his fingertips, his voice quiet but edged with menace. “I would’ve tied him down and pulled out every single one of his nails... one by one. There are many ways to make a man talk.”

“Why are you so furious?” Amrutha asked softly.

Sagar looked at her with a faint smile. “This isn’t rage... it’s frustration. A helpless anger that comes from not being able to rip apart those who act against our country’s interests.”

He leaned back onto the bed, exhaling. Amrutha lay beside him, resting her head gently against his chest.

“Sagar... what if our suspicions turn out to be true? Even if we prove it at the UN, no one’s going to stand up against America.”

“True...” Sagar nodded slowly. “But if this alone turns out to be real, India might reduce its arms imports from the U.S. Our ties with Russia will deepen. The world will see how Ukraine stabbed us in the back, militarily.”

Amrutha looked up at him. “That’s all our national leaders can do, isn’t it? Do we really need such a massive mission for this?”

Sagar’s jaw tightened. “We can’t just let it go, Amrutha. Whoever betrays our motherland—whoever it is—their own karma will destroy them. I’ll make sure of it. I’ll do something... they’ll suffer like a thief bitten by a scorpion. Every one of them will pay.”

Amrutha gently bit Sagar’s cheek and murmured, “Sagar... I’m tired. Once this mission is over, I’m sticking to office work only.”

Sagar kissed her softly on the lips. “Life is unpredictable, Amrutha. Don’t make grand plans based on it.”

“Oh, really?” she teased. “So all our plans—marriage, two kids—that’s all just talk?”

“It’s something to think about,” Sagar replied thoughtfully. “We need to ask ourselves if we’ll even have time to spend with our children.”

Amrutha exhaled wearily. “Hmm... that’s true too...”

As the two lay entwined in silence, a sudden interruption came—Sagar’s phone buzzed on the side table. He picked it up, eyes still on the ceiling.

The woman on the other end spoke calmly. “He’s done. He won’t regain full consciousness for at least another four hours.”

“Okay... step out in ten minutes,” Sagar replied, then turned to Amrutha. “You need to go now.”

Amrutha rose with a smile, composed and ready. “Yes, Sagar... I’m ready.”

Sagar’s voice dropped, tinged with sorrow. “I’m sorry, Amrutha...” he said, and without warning, struck her face—twice.

Her beautiful nose cracked, blood beginning to pour. The soft rose-pink of her lower lip split, a line of red reaching the edge. Then, with a brutal calmness, Sagar sank his teeth into the left side of her neck, pressing hard.

Tears welled up in her eyes, but Amrutha stood tall, enduring the pain with a faint, trembling smile. “Can I go now?” she asked, her voice low but steady.

Sagar didn’t meet her eyes. Still facing away, he nodded slowly, the gesture heavy with regret.

****
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March 16, 2022 – 9:00 PM – Wednesday

Lahore, Pakistan – Baitul-Imaan Bungalow

Aasif stepped into the Bait-ul-Iman bungalow and immediately noticed the stillness. The living room was empty. Without pausing, he moved through the marble corridor and headed straight to the backyard.

There, just as expected, Hiba and Fareed were playing together as usual. A short distance away, Shanawaz, Asma, and Tamara sat in conversation, their voices low, faces lit softly under the garden lights.

Aasif had been burdened with a strange unease since morning. The presence of those Indian rupee notes wasn’t accidental—he was certain of it. If the workers at the shop were found innocent, then the implication was clear: someone from his own family had to be involved.

The thought gnawed at him.

It wasn’t just the money itself—it was the complacency. How could something so critical slip by unnoticed the very first time foreign currency from a hostile nation showed up? That negligence, that slowness—it created a knot in his chest that refused to loosen.

Head bowed, lost in thought, Aasif entered the garden.

Shanawaz spotted him and greeted warmly, “Shaam bakheer (Good evening).”

Aasif quietly walked over and sat down on the grass, stretching out his legs. Asma gently ruffled his hair.

“What’s wrong, Aasif? You rushed into the shop this morning and then came straight back home... something bothering you?” she asked softly.

Resting his head on her lap, Aasif let out a weary sigh. “Everything’s a problem, Ami... tell me, where in Pakistan do we not have problems?”

“Mashallah...” murmured Shanawaz, his tone unreadable.

Aasif glanced mockingly at Shanawaz. “Since August 14, 1947, everything’s been happening just the way Allah wished, right? The looters stash wealth abroad and settle their children overseas. Meanwhile, our economy sinks deeper every day. We don’t have a stable economic vision—or good leaders. All they do is keep fueling anti-India sentiment and call it politics.”

At that moment, Fareed interjected, his face tightening with visible anger. “India is the reason our country’s like this...”

Aasif lay back on a woven mat spread over the grass, his eyes fixed on the scattered stars above. “India is one reason... that’s all,” he said quietly.

Fareed snapped, his voice sharp. “India is the reason behind the insurgency in Balochistan.”

Shanawaz chuckled lightly. “Look at us arguing like this... but do you know what they say over in India? That Pakistan is the lifeblood of the Khalistan movement.”

“Only if India is destroyed will we ever know peace...” Fareed muttered bitterly.

“Fareed... muh band rakho (Shut your mouth),” Asma said sharply. “What kind of talk is that? When a country falls, it’s not just the idea—it’s the lives of millions that collapse with it.”

Aasif immediately turned to Asma, his tone half-curious, half-challenging. “Why do you care so much?”

Asma looked at him, her voice calm but firm. “How many times have I told you, and you still forget? My Baba lived in India as a child. After the partition, there wasn’t a single day he didn’t grieve over the division of the two nations.”

Shanawaz spoke, his voice steady and reflective. “Aasif, Fareed... we can list a thousand reasons for the division of our nations. But if there’s one truth—if both followers of Islam and Hinduism had truly upheld their core values, none of this would’ve happened.”

Tamara smiled quietly, her eyes moving from one face to another, observing the shifting expressions.

Just then, Hiba came running and climbed onto Aasif’s chest, laughing as she settled there.

Aasif gently stroked Hiba’s head and asked, “So tell me, Baba... what’s the one thing common to both religions?”

“The willingness to yield. The idea that ‘one who yields is never ruined’—it exists in both Islam and Hinduism,” Shanawaz replied calmly.

Fareed interjected angrily, “Then why the hell did both sides split?”

Shanawaz smiled. “Because the real issue was always this—who should yield first?”

Aasif laughed aloud, the tension breaking for a moment.

Asma sighed deeply. “Ya Allah... how beautiful it would be if both our nations were united...”

Tamara responded with a faint smile. “It would be very beautiful, Saas. Politicians on both sides would be out of a job. No Pulwama bombing would happen for political gain, and Pakistan wouldn’t be blamed for the bloodshed. Trade between the two countries would flourish. And the soldiers from both India and Pakistan, stationed in Siachen, wouldn’t have to endure that deadly cold just to guard a frozen border with their lives.”

Shanawaz chuckled. “Aasif... your biwi seems to know all about world politics. Must be all that wisdom she brought back from India.”

Aasif immediately shot him a glare, the warning in his eyes unmistakable.

Noticing Aasif’s reaction, Asma intervened, her tone sharp. “Why did you have to bring that up now?”

A hint of irritation shadowed her face.

“I only spoke the truth,” Shanawaz replied calmly.

Aasif’s tone sharpened, his voice edged with anger. “Baba... during that critical time, only in India were doctors available. I was ready to take Tamara anywhere—London, America, wherever. But don’t think anyone in India treated her for free. Every bit of her treatment and surgery came with a price—hundreds of thousands of rupees.”
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