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Chapter 1: The Shadow
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I watched the rain smear across the windshield, turning the traffic lights on Gulshan Avenue into bleeding watercolors. Dhaka traffic is a living, breathing beast—chaos in motion—but tonight, staring through the glass, it just looked like a mess. I checked my watch. 10:00 PM. For the average civilian, the day was over. For a logistics handler moving high-value assets, the clock didn't exist.

I glanced at the rearview mirror.

My stomach dropped. A cold knot tightened in my gut.

It was still there.

Black Toyota Corolla. Nineties model. The left headlight was shattered, a spiderweb of cracked glass. It had been five days. Five days of that shattered eye staring at me. Leaving the office, hitting the grocery store, grabbing an espresso in Banani yesterday evening—that car was always there. Across the street. Idling. Watching.

At first, I chalked it up to DGFI—military intel running a routine sweep. When you manage logistics for foreign delegates, you get used to the government breathing down your neck. But looking out into the rain-slicked night, the hairs on my arms stood up. This wasn't protocol.

This was a hunt. And I was the stag.

"Signal's green, Sir," Matin, my driver, grunted.

I didn't answer. I couldn't tear my eyes off the mirror. As we rolled forward, the shadow behind us moved, too. A finger of ice traced its way down my spine.



It was eleven when I finally unlocked my apartment door. The ride up to the eighth floor had been suffocating, the hum of the elevator sounding too much like a dying breath. I stepped inside. Silence hit me like a physical blow.

Since Mom and Dad passed, the sprawling apartment felt too big for just me and my younger brother, Rohan. But tonight, the emptiness had teeth. Rohan was on a university trip to Sylhet. He was supposed to be back hours ago.

I loosened my tie, the silk feeling like a noose, and dialed his number.

The number you have dialed is currently switched off...

Standard. The highway network was spotty at best. I collapsed onto the sofa and flicked on the TV, letting the noise of local political shouting matches fill the void. But my mind was still on the street below. On that black Corolla.

Why me? I wasn't a spy. I was a glorified shipping clerk. I didn't hold state secrets; I held manifests.

Midnight.

Still no Rohan. I dialed again. Dead air.

Sweat prickled my hairline. I dug the university bus supervisor's number out of my contacts. My thumb hovered over the call button, trembling slightly. I pressed it.

"Hello? As-salamu alaykum, Sir."

"Walaykum as-salam," I said, keeping my voice steady. "Did you make it back to Dhaka?"

"Yes, Sir. We hit campus around seven this evening. Everyone cleared out hours ago."

The remote slipped from my hand. It hit the carpet with a dull thud.

"Rohan?" My voice sounded thin, foreign to my own ears. "Did Rohan get off?"

"Yes, Sir. First one off the bus. He said his brother sent a car for him."

I didn't send a car.

The room tilted. Blood roared in my ears. The image of the black Corolla flashed in my mind—the shattered headlight, the constant presence. They weren't tailing me. They were profiling me. They were learning the routine, finding the cracks, identifying the leverage.

My limbs went cold.

Ding-Dong.

The doorbell shattered the silence.

12:30 AM.

Who rings a bell at this hour? Rohan? Did he lose his keys?

I sprinted to the door, heart hammering against my ribs. I checked the peephole. Empty. The corridor was vacant, bathed in the sickly yellow glow of the hallway lights.

"Rohan?" I called out.

Nothing.

Maybe he was around the corner, by the stairs. Hope warring with panic, I threw the bolts and swung the door wide.

Empty.

No. Not empty.

A small, white envelope lay on the doormat.

I frowned, bending down to snatch it up. As my fingers brushed the paper, the air behind me shifted.

I wasn't alone.

A shadow detached itself from the darkness inside my own hallway. Before I could turn, a wet rag clamped over my nose and mouth.

Chemical sweetness. Chloroform.

I thrashed, claws out, but my muscles turned to water in seconds. The world went soft at the edges. As my knees hit the floor, my vision swam toward the open door.

There it was. Parked right outside the building entrance.

The black Toyota Corolla.

The cracked headlight seemed to wink at me—a jagged, cruel smile. Then, the darkness took me.
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​Chapter 2: The Court of the Guru
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A SLEDGEHAMMER POUNDED against the inside of my skull. My eyelids felt welded shut with lead. I tried to force them open, but my body refused the command. My mouth tasted like copper and old pennies. My tongue was a swollen, useless slug.

The chloroform hangover.

Consciousness clawed its way back, inch by painful inch. The first thing that hit me was the smell. Gone was the carbon-choked smog of Dhaka. This air was heavy, thick. Damp earth. Rotting vegetation. And cutting through it all, the sharp, stinging scent of camphor and burning incense.

I forced my eyes open. The blur resolved into terrifying clarity.

I wasn't in a flat. I wasn't in a hospital.

I was sitting on cold, uneven stone. My arms were wrenched behind my back, lashed tight to a timber post.

I scanned the perimeter. It was a cave—natural rock, but modified by human hands. Strange, jagged sigils were carved into the walls. No electric hum. No bulbs. Just four massive torches blazing in the corners, their erratic flames casting long, dancing shadows that made the cavern look like the waiting room of hell.

"Good morning, Diplomat."

The voice was gravel grinding on stone. I snapped my head forward.

A stone dais rose in front of me. Sitting cross-legged on a tiger skin was a man. Mid-fifties. Bronze skin, shaved head, save for a long, thin tail of hair trailing down his back. He wore a saffron lungi—a traditional sarong wrapped around his waist—and a black shawl draped over his shoulders. A necklace of human vertebrae rattled around his neck.

But he was no beggar. He wore rimless designer glasses that caught the firelight, and in his hand sat the latest iPhone. A warlord disguised as a mystic.

"Who are you?" My voice was a dry croak. "Where am I?"

The man smiled. It didn't reach his eyes. "They call me 'Guru.' And you are in the Bandarban Hill Tracts. Deep in the jungle. Alikadam is civilization compared to this. Here, even the sunlight asks permission to enter."

Bandarban. They had hauled me across the country, deep into the remote southeastern mountains.

"My brother..." I choked out. "Where is Rohan?"

Guru extended his arm, thrusting the iPhone screen into my line of sight. "Watch."

A video call. The feed showed a dark, concrete room. Rohan lay on the floor, hogtied. His face was swollen, a trickle of fresh blood mapping a line from his lip to his chin. A masked figure stood over him, pressing the barrel of a Glock 9mm into the center of his forehead.
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