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Synopsis
Real Hero - Book 5: Against the backdrop of mounting tensions between India and Pakistan, a shadowy force orchestrates a series of disasters targeting the region's vital water infrastructure. The Indus Waters Treaty, long maintaining a delicate peace between the two nuclear powers, faces its greatest test as droughts, floods, and sabotage threaten to push both nations toward conflict.

An elite team from a secretive independent agency is dispatched to investigate. Dave, a seemingly ordinary IT professional with extraordinary abilities, part of the team that also includes Anya (their technical specialist), Serj (tactical expert), and Omar (infiltration specialist). Working under their handler, Cecilia, they begin unravelling a complex conspiracy that extends far beyond simple water rights disputes.

Their investigation reveals the involvement of BlueWave Systems, a construction firm specializing in flood defence and infrastructure projects. As the team digs deeper, they discover evidence of weapons trafficking, military false flag operations, and corporate manipulation designed to profit from regional instability. The more they uncover, the clearer it becomes that someone is deliberately orchestrating events to maximise chaos and destruction.

Racing against time, the team must prevent an attack on Pakistan's critical Tarbela Dam while navigating a web of corrupt officials, private military contractors, and international arms dealers. Their mission takes them from drought-stricken villages to heavily guarded facilities, forcing them to confront both human adversaries and Dave's own mysterious capabilities, which continue to surprise even him.

The story combines high-stakes action with political intrigue, exploring themes of power, corruption, and the exploitation of natural resources. Through firefights, vehicle chases, and clandestine operations, the team works to prevent a catastrophe that could destabilise the entire region, all while uncovering the true architects of this elaborate scheme.

This book, and many others by the author, are available for free download from
https://realhero.uk/.
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  Prologue

Dave Anderson stood at the hotel mirror, his reflection offering no answers. Just a tired-looking man in his forties, carrying too much weight around his middle, with greying hair and eyes that had seen too much in too short a time. The kind of person whose gaze slid past in crowds, unremarkable and easily forgotten.

A little over a year ago, that would have been the complete picture.

A little over a year ago, he'd been an IT professional whose greatest physical challenge was deciding whether to take the stairs or the lift to his office on the third floor. His days had revolved around train schedules and network maintenance, his evenings spent at his local pub nursing a pint of Guinness, content in the comfortable routine of an ordinary life.

Then he'd gone to the gym.

The memory remained crystalline in its clarity—standing at the entrance in baggy shorts and a slightly-too-tight t-shirt, procrastination settling in his chest like lead. Forty years old, painfully aware that his most strenuous activity was walking from the train station to his desk. He'd approached the treadmill expecting to wheeze through a light jog, maybe manage twenty minutes before surrendering to reality.

Instead, he'd run at speeds that should have been impossible, barely breaking a sweat.

The weights had been even more bewildering. He'd lifted the entire stack with casual effort, checking repeatedly that he wasn't somehow doing it wrong, that the equipment wasn't malfunctioning. It wasn't. The impossible was simply happening, and Dave had no framework for understanding why.

The Agency had found him shortly after. Not recruited—found. As if they'd been waiting for him to discover what he could do, watching until the exact moment to make contact. Cecilia had been the one to approach, her warm Ghanaian accent somehow making an impossible conversation feel almost reasonable.

“We know what you are,” she'd said over tea in her London flat. “And we'd like to offer you a purpose for it.”

Purpose. What a peculiar word for preventing international catastrophes and fighting shadow organisations.

Dave splashed cold water on his face, watching droplets trace paths down skin that looked entirely normal despite being functionally impervious to harm. The Arctic debrief had wrapped up last week, and Cecilia had surprised him with something he hadn't expected: praise.

Not for the mission's success, though they'd prevented EarthWise from triggering an environmental catastrophe. Not even for swimming through water that should have killed him, his body adapting to Arctic temperatures that would stop a normal heart in minutes. The cold had registered as information rather than sensation, his enhanced physiology treating minus-two-degree water as an inconvenience rather than a death sentence.

No, Cecilia had focused on something else entirely: his restraint.

The debrief had catalogued it methodically. Encounters with hostile security forces where he'd disabled rather than destroyed. Measured applications of strength that left opponents injured but alive. And the moment that had apparently caught everyone's attention—facing down a charging polar bear and choosing to slap it aside rather than kill it. A measured blow that sent the animal tumbling but left it able to retreat, dignity bruised but body intact.

“You're learning,” Cecilia had said, her Ghanaian accent carrying warmth that felt almost maternal. “Venezuela taught you something important about yourself, and you've taken that lesson forward.”

Venezuela. Months ago now, but still vivid in his memory. The rage that had broken loose during that mission, the loss of control when he'd torn through enemy soldiers like paper. Not because he had to, but because part of him had wanted to. Had revelled in demonstrating just how utterly outmatched they were, how futile resistance was against strength that had no upper limit.

That had frightened him more than any enemy: the realisation that his power could amplify the worst parts of being human. The anger everyone felt, but backed by the capacity to act on it without meaningful resistance.

The Arctic had been different. He'd discovered new capabilities there—his vision adapting to conditions that should have left him blind, seeing with impossible clarity through chemical smoke and darkness. But more importantly, he'd demonstrated control. Each encounter, each moment of potential violence, he'd chosen restraint. Measured his strength, calculated the minimum force necessary, left people alive to face justice rather than his judgement.

The Agency's scientists had given up trying to measure his capabilities after he broke their last piece of testing equipment. His strength remained limitless as far as anyone could determine—industrial-grade steel warped in his grip like aluminium foil, and his upper limits stayed frustratingly beyond reach. His speed, while not instantaneous, left Olympic athletes looking like they were moving through syrup. But it was his durability that truly defied explanation.

The harder something tried to hurt him, the more impenetrable his skin became.

Bullets bounced off. Fire couldn't burn him—they'd tested that with an oxyacetylene torch, and his skin had adapted, becoming completely immune to heat that should have melted flesh from bone. Blades that could cut steel left him unmarked. It was adaptive, reactive, as though his body anticipated threats and adjusted its defensive properties in response.

Yet despite these impossible gifts, his reflection showed the same unremarkable exterior. The same middle-aged spread, the same tired eyes, the same appearance that let him blend into any crowd. People saw what they expected to see—an ordinary man, slightly past his prime, probably worked in an office somewhere.

Their mistake.

Dave gripped the sink's edge, careful not to crack the porcelain. That was the constant calculation now—managing strength that could tear through walls while performing simple tasks like shaking hands or opening doors. A little over a year of practise had made it second nature, though moments of stress still caught him off guard. The number of broken door handles in his flat was testament to that.

What had once haunted him—the rage from Venezuela, the fear of losing control—had transformed into something else. Not resolution exactly, but understanding. Acceptance that having power meant bearing the responsibility of choosing how to use it. Every. Single. Time.

The Arctic had proven he could make those choices. Could face down threats with measured force. Could show restraint even when his enhanced strength made restraint optional rather than necessary. The polar bear incident had become almost legendary among Agency personnel—not because he'd survived a close encounter with an apex predator, but because he'd chosen not to kill it. A simple slap, calculated to send the animal tumbling without breaking bones, leaving its dignity more bruised than its body.

“That,” Cecilia had said during the debrief, “is what makes you a hero rather than just powerful.”

Dave had spent his entire adult life being overlooked, underestimated, dismissed as ordinary. The soft middle-aged man who fixed computers and took the train to work. A little over a year ago, discovering these abilities had felt like vindication—proof that there was something extraordinary hidden beneath the ordinary exterior.

But extraordinary power without extraordinary judgement was just dangerous. Venezuela had taught him that lesson in the hardest way possible. The Arctic had shown him he'd learned it.

He was still learning what he could do. Still discovering new capabilities that emerged under extreme conditions. The vision enhancement was recent, triggered by chemical exposure and stress. His senses could adapt to conditions that would blind or incapacitate normal humans, mapping environments through methods he didn't fully understand. What else was waiting to manifest? What other adaptations would reveal themselves the next time he was pushed beyond current limits?

But that question no longer frightened him the way it once had. Because alongside the discovery of new abilities came the development of something more important: control.

Dave straightened, studying his reflection one final time. Same tired eyes, same unremarkable appearance. Nothing visible had changed. The transformation was internal, ongoing—but now it felt like progress rather than crisis.

The Agency had given him purpose—a way to use these inexplicable gifts for something greater than himself. They operated beyond government control, preventing global disasters and maintaining stability from the shadows. And after a little over a year, after Venezuela's harsh lesson and the Arctic's demonstration of growth, Dave was finally beginning to understand what that purpose meant.

Not just having power, but knowing when to use it. And perhaps more importantly, knowing when not to.

The IT professional he'd been a little over a year ago would never have believed this could be his life. Preventing international catastrophes, swimming through Arctic waters, facing down polar bears and hostile forces with strength that defied measurement. The ordinary man who took the train to work and drank Guinness at his local pub had discovered he was capable of the impossible.

But beneath all the abilities—the limitless strength, the adaptive durability, the superhuman speed, the evolving sensory capabilities—he was still fundamentally Dave Anderson. Still the same person who'd spent forty years being overlooked and underestimated. The powers hadn't changed who he was at his core; they'd just revealed what he could become with the right choices.

Venezuela had shown him the danger of power without judgement. The Arctic had proven he could learn from that lesson. Each mission taught him something new, not just about his capabilities but about himself. About the man he was choosing to be.

A little over a year since the gym. A little over a year of missions that should have been impossible. A little over a year of discovering abilities that continued to defy explanation.

And he still didn't understand why he'd been given these gifts. Why an ordinary IT professional had become something functionally invulnerable, stronger than any testing equipment could measure, faster than Olympic athletes, adaptive in ways that medical science couldn't explain.

But maybe the why didn't matter as much as the what. What he chose to do with these gifts. What kind of person he decided to be when faced with impossible choices. What legacy he'd leave beyond the missions and the catalogued abilities.

The Agency had no answers for why he existed. Medical science had no framework for understanding what he'd become. But Cecilia had been right during the debrief—it wasn't the power that defined him. It was how he chose to use it.

Dave checked his watch. Late enough that sleep was becoming necessary, but for once he thought it might come easily. The Arctic debrief had lifted a weight he hadn't realised he'd been carrying since Venezuela. Proof that he could learn, could grow, could become something better than raw power without judgement.

Tomorrow would bring new missions, new crises that required someone impossible to solve them. More opportunities to discover what else his evolving abilities might reveal. More chances to prove that Venezuela had been a lesson learned rather than a pattern established.

The next mission was already forming somewhere—the Agency's network always finding new threats, new situations where ordinary responses weren't enough. And he'd be ready. Not just with strength or speed or adaptive durability, but with the understanding that choosing restraint was often harder than choosing force.

That was the real test. Not how much he could do, but knowing when to hold back.

Dave turned away from the mirror, leaving the reflection behind. The exterior still said ordinary, still said middle-aged and unremarkable. But he'd made peace with that contradiction. The underestimation was its own advantage. People saw what they expected to see—a tired IT professional who'd somehow stumbled into field work.

Their mistake had become his greatest asset.

He'd become the hero no one expected him to be, not in spite of his unremarkable appearance but because of it. And after Venezuela's rage and the Arctic's restraint, he was finally beginning to understand what that meant.

The abilities would keep evolving. New capabilities would emerge under extreme conditions. His limits—if he even had limits—would remain frustratingly beyond measurement. That was simply the reality now.

But alongside the physical evolution came something more important: the development of judgement. The cultivation of control. The understanding that being powerful and being right were entirely separate things.

Tomorrow would bring more questions, more missions, more moments of discovering what he was capable of.

But tonight, for the first time in a long while, Dave felt ready for whatever came next.

The reflection in the mirror could wait. He had work to do.
Water

Weeks before Dave's team is ever called in.

The heat hit first—dry air that pulled moisture from exposed skin and left throats raw with each breath. Then came the smell: three hundred unwashed bodies pressed together under the Pakistani sun, mixed with dust and diesel fumes and the particular scent of desperation. Finally, the noise—a low roar of voices that blended anger and pleading into something that made Hassan's skin crawl.

Three hundred people packed against the water control station's gates, maybe more. Hard to count when bodies pressed so close that individual space became meaningless. Mothers lifted children overhead, trying to keep them above the crushing weight of the crowd. Farmers clutched empty containers that had been empty for days. Elderly residents leaned on relatives who looked ready to collapse themselves, all of them drawn here by the same terrible math: this station controlled what remained of the water supply, and the water had stopped flowing three days ago.

Behind rusted iron bars, four guards shifted their weight, hands tight on rifle stocks. Their uniforms were dark with sweat, faces masked by the kind of rigid professionalism that came from terror held barely in check. The youngest couldn't have been more than twenty, his eyes tracking the crowd with the understanding that four men with rifles would be swept away like dust if these gates failed.

Hassan pushed forward through the mass of bodies, his daughter Amira balanced on his hip. Four years old, twenty kilograms when she was healthy, maybe eighteen now after three weeks of rationed water and meals stretched to nothing. She hadn't asked for water in six hours. Hadn't cried, hadn't complained, had simply gone quiet against his shoulder in a way that made Hassan's chest tighten with fear that had nothing to do with the crowd.

Her lips were cracked and bleeding at the corners. Her eyes were sunken, ringed with shadows that made her look ancient rather than young. When he'd checked her pulse this morning, it had been fast and thready—signs of dehydration his mother had taught him to recognise back when he'd thought the knowledge was academic rather than survival skill.

Behind him, his wife Salima held their infant son, Rashid, who was too young to understand why his mother's milk had started to dry up. The baby's cries had faded over the past day, replaced by a lethargy that terrified Hassan more than any screaming.

The water control station rose behind the gates like a monument to better times. Decades ago, it had been the region's pride—gleaming pipes and modern controls managing the flow from the Indus to millions of hectares of farmland. Now rust streaked every surface, and the machinery groaned with sounds that suggested imminent failure rather than steady operation.

“We just want water!” someone shouted from the crowd. The voice was hoarse, breaking on the last word.

A military convoy rolled up, diesel engines cutting through the noise. Soldiers poured from the trucks with the efficiency of men who'd done this before, forming a line between the crowd and the gates. Riot shields locked together with hollow thuds. Batons tapped against palms in a rhythm that suggested practised intimidation.

Hassan tried to retreat but the crowd had nowhere to go. Bodies packed so tightly that breathing required effort. Amira whimpered against his shoulder, and he adjusted his grip, careful of the bruises forming where his fingers had held her too long.

“Please,” a woman near Hassan begged, her container held high. “My husband is sick. He needs water to take his medicine.”

The soldiers’ visors reflected nothing but the crowd's own desperation back at them.

A black SUV approached through the dust, part of a five-vehicle motorcade that seemed grotesquely expensive against the backdrop of decay. The lead vehicle's paint gleamed despite the dust, its chrome accents catching the sun like mockery. Hassan had seen motorcades like this before—politicians making their carefully staged appearances, surrounded by enough security to fight a small war.

The Minister who emerged wore a suit that probably cost more than Hassan earned in six months. Dark blue with subtle pinstripes, perfectly tailored, the kind of outfit that required air conditioning to remain comfortable. His hair was perfectly styled despite the heat, swept back with product that probably cost more per bottle than Hassan's family spent on food in a week. His shoes—Italian leather, polished to mirrors—touched the dust-covered ground with visible reluctance.

Minister Tariq Rahman. Hassan recognised him from television, from campaign posters that had promised water management reforms and infrastructure investment. That had been two years ago. The promises had evaporated faster than water in the summer sun.

The crowd's desperation shifted to something uglier as recognition rippled through the mass of bodies. Hope and anger competed in voices that rose to meet the Minister, some still believing in the possibility of help, others past the point of faith in official intervention.

“Minister! Minister Rahman!”

“Do something!”

“Our crops are dying! We're losing everything!”

“You promised relief three months ago!”

“My children are sick! They need water!”

The Minister's face arranged itself into an expression of concern that looked practised in a mirror. His aide—a thin man in a cheaper suit, carrying a tablet—leaned close, whispering something that made Rahman nod with the kind of calculation that suggested he was weighing votes rather than lives. The exchange lasted maybe five seconds, but Hassan saw the decision being made: how much concern to show, how quickly to leave, what promises would sound good without committing to actual action.

“Citizens,” Rahman began, his voice amplified by a small speaker one of his security detail held. “I understand your concerns. The government is monitoring the situation closely. We are in communication with regional water authorities and are working to address the infrastructure challenges that have contributed to this temporary shortage.”

Temporary shortage. The words hit Hassan like a slap. Temporary implied this would end naturally, that it was weather or luck rather than systematic failure and corruption. It erased the three weeks of watching his daughter weaken, the nights spent calculating how to divide their remaining water between four people when three liters wouldn't be enough for one.

“We will take the necessary steps,” Rahman continued, “to address the water crisis in due course. Emergency relief measures are being coordinated at the provincial level, and—”

“Due course?” An old farmer near Hassan shouted, his voice cracking. “My crops died last week! My livestock are dying now! We need water today, not ‘due course’!”

The crowd's noise swelled. Not quite a roar yet, but building toward it. Hassan felt the pressure of bodies against his back increase, felt the collective anger finding its voice. Amira whimpered, and he adjusted his grip, trying to keep her above the crushing press.

Rahman's expression shifted from rehearsed concern to genuine alarm as he registered the crowd's mood. His security detail moved closer, forming a tighter perimeter. Hands moved to weapons, though the guards were smart enough not to draw them yet. Not with this many desperate people pressed together.

“I assure you,” Rahman tried again, but his amplified voice was losing ground to the crowd's anger. “The provincial government is committed—”

The crowd surged forward. Not an organised attack, just the collective weight of three hundred people who'd heard enough empty promises, who'd reached the end of patience and the beginning of something darker. The soldiers’ line buckled, shields grinding against each other as boots skidded in the dust, men struggling to hold position against human tide.

Rahman's security detail didn't wait for the situation to deteriorate further. They closed around him like a wall, creating a moving barrier of bodies and force. Civilians were pushed aside—not gently. Hassan saw an elderly woman go down, saw a young man take a security guard's elbow to the face. The Minister disappeared into his protective bubble, hustled toward the waiting SUV with the efficiency of men who'd extracted VIPs from hostile situations before.

The motorcade's doors slammed with finality, heavy thuds that sounded like punctuation marks on broken promises. Engines roared to life, already revving before the last door closed. The lead vehicle lurched forward, and the convoy accelerated away, raising dust clouds thick enough to choke on.

Hassan pulled Amira closer, trying to shield her from the dust and the pushing and shoving that was spreading through the crowd like a contagion. People were angry now, really angry, the kind of anger that had no productive outlet and would find destructive ones. Some were rushing the gates, despite the guards’ rifles. Others were just shouting, venting rage at the universe.

Behind him, Salima coughed, her voice tight with fear. “Hassan, we should go. This is going to get worse.”

She was right. He could feel it—the way the crowd's mood had shifted from desperate to dangerous, the way even reasonable people became something else when pushed past their limits. He started trying to work his way toward the edge of the crowd, protecting Amira with his body, making slow progress through the press of angry humanity.

That's when the pipes screamed.

The sound cut through everything—a metallic shriek that made Hassan's teeth ache, that turned every head toward the control station. He looked up in time to see the central valve buckle, the rust-eaten metal finally surrendering to pressure it was never meant to hold. The valve housing distorted, split, tore open like flesh under stress. For one frozen moment, nothing happened. The crowd fell silent, three hundred people collectively holding their breath.

The explosion came with the force of artillery. Water erupted from the failed valve in a column that reached thirty feet into the sky, backlit by the sun into something that would have been beautiful if it wasn't lethal. The pressure in the pipes, built up over weeks of sporadic flow and improvised repairs, found its release.

And then found more.

The first rupture triggered a cascade. Pipes that had been holding together through prayer and habit gave way in sequence, each failure feeding the next. Water burst through ancient seals and corroded joints, transforming the control station from infrastructure into weapon.

The wave hit the crowd with the force of a wall. Hassan saw it coming and turned, trying to shield Amira, but the water was faster than thought. It slammed into his back, drove him to his knees, then swept him forward in a churning mass of bodies and debris.

He lost his grip on Amira.

The world became chaos—mud and water and screaming. Hassan clawed his way to the surface, gasped air thick with spray, searched desperately for his daughter. Bodies tumbled past him. A soldier's shield spun by, its owner gone. Chunks of concrete from the failing infrastructure created new hazards with every moment.

“Amira!”

The roar of water swallowed his voice. The flood carved new channels through the drought-hardened earth, each one becoming a river within minutes. The crowd that had been pressing against the gates now scattered in every direction, some swept along by the current, others scrambling for higher ground that kept disappearing as the water spread.

Hassan saw a flash of pink fabric—Amira's dress. He lunged toward it, half-swimming and half-crawling through the churning water. His hand closed on cloth, then skin, then he was pulling her up, her face breaking the surface with a gasp that was the most beautiful sound he'd ever heard.

A soldier, his uniform torn and his face bloodied, helped pull them both toward what remained of the control station's foundation. The concrete was crumbling, but it was above the water line. Barely.

Around them, the destruction continued. Each new pipe failure sent another geyser into the sky. The station's structural supports, undermined by the flood, began to collapse. Metal groaned and concrete shattered, the sounds mixing with human screams into something that would haunt Hassan's dreams for years.

Those who could reach higher ground did so. Those who couldn't disappeared into water that had arrived as salvation and delivered only destruction.

The sun was setting when the pressure finally equalised, when the last of the ancient pipes either ruptured or held, when the water that had been building behind failing infrastructure finally ran its course. The water control station—or what remained of it—stood silent except for the sound of water rushing through broken infrastructure into the thirsty earth, and the sounds of human misery that no amount of water could wash away.

Hassan sat on what remained of the concrete foundation with Amira pressed against his chest, both of them coughing up mud and water, both alive when dozens around them weren't. His arms shook with exhaustion, his lungs burned, but Amira was breathing. That was all that mattered in this moment.

Salima had made it to the same high ground, Rashid still clutched to her chest. The baby was crying now—a good sign, Hassan told himself, even as the sound tore at his heart. Crying meant energy, meant fight, meant survival instinct still strong.

Around them, other survivors pulled themselves from the receding water or helped those who couldn't manage alone. The soldier who'd helped them to safety was now wading back into the contaminated water, pulling out an elderly man who'd got tangled in debris. His uniform was ruined, his face bloodied, but he moved with the mechanical determination of someone who'd put aside exhaustion in favour of necessity.

The flood was already receding, soaking into soil that had been crying out for rain for months. But the water was brown with mud and contamination, carrying debris and sewage and god knew what else from the ruptured infrastructure. Drought-cracked earth drank it greedily, but the water that should have been salvation had become another form of destruction. Unusable for drinking, dangerous for crops, contaminated beyond easy treatment.

Bodies lay in the mud. Not many—most people had managed to reach high ground or get pulled to safety—but enough. Hassan counted seven he could see from his position, though he knew there would be more. An elderly woman face-down in the muck, her container still clutched in one hand. A farmer who'd been near the front of the crowd, his skull caved in where debris had struck him. A mother whose body had been found without her child, the desperate search still ongoing in the fading light.

Below, in what had been the centre of the crowd, people waded through knee-deep water and mud, calling names of family members they'd been separated from. Some searches ended in tearful reunions. Others ended in silence more terrible than any scream.

In the distance, emergency sirens wailed. Far too late, and far too few. Hassan could see the vehicles approaching on the dirt road, their lights cutting through the gathering darkness. Ambulances that would find more patients than they could handle, police who would find a disaster scene that defied easy explanation, officials who would start crafting narratives before the bodies were even counted.

Hassan looked at the ruins of the water control station, at the bodies being pulled from the mud, at his daughter's cracked lips that were still dry despite being surrounded by water. And he understood with perfect clarity that this hadn't been an accident.

Someone had wanted this to happen.

The drought that had driven them to desperation, the infrastructure allowed to decay beyond safety, the politician's empty promises, the perfect timing of catastrophic failure—it all fit together into a pattern that made Hassan's exhaustion transform into something harder.

Rage.

Not the hot anger of the moment, but the cold fury of understanding that his daughter had nearly died as part of someone's plan. That the destruction around him served a purpose he couldn't yet see but could feel in his bones.

He wasn't alone in that realisation. Around him, in the faces of other survivors pulling themselves from the mud, Hassan saw the same understanding taking hold. The same transformation from desperate victims to people who would remember this, who would demand answers, who would not accept official explanations about ageing infrastructure and unfortunate accidents.

The water crisis had just become something else entirely.

And somewhere, Hassan was certain, someone was watching the results of their sabotage with satisfaction.
Flapjacks

The kitchen clock read 09:47, and Dave had been staring at his mug of tea long enough that it had gone lukewarm. He wrapped his hands around the ceramic anyway, feeling the diminishing heat against his palms—a sensation most people wouldn't think twice about, but which required his constant attention. Too tight and the handle would crack. Too much pressure from his thumbs and the mug would shatter, sending hot liquid and sharp fragments across his small kitchen table.

A little over a year of practise had made it second nature. Mostly.

Autumn light slanted through the window above the sink, catching dust motes in golden columns. His semi-detached house sat quiet around him, the kind of silence that felt earned after weeks of Arctic wind and the industrial hum of the Xuelong's engines. The heating had kicked on an hour ago, radiators ticking as they expanded, filling rooms that hadn't been occupied in nearly a month.

The post had arrived—he'd heard it hit the mat from upstairs, but hadn't bothered collecting it yet. Bills could wait. So could whatever else was down there. For the moment, Dave was content to sit in his kitchen and do absolutely nothing.

His phone sat face-down on the table, deliberately placed that way after he'd checked messages this morning. Three from Cecilia, all variations of “call when you're ready to discuss next steps.” Two from Anya about some technical briefing she wanted him to review. One from Serj that just said “Good work” with no context, which was about as effusive as Serj got.

Dave had read them all, acknowledged receipt, and turned the phone over. Not ignoring them exactly—just… postponing engagement. The Agency would still be there tomorrow. The world's problems would still need solving. But this morning, in his kitchen, with lukewarm tea and nothing demanding his immediate attention, Dave was reclaiming a piece of the life that had become increasingly theoretical over the past year or so.

The hedge needed trimming. He could see it through the window, overgrown and straggly, creeping over the fence line in a way that would annoy Mr. Patterson next door if it continued. The lawn needed mowing. The gutters probably needed cleaning. Normal tasks for a normal Saturday, except Dave hadn't had a normal Saturday in longer than he could remember.

He'd always approached home maintenance with the same methodical efficiency he'd once applied to network troubleshooting—identify the problem, plan the solution, execute systematically. But lately, even thinking about tackling the garden felt exhausting in a way that swimming through Arctic waters hadn't. Physical exhaustion he understood. He could push through that, had pushed through impossible conditions because his enhanced physiology simply wouldn't quit. But the mental weight of constantly managing two lives—the ordinary and the extraordinary—was something else entirely.

A knock at the door pulled him from his thoughts.

Mrs. Tamsin stood on his doorstep, holding a tray covered with a tea towel. She was in her seventies, grey hair pulled back in a practical bun, wearing a cardigan despite the mild weather. She'd lived next door for as long as Dave had owned the house, and had made it her personal mission to ensure he didn't starve through bachelor incompetence.

“Morning, Dave. Made too many flapjacks again,” she said, the same excuse she used every few weeks. They both knew she baked specifically to have extras for him, but maintaining the fiction seemed important to her. “Thought you might want some.”

Dave accepted the tray, the weight negligible in his hands but requiring careful attention to hold it without crushing the tin beneath the cloth. “Thanks, Mrs. Tamsin. You really didn't have to.”

“Oh, it's no trouble, dear.” She peered past him into the hallway, her eyes taking in details with the efficiency of someone who'd raised four children and missed very little. “You've been away again. Work?”

“Yeah. Northern Europe, mostly. IT consulting.” The lie came easily now, worn smooth by repetition. “Boring stuff, really.”

“You look tired.” It wasn't a question, just an observation delivered with the gentle directness of someone who'd earned the right to comment. “You should take better care of yourself. And don't forget quiz night at The Dog and Whistle on Friday. Harry's been asking after you.”

“I'll try to make it.”

“Well, don't try too hard, dear. Just show up.” She smiled, patted his arm with the kind of affection reserved for adopted neighbourhood sons, and headed back to her own garden where her actual gardening awaited—a rebuke to his own neglected lawn.

Dave closed the door and carried the flapjacks to the kitchen, setting them carefully on the counter. The smell of golden syrup and oats filled the room, a scent that triggered memories of Saturday mornings before everything changed. When the most complicated part of his life had been deciding whether the network architecture at work needed restructuring, not whether he could stop an environmental catastrophe without leaving casualties.

He picked up one of the flapjacks—still warm—and bit into it without thinking. The sweetness flooded his mouth, and for a moment he was just a man eating a baked good his neighbour had made, standing in his kitchen on a Saturday morning. Not someone who'd sabotaged a drilling operation and swum through water that should have killed him. Just Dave.

The moment lasted approximately thirty seconds before his analytical mind kicked in, cataloguing the disconnect. Normal people didn't have to think about moments being normal. They just were. The fact that he was actively savouring the ordinariness meant it wasn't ordinary at all—it was a brief respite from something else that had become his default state.

A little over a year ago, this kitchen had been his default. The train commute, the office job, the pub on Fridays, the quiet weekends—that had been normal. Now it was the exception, something he visited between missions like a tourist in his own life.

The realisation should have bothered him more than it did. Instead, Dave just finished the flapjack and picked up his phone.

Later that afternoon, Dave found himself at The Hanged Man.

The pub sat three miles from his house, far enough that he never ran into neighbours or colleagues from his old IT job. It wasn't a destination—it was the place you ended up when you wanted to be left alone with your thoughts and a pint. The Dog and Whistle, his actual local, was bright and cheerful, full of families and weekend roasts and the comfortable buzz of community. The Hanged Man was dark, quiet, and asked no questions.

The Guinness was perfect. Somehow, despite the sticky floors and the faint smell of old beer soaked into wooden beams, they poured the best pint in a twenty-mile radius. Dave had tried to figure out the logic of it once—temperature, cleanliness of lines, pour technique—before realising that some things defied systematic analysis.

He sat in his usual corner, a table with good sight lines to the door and no one behind him. Old habits. He wasn't entirely sure when he'd developed them—the Agency's training, or something more instinctive that had always been there but never had reason to manifest. Before, there'd been no threats to watch for. No need to track exit routes or maintain awareness of his surroundings. Now it was automatic, a background process running constantly.

The pub was quiet this afternoon. Three regulars at the bar, lost in their own worlds. An elderly couple in the opposite corner, nursing halves of bitter and reading separate sections of the newspaper. The bartender, a man in his fifties who'd stopped trying to make conversation with Dave after the first few visits. Everyone here understood the implicit contract: you came to The Hanged Man to be left alone, and in return, you left everyone else alone.

Dave stared at his pint, watching the bubbles settle, and let his mind work through the question that had been circling since the Arctic.

What was he?

Not what could he do—that list kept expanding with each mission, each extreme situation revealing new capabilities. Strength with no measured upper limit. Speed that made Olympic athletes look stationary. Durability that adapted to threats, becoming more impenetrable the harder something tried to hurt him. Fire immunity. Cold resistance. Enhanced vision that adapted to conditions that would blind normal humans.

The question was simpler and more fundamental: what was the source?

He'd tried to remember, to identify when things had changed. There was no moment of revelation, no lightning bolt or radioactive spider. One day he'd been an overweight IT professional who avoided exercise, and the next—or what felt like the next—he'd walked into a gym and discovered he could run at impossible speeds and lift maximum weight without strain.

But that couldn't be right, could it? That kind of change didn't happen overnight. Biology didn't work that way, even enhanced biology. Which meant either it had always been there, dormant, waiting for the right trigger…

Or it had been growing for years and he'd simply never had reason to notice.

The second option bothered him more. How did someone not notice they were superhuman? The gym had been the test that revealed the truth, but what if he'd gone swimming instead? Would he have discovered he could hold his breath for thirty minutes? If he'd taken up martial arts, would he have realised his skin was impervious to strikes?

The possibilities multiplied uncomfortably. What else might be waiting to manifest? What other capabilities might reveal themselves next time he was pushed into extreme circumstances? The vision enhancement had been a complete surprise in the Arctic. What would the next surprise be?

Dave took a long drink of his Guinness, letting the smooth bitterness ground him. This was the circular thinking that drove him to The Hanged Man instead of staying home. At home, these questions led nowhere. Here, at least they had the company of a perfect pint.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. He ignored it.

The truth was, he might never know the source. The Agency's medical team had run every test they could think of, broken expensive equipment trying to measure his limits, and concluded that whatever he was existed outside their framework for understanding human biology. Enhanced, certainly. Explainable, not so much.

Cecilia had told him that sometimes the why mattered less than the what you did with it. Easy for her to say—she wasn't the one discovering new abilities with alarming regularity. But she wasn't wrong either. The past year or so had taught him that spending too much energy on unanswerable questions meant less energy for the work that actually mattered.

Still. The questions wouldn't stop circling.

Dave looked down at his empty glass, surprised to find it drained. He'd been so lost in analysis that he'd finished the Guinness on autopilot. The bartender was wiping down the taps, ignoring the empty glass with the practised indifference of someone who knew regulars would get their own refills.

Dave stood, collected his glass, and walked to the bar. The bartender took it without comment and pulled a fresh pint with practised efficiency. Dave watched the process—the angle of the glass, the cascade of bubbles, the settling period before the top-up. Methodical, systematic, repeatable. There was comfort in processes that worked the same way every time.

Unlike his own body, which seemed determined to surprise him.

He carried the fresh pint back to his corner table, wrapped his hand around the glass with that careful pressure that had become second nature. Not too tight. Never too tight.

His phone buzzed again. And again.

With a sigh, Dave pulled it out and glanced at the screen. Cecilia. Then Anya. Then Cecilia again.

The world, it seemed, was done waiting.

Dave read the messages—situation developing in South Asia, water crisis escalating, Agency monitoring for potential intervention—and felt the familiar pull of obligation settling over his shoulders. The quiet Saturday was ending. The questions about his nature would remain unanswered. The hedge would stay untrimmed.

But first, he was going to finish this pint.

Dave set the phone face-down on the table and raised his glass. In the dim light of The Hanged Man, surrounded by people who didn't know what he was and didn't care who he'd been, Dave Anderson took a long drink of perfect Guinness and let himself be ordinary for just a few minutes more.

The world could wait that long.

It had to.
The Fish Tank

The Agency's conference room lived up to its nickname. Three walls of floor-to-ceiling glass panels offered views of Birmingham's skyline, while the fourth held screens currently displaying satellite imagery of South Asia. The glass table reflected everything—lights, faces, the tension that built as the briefing progressed. Dave had never liked this room. Too exposed, too much visibility. He preferred rooms with walls that didn't announce your presence to anyone walking past.

Cecilia sat at the head of the table, tablet in hand, her presence filling the space without requiring volume. She'd changed since Dave had seen her three days ago—traded her usual comfortable casual wear for a more formal jacket and blouse. That itself was a tell. When Cecilia dressed for the office rather than the field, it meant politics were involved.

Dave occupied his usual seat midway down the left side, with sight lines to both the door and the windows. Anya sat across from him, her grey eyes tracking the satellite imagery with the focused intensity she brought to anything technical. Serj filled the chair at Dave's left, his massive frame making the expensive office furniture look delicate. Omar had taken the seat nearest the door—old habits from years of operations where exit strategies mattered more than comfort.

“This is going to be a political tightrope,” Cecilia began, her Ghanaian accent adding warmth to words that carried considerable weight. “What I'm about to show you involves two nuclear powers, historical tensions going back decades, and a resource crisis that's pushing both toward decisions neither can afford to make.”

She tapped her tablet, and the satellite imagery shifted. The Indus River system sprawled across the screens in false-colour blue, its tributaries branching through Pakistan and India like veins through muscle tissue. Red markers began appearing along its length, clustering heavily near the disputed border regions.

“The Indus Waters Treaty,” Cecilia continued. “Signed in 1960, brokered by the World Bank, and one of the few agreements between India and Pakistan that's survived every war, every crisis, every political upheaval for over sixty years.” She zoomed in on the marker clusters. “Until now.”

“What changed?” Serj's voice rumbled, the first words he'd spoken since the briefing started.

“That's precisely what we need to find out.” Cecilia highlighted a section of the upper Indus. “Each of these markers represents a potential treaty violation in the past six weeks. Unauthorised dam construction, deliberate flooding of border areas, military movements disguised as irrigation projects, water flow manipulation that's causing severe shortages downstream.”

Anya leaned forward, her fingers steepled. “Six weeks is a very specific timeline. That suggests coordination rather than gradual escalation.”

“Exactly.” Cecilia pulled up news footage—Pakistani farmers surrounding a dried-up canal, Indian officials inspecting flood damage, military convoys moving through border regions under the guise of humanitarian aid. “Both sides are blaming each other, but the pattern is too perfect. Too symmetrical. It's as if someone is playing them against each other.”

Dave studied the footage, his analytical mind cataloguing details. The dried canal showed signs of recent flow—vegetation still green along its banks, suggesting the water hadn't been gone long. The flood damage looked deliberate, concentrated in areas that would cause maximum agricultural destruction without triggering immediate military response. The convoys moved with precision that suggested advance planning rather than emergency reaction.

“You think this is external manipulation,” Dave said. Statement, not question.

“I think the timing is suspicious,” Cecilia replied. “Sixty years of an agreement working, despite everything, and suddenly within six weeks we have multiple violations from both sides? That's not how international relations usually deteriorate. There are warning signs, diplomatic protests, gradual escalation. This went from zero to crisis almost overnight.”

Omar spoke up, his voice carrying the flat pragmatism of someone who'd operated in the region before. “The intelligence services. ISI on the Pakistani side, RAW for India. Have they reported anything unusual?”

“That's part of the problem.” Cecilia switched to a different display, this one showing communication intercepts with large sections redacted. “Both agencies are reporting increased activity from the other side, but neither is sharing the kind of detail that would let us verify independently. They're operating in reaction mode, which means they're as surprised by this as we are.”

“Or they're lying,” Anya said, the slight edge in her voice suggesting she'd dealt with intelligence services enough to know their default settings. “Compartmentalisation could mean some elements are acting without official sanction.”

“Possible,” Cecilia acknowledged. “Which is why we need boots on the ground. Local intelligence, direct observation, sources who aren't filtered through official channels. The treaty is already fraying—we've had three deaths in border clashes in the past week, agricultural losses mounting on both sides, and rhetoric from political leaders that's pushing toward military response. If this continues to escalate…”

She didn't need to finish the sentence. Everyone in the room understood what happened when nuclear powers ran out of diplomatic options.

“Pakistan first,” Cecilia continued, pulling up maps of Lahore and surrounding regions. “You'll go in as an NGO team doing water infrastructure assessment—cover that's thin enough to move freely but solid enough to withstand casual scrutiny. We have contacts in the region, people who've been monitoring the situation but lack the resources to investigate properly. Your job is to figure out what's really driving this escalation. Local corruption? Political opportunism? Or something more organised.”

Dave felt the familiar weight settling onto his shoulders, the transition from theoretical briefing to actual mission. But this time, alongside the weight came something else—questions that needed asking before they committed to the field.

“The political complexity here,” Dave said, choosing his words with care. “Two nuclear powers, intelligence services on both sides who'll be watching for external interference, local populations that are already angry and desperate. How much latitude do we have for intervention if we find something that needs immediate action?”

Cecilia's expression shifted subtly, a flicker of approval crossing her features before she responded. “That's the right question to ask. The answer is: very little. You're there to gather intelligence and report back. If you find evidence of deliberate sabotage or external manipulation, we go through proper channels—United Nations, World Bank, whatever diplomatic avenue gets us the result without triggering a shooting war. You are explicitly not authorised to take direct action that could be attributed to a Western intelligence service operating on Pakistani soil.”

“And if the situation deteriorates while we're gathering intelligence?” Anya asked. “If we're sitting on information that could prevent immediate conflict?”

“Then you report immediately, and we make the call from here with full situational awareness.” Cecilia's voice carried the weight of someone who'd made those decisions before. “I know that's not satisfying. I know it puts you in positions where you might see a solution but can't act on it. But this is bigger than any single operation. If Pakistan or India believes a Western power is interfering in their water crisis, it gives them a convenient external enemy to unite against. That helps no one.”

Dave nodded slowly. It made sense from a strategic perspective, even if the tactical implications were uncomfortable. They were going in as observers with very limited ability to influence outcomes directly. Which meant if they found a conspiracy, they'd need to expose it in ways that let the local powers handle it themselves.

“Timeline?” Serj asked.

“You leave tomorrow,” Cecilia replied. “Omar will handle logistics and local contacts. Anya, you'll need to set up monitoring systems that can track water flow and infrastructure remotely—something that gives us real-time data without requiring physical presence at every site. Dave…” She met his eyes across the table. “You're the contingency. If things go sideways, if the team needs extraction or direct intervention, you're the reason we can commit to this despite the political constraints.”

Dave understood the subtext. His abilities made him a walking insurance policy—someone who could handle situations that would kill normal operators, who could extract the team if local situations turned hostile, who could accomplish physically impossible tasks if absolutely necessary. It was a role he'd grown into over the past year or so, though the weight of it never felt entirely comfortable.

“Questions?” Cecilia glanced around the table.

Anya tapped her tablet, pulling up a personnel file. “The local contacts. How reliable are they?”

“Mixed,” Cecilia admitted. “Some have been working with us for years. Others are new, brought in because they have access we need. You'll have to make assessments in the field, which is why Omar is point on that. His experience in the region gives him the best read on who we can trust.”

“Equipment restrictions?” Omar asked.

“Standard non-attributable gear. Nothing that screams Western intelligence if you get searched at a checkpoint. Anya can bring technical equipment under the NGO cover, but keep it defensible as legitimate infrastructure assessment tools.”

The briefing continued for another twenty minutes, covering details of entry points, communication protocols, emergency extraction procedures, and the specific indicators they'd be looking for that would suggest organised manipulation versus organic crisis. Cecilia had clearly spent considerable time preparing this, and Dave found himself appreciating her thoroughness. The missions that looked simple usually weren't, and going in prepared for complexity was what kept you alive.

Finally, Cecilia powered down the displays and closed her tablet. “Alright. You have your preliminary briefing packets waiting in your offices. Read them, memorise the relevant sections, and then destroy the hard copies per protocol. We reconvene at 0800 tomorrow for final preparation before departure. Any last questions?”

The room stayed quiet. Everyone had what they needed to start preparing.

“Good. Dismissed.”

The team stood and filed toward the door. Serj and Omar immediately started discussing logistics in low voices, their conversation fading as they moved into the corridor. Anya paused at the door, glanced back at Dave, then continued out with a slight nod—she'd caught him lingering and understood he had something to discuss privately with Cecilia.

Dave remained seated as the room emptied, waiting until the door closed before speaking. Cecilia had stayed at her position at the table head, gathering her materials with practised efficiency, but she looked up when the sound of footsteps faded.

“Something on your mind, Dave?”

He considered how to phrase it. The question had been forming since Cecilia had outlined the mission parameters, sharpening into focus as she'd described the political constraints and complex situation they'd be operating in.

“The mission parameters,” Dave began, keeping his tone neutral. “Limited intervention authority, high political sensitivity, nuclear powers involved. This feels different from previous operations. More constrained, more risk of making things worse through good intentions. I'm wondering…” He paused, finding the right words. “How do we balance gathering intelligence with the reality that people are dying while we investigate? The footage you showed—those farmers, the flooding victims. If we find out who's behind it while people are still suffering, how do we sit on that information waiting for proper diplomatic channels?”

Cecilia set down her tablet and gave him her full attention, the kind of focused regard that suggested she'd been expecting this question or one like it.

“That's the challenge of this work,” she said, her accent softening the hard edges of the words. “You're asking about the gap between tactical effectiveness and strategic wisdom. You could probably solve whatever crisis we find—your abilities give you options most operators don't have. But solving it might create bigger problems. If you intervene directly and it's traced back to Western involvement, we give both India and Pakistan a convenient external enemy. Instead of solving their water crisis, they unite against us, and the underlying tensions continue to fester.”

“So we watch people suffer while we build a case that lets them save themselves,” Dave said.

“We watch, we document, and we expose the truth in ways that empower local action,” Cecilia corrected gently. “It's not satisfying. I know that. The hero's instinct is to fix the problem immediately, and you certainly have the power to do so. But real change has to come from within these systems. Our role is to identify the manipulation, provide proof, and let the people who actually live with the consequences make the decisions about how to respond.”

Dave absorbed that, recognising the wisdom even as part of him chafed against the constraints. A little over a year ago, he would have just asked for clear orders and followed them. Now, after Venezuela's rage and the Arctic's restraint, he understood that power without judgement was dangerous—but judgement sometimes meant accepting limitations on when that power could be used.

“I understand,” he said. “We're gatherers, not enforcers. At least not until the situation explicitly requires it.”

“Exactly.” Cecilia's expression warmed with approval. “You've learned a lot since you joined us, Dave. That question—understanding the political complexity before committing to action—that's the kind of thinking that makes you valuable beyond your abilities. Don't underestimate how much you've developed as an operator. The Arctic showed real growth, real maturity in how you approach these situations.”

Dave felt something settle in his chest, a confirmation he hadn't realised he'd needed. Not about his abilities—those spoke for themselves. But about his judgement, his developing understanding of when to act and when to wait, when to apply force and when to choose restraint.

“Thank you,” he said simply. “That helps clarify things.”

Cecilia nodded, then smiled—a genuine expression that crinkled the corners of her eyes. “Now go prepare. Tomorrow you're getting on a plane to one of the most politically volatile regions in the world, and I need you sharp. All of you.”

Dave stood, the weight on his shoulders feeling more like purpose than burden now. “Yes ma'am.”

He left the conference room, the glass walls reflecting his departure in multiple angles, and headed for his office to review the mission briefing packets. Outside, Birmingham's skyline stretched under grey clouds, ordinary and peaceful.

Tomorrow he'd be in Lahore, investigating a crisis that could push two nuclear powers toward war.

But today, for a few more hours, he had time to prepare. Time to think through the complexities, to understand the constraints, to ready himself not just for action but for the judgement required to know when action was appropriate.

The Arctic had been his test of restraint. Pakistan might be his test of patience. But he was ready for both.

At least, he hoped he was.

    
    India

    


  The Squeeze

Two years earlier.

The Ministry of Water Resources occupied a six-story building where modern glass met traditional stonework in the kind of architectural compromise that defined Islamabad's government district. Amir Qureshi's office sat on the fourth floor, overlooking Constitution Avenue, positioned high enough to signal importance without claiming the executive levels reserved for ministers and their immediate staff.

Qureshi had worked in this office for seven years, managed budgets that ran into billions of rupees, negotiated with provincial authorities and international organisations, and built a reputation as a competent administrator who understood both the technical complexities of water management and the political realities of Pakistan's resource challenges. He'd handled pressure before—parliamentary committees, media scrutiny, the constant tension between India and Pakistan over shared water resources.

But nothing had prepared him for the man who walked through his door at 2:47 PM on a Tuesday afternoon.

The receptionist's call had been brief and confused. “Sir, there's someone here who says you're expecting him. He doesn't have an appointment, but he's… he says you'll want to see him.” The uncertainty in her voice had been unusual—Fatima had worked the front desk for a decade and normally handled unexpected visitors with practised efficiency.

“Did he give a name?”

“No, sir. He just said to tell you he's here.”

Qureshi had nearly sent the man away on principle. His schedule was packed, the water crisis was demanding sixteen-hour days, and he had no patience for mysterious visitors playing games with his receptionist. But something in Fatima's tone—a thread of genuine discomfort beneath the professional uncertainty—made him reconsider.

“Send him up.”

Now, watching the man settle into the chair across from his desk, Qureshi understood Fatima's reaction.

The visitor was tall—perhaps six-two—with the kind of build that suggested serious physical training maintained over years rather than casual gym attendance. His suit was expensive but not flashy, dark grey with subtle tailoring that accommodated his frame without drawing attention to itself. European cut, Qureshi thought, possibly Italian. The man's face was harder to read—late forties or early fifties, clean-shaven with sharp features and a square jaw. His hair was dark with grey streaks at the temples, cropped short in a military style.

But it was the eyes that caught Qureshi's attention. Cold, grey, and utterly focused—the kind of gaze that suggested nothing escaped notice. They studied Qureshi with predatory attention, tracking the bureaucrat's unconscious movements with the precision of someone trained to read body language. The slight shift in his chair, the way his fingers had moved toward his desk phone before stopping, the speed of his breathing.

“Mr. Qureshi,” the man said, his accent carrying traces of Russian beneath careful neutrality. “Thank you for seeing me without an appointment.”

Qureshi's training reasserted itself, falling back on the formal protocols that had served him through countless difficult meetings. “I'm afraid I don't recognise you, Mr…?”

“Names aren't necessary for this conversation.” The man's hands rested on the arms of the chair, completely still in a way that suggested rigid self-control. “What matters is that I know you. Quite thoroughly.”

The temperature in the office seemed to drop despite the air conditioning maintaining its steady hum. Qureshi felt his pulse accelerate, a physiological response to threat that years of administrative work hadn't entirely dulled.

“I'm a busy man,” Qureshi said, keeping his voice level. “If you have business with the Ministry, there are proper channels—”

“Your family owns seventeen agricultural operations across Punjab province,” the man interrupted, his tone carrying the flat precision of someone reciting memorised facts. “Twelve focus on cotton, three on wheat, two on rice. Total acreage approximately forty-two thousand hectares. Your eldest brother manages the operations, but you hold a twenty-three percent ownership stake through a trust established in 2008.”

Qureshi's mouth went dry. The agricultural holdings were legal, disclosed in the appropriate government filings, but the specific breakdown of ownership through the trust arrangement wasn't public information. Only the family and their lawyers had access to those details.

“Two years ago,” the man continued, his fingers tapping a slow rhythm against the chair arm, “during a particularly severe drought, you used your position to negotiate preferential water allocations for those properties. The arrangement was structured through provincial authorities and disguised as drought relief for small farmers, but forty percent of the allocated water went to your family's operations.”

“That's—” Qureshi started, but his denial caught in his throat. Because it was true. Not the full picture, not the context that made it defensible, but true enough that explaining it would require admitting details he'd worked hard to keep compartmentalised.

“Additionally,” the man said, and now there was something harder in his voice, “you engaged in direct negotiations with Indian officials regarding agricultural water allocations across the border. Negotiations that bypassed official diplomatic channels and the treaty framework that governs water sharing between our nations. These negotiations secured advantages for your family's operations at the expense of Pakistani farmers in other regions who depend on the same water sources.”

The room felt smaller suddenly, the walls pressing in. Qureshi's hands gripped the armrests of his chair, knuckles going white. His mind raced through implications, calculating exposure, trying to determine how much this man actually knew versus what he was inferring.

“Who are you?” Qureshi's voice came out rougher than intended. “Intelligence services? ISI? If this is some kind of internal investigation—”

“I'm not with Pakistani intelligence.” The man leaned forward slightly, his hands folding together with casual ease. “I'm not with any government, Mr. Qureshi. I'm an independent operator pursuing my own interests. And currently, those interests require your cooperation.”

“I won't—”

“Yes, you will.” The interruption was calm, matter-of-fact, carrying absolute certainty. “Because the alternative is that detailed evidence of your water manipulation, your unauthorised negotiations with India, and your personal profit from a national crisis becomes public knowledge. Not through official channels where you might have time to craft explanations or call in favours. Through media leaks, social media, direct distribution to opposition politicians who would feast on this kind of scandal.”

Qureshi felt sweat forming along his hairline despite the air conditioning. His career in government service had taught him to recognise leverage when he saw it. This man had conducted thorough research, gathered documentation that could destroy everything Qureshi had built. The timing was particularly brutal—with the current water crisis inflaming tensions between India and Pakistan, any revelation of a Pakistani official secretly negotiating with India for personal gain would be political suicide. Possibly literal suicide, given how angry people were about water shortages.

“What do you want?” The question came out defeated, but Qureshi needed to understand the scope of what he was facing.

“Information, primarily. Access to Ministry resources and data that isn't publicly available. Occasional… influence over certain decisions regarding water management and treaty implementation.” The man spread his hands in a gesture that might have seemed reasonable from someone else. “Nothing that will draw immediate attention. Nothing that contradicts your established patterns of behaviour. Just small adjustments to priorities and timing that serve my purposes.”

“You're asking me to commit treason.” Qureshi heard the words coming from his mouth, recognised them as technically accurate, but they felt hollow. He'd already committed the acts this man was threatening to expose. The line between bureaucratic self-dealing and betraying national interests had blurred years ago when he'd started viewing his position as leverage for family business rather than public service.

“I'm asking you to survive,” the man corrected, standing smoothly. He adjusted his jacket with casual precision. “The choice is simple, Mr. Qureshi. You work with me, provide the information and access I require, and your secrets remain protected. You refuse, and by this time tomorrow, your career is finished and your family's agricultural empire is under investigation for corruption and collaboration with foreign powers.”

The man moved toward the door, then paused, turning back with an expression that might have been sympathy from someone else but read as cold assessment from him.

“I don't enjoy this,” he said, and Qureshi almost believed him. “Coercion is messy, unreliable, requires constant management. But you made choices that created vulnerabilities, and I'm simply exploiting them efficiently. If you'd remained honest in your position, you'd be useless to me. Your corruption is what makes you valuable.”

The words hit like physical blows, each one stripping away another layer of the rationalisations Qureshi had built over years of bending rules for family benefit.

“How do I contact you?” Qureshi asked, the question cementing his capitulation. He'd considered refusing, considered calling security or reporting this to ISI or simply telling this stranger to go to hell. But those considerations had lasted perhaps thirty seconds before the weight of exposure crushed them. He had too much to lose. His family had too much to lose.

“You don't.” The man opened the door. “I'll contact you when I require something. Continue your normal duties. Show no signs of this conversation. If you do anything that suggests you're compromised or attempting to alert authorities, the information becomes public immediately. I have automated systems in place. Even killing me won't stop the exposure.”

He stepped into the hallway, then added one final detail that turned Qureshi's stomach. “Oh, and Mr. Qureshi? I know about your daughter's university admission. The one that required certain… accommodations from a colleague in the education ministry. If the water corruption doesn't destroy you, that scandal certainly will. Just so we're clear on how thoroughly I've documented your activities.”

The door closed with a soft click.

Qureshi sat frozen in his chair, staring at the space where the man had stood, feeling the weight of his own choices settling onto his shoulders like concrete. His hands shook slightly—adrenaline crash after the confrontation, his body catching up to what his mind had already accepted.

He'd been compromised. Blackmailed by someone with resources, intelligence, and a level of detailed knowledge about his activities that suggested either exceptional research capabilities or insider information from his own office. The man's bearing, the accent, the cold professional competence—all of it suggested military background, possibly special forces, someone who'd operated in hostile territory and knew how to exploit weaknesses without leaving traces.

Qureshi pulled out his desk drawer with trembling hands and found the bottle of antacids he kept for stressful days. He chewed three tablets, the chalky taste doing nothing to settle his churning stomach.

Outside his window, Islamabad continued its afternoon business, traffic flowing along Constitution Avenue, government workers moving between meetings, the normal operations of bureaucracy proceeding as though nothing had changed. But for Amir Qureshi, everything had changed. He was no longer a water resources administrator making questionable but defensible decisions to benefit his family.

He was an asset. Compromised, controlled, and completely at the mercy of a man whose name he didn't even know.

Qureshi reached for his phone, then stopped. Who would he call? What would he say? The stranger had been right about the automated exposure systems—even attempting to address the blackmail would likely trigger the very consequences he was trying to avoid. And the brutal truth was that he was guilty of everything the man had described. Any investigation, even one he initiated himself, would confirm the corruption he'd engaged in.

He was trapped.

Trapped by his own choices, his own compromises, his own willingness to bend rules when it benefited his family. The water crisis he'd been working to address had become personal, but not in any way he could have anticipated.

Amir Qureshi, Director of Water Resources for the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, sat in his air-conditioned office overlooking Constitution Avenue and confronted the reality that he no longer worked for his government.

He worked for a stranger with cold grey eyes and access to secrets that could destroy everything.

And there was absolutely nothing he could do about it.
Lahore

The descent into Allama Iqbal International Airport came with the familiar sensation of Dave's ears popping as cabin pressure adjusted. Eight hours from London, with a brief stopover in Dubai that had added two more hours of airport limbo to their travel time. His legs were stiff, his back protesting the economy seat that couldn't quite accommodate his frame comfortably. Next to him, Anya had spent most of the flight working on her tablet—reading infrastructure reports, mapping water systems, preparing the technical groundwork they'd need. She looked as fresh as she had boarding in London, which Dave found vaguely irritating.

Across the aisle, Serj filled his seat the way he filled most spaces—completely. His eyes had been closed for the past hour, but Dave knew better than to assume he'd been sleeping. Serj had the ability to rest while remaining aware, a skill from years of operations where true unconsciousness was a luxury you couldn't always afford.

Omar sat behind Dave, and had been the most talkative during the flight—sharing observations about Pakistani culture, politics, and the regional dynamics they'd be navigating. His familiarity with South Asia showed in details that no briefing document could capture: which areas of Lahore to avoid after dark, how to read the social hierarchy in rural Punjab, the proper etiquette for dealing with local officials who operated on assumptions about foreigners that could be either obstacles or advantages.

“Wheels down in five,” the pilot announced, and Dave felt the aircraft banking for final approach.

Through the window, Lahore sprawled beneath them in the fading evening light. The city stretched toward the horizon in all directions—dense clusters of buildings near the centre giving way to suburbs that bled into agricultural land, the whole thing wrapped in a haze of dust and pollution that caught the sunset in shades of amber and rust. The Ravi River traced a muddy line through the landscape, smaller and more sluggish than Dave had expected from the maps. The drought's impact was visible even from thirty thousand feet.

The wheels touched tarmac with a jolt that brought Dave fully back from the half-aware state that long flights induced. Around them, passengers were already reaching for overhead bins, ignoring the seatbelt sign with the kind of eager impatience that international travel bred. Dave stayed seated, watching the terminal approach through the window.

Immigration moved with bureaucratic efficiency. Their NGO cover had been established weeks ago—credentials identifying them as water infrastructure consultants working with an international aid organisation. The documentation was solid, built on legitimate contracts and real projects that would withstand casual scrutiny. The immigration officer barely glanced at Dave's passport before stamping it and waving him through.

The arrivals hall hit them with heat that the airport's air conditioning couldn't quite overcome, mixed with the press of bodies and the particular smell of any major transport hub—jet fuel, sweat, food vendors, and underneath it all, the distinctive earthiness of South Asia. Dave scanned the crowd, looking for their contact.

A man in dark trousers and a white shirt held a small sign that just said “Dave.” No surname, no organisation name—deliberate vagueness that made Anya raise an eyebrow but didn't trigger any obvious security concerns. The man caught Dave's eye and nodded once, pocketing the sign as they approached.

“Welcome to Lahore,” he said, his English carrying a local accent but perfectly clear. “I'm Rashid. The vehicles are this way.”

He moved through the crowd with the easy confidence of someone who'd done this many times, leading them to a black minibus idling at the kerb where a uniformed officer would normally have moved it along. Money or connections, Dave thought. Probably both.

The interior offered blessed air conditioning. Dave took the front passenger seat out of habit—better sight lines, easier to react if something went wrong. The others filed into the back, Serj's bulk making the van list slightly to one side.

Rashid pulled into traffic without hesitation, merging into a flow of vehicles that seemed to operate on rules Dave couldn't quite decipher. Horns blared constantly, not in anger but as a form of communication—I'm here, I'm moving, watch out. Rickshaws darted through gaps that looked physically impossible. Motorcycles carried entire families, children sandwiched between adults with the casual trust that made Dave's threat assessment instincts scream.

“The accommodation in Bhaman is ready,” Rashid said, navigating around a truck that was drifting across lanes with no apparent concern for the concept of lane discipline. “Forty-five minutes, maybe an hour depending on traffic. Secure location, no close neighbours. The local contact you requested will come tomorrow morning.”

“The vehicles?” Omar asked from the back.

“Delivered at first light. Land Cruiser and Hilux, both serviced, both clean of any tracking or monitoring equipment.” Rashid glanced at Dave. “You work for the serious people, I think. Good equipment, good planning, good money. The last group I drove for had credentials from three different organisations that all contradicted each other.”

“We're just water consultants,” Dave said, keeping his tone neutral.

Rashid's smile suggested he didn't believe that for a second but was professional enough not to press. “Of course. Many water consultants need such private accommodations and clean vehicles.”

The city fell away behind them as they drove, the dense urban sprawl thinning into suburbs, then into agricultural land that stretched toward dark horizons. The sun had set fully now, leaving only the van's headlights and the occasional farmhouse light to break the darkness. The roads narrowed, paved surfaces giving way to packed earth that kicked up dust in their wake.

Dave watched the landscape change through the windscreen, his analytical mind cataloguing details. The fields they passed were struggling—crops that should have been green showing stress patterns, irrigation channels running dry or reduced to trickles. Evidence of the water crisis wasn't abstract data on Anya's tablet; it was visible in every struggling farm they passed.

“How bad is it?” Dave asked, gesturing at the darkened fields.

Rashid's expression shifted, the professional driver facade cracking slightly. “Bad. Getting worse. People are angry, scared. The government promises help but nothing changes. India gets blamed, Pakistan gets blamed, everyone points fingers while the crops die and the wells run dry.” He navigated around a pothole that would have swallowed the van's front wheel. “Your water consulting—it will help?”

Dave thought about the mission briefing, about treaty violations and political manipulation and the careful investigation they'd conduct while people suffered in real time. “We're here to figure out what's really happening. Sometimes that's the first step to fixing it.”

“Sometimes,” Rashid repeated, his tone suggesting he'd heard promises before. “Inshallah, this time it helps.”

Bhaman announced itself through absence rather than presence. The scattered lights of farmhouses grew more distant, the road rougher, until Rashid turned down a track that Dave would have missed entirely in the darkness. Trees pressed close on either side, branches scraping against the van's roof, before opening into a clearing where a modest farmhouse sat surrounded by fields.

The building was single-storey, brick and mortar construction with a veranda running along the front. Practical rather than comfortable, isolated rather than welcoming. Perfect for their needs.

Rashid helped unload their gear onto the veranda, declined payment with a gesture that suggested he'd already been taken care of through whatever channels Cecilia had arranged, and departed with a final reminder about the vehicles arriving at first light. The van's taillights disappeared down the track, leaving the team standing in darkness broken only by the farmhouse's single exterior light.

“Well,” Anya said, her voice carrying in the quiet. “It's not the Ritz.”

“It's got walls and a roof,” Serj rumbled, testing the front door's lock with professional interest. “Better than some places we've worked.”

Omar was already moving around the perimeter, his footsteps nearly silent despite the gravel. Dave grabbed his pack and pushed through the door, finding the light switch by touch.

The interior matched the exterior's promise of functionality over comfort. A main room with a wooden table and mismatched chairs, a kitchen area with a gas cooker and a fridge that hummed laboriously, two bedrooms with basic beds, and a bathroom with plumbing that would be interesting to test. The air smelled of dust and old wood, the particular scent of a place that had sat empty.

But it was secure, isolated, and theirs for as long as they needed it.

Dave dropped his pack on the table and pulled out his phone, checking for signal. Three bars, enough for encrypted communications with London. The local SIM card Cecilia had arranged worked as promised.

“Perimeter's clear,” Omar announced, returning through the front door. “No recent vehicle tracks besides ours. Nearest neighbour is at least two kilometres east, lights visible but too far for casual observation. Good terrain for early warning if anyone approaches.”

Anya had already claimed one of the bedrooms, her laptop emerging from her pack before she'd even tested the bed. Through the doorway, Dave could see her connecting to satellite internet, screens filling with data feeds and communication channels.

“I'm taking first watch,” Serj said, settling into a chair near the window with sight lines to the approach road. Not a question, just a statement of how things would work.

Dave nodded, too tired to argue and knowing Serj would be awake for hours regardless. “I'll take the three AM shift. Omar, you want the middle?”

“Works for me.”

The routines of field operations settled over them with familiar weight. Watches established, communication protocols confirmed, gear sorted and weapons checked. They'd done this enough times that the rhythm required no discussion—each person knowing their role, trusting the others to handle theirs.

Dave claimed the second bedroom, a space barely large enough for the single bed and his pack. He lay back without bothering to unpack properly, staring at the ceiling while his body slowly unknotted from ten hours of travel. His mind wouldn't settle though, cataloguing the mission parameters they'd reviewed during the flight.

Water treaty violations. Political manipulation. Two nuclear powers being pushed toward conflict. And somewhere in this volatile mixture, someone pulling strings for purposes they didn't yet understand. The pattern suggested sophisticated manipulation and thorough intelligence gathering—the kind of operation that required significant resources and deep regional knowledge.

The question was why. What did anyone gain from pushing India and Pakistan toward conflict? The obvious answers—money, political power, regional destabilisation—all felt incomplete. This level of orchestration suggested something larger, some purpose they hadn't uncovered yet. And until they understood the why, they'd be reacting rather than anticipating.

Dave's phone buzzed. A text from Cecilia: Arrived safely?

At location. Vehicles coming tomorrow. Ready to start.

Local contact is solid. Trust Omar's read on other sources. And Dave—remember the parameters. Gather intelligence, report back. No direct action unless absolutely necessary.

Understood.

He set the phone aside, closed his eyes, and tried to sleep despite knowing it would come in fragments. The farmhouse's unfamiliar sounds, the mission tension, and the awareness that tomorrow they'd start threading their way through a crisis that could explode into something catastrophic—none of it was conducive to rest.

But he'd learned to sleep when opportunity allowed. The mission would demand more than he had to give, and exhaustion was a luxury he couldn't afford.

Sometime later—an hour, maybe two—Dave woke to grey pre-dawn light filtering through the window and the sound of engines outside.

He was on his feet before fully conscious, old instincts moving his body while his mind caught up. Through the window, two vehicles were pulling into the clearing—a Land Cruiser and a Hilux, both in dark colours that would blend into rural Pakistan without standing out.

Serj was already at the door, having spotted them first. Omar emerged from his room, alert but not alarmed. The vehicles parked, and two men got out, left the keys on the driver's seats, and walked back down the track on foot without a word.

Professional delivery. Clean, untraceable, exactly as Cecilia had arranged.

Dave stepped out onto the veranda as Serj collected the keys. The Land Cruiser was battle-proven rather than showroom fresh—dents and scratches that spoke to hard use on rough roads. The Hilux looked equally seasoned, its double cab offering space for gear and the kind of low-profile presence that wouldn't draw attention in agricultural regions.

“Good vehicles,” Omar observed, running a hand along the Land Cruiser's bonnet. “Locals use these. Won't stand out.”

Anya emerged last, her hair pulled back and eyes already sharp despite the early hour. She'd been working through the night—Dave could tell from the particular intensity she brought to missions when she'd skipped sleep in favour of preparation.

“I've been mapping water infrastructure in Punjab province,” she announced without preamble. “There are seventeen major control points that could affect treaty compliance. Six show irregular activity in the past month—flow changes, unauthorised access, maintenance that doesn't match official schedules.”

“Which ones are accessible without triggering attention?” Dave asked.

“Three. The others are too heavily secured or too remote without raising questions about why water consultants would visit.” She pulled up a map on her tablet. “This one near Sheikhupura is closest. Dam structure that controls irrigation flow to border regions. Local reports suggest flow manipulation, but nothing confirmed.”

Omar studied the map. “Two-hour drive. We could be there and back before evening if we leave soon.”

“Then that's where we start,” Dave said. The decision felt right—actionable intelligence, accessible target, low profile approach. Everything their mission parameters allowed.

The team moved with practised efficiency, loading gear into the vehicles, checking equipment, running through communication protocols. By the time the sun fully cleared the horizon, they were ready.

Dave took the Land Cruiser's driver's seat, Anya beside him with her tablet displaying navigation. Serj and Omar followed in the Hilux, maintaining visual contact but enough distance to avoid looking like a convoy.

As they pulled out onto the dirt track, leaving the farmhouse behind, Dave felt the familiar transition from planning to execution. The mission had moved from briefings and preparation into active operations. They were in the field now, in a country balanced on the edge of crisis, investigating a conspiracy that could push millions toward conflict.

No pressure.

The track met the main road, and Dave turned toward Sheikhupura, toward answers they hoped to find and complications they knew were waiting.

The real work had begun.
Sheikhupura

The road to Sheikhupura unrolled through agricultural land that told its own story of the crisis. Dave kept the Land Cruiser steady at seventy kilometres per hour, watching the landscape shift through gradations of distress. Fields near Bhaman had shown stress patterns—crops struggling, irrigation channels reduced to trickles. Here, an hour into the drive, the damage was more advanced. Entire plots lay fallow, the earth cracked into geometric patterns that looked almost deliberate from a distance. Other fields showed the desperate evidence of hand-watering—irregular patches of green where farmers had hauled containers from whatever sources remained, trying to save something, anything, from complete failure.

Anya had her tablet propped on her lap, GPS tracking their route while she cross-referenced satellite imagery from the past month. Every few minutes she'd mark something on the digital map, building a visual record of the infrastructure they were investigating.

“Flow data from Sheikhupura shows irregular patterns for the past six weeks,” she said, zooming in on a graph. “Releases that don't match seasonal requirements or downstream demand. Either the operators are incompetent, or someone's manipulating the system deliberately.”

“Which do you think?” Dave asked, navigating around a truck that had decided lane discipline was optional.

“If it was just incompetence, you'd expect random variation. This shows pattern. Deliberate reduction during peak agricultural demand periods, then sudden releases that overwhelm local capacity.” She tapped the screen. “Someone knows what they're doing. The question is why.”

In the rear-view mirror, Dave could see the Hilux maintaining a steady interval behind them. Serj's bulk was visible through the windscreen, Omar presumably working his own analysis from the passenger seat. The two-vehicle approach gave them flexibility—if something went wrong at the dam site, one team could extract while the other provided cover or created a distraction.

The countryside grew more populated as they approached Sheikhupura proper, agricultural land giving way to the outskirts of the city. Traffic increased—motorcycles loaded with entire families, buses belching black smoke, the occasional ox cart moving with the patient indifference of an earlier era. The contrast between modern and traditional wasn't quaint here; it just looked like a region running on whatever still functioned while the infrastructure crumbled.

Anya directed them around the city centre, following secondary roads that traced the canal system. The water infrastructure predated partition, built when the British Raj had engineered massive irrigation projects across Punjab. The canals they passed showed that legacy—solid construction from an era that had planned for permanence, now suffering from decades of insufficient maintenance.

Twenty minutes past Sheikhupura city, Anya pointed ahead. “Next turn. The dam's three kilometres east.”

The road narrowed, paved surface deteriorating into something that had once been proper tarmac but now resembled a collection of potholes held together by optimism. Dave slowed the Land Cruiser, feeling the suspension work as they navigated the worst sections. Behind them, the Hilux followed with the steady competence that suggested Serj had driven worse.

The dam announced itself through absence rather than presence. Fields on either side of the road were dead—not struggling, not stressed, but completely finished. Bare earth stretched away from what should have been the irrigation zone, dotted with the skeletal remains of last season's crop. A few farmers were visible in the distance, bent over hand tools, trying to coax something from soil that looked like it had given up.

“Jesus,” Anya muttered, her analytical focus slipping for just a moment. “This should be prime agricultural land.”

“Should be,” Dave agreed, pulling the Land Cruiser off the road onto a cleared area that might have been a car park before neglect reclaimed it. The Hilux followed, parking parallel with good sight lines to the approach road.

The dam facility sat a hundred metres ahead, built where the canal system split to serve multiple irrigation channels. It wasn't a dramatic structure—no towering concrete face or churning hydroelectric turbines. This was functional water management infrastructure, gates and sluices controlling flow to thousands of hectares downstream. Or rather, it should have been controlling flow. From here, Dave could see water moving through one channel while others sat dry, their gates rusted in positions that suggested they hadn't moved in months.

They gathered between the vehicles, four operators surveying a target with the practised efficiency of people who'd done this hundreds of times. Serj had already oriented himself to the facility's layout, tracking sight lines and potential approach vectors. Omar was studying the surrounding area, noting vehicle tracks and foot traffic patterns.

“Place looks deserted,” Serj observed, his voice carrying just enough for the team to hear. “No security, no workers, no signs of recent maintenance.”

“Tracks suggest vehicles within the past week,” Omar added, crouching near tyre marks pressed into the dusty ground. “Multiple vehicles, probably trucks. But nothing today.”

Anya had her tablet out, running some kind of scan. “I'm picking up electronic signatures. Automated monitoring systems, maybe SCADA controls for the gates. But the signal strength suggests minimal power draw. Equipment's running on backup or low-power mode.”

Dave felt the familiar weight of field operations settling over his shoulders—the awareness that they were moving from planning to execution, from theoretical investigation to actual exposure. Their NGO cover would hold up to casual scrutiny, but if someone was actively manipulating this facility, their arrival might trigger attention they couldn't afford.

“We go in as exactly what our credentials say we are,” Dave decided. “Water infrastructure consultants doing assessment work. Anya, you're lead on the technical evaluation. Serj, you're with her. Omar and I will talk to anyone we find and get a read on the local situation.”

The approach was straightforward—a gravel path leading to the main control building, flanked by the canal system's concrete channels. Up close, the facility's condition was worse than it had appeared from the car park. Rust streaked every metal surface. Concrete showed spalling and cracks that spoke to water damage and decades without proper repair. The main gates, massive steel structures that should have been pristine and precisely controlled, were corroded to the point where Dave could see daylight through sections that should have been solid.

The control building's door was unlocked. Not just unlocked—hanging slightly ajar, as though someone had left in a hurry or simply stopped caring about security. Dave pushed it open, senses heightened, aware that his enhanced hearing could detect threats long before normal operators would register danger.

Inside, the control room smelled of dust, stale air, and the particular scent of electronics running too hot. A bank of monitoring equipment lined one wall, LED indicators glowing weakly in the dim light. No one was present, but the signs of recent occupation were clear—a chai glass on the desk still held dregs that hadn't completely dried, papers spread across the work surface showed handwriting too fresh to be archival records.

Anya moved immediately to the control systems, her fingers dancing across the interface with professional confidence. “System's in manual override mode. Someone bypassed the automated controls.” She pulled up logs, scrolling through data that meant nothing to Dave but clearly troubled her. “Gate operations for the past six weeks show deliberate manipulation. Someone's been controlling water flow directly, ignoring the scheduled releases.”

“Can you tell who?” Dave asked.

“Not from this console. But the override commands came from this facility, not remotely.” She photographed the screen, documenting evidence. “Whoever did this had physical access and knew what they were doing. This isn't vandalism or random tampering—it's systematic manipulation of water distribution.”

Omar appeared in the doorway, his expression carrying the controlled alertness that meant he'd found something. “There's a man outside. Local farmer. Wants to know who we are and what we're doing here.”

Dave followed Omar out, finding a farmer in his fifties standing near the vehicles. His shalwar kameez was faded and dusty, his face lined with the kind of weathering that came from decades of outdoor work. His expression combined suspicion with desperate hope—the look of someone who'd been let down too many times but couldn't quite stop hoping for help.

“Assalamu alaikum,” Dave offered, grateful that Omar had drilled him on basic courtesies during the flight from London.

“Wa alaikumu s-salam,” the farmer replied, his eyes tracking between Dave, Omar, and the facility behind them. His Urdu came rapid and urgent, too fast for Dave's limited grasp of the language.

Omar translated as the farmer spoke. “He says no one from the government has been here in six weeks. The last operators left without explanation. Water stopped coming to his village's irrigation channel, but he can see water flowing through other channels.” The farmer gestured emphatically, pointing at the dam's structures. “He wants to know if we're here to fix it, or if we're just more people who will make promises and leave.”

Dave chose his words carefully, waiting for Omar to translate. “We're consultants working with international organisations to understand what's happening with the water systems. We can't fix everything, but we're trying to document the problems and report them to people who can make changes.”

The farmer's response came sharp and bitter, his hands cutting the air in frustrated gestures.

Omar translated. “He says everyone documents the problems. Many people come, take photos, write reports, make sympathetic faces. Then they leave, and nothing changes. His fields are dead. His family is hungry. Documentation doesn't feed his children.”

The words hit harder than they should have, cutting through the professional distance Dave tried to maintain on operations. This wasn't abstract geopolitics or treaty violations—this was a man watching his livelihood die while officials took notes.

“Ask him what he knows about the people who were operating the facility before they left,” Dave said.

The farmer's answer came more measured this time, his frustration giving way to something calculating. He gestured toward the control building, then mimicked a conversation, his hands moving in patterns that suggested negotiation or argument.

“He says the operators were taking payments,” Omar translated. “Not their government salary—payments from someone else. He doesn't know who, but he saw them meeting with men in expensive vehicles. Then six weeks ago, the operators left, the water patterns changed, and no one from the government came to replace them.”

Anya had emerged from the control building during this conversation. She caught Dave's eye, a slight head tilt that meant she'd found something significant.

“We need to document the facility conditions and get samples for analysis,” Dave told the farmer through Omar. “I can't promise we'll fix everything, but I can promise the information we gather will go to people who might actually care.”

The farmer studied Dave for a long moment, then nodded slowly. His response came quieter, resigned.

“He says that's what they all say,” Omar translated. “But he'll show us the other channels where water still flows, if we promise to include his village in our report.”

“Agreed,” Dave said. Then, making a decision that wasn't entirely professional, he added, “Omar, see what we have in the vehicles—water, rations, anything practical. Give it to him.”

The farmer's expression shifted as Omar translated, suspicion mixing with surprise. He hadn't expected practical help, just more documentation. He led them along the canal system, showing where certain channels still received water while others sat dry. Anya took readings, documented flow rates, photographed the gate positions.

What emerged was a pattern. The channels still receiving water served regions toward the border—areas where the water would flow into territory where India and Pakistan's interests overlapped. The dry channels served purely local agricultural regions, inland areas without strategic significance.

“This isn't about water management,” Anya said quietly as they walked back toward the vehicles, the farmer having left with two cases of bottled water and what field rations they could spare. “Someone's deliberately manipulating flow to cause maximum agricultural damage to Pakistan's internal regions while maintaining flow toward areas that would affect treaty compliance.”

“Making India look like they're violating the treaty?” Omar suggested.

“Or setting up conditions where Pakistan has legitimate grievances,” Anya countered. “Either way, it's engineering a crisis.”

Dave's phone buzzed. A text from Cecilia: Status?

He photographed Anya's tablet display showing the flow manipulation pattern, added a brief caption: Deliberate tampering confirmed. Facility abandoned 6 weeks ago. Pattern suggests external coordination.

The response came quickly: Document everything. Report when secure.

They spent another hour at the facility, Anya extracting data logs from the control systems while Dave and Serj conducted a thorough site survey. The evidence mounted—this wasn't neglect or bureaucratic failure. Someone with resources, knowledge, and access had systematically manipulated this facility as part of a larger operation.

Loading back into the vehicles, Dave felt the familiar transition from information gathering to action planning. They had evidence now, but evidence raised more questions than it answered. Who was coordinating this? What was the end goal? And most critically—how many other facilities were compromised?

The drive back to Bhaman passed in contemplative silence, Dave's analytical mind working through possibilities. The pattern suggested professional intelligence work—the kind of operation that required deep regional knowledge, technical expertise, and the ability to compromise or remove local operators without triggering immediate official response.

The sun was setting as they approached the farmhouse, painting the struggling fields in amber light that made the drought damage look almost beautiful. But Dave had seen past the aesthetics to the human cost—farmers like the man at Sheikhupura, watching their land die while water flowed elsewhere according to someone's strategic calculations.

Inside the farmhouse, the team gathered around the wooden table, spreading out Anya's documentation alongside maps of the regional water infrastructure.

“We need to check the other sites Anya identified,” Dave said, his finger tracing potential targets. “If Sheikhupura is compromised, the others probably are too.”

“That's three more facilities,” Serj noted. “Two on the Ravi, one near the Chenab. If they all show the same pattern, we're looking at systematic manipulation of the entire regional water system.”

Anya pulled up satellite imagery. “I can monitor remotely, but we need physical confirmation. Someone has to visit each site.”

“We split up,” Omar suggested. “Cover more ground faster.”

Dave considered it, then shook his head. “Too risky. If these facilities are being actively monitored, splitting up makes us vulnerable. We move together, hit each site in sequence.”

His phone buzzed again. Cecilia: News reports emerging of tensions at border. Water disputes escalating. Your timeline just got shorter.

Dave showed the message to the team. The weight of urgency settled over the room—whatever was being orchestrated, it was accelerating. The crisis they'd come to investigate was moving from potential to active, and they were racing against something they didn't yet fully understand.

“Tomorrow,” Dave said, the decision settling with finality. “We check the Chenab site first. That's the largest water control system in the region. If there's a bigger play happening, that's where we'll find it.”

The team nodded, already shifting into preparation mode. Equipment checks, communication protocols, contingency planning. The routines of field operations that had kept them alive through operations far more dangerous than documenting water infrastructure.

But as Dave stared at the map, tracking the lines of rivers and canals that fed millions of people across two nuclear-armed nations, he couldn't shake the feeling that they were looking at something that could spiral beyond anyone's control.

And somewhere, someone was counting on exactly that.
Expanding Scope

The morning came early, grey pre-dawn light filtering through the farmhouse windows before Dave's watch alarm had a chance to sound. He'd slept in fragments, mind processing the Sheikhupura evidence in the background, waking periodically to stare at the ceiling and run through scenarios.

Someone with access to multiple water facilities. Someone with the technical knowledge to manipulate flow systems without triggering immediate alarms. Someone coordinating across enough sites to engineer a regional crisis. The variables multiplied faster than the certainties.

He found Anya already awake in the main room, laptop open, three coffee cups in various stages of emptiness arranged on the table beside her. The screen's glow painted her face in blue-white light, her grey eyes tracking data with focused intensity.

“Please tell me you slept,” Dave said, though her appearance answered the question.

“Sleep is for people who don't have access to Pakistan's water management database.” She rotated the laptop so Dave could see. “I've been correlating facility locations with the pattern we found at Sheikhupura. Cross-referencing maintenance records, personnel assignments, equipment procurement.”

“And?”

“And it's worse than we thought.” She pulled up a map studded with markers. “Seventeen major control facilities across Punjab province. I've identified six that show similar irregularities to Sheikhupura—sudden personnel changes six to eight weeks ago, maintenance schedules that don't match actual work performed, flow data that diverges from seasonal requirements.”

Dave studied the map, his analytical mind immediately seeing the pattern. The compromised facilities weren't random—they formed a network across the river systems, positioned to create maximum agricultural damage while maintaining enough flow toward strategic border regions to engineer apparent treaty violations.

“This isn't local corruption,” Dave said. “This is orchestrated.”

“Systematically.” Anya switched to a different view, showing financial data. “I've been tracking equipment purchases and service contracts for the affected facilities. They all show payments to the same three companies—shell corporations registered in Dubai, Singapore, and the Cayman Islands. Standard money laundering structure.”

Omar emerged from his room, already dressed, moving with the quiet efficiency of someone whose internal clock operated on mission time rather than normal circadian rhythms. He poured coffee from the pot Anya must have made hours ago, grimacing slightly at the taste of brew that had been stewing too long.

“We're looking at a conspiracy,” Omar said, reading the map over Dave's shoulder. “Question is whether it's corporate, political, or something else.”

“Could be all three,” Anya replied. “Water rights disputes generate enormous profits for the right companies. Engineering a crisis creates demand for infrastructure contracts, emergency construction, flood defence systems. Not to mention the political leverage of destabilising the region.”

Serj appeared last, his expression suggesting he'd actually managed proper sleep despite the circumstances. He took in the scene—Anya's exhausted focus, the coffee cups, the maps—and grunted. “We moving out or conducting a symposium?”

“Moving out,” Dave confirmed. “Anya's identified the pattern. We need physical confirmation at the other sites, but the Chenab facilities are priority. That's the largest water system in the region. If someone's planning something bigger than agricultural manipulation, that's where it'll happen.”

They loaded the vehicles with practised efficiency, gear stowed, communication protocols confirmed, weapons checked and concealed. The sun was properly up by the time they departed Bhaman, the Hilux and Land Cruiser rolling north through countryside that looked different in morning light—less beautiful, more desperate. The drought's impact seemed worse with each passing day, as though the land was visibly deteriorating.

The first Chenab facility was two hours north, a smaller control station that managed irrigation for a cluster of villages. Anya's database flagged it as showing the same personnel irregularities as Sheikhupura.

They found it deserted. Not abandoned in the sense of recent departure—this facility looked like it had been systematically stripped. Equipment was gone from the control room, leaving only mounting brackets and disconnected cables. File cabinets stood empty, papers scattered across the floor suggesting hasty document removal. Even the furniture was gone, just empty rooms and the ghost impression of where desks had stood.

“Someone cleaned this place out,” Serj observed, his voice carrying an edge. “Professional job. Nothing left that could identify who was operating here or what they were doing.”

Anya photographed the empty control room, documenting the disconnected infrastructure. “The automated systems are still running on backup power, but someone pulled all the records. We won't get logs from this site.”

Dave walked the perimeter while the others worked inside. The facility sat on a raised section overlooking the canal system, giving clear sight lines across agricultural land that stretched toward the horizon. From here, he could see the canal branching into multiple irrigation channels, some flowing with diminished water, others completely dry. The pattern matched Sheikhupura—deliberate manipulation of distribution.

But the stripped facility suggested something more alarming. Someone had known to remove evidence before investigation could reach this site. Either they were monitoring official inquiries, or they'd planned for eventual discovery and were tidying up loose ends.

Neither possibility was comforting.

“We need to move faster,” Dave said when they reconvened at the vehicles. “If they're cleaning up sites, they know someone's investigating. We might be on a clock.”

The second Chenab facility was another hour north, closer to the main river channel. This one hadn't been stripped, but it was abandoned with the same signs of rapid departure Sheikhupura had shown—personal items left behind, equipment still running, no workers present.

Anya accessed the control systems, pulling logs before someone could return to sanitise the site. Her fingers flew across the keyboard, extracting data, photographing screens, building their evidence file.

“Same pattern,” she reported. “Manual overrides, systematic flow manipulation, pattern of releases designed to cause maximum downstream problems while maintaining strategic flows.”

“How many facilities would you need to compromise to engineer a regional crisis?” Omar asked.

“Depends on the goal,” Anya replied, still working the console. “For agricultural damage and treaty violation appearance? What we've found is sufficient. For something bigger…” She paused, pulling up a different view. “The Chenab system includes major dams with hydroelectric capacity. If someone wanted to cause actual catastrophic failure, they'd need access to the primary control facilities, not just these irrigation management stations.”

“Which facilities?” Dave asked, feeling the pieces start to align in ways he didn't like.

Anya highlighted three locations on her tablet. “Baglihar, Salal, and Dulhasti. Major dam structures with significant water storage capacity. If you wanted to cause flooding instead of drought, those would be the targets.”

Dave stared at the map, his mind running scenarios. Agricultural manipulation created political tension and economic damage. But dam failure created disasters—immediate, catastrophic, with death tolls that could be massive if timed during high-water periods.

“We need to check those facilities,” Dave said. “If the pattern extends to the major dams, we're not looking at political manipulation. We're looking at mass casualty preparation.”

They pushed north, moving faster now, the urgency Cecilia had warned about translating into practical time pressure. The Chenab River grew larger as they travelled, transitioning from agricultural canal system to proper river, water moving with the kind of volume that could generate electricity and sustain millions.

The landscape changed too, agricultural flatlands giving way to rougher terrain as they approached the foothills. The drought's impact was less visible here where the river still flowed with volume, but signs of tension showed in other ways—military presence increasing, checkpoints becoming more frequent, the sense of a region preparing for something it couldn't quite name.

They passed through one checkpoint where Pakistani military actually checked their documentation, an officer studying their NGO credentials with professional suspicion before ultimately waving them through. Dave caught the man's expression in the rear-view mirror—not hostility exactly, but wariness. The military knew something was wrong, even if they didn't know what.

By afternoon, they'd reached the area where Baglihar Dam's influence became visible. This wasn't an irrigation facility—it was major infrastructure, concrete and steel on a scale that dwarfed the agricultural stations. The dam itself sat across the river like a wall, holding back vast quantities of water that fed hydroelectric turbines and regulated flow downstream.

But they couldn't approach it. Military presence was too heavy, security too tight. This was protected infrastructure, critical to both power generation and water management, guarded by troops who would definitely question why NGO water consultants wanted access.

Dave pulled the Land Cruiser off the road at a viewpoint overlooking the dam complex, the Hilux parking alongside. From here, they could observe with binoculars, document the facility's apparent status, but they weren't getting inside without causing an incident.

“Operational security is good,” Serj observed, scanning the complex through binoculars. “Armed patrols, restricted access, proper perimeter. This isn't like the irrigation facilities. Someone can't just walk in and manipulate systems.”

“Unless they have authorisation,” Anya countered. She had her laptop open, running scans on the facility's electronic signatures. “I'm picking up normal operational patterns. Automated systems functioning, power generation steady, no obvious signs of tampering.”

“Which tells us nothing about whether personnel are compromised,” Omar said. “If someone bribed or coerced operators at irrigation facilities, they could do the same at a dam. But the execution would be different. You can't just walk away from a facility like this—too many people, too much oversight.”

Dave's phone buzzed. Message from Cecilia: Reports of unusual military movements near Jammu and Kashmir. Indian and Pakistani units increasing readiness. Whatever you're finding, it's accelerating.

He showed the message to the team. The weight of it hung in the air—they were investigating infrastructure while the region's military forces moved toward positions that suggested preparation for conflict.

“We can't access Baglihar without triggering security response,” Dave said, thinking through options. “But Salal and Dulhasti are further north. Different security jurisdictions, different access points. If someone's targeting the major dams, we need to check the others before—”

His phone rang. Cecilia, not texting. Dave answered on speaker.

“Where are you?” Her voice carried controlled urgency.

“Overlooking Baglihar Dam. We've confirmed systematic tampering at multiple irrigation facilities along the Chenab. Pattern suggests someone's engineering a regional crisis, but we can't access the major dams without—”

“You need to move toward Salal immediately,” Cecilia interrupted. “I'm seeing chatter in intelligence channels. References to ‘Chenab’ and ‘flood warning systems.’ Nothing concrete, but the pattern suggests something significant is being planned.”

“What kind of something?” Anya asked.

“That's what I need you to find out. But Dave—you're moving into contested territory. Salal Dam is in Jammu and Kashmir, right on the dispute line. If you're caught by either military, your NGO cover won't hold.”

“Understood,” Dave said. “How much time do we have?”

“Unknown. The chatter suggests days, maybe less. Someone's coordinating something, and all the indicators point to the Chenab system. Find out what, report back, but don't engage unless you absolutely have to.”

The call ended, leaving the team standing at the roadside viewpoint with a mission that had just escalated from infrastructure investigation to disaster prevention.

“Salal Dam is four hours north,” Omar said, studying the map. “We'll need to avoid checkpoints, move through back roads. If the military is mobilising, they'll be monitoring main routes.”

“And if we're wrong?” Serj asked. “If the target isn't the dams?”

“Then we've wasted a day driving,” Dave replied. “But if we're right and we don't move, people die. Possibly a lot of people.”

They loaded back into the vehicles, the afternoon sun casting long shadows across the Chenab's waters. Dave felt the transition from investigation to prevention, the weight of potential casualties replacing the academic exercise of evidence gathering.

Somewhere ahead, at a dam complex they couldn't yet see, someone was potentially preparing a disaster. And they were racing against an unknown timeline with incomplete information and authorisation that extended to observation but not intervention.

The road north wound through increasingly rough terrain, following the river as it carved through foothills that would eventually become proper mountains. Dave kept the Land Cruiser steady, aware that they were moving into territory where their presence could trigger responses from multiple armed forces, all of whom would have questions about four foreigners with NGO credentials driving toward critical infrastructure.

Behind him, the Hilux maintained interval. In the passenger seat, Anya was already pulling up everything she could find on Salal Dam—construction specs, water storage capacity, downstream population centres.

“If Salal failed catastrophically,” she said, reading data, “the flood wave would hit communities within thirty minutes. Estimated casualties in the thousands, possibly tens of thousands depending on time of day and warning systems.”

“Can a dam that size be sabotaged?” Dave asked.

“With the right access and expertise, yes. But it would require sophisticated planning, technical knowledge, and ability to bypass security systems. Not something you improvise.”

Which matched the pattern they'd been finding—systematic preparation, advance planning, the signature of professional operations. Someone had been setting this up for weeks or months, manipulating irrigation facilities as either misdirection or preliminary phase.

The sun was lowering toward evening when they finally saw Salal Dam's control towers in the distance, massive concrete structures that held back the Chenab's full volume. From here, it looked peaceful, engineered strength managing natural power, serving its purpose of regulation and generation.

But Dave couldn't shake the feeling that they were looking at a weapon someone had spent months preparing to fire.

And they were racing to figure out how to disarm it before it was too late.
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  Salal Dam

The sound reached them first—sirens cutting through the evening air with the kind of urgency that made Dave's threat assessment instincts snap to full alert. Not distant sirens suggesting trouble elsewhere, but close, immediate, the wailing carried across the valley with acoustic clarity that meant multiple sources, coordinated activation.

“That's flood warnings,” Omar said from the passenger seat, his voice tight. “The dam.”

Dave pushed the accelerator, the Land Cruiser's engine responding with a surge that pressed them back into their seats. Behind them, he could see the Hilux matching their acceleration, Serj understanding without radio communication that the situation had just shifted from investigation to crisis.

The road curved through foothills, following the Chenab's course toward Salal Dam's massive concrete structure. Through gaps in the terrain, Dave caught glimpses of the facility—red warning lights flashing in sequence, illuminating the dam's face in rhythmic pulses that painted the concrete in shades of crimson.

“They're releasing water,” Anya said, her voice carrying the flat certainty of someone reading instruments rather than guessing. She had her tablet up, monitoring whatever signals she could intercept. “Emergency discharge protocols. Full capacity release.”

“In the middle of a drought?” Dave's hands tightened on the wheel. “That's not weather response. Someone triggered this deliberately.”

They crested a rise and the full scope became visible. Salal Dam stretched across the valley, a wall of engineered concrete holding back the Chenab's full volume. But now, water was pouring through discharge gates with the kind of force that turned liquid into something resembling solid mass. The roar was audible even from kilometres away, a bass rumble that Dave felt in his chest as much as heard.

And downstream, villages.

Dave could see them in the fading light—clusters of buildings along the river's course, small communities that had existed for generations in the valley carved by water's patient erosion. They were too far to make out individual people, but he could imagine what was happening in those villages. Sirens blaring, families grabbing whatever they could carry, the desperate scramble toward higher ground while a wall of water approached with unstoppable momentum.

“How long until impact?” Dave asked, knowing Anya would have calculated it already.

“First villages in twenty minutes. Maybe less depending on the river's condition and how fast the water travels.” Her fingers moved across the tablet, pulling up topographical data. “The Chenab's course runs through populated areas for thirty kilometres downstream. Estimated population in the immediate flood zone…” She paused, and Dave heard the weight in her silence. “Fifteen to twenty thousand people. More if the flood extends beyond predicted boundaries.”

Dave pulled the Land Cruiser off the road onto a ridge overlooking the valley. They couldn't reach the dam itself—it was kilometres upriver, guarded by whatever security presence had either caused or failed to prevent this disaster. But from here, they could see the results.

The Hilux pulled up alongside, and Serj and Omar emerged with expressions that mirrored what Dave felt—the sick awareness that they were witnessing something they couldn't stop, that they'd been racing toward prevention but arrived at catastrophe instead.

“We were too late,” Omar said quietly. It wasn't a question.

Through binoculars, Dave could see the water's leading edge approaching the first village. It wasn't the dramatic wall depicted in disaster films—it was worse. The Chenab's dry season had left the riverbed exposed, cracked earth that had baked under months of drought. Now water hit that parched channel with explosive force, the sudden saturation creating instant mud, debris, a churning mass that consumed everything in its path.

The first structures went quickly. Buildings near the riverbank, constructed when the river's normal flow had seemed safe, disappeared under water that rose metres in seconds. Dave watched through binoculars as entire houses lifted from foundations, rotated with the current's force, disintegrated into component materials that became projectiles for the destruction downstream.

People were running. He could see them even at this distance—figures scrambling up hillsides, parents carrying children, the desperate mathematics of survival playing out in real time. Some would make it. Others wouldn't. The flood was faster than human legs could carry weight, especially when that weight included family, possessions, the stubborn refusal to abandon everything that defined a life.

“I need to go down there,” Dave said, already moving toward the Land Cruiser.

Anya grabbed his arm, her grip surprisingly strong. “And do what? You can't stop a flood. You can't save everyone. Going down there just adds you to the casualty count.”

“I can move faster than normal people. I can carry more. I can—”

“You can create questions no one can answer,” Serj interrupted, his voice carrying the weight of experience with operational security. “Man with superhuman abilities appears during disaster? That gets attention, investigation, exposure. Everything we're trying to prevent.”

Dave felt the familiar tension between capability and constraint, between what he could physically accomplish and what mission parameters allowed. He was strong enough to move debris that would crush normal humans. Fast enough to reach people trapped in collapsing structures. Durable enough to wade through waters that would sweep others away.

But Serj and Anya were right. Revealing his abilities here would create complications that extended far beyond this immediate disaster. Questions about who he was, what he represented, whether his presence connected to whatever had caused the flood in the first place.

“There has to be something,” Dave said, the words coming out harder than intended.

“There is,” Omar said, pointing toward where the second village was beginning to experience the flood's arrival. “The villages further downstream have more warning. If we move fast, we can help with evacuation, guide people to high ground. Not heroics, just practical help that won't raise questions.”

It wasn't what Dave wanted to do. What he wanted was to use every bit of enhanced capability to save as many people as possible, operational security and mission parameters be damned. But operational discipline existed for reasons that transcended individual situations, and the rational part of his mind—the analytical IT professional who'd existed before enhanced abilities—understood that.

“Serj, Omar—you take the Hilux toward the next village cluster,” Dave decided. “Help with evacuation coordination. Anya and I will document the flood's progress, gather evidence about what caused this. We need proof this was deliberate, not natural disaster or accident.”

They separated with the efficient urgency of operators who'd worked together long enough to trust each other's judgement. The Hilux roared off toward lower ground, racing ahead of the flood's leading edge. Dave and Anya remained on the ridge, watching the disaster unfold with the particular helplessness of people who understood exactly what they were seeing but couldn't change the outcome.

Through binoculars, Dave tracked the flood's progress. The initial surge had passed, but water kept coming, sustained release from Salal Dam's discharge gates transforming the Chenab from seasonal trickle to raging torrent. The river's course filled rapidly, water spreading beyond normal banks, submerging agricultural land, approaching structures built with the confidence that came from generations of predictable flow patterns.

A mosque's minaret stood above rising water, its green dome catching the last of the evening light. Dave watched as the flood surrounded it, water climbing the structure's base with patient inevitability. People had gathered there—he could see figures on the upper levels, families who'd sought high ground in the only building tall enough to offer refuge. They'd be safe for now, assuming the structure's foundation held. But they were trapped, isolated by water that showed no signs of receding quickly.

“I'm picking up radio traffic,” Anya said, her tablet tuned to whatever frequencies she'd managed to access. “Pakistani emergency services mobilising. They're calling it infrastructure failure, emergency water release due to structural concerns about the dam's integrity.”

“Do you believe that?” Dave asked.

“No. Emergency releases follow specific protocols—gradual discharge, maximum warning to downstream populations, coordination with local authorities. This was too fast, too complete. Someone triggered full discharge without proper procedures.” She pulled up satellite imagery, comparing real-time data to historical norms. “The dam's structure is fine. This wasn't failure, it was deliberate operation.”

Dave's phone buzzed. Cecilia, the connection struggling with the region's limited network coverage.

“We're seeing news reports,” she said without preamble. “Salal Dam emergency discharge. Official statement says structural concerns required immediate action to prevent catastrophic failure. But the timing—”

“It's not accident,” Dave interrupted. “We watched it happen. Full discharge, no gradual release, minimal warning. Someone at the facility triggered this.”

“Can you get to the dam? Find out who?”

Dave looked upriver toward where Salal Dam's structure was visible in the distance, red warning lights still flashing. “It's kilometres upriver through terrain that's now partially flooded. By the time we could reach it, whoever was responsible will be gone. And the military presence—we'd be arrested on approach.”

“Then document what you can. I need evidence this was deliberate. The official narrative is already forming, and if we don't have counter-evidence, this becomes the story—tragic accident, infrastructure failure, nobody's fault except inadequate maintenance funding.”

The call ended, leaving Dave and Anya on the ridge as darkness settled fully across the valley. Below, the flood continued its work of transformation, turning lived landscape into disaster zone. Fires burned in several locations where the water had reached structures with gas or electrical systems. The orange flames reflected off black water, creating hellish tableaus that would haunt Dave's memory alongside Venezuela's rage and the Arctic's cold calculation.

An hour after the initial surge, Serj radioed in. “We helped evacuate two village clusters. Got maybe five hundred people to high ground. Could've been thousands if we'd had more time.” His voice carried the frustration of someone who'd done what was possible while knowing it wasn't enough.

“Casualties?” Dave asked, though he knew the answer would hurt.

“Confirmed dead in the dozens. Missing in the hundreds. Won't know the full count until the water recedes.” Serj paused. “Dave, people are saying this was deliberate. Locals insist the dam had no structural problems. They're angry, scared, looking for someone to blame.”

“Tell them we're documenting everything,” Dave said. “Evidence will matter once the immediate crisis passes.”

But even as he said it, Dave wondered if evidence would actually matter. Whoever had orchestrated this had done so with enough sophistication to create plausible official narratives. Pakistani infrastructure failure became the story, not malicious manipulation. And the human cost—families drowned, villages destroyed, communities shattered—became statistics in a narrative about insufficient maintenance budgets and the tragic consequences of neglect.

Around midnight, they left the ridge. The flood had passed its peak, the Chenab still running high but no longer in the explosive surge of initial release. Villages that remained partially above water showed signs of desperate activity—people calling for missing family members, improvised rescue efforts using whatever boats or rafts could be assembled, the particular chaos that followed disaster.

They met Serj and Omar at a relief coordination point that had spontaneously organised in a village school on high ground. The building teemed with survivors—wet, exhausted, traumatised people who'd lost homes, possessions, family members to water that had arrived with minimal warning and overwhelming force.

Dave moved through the crowd, helping where he could with careful management of his strength. Moving debris that trapped supplies, carrying water containers that would have been awkward for normal individuals, the kind of practical assistance that didn't draw attention but made tangible difference.

He found a young mother sitting against a wall, two small children pressed against her sides. Her eyes carried the particular emptiness of someone in shock, mind struggling to process recent trauma. One of the children, a girl maybe five years old, looked up at Dave with an expression he'd seen before in other disaster zones—the look of a child old enough to understand something terrible had happened but too young to grasp the permanence.

“Water,” the mother said in English, the word coming out raw. “My children need water.”

Dave found bottles from the relief supplies and brought them back. The mother's hands shook as she opened one for her daughter, as though the simple mechanical action required more coordination than she currently possessed.

“Thank you,” she said, and the gratitude in her voice made Dave's chest tighten. He'd done almost nothing—provided water that was freely available, offered comfort that couldn't begin to address what she'd lost. But in disaster's immediate aftermath, even small kindnesses carried weight.

By dawn, the scale of destruction was visible in full. The Chenab still ran high, brown water carrying debris that spoke to the infrastructure and lives consumed. Entire villages had been reduced to rubble and mud, recognisable as human settlement only by the layout of paths between destroyed structures. Agricultural land that had already suffered from drought now lay buried under contaminated flood water, what crops had survived the dry season drowned or torn from the earth.

Official response was mobilising—Pakistani emergency services arriving with supplies, military establishing coordination points, government officials making the kind of carefully worded statements that acknowledged tragedy while avoiding specific blame. The narrative was forming exactly as Cecilia had predicted: infrastructure failure, tragic but unintentional, investigation to follow.

But Dave had the photographs. Anya had the technical data. They'd documented the release pattern, the lack of proper warning protocols, the evidence that pointed toward deliberate action rather than emergency response to structural concerns.

And somewhere, whoever had triggered this disaster was watching the results of their orchestration, satisfied that the plan was unfolding exactly as intended.

Dave stood at the ridge one final time as the sun fully cleared the horizon, looking down at a valley transformed. The flood had done more than physical damage—it had shattered the carefully maintained trust that allowed communities to exist near water sources that could, under the right circumstances, become weapons.

“We were investigating the wrong river,” Dave said quietly, the realisation settling with bitter clarity. “All the manipulation along the Ravi, the irrigation facilities, the agricultural damage—it was misdirection. The real target was always the Chenab.”

Anya stood beside him, exhaustion written across her features. “And we missed it. By the time we understood the pattern, they'd already triggered the attack.”

“Not attack,” Dave corrected. “That's what makes it perfect. This will be recorded as infrastructure failure, not military action. No one to retaliate against, no clear aggressor, just tragic evidence that the region's water systems are unreliable and dangerous.”

“Which creates exactly the political instability someone wants,” Anya finished. “Fear, anger, demands for accountability that can be directed at political enemies. India will be blamed for inadequate maintenance. Pakistan will be blamed for insufficient oversight. The actual perpetrators remain invisible.”

They loaded back into the vehicles as the sun climbed higher, emergency workers and survivors beginning the long process of recovery and accounting. Dave's phone showed multiple messages from Cecilia—updates, questions, requests for comprehensive reporting. But the core message was clear: they'd been outmanoeuvred, arriving at the disaster too late to prevent it, positioned perfectly to witness the catastrophe but unable to stop the machinery set in motion weeks or months earlier.

The drive back to Bhaman passed in exhausted silence, each person processing what they'd witnessed in their own way. Dave kept seeing the young mother's expression, the empty shock of someone whose life had transformed in minutes from ordinary routine to disaster survival.

This was the cost of sophisticated manipulation. Not abstract geopolitics or treaty violations, but actual human suffering orchestrated by people who viewed casualties as acceptable collateral in pursuit of whatever goal justified this level of destruction.

And they still didn't know who was responsible, or what came next.

But Dave was certain of one thing: whoever had done this wasn't finished. Salal Dam's flood was too calibrated, too carefully executed to be an endpoint. It was a demonstration, a proof of concept, a message to anyone paying attention that critical infrastructure could be weaponised against populations that depended on it.

The question was what they were building toward.

And whether Dave's team could figure it out before the next disaster unfolded.
Wrong Place

Dave slammed his fist onto the table, the force rattling the cups and papers strewn about. “We were in the wrong place!” His voice was sharp with frustration, his mind still racing through the events of the last few days. He couldn’t shake the sense that they had missed something crucial, that all the signs were right there, but they had focused on the wrong target.

Cecilia’s face on the video call remained composed, though her eyes carried the same intensity that gripped the team in the farmhouse. “The situation is grim,” she said, her voice steady despite the gravity of the briefing. “Pakistan is going from drought to flood, and it’s happening while we’re on the ground. The official reports are already coming in, and they’re blaming a rogue Pakistani military operation attempting to restore water to the region.”

Serj leaned back in his chair, arms crossed, his brow furrowed in thought. “That seems highly unlikely,” he said, his voice low but firm. “This looks like an orchestrated series of events. The drought, the starvation along the Ravi—it all seems like a misdirection. The real target is the Chenab.”

Cecilia, picking up from where Serj left off. “You’re right, Serj. But the cover-up is solid. Official sources are pushing the narrative hard. There’s clear evidence: Pakistani troops in the area, the helicopter wreckage, orders found among the remains, and records of the flight taking off from a military base. It’s all there, and it points directly at Pakistan.”

Anya, who had been quietly tapping away at her tablet, suddenly looked up. “Whoever’s behind this knows how to play the game,” she said, her voice sharp. “They’re covering their tracks perfectly. All the pieces fit, but they fit too well. It’s like it’s been staged, the narrative handed to the media on a silver platter.”

Cecilia’s expression darkened. “Exactly. The mismanaged water control systems we’ve been chasing were only part of the plan—to control the story and distract us. This has all the hallmarks of a ‘false flag’ operation. The misdirection, the perfectly planted evidence, the convenient loose ends all leading to one conclusion. But the real culprit? Nowhere to be found.”

There was a pause, the weight of her words sinking in. The room in the farmhouse fell silent as the team processed the complexity of the situation. Whoever had orchestrated this had pulled off something truly insidious—creating a crisis that seemed natural, almost inevitable, and using it to manipulate the geopolitical landscape.

“So what’s our next move?” Cecilia asked, her voice cutting through the silence.

Dave leaned over the table, his eyes scanning the map of the region spread out in front of them. His mind raced through possibilities, but the answer seemed just out of reach.

Anya spoke up first. “We need to follow the money. This scale of operation, the technology, the precision—all of it requires resources. Whoever orchestrated this false flag isn’t doing it for free.”

Serj, his voice calm but with an edge of determination. “It’s not just about water. The flood’s been engineered, but the motive—someone stands to gain from this chaos. If they’re destabilising the region, it’s about power and control. We need to trace whoever’s benefiting from the fallout, not just the disaster.”

Cecilia’s face flickered for a moment as she considered the team’s suggestions. “That makes sense. There’s something bigger at play here—someone is pushing this region toward a larger conflict, maybe even trying to ignite tensions between India and Pakistan.”

Omar, who had been quietly thinking, finally spoke. “If this is about more than just the water, then we need to consider the broader picture. It’s not just about where the flood’s headed—it’s about who stands to benefit from the devastation on both sides of the border. And if this is a false flag, then whoever orchestrated it will try to profit from the chaos.”

Cecilia, her expression sharpening. “Then let’s follow the trail. We need to gather intel on anyone—corporations, politicians, or even military figures—who could stand to gain from destabilising this region. Someone has their hand in this, and we’re going to find out who.”

Dave exhaled, the frustration easing slightly as the path ahead became clearer. “Agreed. We’ve been playing catch-up so far, but now we know the game. We’ll split up—Anya can dig into financials and communications traffic, Omar and I will keep investigating the flood impacts and talk to people in the region. Serj, you should see if you can track any potential contractors or military groups who could have been involved in setting this up.”

Serj, his expression hardening. “If this was orchestrated, someone on the ground had to facilitate it. I’ll find out who.”

Cecilia’s voice cut through with a final note of urgency. “Time is critical. Every second we lose, the narrative gets further out of control. I’ll keep pressure on our contacts, but you need to move fast. Whoever’s behind this won’t stop here.”

The video call ended, and the farmhouse returned to silence. The team exchanged glances, the enormity of the task ahead pressing down on them. They were no longer just chasing a water crisis—they were racing against a carefully orchestrated plan to plunge the region into chaos.

Dave clenched his fists, his frustration channelled into a renewed sense of purpose. “Alright,” he said, his voice steady now. “We’ve need a target. Then we take this operation apart, piece by piece.”

The stakes were higher than ever, but they were ready to meet the challenge head-on. The truth was out there, and they were going to find it—no matter what it took.
BlueWave Systems

Anya's laptop had been running for six hours straight, the processor's heat output fighting against the farmhouse's inadequate ventilation. She'd shifted from the worn couch to the wooden table, her posture suggesting the kind of focus that excluded peripheral awareness. Three coffee cups sat in various stages of emptiness, marking time intervals when she'd paused long enough to consume caffeine without actually looking away from the screen.

Dave had checked on her twice, receiving dismissive waves that translated roughly to “I'm working, go away.” Now, watching her from across the room, he recognised the particular intensity she brought to technical problems that resisted easy solution. Her fingers moved across the keyboard with rhythmic precision, queries forming and executing, results analysed and discarded or filed for later correlation.

“Found something,” she said, her voice carrying the flat certainty that meant she'd been tracking a pattern and finally watched it resolve.

Dave moved to stand behind her, reading over her shoulder. The laptop displayed financial records, transaction logs, corporate registration documents—the digital paper trail that supposedly couldn't exist in an era of encryption and offshore banking.

“Start with what you found,” Dave said. “Then explain how you found it.”

“BlueWave Systems,” Anya replied, highlighting a company name that appeared across multiple documents. “Indian construction firm, specialises in infrastructure projects. Flood defence systems, irrigation networks, disaster recovery construction. They've secured contracts worth two-point-three billion dollars in the past eight months, focused exclusively on the Ravi and Chenab river systems.”

“That's fast expansion for a construction company.”

“Suspiciously fast.” Anya pulled up another window showing contract award dates. “The Chenab River Protection Project was fast-tracked through regulatory approval in six days. Standard timeline for that level of scrutiny is six months minimum. And look at their bid prices—they're consistently forty percent below market rate on major projects. No legitimate contractor operates at those margins unless they're either incompetent or have other revenue sources subsidising the work.”

Dave studied the numbers, his analytical background immediately flagging the anomalies. Construction companies lived on thin margins at the best of times. Bidding forty percent below competitors meant operating at a loss unless you had advance knowledge that would allow cost optimisation others couldn't achieve. Or unless winning the contract itself was worth more than the project revenue.

“How'd you find them?” Dave asked. “We're looking for perpetrators behind a false flag operation, and you found a construction company. What was the connection?”

Anya switched to a different view, showing financial transaction networks. “I started with the shell corporations we identified at Sheikhupura—the offshore accounts paying operators to manipulate water systems. Those accounts received funding from holding companies in Luxembourg, Singapore, Cayman Islands. Standard money laundering structure, designed to obscure the actual funding source.”

Her fingers moved across the screen, highlighting connections. “But money leaves patterns even when it's laundered. Transaction timing, amount clustering, the specific banks and transfer protocols used. I built a profile of how these particular funding networks operate, then searched for other transactions matching the same pattern.”

“And found BlueWave.”

“Found payments to BlueWave subsidiaries coming through the same offshore network that funded the water system operators. Different shell companies, different transaction routes, but the same underlying structure. Whoever's funding the infrastructure manipulation is also funding BlueWave Systems’ expansion into the region.”

Dave processed that, seeing the implications. “They're positioning assets for disaster response before causing the disaster.”

“Exactly. BlueWave secures contracts for flood defence construction in India, which positions them perfectly when flooding occurs in Pakistan. They profit from building defences on one side while knowing those defences will channel water toward maximizing damage on the other side. Then they profit again from reconstruction contracts cleaning up the mess they helped create.”

Serj entered from outside, his expression suggesting he'd finished his own investigation. “Found the contractor trail. Private military company called Redstone Solutions was hired to provide ‘security consultation’ at multiple water facilities six weeks before the operators disappeared. Pakistani government didn't contract them—they were brought in by a subcontractor who's listed as providing maintenance services but doesn't actually employ any engineers.”

“Let me guess,” Anya said, already pulling up records. “The subcontractor is funded through offshore accounts matching the pattern I've been tracking.”

“You'd guess right.” Serj dropped into a chair, the furniture protesting his weight. “Redstone Solutions has history. They're former South African special forces, rebranded as private contractors after they got too comfortable with wet work. If you need facilities cleared of personnel without leaving witnesses, they're who you call.”

Dave felt pieces aligning, the pattern becoming clearer. Professional contractors removing water facility operators. Construction company positioned to profit from disaster response. Offshore funding networks connecting both operations to common source. This wasn't opportunistic—it was coordinated, planned, executed with the kind of precision that required significant resources and expertise.

“Who owns BlueWave?” Dave asked. “Even with shell companies and offshore accounts, there has to be someone making decisions.”

Anya pulled up corporate registration documents. “That's where it gets interesting. BlueWave Systems is a subsidiary of Sovereign Infrastructure Group, which is itself owned by a network of holding companies registered across six countries. The ownership structure is deliberately obscured—each holding company owns pieces of the parent corporation through other intermediaries, creating a web that makes identifying actual controlling interests nearly impossible.”

“Nearly?”

“I can trace the financial flows, but the ownership documentation is expertly crafted to resist penetration. Whoever set this up knew what they were doing—this is professional intelligence tradecraft applied to corporate structures. The kind of thing you see when nation-states want to own assets without official attribution, or when sophisticated criminal organisations need legitimate business fronts.”

Omar appeared in the doorway, dust on his clothes from whatever investigation he'd been conducting outside. “Talked to survivors from the villages near Salal. Several reported seeing military vehicles near the dam in the week before the flood. Not Pakistani army—they recognise their own forces. Foreign vehicles, foreign personnel, professional security. One farmer got close enough to see insignia that matched Redstone Solutions’ logo.”

The pieces were assembling into a picture Dave didn't like. Private military contractors clearing facilities of personnel. Construction company positioned to profit from disaster. Financial networks linking both to sophisticated offshore structure. And somewhere in that web, decision makers who'd calculated that killing dozens of people was acceptable cost for whatever objectives they were pursuing.

“We need to know who's actually running this operation,” Dave said. “BlueWave is the mechanism, but someone's directing it. Someone coordinated the timing, arranged the financing, hired the contractors. Find that person, we find who's responsible for Salal.”

Anya was already refocusing on her laptop. “The corporate ownership structure is too sophisticated for me to penetrate directly—they've layered it with enough legal complexity that proper investigation would require months of legal discovery. But I can track the operational patterns. BlueWave has site offices, project managers, security personnel. People on the ground executing the plan.”

She pulled up personnel records. “Their regional operations director for the Chenab projects is named Vikram Mehta. Indian national, graduate of IIT Delhi, former career with Indian Ministry of Water Resources before moving to private sector. He's been the public face of BlueWave's expansion in the region, quoted in media reports about their flood defence contracts.”

“You think he's involved in the operational planning?” Omar asked.

“He's either involved or he's a useful idiot providing legitimate cover while someone else runs the actual operation. But either way, he's a connection point. Someone we can trace to whoever's making the real decisions.”

Dave studied the photograph Anya had pulled up—professional headshot from BlueWave's website, showing a man in his forties with confident expression and expensive suit. If Mehta was just corporate management, they'd find nothing useful. But if he was actively coordinating with whoever had orchestrated Salal, approaching him might provide the lead they needed.

Or might alert the perpetrators that someone was investigating beyond official channels.

“Where is he based?” Dave asked.

“Frankfurt,” Anya replied, pulling up address records. “BlueWave's European headquarters. That's where they coordinate their international projects and manage the offshore financing relationships.”

Dave felt the investigation pivoting, transitioning from evidence gathering to active pursuit. They'd found the corporate mechanism, identified the contractors, traced the financial networks. Now they needed to move up the chain, find whoever was actually directing operations, and determine what they were planning beyond Salal.

His phone buzzed. Cecilia, requesting update.

Dave photographed Anya's screen showing BlueWave's structure, added brief text: Found the operational mechanism. Construction company called BlueWave Systems, funded through same offshore networks that paid facility operators. Connected to PMC that cleared personnel. Investigating ownership and control.

The response came quickly: Excellent work. This is bigger than regional manipulation. If they're using professional contractors and sophisticated corporate structures, we're looking at significant resources. Continue investigation but maintain low profile. Don't engage targets until we know full scope.

Dave showed the message to the team. They'd made progress, identified the mechanism, found leads to follow. But the warning was clear—they were investigating something with resources and professional competence that matched or exceeded their own capabilities.

“Frankfurt is six hours by plane from Lahore,” Anya said, already pulling up flight schedules. “We could be there tomorrow, approach Mehta, see what he knows.”

“Or we could tip off whoever's running him that they're being investigated,” Serj cautioned. “If Mehta is actively involved, approaching him directly is high risk.”

“Everything about this mission is high risk,” Dave replied. “We're in Pakistan without official cover investigating a disaster that killed dozens of people and was orchestrated by opponents sophisticated enough to create false flag operations with professional contractors. The question isn't whether it's risky—it's whether the intelligence value justifies the exposure.”

Omar was studying the map, tracking the distance between their current position and Frankfurt. “If we go, we leave Pakistan. That reduces our ability to investigate the ground truth here, talk to more survivors, gather evidence about what actually happened at Salal.”

“Anya can continue remote investigation of BlueWave's structure,” Dave said. “But if Mehta is a connection to whoever's directing this, we need to exploit that lead before they sanitise it. Operations this sophisticated don't leave loose ends exposed indefinitely.”

The decision balanced risk against opportunity, operational security against intelligence gathering, the immediate mission against broader strategic implications. Dave had learned in a little over a year of field operations that perfect information was a fantasy—you worked with what you had, made judgement calls based on incomplete data, and accepted that sometimes the best decision was still a gamble.

“We go to Frankfurt,” Dave decided. “Serj, you're with me. Omar, you stay here, continue local investigation, maintain presence in case we need rapid response to developments in Pakistan. Anya, you work the digital investigation—keep tracing BlueWave's structure, see if you can identify other personnel or facilities that might provide access to decision makers.”

“And if Mehta is just corporate management?” Serj asked. “If he knows nothing useful?”

“Then we've spent two days chasing a dead end while the actual perpetrators continue whatever they're planning.” Dave met Serj's eyes. “But if he is connected, if we can leverage him to identify who's really running this operation, we might prevent the next disaster before it happens.”

Anya's fingers hovered over the keyboard. “There's an Emirates flight leaving Lahore at 1900 hours tomorrow, connects through Dubai to Frankfurt. Gets us there late evening—”

“Wait,” she said, her attention snapping back to the screen. “I'm seeing something else.”

Dave moved closer. “What?”

“Mehta's in Frankfurt, but BlueWave's actual operational coordination for the Chenab projects isn't running through European headquarters.” She pulled up communication logs, email routing data, the kind of metadata that revealed organisational structure beneath corporate hierarchy. “The project communications all route through a regional office in Guwahati.”

“Where's that?” Serj asked.

“Assam, northeastern India,” Omar replied, his regional knowledge immediate. “Major city near the Brahmaputra River, but hundreds of kilometres from the Chenab. Why would they coordinate Chenab projects from there?”

Anya was already pulling up more data, her expression darkening with each new discovery. “Because they're not just coordinating Chenab projects. Look at this—BlueWave has secured contracts across multiple river systems in the region. The Brahmaputra, the Ganges tributaries, the Indus system. They're not focused on one disaster, they're positioning assets across the entire subcontinent's water infrastructure.”

She pulled up another window, financial records showing payments to logistics companies. “And they're moving cargo. Regular payments to shipping companies operating out of Myanmar, routing through to northeastern India. The amounts suggest large-scale transport operations.”

“Myanmar routes?” Omar straightened, his attention sharpening. “That's unusual for legitimate construction supplies. You'd use Kolkata or Mumbai ports—faster, cheaper, better infrastructure. Myanmar routing means you're trying to avoid scrutiny. Those borders are porous, documentation is… flexible.”

“Can you verify that?” Dave asked. “If they're moving sensitive cargo, we need to know what and when.”

Omar was already pulling out his phone. “I might know someone. Friend of my cousin's brother-in-law—it's complicated. But he works customs facilitation on the Myanmar-India border. If anything's moving through those routes with the kind of money required to grease wheels properly, he'd know about it.”

The conversation took fifteen minutes, conducted in a mixture of Hindi and English that suggested the relationship was exactly as complicated as Omar had indicated. Dave watched him work—the careful pleasantries that preceded business discussion, the oblique questions that wouldn't seem like intelligence gathering, the patient waiting while the contact checked with his own sources.

“Han, han… achchha… kitne truck? … Myanmar se? … Guwahati… theek hai… shukriya.” Omar ended the call, his expression carrying the weight of confirmed suspicions. “We've got convoy movements. Large ones. Ten to fifteen trucks per shipment, moving through Myanmar border crossings with documentation that my contact describes as ‘professionally vague.’ The manifests list construction equipment and industrial materials, but no specific itemization.”

“How often?” Anya asked, already pulling up maps.

“Monthly, going back at least six months. The security is what caught his attention—not local contractors but organised teams with military bearing. Professional communications equipment, coordinated movements. He assumed it was government-related but couldn't confirm which government.”

“Redstone Solutions,” Serj said flatly. “Same contractors who cleared the water facilities in Pakistan.”

Omar nodded. “That's my assessment. The descriptions match perfectly. And here's the critical detail—there's a convoy due in Guwahati within the next week. They stage at a truck stop outside the city before continuing to final destinations. My contact says the pattern is consistent—vehicles overnight at the staging area, security detail stays in city hotels, then they move out together the next morning.”

Dave felt pieces aligning with uncomfortable clarity. Redstone cleared water facility operators in Pakistan. Now they were providing convoy security for shipments moving through northeastern India to BlueWave project sites. The same professional contractors, the same sophisticated operation, the same pattern of using legitimate cover for operations that required discretion.

Dave felt the investigation pivoting again, the scope expanding beyond what they'd understood. “How big is this operation?”

“Bigger than Salal.” Anya's voice carried grim certainty. “The Chenab flood was catastrophic for the local region, but if they're positioning across multiple river systems, they're planning something that affects hundreds of millions of people.”

Dave's phone buzzed. Cecilia, impeccable timing as always.

“Tell me you found something,” Cecilia said without preamble.

“BlueWave Systems,” Dave replied. “Construction company funded through the same offshore networks that paid the facility operators. They're coordinating through a regional office in Guwahati, and they've got contracts across multiple river systems throughout the subcontinent.”

Silence on the line, the kind that meant Cecilia was processing implications. “That changes the threat assessment. If they're operating at that scale, Salal wasn't the endpoint. It was a demonstration.”

“That's what we're thinking,” Dave confirmed. “Mehta's in Frankfurt, but the actual operations are being run from India. We were about to book flights to approach him.”

“Don't.” Cecilia's voice carried command weight. “Frankfurt is corporate management. You'd be chasing paperwork while the actual operators continue whatever they're planning. If the coordination is happening in Guwahati, that's where you need to be. But Dave—northeastern India is complicated territory. Ethnic tensions, separatist movements, areas where central government authority is contested. You can't just walk in as NGO consultants.”

“Then what's our approach?” Dave asked.

“I'm working on it. Give me four hours to coordinate with regional assets. In the meantime, Anya needs to map BlueWave's complete operational structure—every office, every project site, every coordination point. If we're going to stop whatever they're planning, we need to understand the full scope.”

The call ended, leaving the team staring at Anya's screen where BlueWave's regional network was becoming visible. Not just one disaster site, but dozens of potential targets across river systems that sustained over a billion people.

“We were focused too narrowly,” Dave said, the realisation settling with weight. “Sheikhupura, Salal—we were seeing individual attacks and missing the strategic pattern. This isn't about India versus Pakistan. It's about controlling water infrastructure across the entire region.”

“To what end?” Serj asked. “Even if they profit from disaster response, this level of operation requires resources beyond corporate greed. Someone's funding this for strategic reasons.”

Omar was studying the map, tracking BlueWave's project locations. “These sites aren't random. They're all at critical infrastructure points—places where water flow affects multiple countries, where failure would create cascading crises. If someone wanted to destabilise the entire subcontinent, this is how you'd do it.”

Anya pulled up more data, her expression darkening. “There's another pattern. BlueWave secured most of these contracts in the past year. Before that, they were a mid-tier construction company focused on domestic Indian projects. Then suddenly they're landing billions in contracts, expanding across borders, coordinating massive operations. Someone provided them with capabilities they didn't have twelve months ago.”

“Someone with resources, expertise, and strategic objectives that go beyond profit,” Dave said. “The question is who, and what they're building toward.”

“And whether Salal was just the beginning,” Serj added.

The farmhouse felt smaller suddenly, their investigation expanding from regional water crisis to potential continental disaster. They'd found the mechanism in BlueWave, identified the contractors in Redstone Solutions, traced the financial networks to sophisticated offshore structures. But the scope kept growing, revealing layers of planning that suggested something far more ambitious than engineering a border dispute.

“Guwahati is two thousand kilometres from here,” Omar said, studying the map. “If we're going, it'll take time to position, develop local contacts, establish operational security in unfamiliar territory.”

“Then we start preparing now,” Dave replied. “Anya, map everything you can find about BlueWave's Guwahati operations. Serj, see what you can dig up about Redstone Solutions’ regional presence—if they cleared operators here, they might be operating elsewhere. Omar, pull together everything we know about northeastern India, potential local contacts, operational considerations.”

He looked at the team, seeing the exhaustion they were all carrying, the weight of what they'd witnessed at Salal, the awareness that they were investigating something that kept expanding beyond initial parameters.

“We thought we were tracking a water dispute,” Dave said. “Then we thought it was a false flag operation to engineer regional tension. Now we're looking at infrastructure positioned across multiple countries for purposes we don't fully understand. But whatever it is, we're the only ones currently investigating it. Which means we keep going until we know what we're facing.”

“And then?” Omar asked, the same question from earlier.

“Then we stop it,” Dave said. “Whatever that requires.”

The words carried more weight now, backed by the evidence of BlueWave's expanded scope, the realisation that Salal's casualties might be a fraction of what could come if they failed to prevent whatever was being orchestrated.

Dave stared at the map showing BlueWave's network across the subcontinent, seeing not construction projects but potential weapons—infrastructure that could be triggered to cause disasters affecting millions.

They'd been in the wrong place investigating the wrong river while Salal was prepared.

He was determined not to make that mistake again.

Wherever BlueWave's real operations were happening, that's where they needed to be.

And the clock was running.
Lodhi Garden

Arvind Rajan arrived at Lodhi Garden forty minutes early, his driver letting him out three blocks away as instructed. The morning heat was already building despite the early hour, Delhi's pollution turning the sunrise into a hazy orange disk that felt more oppressive than beautiful. He walked the remaining distance through streets that were transitioning from night to day—vendors setting up stalls, delivery trucks unloading at shops, the particular chaos of a city waking.

His shirt was damp with sweat by the time he entered the garden, though the temperature wasn't high enough to justify it. Forty-three years in politics, fifteen as a minister, and he still wasn't accustomed to this particular species of fear. Not the fear of losing elections or facing parliamentary committees—those were professional hazards he'd learned to navigate with the same combination of charm and ruthlessness that had built his career. This was different. This was the animal awareness of being trapped in a situation that had started with choices that seemed reasonable and somehow progressed to meeting a man who terrified him in ways he couldn't quite articulate.

The garden was nearly empty at this hour. A few joggers followed the paths between the monuments, earbuds isolating them from surroundings. An elderly couple performed tai chi near Sikander Lodi's tomb, their movements precise and meditative. Arvind found the bench he'd been directed to—third from the western gate, partial shade from a neem tree, sight lines to the main paths—and sat with the particular care of someone whose back protested sudden movement.

He'd brought a newspaper, the physical kind that nobody read any more, holding it with hands that wanted to shake but didn't because Union Ministers of Water Resources didn't show weakness even when meeting people who could destroy them with a phone call.

The man appeared from the direction of the tomb, moving with unhurried confidence through the morning light. Arvind recognised the walk first—military bearing that civilian clothes couldn't quite disguise, the kind of movement that suggested professional violence held in careful restraint. Expensive linen shirt, tailored trousers, leather shoes that probably cost more than Arvind's ministerial salary for a month. Nothing flashy, nothing that would draw attention, but everything speaking to resources that operated on a different scale than government service provided.

He was tall—Arvind had forgotten that detail, or perhaps blocked it. Taller than Arvind by half a head, broad-shouldered, carrying himself with the confidence of someone who'd never had reason to fear physical threat. His face was hard angles and cold assessment, grey eyes that tracked environment with professional efficiency. Late forties or early fifties, though the build suggested someone who'd maintained combat readiness long after most men his age surrendered to desk work and comfortable retirement.

“Minister Rajan,” the man said, his voice carrying traces of Russian accent beneath careful neutrality. “Shall we walk?”

Not a question. Arvind stood, folding his newspaper with hands that had finally started trembling despite his best efforts. They began moving along the path, matching pace, two men engaged in what might look like casual conversation to anyone observing from distance.

“The casualties are higher than anticipated,” Arvind said, the words escaping before he could stop them. He'd meant to maintain professional composure, to discuss the situation with the clinical detachment that had allowed him to authorise the initial agreements. But images from news reports kept intruding—bodies pulled from mud, families searching for missing children, communities destroyed by water that had arrived with the force of artillery.

The man beside him didn't respond immediately, letting the statement hang in the air between them. When he did speak, his voice carried the flat pragmatism of someone discussing logistics rather than mass casualties.

“The projections you reviewed estimated thirty to fifty fatalities. Current confirmed deaths are forty-three, with another two hundred missing presumed dead. Well within acceptable parameters for an operation of this scope.”

Acceptable parameters. Arvind felt his stomach turn, the tea he'd consumed for breakfast threatening to make a reappearance. He'd signed documents, authorised payments, provided intelligence about dam operations and security protocols. But somehow the abstract concept of “acceptable casualties” had never translated in his mind to actual human beings drowning in water released by systems he'd helped compromise.

“I didn't think it would be this bad,” Arvind said, aware of how weak that sounded, how inadequate as either explanation or defence.

“You didn't think.” The man's voice carried no emotion, just statement of fact. “You accepted fifteen million rupees transferred to accounts in Singapore and Switzerland. You facilitated access to facility operators and security protocols. You ensured regulatory approval for BlueWave Systems’ contracts at rates forty percent below market value. What exactly did you think those actions would produce?”

Each sentence landed like a physical blow, stripping away the rationalisations Arvind had built over months of careful self-deception. He'd told himself he was securing India's water future, positioning his country for strategic advantage over Pakistan, ensuring reconstruction contracts that would benefit Indian companies and workers. The money had been secondary—compensation for the political risks, certainly, but not the primary motivation. Or so he'd convinced himself during sleepless nights when his conscience briefly asserted itself before being drowned in whisky and rationalisation.

“The narrative is holding,” the man continued, his attention apparently focused on the path ahead rather than Arvind's moral crisis. “Official investigations are concluding that Pakistani operators triggered emergency discharge due to structural concerns, that the catastrophic flooding resulted from inadequate maintenance and poor decision-making under pressure. Your press statements blaming cross-border water management failures have been particularly effective.”

“Effective,” Arvind repeated, the word tasting like ash.

“Yes. Indian public opinion is shifting toward demanding stronger water security measures, infrastructure improvements that protect against Pakistani mismanagement. Which creates the political environment necessary for the next phase.”

Arvind's pace faltered. “Next phase?”

The man stopped, turning to face him fully. In the morning light, his features looked carved from stone, completely devoid of sympathy or human warmth. “Did you imagine this was the extent of the operation? Salal was demonstration, Minister. Proof of concept. Evidence that critical infrastructure can be weaponised to achieve strategic objectives while maintaining plausible deniability. The reconstruction contracts you'll authorise in the coming months will position assets for larger operations.”

The implication settled like cold weight in Arvind's chest. Salal hadn't been an isolated incident—it was preparation. And he'd helped build the foundation for whatever came next.

“I won't,” Arvind said, hearing the weakness in his own voice, the lack of conviction that came from knowing he'd already compromised too far to claim moral high ground. “I can't authorise more of this. The cost is too high.”

The man's expression didn't change, but something in his posture shifted—subtle recalibration from conversation to threat assessment. “Your conscience has remarkable timing, Minister. It remained silent when you accepted payments. It didn't object when you facilitated access to secure facilities. But now, after the operation has concluded successfully and official investigations are absolving you of any responsibility, suddenly you discover moral qualms.”

“People died,” Arvind said, the words coming out harder than intended.

“People die every day. They die from inadequate medical care, from poverty your government fails to address, from pollution that could be regulated but isn't because it would inconvenience profitable industries. The forty-three confirmed dead at Salal are a fraction of the deaths your ministry's policies cause through administrative neglect. But those deaths don't trouble your conscience because they're indirect, abstract, easily rationalised as unfortunate but unavoidable casualties of limited resources and competing priorities.”

The analysis was delivered with clinical precision, each observation accurate enough to hurt. Arvind had spent fifteen years as minister, presiding over water management policies that prioritised certain regions over others, certain populations over others, making decisions that he knew would result in hardship and death for people who lacked political influence. But those deaths had been spread out, diffused across time and geography, easy to file under “tragic but necessary trade-offs in resource allocation.”

Salal was different only in concentration and visibility. The mechanism was the same—powerful people making decisions that killed less powerful people in pursuit of objectives that served interests beyond the immediate victims.

“The contracts,” the man continued, producing a tablet from somewhere and pulling up documents. “BlueWave Systems has submitted proposals for reconstruction work across the Chenab watershed. Twenty-three billion rupees in total infrastructure development. Your signature is required on regulatory approval by next Tuesday. The proposals are technically sound, the pricing competitive, the projected benefits substantial. There's no legitimate reason to delay authorisation.”

Arvind stared at the tablet, seeing financial figures and project timelines but understanding them as something else—preparation for additional operations, infrastructure positioning that would enable whatever came after Salal's demonstration.

“And if I refuse?” The question was hollow even as he asked it, knowing the answer before the man responded.

“Then the Singapore accounts become public knowledge. Along with recordings of meetings where you discussed facility access and security protocols. Documentation of payments and their purposes. Evidence that will end your political career, destroy your reputation, and likely result in criminal prosecution for corruption and conspiracy.”

The man's voice remained flat, professional, delivering threat assessment without emotion. “Additionally, your daughter's visa application for her medical residency in London becomes complicated. Your wife's NGO funding mysteriously disappears. Your brother's construction contracts encounter unexpected regulatory difficulties. I'm not threatening violence, Minister. Violence is crude and unreliable. I'm simply describing the natural consequences of choices you've already made.”

Arvind felt the trap close with final certainty. His family's future, his own freedom, his carefully constructed political legacy—all of it held hostage by decisions he'd made months ago when fifteen million rupees had seemed like reasonable compensation for what he'd convinced himself were minor ethical compromises.

“The Tuesday deadline is firm,” the man said, pocketing his tablet. “Authorisation needs to move forward without delays that might attract unwanted scrutiny. BlueWave Systems is positioned to benefit substantially from Salal's reconstruction, which positions India to benefit from improved infrastructure. You'll be praised for rapid response to crisis, for securing competitive contracts that create jobs and strengthen water security. Your conscience can soothe itself with those benefits while your bank accounts enjoy the additional compensation that will arrive once contracts are finalised.”

He turned to leave, then paused, adding a final observation that felt like twisting the knife. “You're not a victim in this, Minister. You're a willing participant who's experiencing momentary regret because the abstract concept of casualties has become uncomfortably concrete. But you'll sign the contracts because the alternative is losing everything you've spent decades building. And you'll continue to rationalise it the same way you've rationalised every other compromise your career has required.”

The man walked away, his departure as unhurried as his arrival, leaving Arvind standing on the path in Lodhi Garden while morning traffic began building beyond the walls and the city transitioned fully from dawn to day.

Arvind remained there for fifteen minutes, watching joggers pass, seeing the elderly couple finish their tai chi and depart, observing the slow increase in foot traffic as the garden filled with people who came here for exercise or meditation or simple escape from Delhi's chaos.

None of them knew they were sharing space with a man who'd helped orchestrate mass murder. None of them would believe it if told that the Minister of Water Resources, respected politician, defender of India's interests, had sold access to critical infrastructure for money that bought luxury but couldn't purchase peace.

His phone buzzed with messages—his secretary confirming the day's schedule, his deputy asking about regulatory approvals, his wife wondering if he'd be home for dinner. The normal business of government service and family life, continuing as though he hadn't just been reminded that he was owned, compromised, controlled by forces he couldn't escape even if he found the courage to try.

Arvind walked slowly toward the western gate, moving like a man considerably older than fifty-three, carrying weight that had nothing to do with physical burden. The contracts would be authorised by Tuesday. The money would arrive in accounts his family didn't know existed. BlueWave Systems would secure billions in reconstruction work, positioning infrastructure for whatever operations came after Salal's successful demonstration.

And Arvind Rajan, Union Minister of Water Resources, would continue his career, continue his compromises, continue living with the knowledge that forty-three confirmed dead and two hundred missing were just the beginning of a cost he'd helped create and lacked the courage to stop.

The morning heat was oppressive by the time he reached his car, Delhi's pollution turning the sky into something that looked like the colour of guilt felt like.

But he'd learned long ago that guilt was just another thing you got used to, given time and sufficient motivation to avoid alternatives.

Tuesday's deadline would be met.

The rest was just learning to live with what that meant.
Guwahati

The Air India flight from Lahore to Guwahati required two connections and thirteen hours of travel time that felt closer to twenty. Dave spent most of it in that particular state of suspended awareness that long flights induced—not quite awake, not quite asleep, his mind processing mission parameters while his body endured economy seating designed for someone a foot shorter and forty kilograms lighter.

Anya had worked through both connections, laptop open despite the questionable wisdom of conducting intelligence analysis on commercial flights where anyone could glance over her shoulder. She'd angled the screen carefully, adjusted brightness to minimise visibility, and worked with the focused intensity of someone who'd conducted operations in far more hostile environments than pressurised aircraft cabins.

Serj had actually slept, which Dave found vaguely irritating. The man possessed some internal switch that allowed complete rest in circumstances that would keep normal people twitching with discomfort. Years of military operations where you slept when opportunity allowed rather than when comfort permitted.

Omar spent the flights reading—actual paper books, the kind that required checking luggage weight—about northeastern Indian politics, ethnic conflicts, and the particular complexities of a region where central government authority operated more as suggestion than absolute rule.

By the time they descended into Lokpriya Gopinath Bordoloi International Airport, Dave's body was protesting in ways his enhanced physiology usually prevented. Not pain exactly, but the awareness that he'd been stationary too long, compressed into spaces not designed for his frame, breathing recycled air that smelled of jet fuel and human anxiety.

Guwahati revealed itself through the aircraft window as something different from anywhere else they'd operated. The Brahmaputra River dominated the landscape, broad and muddy, moving with the patient power of water that had carved this valley over geological time. The city sprawled along its banks—dense construction near the centre giving way to neighbourhoods that seemed to blur the line between urban and agricultural.

Immigration moved with bureaucratic efficiency, their legitimate credentials as water infrastructure consultants holding up to official scrutiny. The cover story was solid—BlueWave Systems’ contracts extended throughout northeastern India, and NGO consultants assessing water management wouldn't trigger suspicion in a region where international development organisations operated routinely.

The arrivals hall hit them with humidity that felt physical, air so thick with moisture that Dave's shirt was damp within minutes. The temperature wasn't extreme by subcontinent standards, but the saturation made everything feel heavier, movement more effortful, breathing more conscious.

“Welcome to monsoon season preparation,” Omar said, reading Dave's expression. “Wait until the actual rains start. This is just the preview.”

They collected luggage with the particular care of operators carrying equipment that wouldn't survive close inspection. Not weapons—those would come locally if circumstances required—but surveillance gear, encrypted communications equipment, technical analysis tools that straddled the line between legitimate consultant hardware and intelligence gathering capability.

The taxi queue moved with chaotic efficiency, vehicles and passengers negotiating through a process that looked anarchic but somehow functioned. Their driver spoke English with the accent of someone who'd learned it from Bollywood films and British tourists, his running commentary on Guwahati's virtues delivered with the enthusiasm of a tour guide who'd given this speech countless times.

Dave tuned it out, watching the city pass through windows that hadn't been cleaned in months. Guwahati looked like it was perpetually under construction and simultaneously falling apart—new buildings rising beside crumbling colonial architecture, shopping malls neighboured by street markets that seemed to operate on economic principles predating currency. Traffic moved according to rules Dave couldn't decipher, horns serving as communication method rather than warning signal.

“Where are we staying?” Serj asked, his attention apparently focused on surroundings despite appearing to rest.

“Somewhere that doesn't ask questions,” Anya replied, reading coordinates from her tablet. She'd identified potential locations before they'd left Pakistan, places where cash eliminated the need for identification documentation and security cameras were either absent or sufficiently degraded to be useless.

The taxi delivered them to a hotel that generously described itself as three-star accommodation serving international business travellers. In reality, it was the kind of establishment that catered to people who needed privacy more than comfort, where the desk clerk's sole professional skill was selective blindness.

Dave paid cash for three rooms, declining the offer of porter service with the kind of polite firmness that discouraged further engagement. They carried their own luggage up stairs that complained with each step, following a corridor that smelled of disinfectant fighting a losing battle against mildew.

The room Dave claimed was functional at best—bed, desk, chair, bathroom with plumbing that gurgled ominously. A window overlooked the street three floors down, offering view of Guwahati's evening commerce: street vendors setting up for dinner service, rickshaws navigating through traffic with the confidence of people who'd never heard of lane discipline, pedestrians moving with purposeful chaos.

He dropped his pack on the bed and conducted basic security sweep—checking for surveillance devices, testing sight lines, identifying exit routes beyond the obvious ones. Old habits from operations where paranoia kept you alive and complacency got you killed.

Anya appeared in his doorway twenty minutes later, her expression carrying the particular focus that meant she'd found something. “Omar's making contact with local sources. We should have information about BlueWave's operations by morning.”

“And the convoy?” Dave asked.

“That's harder. Commercial shipping manifests for the region are either non-existent or creatively fictional. But if a large convoy is moving through this area, someone will have seen it. Omar knows how to ask the right people.”

She moved to the window, studying the street below with professional assessment. “This city feels different. Not hostile exactly, but watchful. Like everyone's waiting for something to happen.”

Dave joined her at the window, seeing what she meant. Guwahati had the surface chaos of any major Indian city, but underneath ran currents of tension that manifested in small ways—military vehicles mixed with civilian traffic, checkpoints visible at major intersections, the particular wariness in people's expressions that came from living in contested territory.

“Omar said northeastern India is complicated,” Dave observed. “Multiple ethnic groups, separatist movements, areas where government control is more theoretical than practical.”

“Which makes it perfect for moving things you don't want authorities tracking.” Anya pulled up a map on her tablet, showing the region's geography. “Myanmar border is porous, documentation is flexible with the right bribes, and transport networks run through terrain that makes interdiction nearly impossible. If you wanted to move weapons, sensitive equipment, or anything requiring discretion, this is exactly where you'd route it.”

Dave studied the map, seeing logistics challenges that multiplied with every geographic detail. They were thousands of kilometres from their operational base in Pakistan, working without local backup, investigating a convoy they knew almost nothing about except that it connected to BlueWave Systems and whatever larger operation had produced Salal's disaster.

“We're exposed here,” he said, the tactical reality settling with uncomfortable weight. “If this goes wrong, extraction will be complicated.”

“It was complicated in Pakistan too,” Anya replied. “At least here we're not operating near a disaster site with heightened security and media attention. Guwahati is just another city where foreigners pass through regularly. We can be invisible if we're careful.”

Dave's phone buzzed. Text from Cecilia: Monitoring regional intelligence chatter. No indication of attention on your team. Proceed with investigation but maintain low profile. BlueWave has significant local resources.

The reminder was unnecessary but appreciated. They were investigating sophisticated operators with professional capabilities and regional influence. Getting caught would create complications extending far beyond their immediate mission.

—

Omar returned after midnight, moving through the hotel corridor with the quiet competence of someone accustomed to avoiding attention. Dave was still awake, sitting in darkness by the window, watching Guwahati's night commerce continue with barely diminished energy from daylight hours.

“Found our convoy,” Omar said without preamble, settling into the room's chair. “Or rather, found people who've seen convoys matching the description. Multiple sightings over the past month, large truck formations with security escorts, routing through here from the Myanmar border before continuing west.”

“How large?” Dave asked.

“Ten to fifteen trucks per convoy. Mixed cargo—shipping containers, flatbed loads covered by tarps. Professional operations, not the typical smuggling runs this region sees. The security is what caught people's attention. Not just local muscle, but organised contractors with military bearing.”

“Redstone Solutions?”

“That's my guess, though no one could confirm specific company. But the descriptions match—former military types, disciplined, using communication equipment that suggested professional coordination rather than improvised security.”

Dave processed that, seeing patterns align. Redstone had cleared water facility operators in Pakistan. Now they were providing convoy security in northeastern India. The same contractors working for the same larger operation.

“When's the next convoy due?” Dave asked.

“Two days.” Omar's expression carried the weight of tight timeline. “They're using a truck stop thirty kilometres outside the city. The vehicles and drivers overnight there, but the security detail stays in hotels here in Guwahati. Classic counter-surveillance structure—keep the cargo separate from the armed response.”

“Which means we can't just approach the trucks without triggering the security detail,” Dave said, thinking through options. “We need surveillance first, documentation of what they're carrying before we consider any direct action.”

“Or we follow them,” Anya suggested, having appeared in the doorway with her characteristic silence. “See where they're actually going. BlueWave's contracts span multiple sites across the region. If we track the convoy to its destination, we learn more about their operational structure.”

“Following a professional security convoy through unfamiliar terrain creates exposure risk,” Serj countered, joining the impromptu planning session. “If they're as disciplined as Omar describes, they'll be conducting counter-surveillance. One wrong move and we're burned.”

The decision balanced intelligence gathering against operational security, immediate information against strategic patience. Dave had learned in a little over a year that field operations rarely offered clean choices—you worked with incomplete data, made calculated gambles, and hoped your analysis was better than your opponents’.

“We do both,” Dave decided. “Surveillance at the truck stop documents the cargo. Then we follow at distance, see where they're heading. If we can maintain observation without triggering counter-surveillance, we get complete intelligence. If we're detected, we break off and regroup.”

“And if they're carrying something that requires immediate intervention?” Serj asked.

“Then we make tactical decisions based on circumstances at the time,” Dave replied, echoing what had become the team's operational philosophy. “We're gatherers until the situation demands otherwise.”

—

The next two days passed in careful preparation. Serj acquired a vehicle—a Mahindra Scorpio that looked seasoned enough to blend into regional traffic but mechanically sound enough for sustained pursuit. Omar continued developing local contacts, the kind of people who saw everything and could be convinced to share information for reasonable compensation.

Anya worked digital surveillance, accessing traffic camera networks and satellite imagery that probably violated numerous international agreements about intelligence gathering but provided critical information about convoy movements and routes.

Dave conducted reconnaissance of the truck stop location, driving past at different times of day, noting sight lines and surveillance positions, identifying approaches that would allow observation without obvious exposure.

They worked with the professional efficiency of operators who'd conducted similar preparations countless times, each person executing their specialised role while maintaining awareness of how individual tasks supported overall mission objectives.

But underneath the routine preparations ran awareness that they were operating at the edge of their capabilities. No backup if things went wrong. No official support if they were detained by local authorities. No extraction plan beyond “don't get caught” and “improvise if you do.”

The evening before the convoy's scheduled arrival, they gathered in Dave's room to review final preparations. The window was open despite the humidity, allowing street noise to mask their conversation from potential surveillance.

“Tomorrow we're committing,” Dave said, looking at each team member. “Once we start surveillance, we're exposed. If BlueWave or Redstone have any counter-intelligence capability, they'll be watching for exactly the kind of attention we're about to provide.”

“Then we don't give them anything to see,” Anya replied. “We use local vehicles, dress like regional businessmen, maintain distance that looks like coincidence rather than pursuit. They're expecting threats from authorities or rival smugglers, not NGO consultants investigating water infrastructure.”

“Unless they know we've been investigating,” Serj cautioned. “If whoever's running this operation has intelligence capability, they might have connected our presence in Pakistan to the investigation of their systems. In which case, they'll be specifically watching for us.”

The possibility hung in the air—that they'd been operating under surveillance themselves, that their investigation had been noted and countered, that tomorrow's convoy surveillance would walk them directly into a trap.

“Only one way to find out,” Dave said, the decision settling with finality. “We proceed with the operation. Eyes open, careful movement, ready to abort if anything feels wrong. But we need to know what BlueWave is moving through this region and where it's going.”

“And then?” Omar asked, the familiar question.

“Then we decide what stopping them requires,” Dave replied.

The team dispersed to their rooms, each person preparing in their own way for tomorrow's operation. Dave remained at the window, watching Guwahati's night commerce continue with the energy of a city that never quite slept.

Somewhere out there, a convoy was approaching. Trucks carrying cargo that connected to disasters already witnessed and others potentially coming. Security professionals who'd cleared facilities and removed operators in Pakistan, now providing protection for shipments moving through India's contested north-east.

They'd travelled thousands of kilometres, shifted from investigating irrigation manipulation to witnessing mass casualty disasters to tracking sophisticated false flag operations. Tomorrow they'd attempt surveillance of professional contractors who'd demonstrate willingness to commit murder in pursuit of operational objectives.

The stakes kept escalating, the complexity multiplying, the consequences of failure growing with each new discovery.

But they'd committed to seeing this through. To understanding what was being orchestrated, who was responsible, and what could be done to prevent the next Salal.

Tomorrow would either move them closer to those answers or prove they were operating beyond their capabilities against adversaries who'd already anticipated every move.

Dave was betting on the former.

Because the alternative—that they'd come this far only to fail at the critical moment—was unacceptable.

The clock was running.

And the convoy was coming.
Convoy

The truck stop materialised from the pre-dawn darkness thirty kilometres outside Guwahati—a sprawl of packed earth and diesel fumes where long-haul drivers paused between cities. Not the kind of establishment that appeared on maps or tourism guides, but rather the sort that existed through word-of-mouth among people who moved cargo through regions where official routes and unofficial ones frequently overlapped.

Dave approached from the north, the Scorpio's headlights off, rolling the final hundred metres with just enough momentum to coast into a position that offered sight lines without obvious surveillance posture. Behind him, the sky was beginning its transition from black to grey, that particular pre-dawn hour when human circadian rhythms were at their lowest and situational awareness suffered accordingly.

“There,” Serj said from the passenger seat, his voice barely above a whisper despite being inside a closed vehicle a hundred metres from their target.

Dave followed the indicated direction. The convoy sat in the facility's rear section, separated from the civilian traffic by positioning rather than physical barriers. Fifteen trucks, just as Omar's contact had described. Mixed cargo configuration—some with shipping containers, others with flatbed loads covered by heavy tarps lashed down with the kind of thoroughness that suggested the contents required protection from more than weather.

“Security detail?” Dave asked, scanning the perimeter.

“Two visible on patrol,” Anya replied from the back seat, her voice carrying the flat focus of someone reading threat assessment rather than making conversation. “Roving pattern between vehicles, radio communication, moving with the kind of discipline that confirms professional contractors rather than hired muscle. No obvious heavy weapons visible, but their posture suggests they're armed.”

Dave studied the patrol pattern, tracking timing and coverage. The two visible security personnel moved in a coordinated rotation that ensured no vehicle went unmonitored for more than ninety seconds. Professional, as Anya had assessed. The kind of security that suggested the cargo's value exceeded what would normally justify this level of protection for construction materials.

“The drivers are separate,” Serj observed. “In the main building, probably sleeping. Classic counter-surveillance structure—cargo and transport isolated from armed response. If anyone approaches the vehicles without authorisation, the security detail responds while the drivers remain protected.”

Which meant approaching the trucks required either neutralising the security—unacceptable given their mission parameters—or waiting for an opportunity when the patrol pattern created sufficient gap. Dave continued watching, noting how the two visible contractors moved, where their attention focused, what blind spots existed in their coverage.

“Omar checked in fifteen minutes ago,” Anya said, reading her phone. “He's positioned on the eastern approach in a borrowed Hilux. Confirming no additional security beyond what we're seeing. If there are more contractors, they're either in the city hotels or haven't arrived yet.”

The wait extended through the next hour as dawn established itself properly. Dave remained motionless behind the wheel, his enhanced physiology rendering the kind of stationary surveillance that would have normal humans fidgeting with discomfort into something he could maintain indefinitely. Serj shifted occasionally, his years of military operations providing tolerance for extended observation but not eliminating the physical reality of sitting compressed into a vehicle's passenger seat. Anya worked her tablet, monitoring whatever signals she could intercept from the facility, building a technical profile of the convoy's communication infrastructure.

“They're changing shifts,” Serj said quietly.

Dave watched as a vehicle approached from the direction of Guwahati—a white Toyota that looked entirely unremarkable until four men emerged from it with the bearing that immediately identified professional military background. They moved to join the existing patrol, conducting what appeared to be a brief handover discussion before two of the original security personnel departed in the Toyota.

“Six total on rotation,” Dave said, updating his threat assessment. “Two on patrol, two resting, two in the city. Probably rotating every six hours to maintain alertness.”

The fresh security contractors began their patrol, following the same pattern as their predecessors. Dave tracked their movement, counting intervals, noting where they focused attention, identifying the specific moment when both contractors were simultaneously on the convoy's far side.

“Forty-two seconds,” he said, the words barely audible. “That's our window. From when they both disappear around the far vehicles until one or both reappear. Assuming we're already in position and moving when the window opens.”

“Not enough time for all three of us,” Anya observed. “Single person entry, quick documentation, immediate extraction.”

She was right. Even with Dave's enhanced speed, forty-two seconds would be tight for reaching the trucks, gaining access to cargo, documenting contents, and returning to cover before the patrol cycle resumed. For normal humans, it would be impossible.

“I go,” Dave decided. “Serj, you're backup—positioned to intervene if the security detail returns early. Anya, you maintain surveillance and communication. If this goes wrong, you extract immediately and report back to Cecilia.”

“And you?” Anya asked.

“I improvise,” Dave replied, the words carrying more confidence than he felt. Venezuela had taught him the consequences of losing control. The Arctic had tested his restraint. Pakistan kept presenting scenarios where capability and mission parameters existed in uncomfortable tension.

They repositioned over the next thirty minutes, using the truck stop's chaotic geography to move closer without obvious approach. Dave ended up behind a decrepit storage container that smelled of diesel and rust, close enough to the convoy that he could hear the security contractors’ radio traffic without distinguishing actual words.

Serj settled into a position that offered clear sight lines to both Dave's approach route and the patrol pattern. Anya remained in the Scorpio, her tablet providing overwatch through whatever signals intelligence she'd managed to access. Not ideal—proper surveillance required more personnel, better equipment, official backup that could respond if things went badly. But field operations rarely offered ideal circumstances.

“Security moving to far side,” Anya's voice came through Dave's earpiece, barely audible even in the relative quiet. “Window opening in five… four… three… two… mark.”

Dave moved.

His enhanced physiology translated intention into motion with the kind of acceleration that would have torn normal human muscles. He crossed the open ground between his cover and the nearest truck in under three seconds, his body compensating for the exposed sprint by calculating optimal path that minimised visibility from any potential observer position.

The truck's rear door presented the expected challenge—padlock and hasp, the hardware substantial enough to deter casual intrusion but not designed to resist someone with Dave's strength. He gripped the lock, applied pressure with careful precision, felt the internal mechanism stress beyond design tolerance, heard the quiet snap of failing metal.

Twenty-eight seconds remaining.

The door opened with a quiet creak that felt deafening in Dave's heightened awareness. Darkness inside, the pre-dawn light insufficient to penetrate beyond the opening. Dave pulled a small torch from his pocket—filtered red light to preserve night vision—and swept the interior.

Wooden crates. Dozens of them, stacked with the kind of careful arrangement that suggested professional logistics. Military stencilling on the wood, Cyrillic characters Dave recognised from operations that had taken him into former Soviet territories.

He moved inside, crossing to the nearest crate. The lid wasn't secured—these were transit containers, designed for rapid access during delivery. He lifted it carefully, the wood coming away to reveal foam padding protecting contents beneath.

Rifles. Compact assault weapons, Russian based on the Cyrillic markings stamped into the metal. Dave counted six in this crate alone, each weapon precisely positioned, with suppressors and loaded magazines in the foam cutouts beside them. Not civilian firearms—the build quality and integrated suppressor systems screamed military inventory.

Fifteen seconds.

He photographed the contents, the flash disabled, relying on the torch's red light and his phone's enhanced sensor capability. Then moved to the next crate. Sniper rifles, also Russian, with specialised optics and what looked like built-in suppressors. Another crate contained more assault rifles with modernised optics and accessories that suggested current military issue rather than export models or civilian variants.

Seven seconds.

Dave moved back toward the truck's door, his departure as rapid as his entry. He pulled the damaged lock from the hasp and dropped it inside before closing the door—let the security detail discover the tampering on their own schedule rather than immediately. Then he was moving back across the open ground, his enhanced speed carrying him to cover as the patrol's timing window closed.

He made it behind the storage container with perhaps half a second to spare, watching as one of the security contractors reappeared from around the convoy's far side. The man's attention remained focused on the trucks, radio in hand, moving with the casual alertness of someone conducting routine patrol rather than responding to detected intrusion.

“Clear,” Dave whispered into his earpiece, his breathing barely elevated despite the sprint and the adrenaline. “Got documentation. Russian military weapons—rifles with suppressors, sniper weapons, all current inventory. This isn't construction equipment.”

“Copy,” Anya replied. “Extracting to secondary position.”

They regrouped fifteen minutes later at a location two kilometres from the truck stop, the Scorpio positioned where they could observe the convoy's likely departure route without maintaining obvious surveillance. Dave pulled up the photographs on his phone, reviewing what he'd captured with the careful attention of someone who'd learned to read military equipment through operational necessity.

“Russian military weapons,” he said, showing the images to Serj and Anya. “Current inventory based on the condition and accessories. Compact assault rifles with integrated suppressors, sniper rifles, what looked like more standard assault rifles but with modern optics. All Cyrillic markings. I saw other crates too—couldn't open them, but the size and weight distribution suggested anti-tank missiles or similar heavy weapons.”

Serj studied the photos with the expression of someone who'd spent years in regions where weapons appeared from unexpected sources. He zoomed in on one image, examining details. “SR-3MP Vikhrs. These compact ones with the suppressors—those are restricted to Russian special forces, FSB, specific spetsnaz units that operate with plausible deniability requirements.” He swiped to another photo. “And these sniper rifles are VSS Vintorez. Specialised silent elimination weapons. The standard rifles look like AK-103s with current military accessories.” He looked up, his expression grim. “This isn't commercial sale or even black market overflow. This is active Russian military inventory. If it's showing up in a convoy routing through Myanmar to northeastern India, someone with serious access is providing them.”

“And BlueWave is moving them under cover of construction contracts,” Anya added. “The convoy routes through Myanmar specifically because border documentation is flexible with sufficient bribes. Then they enter India as ‘construction equipment’ protected by Redstone security contractors who ensure customs inspection remains superficial.”

Dave processed the implications, feeling pieces align into pattern he didn't like. Russian military weapons being smuggled through Myanmar to northeastern India. BlueWave Systems funding the logistics. Redstone Solutions providing security. The same network that had cleared water facility operators in Pakistan, orchestrated the Salal Dam disaster, positioned infrastructure across multiple river systems.

“They're not just engineering water crises,” Dave said, the realisation settling with uncomfortable weight. “They're arming something. Positioning weapons in a region with active separatist movements, ethnic tensions, contested government authority. This isn't just false flag operations—it's preparation for armed conflict.”

“Or for making armed conflict inevitable,” Serj replied. “You provide weapons to separatist groups, they use those weapons against government forces or rival factions, violence escalates beyond what diplomatic solutions can resolve. Then BlueWave profits from reconstruction contracts while their backers achieve whatever strategic objectives the chaos serves.”

“We need to track where this convoy goes,” Anya said. “These weapons have a destination, probably one of BlueWave's project sites. If we follow them, we identify not just the logistics network but the actual recipients.”

Dave's phone buzzed. Omar, checking in from his observation position.

“Convoy's preparing to move,” Omar reported. “Drivers coming out from the building, security conducting final check of vehicles. Looks like departure in the next twenty minutes.”

“Copy,” Dave replied. “We're positioned on the southern route. Maintain distance and pick us up once they're moving.”

The convoy departed the truck stop forty-five minutes later, the fifteen trucks forming up with professional coordination that confirmed the drivers’ experience with this specific operation. Two security vehicles bracketed the formation—one leading, one trailing—with the white Toyota maintaining position that allowed rapid response to either end of the convoy.

Dave followed at what he hoped was sufficient distance, using the Scorpio's anonymity and the morning traffic's increasing density as cover. Omar joined them from the eastern approach, pulling the dusty Hilux alongside at a traffic light.

“I'm ditching this at the next opportunity,” Omar said through the radio. “Found it outside a depot—already in poor shape with a broken ignition, no keys required. Practically begging to be borrowed. But I'd rather not explain that to local police if we get stopped.”

“Keep it for now,” Dave replied. “Two-vehicle tail gives us better coverage. You can ditch it once we've identified the destination and rendezvoused.”

“Copy,” Omar replied.

The convoy moved west from Guwahati, following roads that deteriorated as they left the city's immediate radius. Not major highways where military or police presence might create complications, but secondary routes that served the region's rural communities and industrial sites. Traffic thinned as they progressed, making surveillance more exposed, requiring Dave to increase following distance until maintaining visual contact became challenging.

“They're heading toward the Bhutan border region,” Omar observed. “This route services the hydroelectric projects up in the mountains, plus some of the infrastructure development in disputed territories.”

“BlueWave has contracts in that area,” Anya confirmed, pulling up maps on her tablet. “Multiple project sites, all related to water management and disaster preparedness. Perfect cover for moving weapons to groups operating in regions where government oversight is limited.”

The pursuit continued through the morning, the convoy maintaining steady progress along roads that twisted through terrain transitioning from agricultural to mountainous. Dave felt the operational exposure increasing with each kilometre—they were moving further from population centres, deeper into contested territory, following a professional security convoy that would certainly be conducting counter-surveillance.

“Dave,” Serj said quietly, his attention fixed on the side mirror. “We've got a vehicle pacing us. White saloon, three cars back, maintaining consistent distance.”

Dave checked his mirrors, identifying the vehicle Serj had indicated. It could be coincidence—traffic on this route was limited enough that patterns emerged naturally. But the timing felt wrong, the positioning too consistent with counter-surveillance protocols.

“How long?” Dave asked.

“Since the last intersection. Could have picked us up earlier, but I only noticed them after we turned north.”

Which meant either the convoy's security had identified their tail and dispatched assets to confirm the surveillance, or they were seeing patterns that didn't exist. Dave made a calculated decision, taking the next turn that diverged from the convoy's route, breaking pursuit to see if the white saloon followed.

It did.

“Confirmed tail,” Dave said, keeping his voice level despite the operational complications. “They've made us. Omar, continue tracking the convoy. We'll lose this tail and catch up.”

“Copy,” Omar replied, the Hilux continuing straight while Dave turned the Scorpio onto a side road that led toward what his map suggested was a small village or industrial site.

The white saloon followed, no longer maintaining careful distance but closing rapidly with the kind of aggression that confirmed hostile intent. Dave accelerated, the Scorpio responding with adequate power but nothing resembling the performance he'd prefer when conducting evasive driving in unfamiliar terrain.

“How many in the saloon?” he asked Serj.

“Three visible. Driver and two passengers. Can't confirm weapons but assuming armed based on behaviour.”

Anya was already working her tablet, pulling up route options. “Left turn in five hundred metres puts us on a track that loops back toward the main road. We can lose them in the terrain if we move fast.”

Dave took the turn faster than the Scorpio appreciated, the vehicle's suspension protesting as they transitioned from paved road to dirt track. Behind them, the white saloon followed with the kind of competent driving that suggested professional pursuit rather than improvised chase.

The track wound through dense vegetation, visibility limited to perhaps thirty metres ahead. Dave pushed the Scorpio as fast as conditions allowed, navigating by instinct and the analytical pattern recognition that translated terrain features into trajectory prediction. The saloon kept pace, neither gaining nor falling back, maintaining pressure without attempting to force confrontation.

Which suggested they were either extremely confident in their pursuit capabilities or waiting for something. Dave didn't like either implication.

“There,” Serj said, pointing toward where the track branched. “Right fork leads deeper into forest. Left fork climbs toward what looks like a quarry or industrial site.”

Dave took the right fork without slowing, committing to the decision with the kind of calculated risk that defined field operations. The saloon followed, confirming they were dealing with professional pursuit rather than opportunistic criminals who'd break off once the chase became too complicated.

The track deteriorated further, becoming little more than suggestions carved through vegetation by previous vehicles. The Scorpio's clearance handled it adequately, but speed became impossible, each impact threatening suspension damage that would end their mobility entirely.

Behind them, the saloon was experiencing similar challenges, the vehicle's lower clearance creating visible difficulties navigating obstacles. Dave watched in the mirror as the saloon bottomed out on a particularly steep rise, the impact severe enough to reduce their speed noticeably.

“That might have damaged their exhaust,” Serj observed. “If we can maintain distance for another few kilometres, mechanical failure might solve our problem.”

But Dave was seeing another option. Ahead, the track curved sharply around dense vegetation, creating a blind corner that lasted perhaps fifty metres before the track straightened again. Long enough for what he was considering.

“When we go around that curve,” Dave said, making the decision even as he spoke, “I'm pulling off into the vegetation. Full stop, engines off. We let them pass.”

“Risky,” Anya said. “If they stop to search—”

“They won't,” Dave interrupted. “They're pursuing a moving target. Momentum and expectation will carry them forward before they realise we've stopped. By the time they figure it out, we'll have repositioned.”

Serj nodded slowly. “Could work. But we need to commit completely—no half measures, no visible tracks.”

Dave took the curve faster than was strictly wise, the Scorpio's suspension protesting as they swung wide. Then, just as the track straightened ahead, he cranked the wheel hard right and drove directly into the dense undergrowth. Branches scraped against the vehicle's sides with sounds that felt deafening, but the Scorpio pushed through into a small clearing perhaps ten metres off the track, hidden by the vegetation they'd just crushed through.

“Engine off,” Dave said, killing the ignition. “Radio silence.”

They sat in sudden stillness, broken only by the cooling engine's ticks and the forest sounds around them. Dave's picked up the sound of the white saloon—the engine note changing as it negotiated the curve, accelerating into the straight section where they'd disappeared.

The saloon flashed past their position, visible only in fragments through the vegetation. The driver was focused ahead, scanning for the Scorpio that should have been visible on the straightaway. Dave watched the saloon's brake lights flash once, confusion evident, then the vehicle accelerated again, continuing down the track in pursuit of a target that no longer existed ahead of them.

They waited in silence for five full minutes, listening to the saloon's engine noise fade into distance. Finally, Dave keyed his radio.

“Omar, status?”

“Still tracking convoy,” Omar replied immediately, his voice carrying relief. “Lost your signal for a bit. You clear?”

“Clear,” Dave confirmed. “Lost our tail through creative parking. What's your position?”

“Convoy's still heading west, looks like they're making for Siliguri. Route's taking them around the city's eastern bypass toward industrial zones.”

“Copy. We're rejoining the main road and catching up. Stay on them—we'll parallel your position.”

Dave restarted the Scorpio, backing carefully out of their hiding spot. The track showed clear evidence of their detour—crushed vegetation, tyre marks—but by the time the saloon's crew realised they'd been deceived and doubled back, the team would be long gone.

They navigated back to the main road with careful attention to their mirrors, but the white saloon had apparently committed to the wrong direction. Omar's intermittent updates confirmed the convoy's steady progress toward Siliguri while Dave pushed the Scorpio to close the distance between them.

“I'm seeing increased radio traffic,” Anya said, monitoring frequencies. “The tail crew just reported losing us. They're getting instructions to return to the convoy route, but by the time they reposition, we'll already be established at the destination.”

“How far to Siliguri?” Dave asked.

“Omar says convoy's twenty minutes out. We're forty minutes behind, but that puts us there before they've completed whatever delivery they're making.”

The pursuit continued through terrain that transitioned from mountainous to more level ground as they approached the city's outskirts. Traffic increased, providing better cover but making Omar's surveillance more challenging. The borrowed Hilux—dusty, beat-up, entirely forgettable—was exactly the kind of vehicle that blended into northeastern India's commercial traffic.

“Convoy's taking the eastern bypass,” Omar reported. “Industrial zones. Looks like they're heading for a specific facility—gates, security, the whole setup.”

“Can you maintain observation without entering?” Dave asked.

“Already positioned. Found a vantage point with sight lines to their approach. This looks like the delivery point—compound's got multiple warehouses, security infrastructure, room for the trucks to offload.”

Dave felt the investigation pivoting again. They'd tracked Russian weapons through Myanmar, documented military inventory being smuggled under construction contracts, survived counter-surveillance attempts. Now they'd see where those weapons ended up—and potentially who was receiving them.

“We're fifteen minutes out,” Dave said. “Hold position, maintain observation. When we arrive, we'll coordinate proper surveillance and documentation. This is what we came for.”

The radio crackled with Omar's acknowledgement, and Dave pushed the Scorpio faster through Siliguri's outskirts. Behind them, the white saloon was presumably still searching empty roads, their professional pursuit thwarted by the simple expedient of stopping when they expected continued flight.

Field operations often came down to psychology rather than capability—understanding what opponents expected and providing something different. The contractors had been trained to pursue, to pressure, to force mistakes through aggression. They hadn't considered that their target might simply disappear and wait for them to pass.

“There,” Serj said, pointing toward where Omar had indicated the industrial zone. “That cluster of warehouses. Omar said the third compound from the eastern approach.”

Dave slowed, scanning for observation positions that wouldn't expose them to the compound's security or any remaining counter-surveillance assets. They needed to be invisible but effective—close enough to document activity but distant enough to avoid detection.

The convoy had reached its destination.

Now came the critical phase: discovering who was receiving Russian military weapons in northeastern India, and what they planned to do with them.
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The industrial zone revealed itself in gradual layers as they approached—first the smell of diesel and machine oil, then the sound of distant generators, finally the visual sprawl of warehouses and fabrication facilities that served northeastern India's commercial infrastructure. Siliguri occupied strategic geography where multiple states converged, making it a natural logistics hub for cargo moving between Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan, and the rest of India. Which also made it perfect for operations requiring discretion.

Dave navigated the Scorpio through streets that transitioned from commercial to industrial, watching traffic patterns and noting potential surveillance positions. The compound Omar had identified sat three blocks ahead, distinguished from neighbouring facilities by newer fencing and security infrastructure that suggested recent investment.

“Omar, position?” Dave transmitted.

“North-west corner,” Omar replied, his voice carrying the particular quiet of someone maintaining concealment. “Parked the Hilux behind a tea stall that looks permanently closed. Good sight lines to the compound's main gate and loading areas. Convoy arrived ten minutes ago—trucks are inside, gates closed, security posted.”

“Security detail size?”

“Six visible. Two at the gate, four mobile inside the compound. Same contractors from the convoy plus local reinforcement. Professional bearing, coordinated movement. They're expecting to be here a while.”

Dave pulled the Scorpio into an alley between two dormant warehouses, positioning where they could observe the compound's eastern approach without obvious surveillance posture. From here, they could see the compound's perimeter fence—chain-link topped with razor wire, recently installed based on the metal's lack of weathering. Beyond it, portions of the convoy's trucks were visible between buildings.

“Anya, can you access any of the compound's systems?” Dave asked.

She was already working her tablet, fingers moving with practised efficiency. “Security cameras are networked but not internet-connected—closed circuit system, probably deliberate choice to avoid remote access. Power grid shows elevated consumption consistent with warehouse operations and security lighting. No unusual electronic signatures that would suggest sophisticated counter-surveillance equipment.”

“Which means they're relying on human security rather than technical measures,” Serj observed. “Confident in their contractors, or limited budget for electronic systems. Either way, it's an advantage for us.”

Dave studied the compound's layout, his analytical background translating visual information into tactical assessment. The main gate faced south, providing vehicle access to a central yard where the convoy trucks had parked. Warehouses flanked the yard on three sides, with the fourth open to loading areas. Security personnel moved with the kind of regular patrol patterns that suggested professional training but not creative tactical thinking—they were following protocols rather than adapting to specific threat assessment.

“I'm going to reposition for elevated observation,” Dave said. “That building across from Omar's position—looks like three stories, flat roof, clear sight lines into the compound.”

“Access?” Serj asked.

“Will improvise. Anya, you maintain coordination from the Scorpio. Serj, find a position covering the compound's eastern perimeter. If things go wrong, we need multiple extraction routes identified.”

They separated with the efficient coordination of operators who'd worked together long enough to trust each other's judgement. Dave moved on foot through the industrial zone, using parked vehicles and equipment to maintain cover while approaching the building he'd identified. It was some kind of administrative structure serving the industrial facilities—offices or storage, currently appearing dormant in the late afternoon heat.

The rear of the building offered a fire escape, though calling it that was generous. More accurately, it was a rust-degraded metal ladder that looked like it might collapse under significant weight. Dave tested the first rung carefully, distributing his weight while assessing the structure's integrity. It held, though the metal groaned in protest.

He climbed with deliberate speed, the ladder complaining with each movement but not failing. The building's height provided exactly what he'd hoped—clear observation into the compound's central yard where the convoy trucks had assembled. From here, he could see the weapons transfer beginning.

The trucks’ rear doors stood open, security contractors coordinating the unloading with professional efficiency. Wooden crates were being moved on hand trolleys, each crate marked with Cyrillic stencilling that confirmed Russian origin. Dave counted twelve crates from the first truck alone, each carried into the nearest warehouse with the kind of careful handling that suggested valuable cargo.

“Eyes on the transfer,” Dave reported quietly. “They're unloading into the western warehouse. Crates match what I photographed earlier—Russian military markings, careful handling, systematic inventory. This isn't improvised smuggling, this is professional logistics.”

“Copy,” Anya replied. “I'm tracking the security rotation. They're maintaining perimeter coverage but not conducting active counter-surveillance. Either they're confident in their security or they don't expect observation.”

The unloading continued for ninety minutes, the convoy's cargo systematically transferred into warehouse storage. Dave documented what he could through his phone's camera, though the distance and angle limited detail. What mattered was establishing the chain of custody—Russian weapons smuggled through Myanmar, transported under BlueWave construction contracts, delivered to this specific facility in Siliguri.

But for what purpose? And who was receiving them?

The convoy trucks began departing once their cargo had been fully unloaded, engines rumbling to life as they pulled out through the main gate in coordinated sequence. Dave watched them go, noting that the security detail remained behind. Six contractors staying to guard an empty compound suggested the real value was now inside that warehouse, not on the departing vehicles.

“Omar, can you maintain position without exposure?” Dave asked. “The trucks are leaving but security's staying. Whoever's receiving these weapons hasn't arrived yet.”

“I'm good here,” Omar confirmed. “Tea stall provides cover, the Hilux looks like every other beat-up commercial vehicle in this district. I can hold as long as needed.”

“Serj?”

“Positioned with sight lines to eastern perimeter. Access routes identified if we need rapid extraction. No sign of counter-surveillance on our positions.”

Dave settled in for extended observation, his enhanced physiology rendering the kind of stationary surveillance that would have normal humans shifting with discomfort into something he could maintain indefinitely. The roof's surface radiated absorbed heat from the afternoon sun, the metal warm against his body where he'd pressed flat to minimise his profile. Below, the compound had transitioned from active transfer operation to patient waiting—security contractors maintaining their patrol patterns while whatever came next developed.

An hour passed. Then another. The light began its shift from afternoon to early evening, shadows lengthening across the compound's yard. Dave's phone buzzed with a message from Cecilia: Monitoring your position via satellite. Confirm status.

He responded briefly: Observing weapons transfer at Siliguri facility. Convoy departed, security remained. Waiting for recipient.

The response came quickly: Exercise extreme caution. If this connects to Salal and BlueWave, recipients have demonstrated willingness to accept mass casualties. Do not engage without explicit authorisation.

The reminder was unnecessary but appreciated. They were intelligence gatherers, not direct action operators. Their job was documentation and reporting, not interdiction. Though Dave couldn't help calculating what would happen if he simply destroyed that warehouse and its contents—one precisely applied strike to a structural support, the building's collapse burying the weapons under rubble that would take days to excavate.

But that wasn't the mission. And more importantly, it wouldn't answer the critical questions: who was behind this operation, what they intended with the weapons, and how it connected to the water crisis they'd been sent to investigate.

Movement at the compound's gate caught his attention. The security contractors were repositioning, two of them pulling the gates open while the others formed up with the kind of disciplined coordination that suggested someone important was arriving.

“Activity at main gate,” Dave transmitted. “Security's preparing for arrival. All units maintain observation, document whatever comes through.”

A vehicle appeared from the south—expensive, incongruous against the industrial zone's utilitarian aesthetic. Black Range Rover, current model year, the kind of luxury SUV that spoke to significant resources. It moved with careful confidence into the compound, security closing the gates behind it with the same coordinated efficiency they'd displayed earlier.

The Range Rover stopped in the compound's central yard, perhaps twenty metres from the warehouse containing the weapons. Dave adjusted his position slightly, improving his angle while maintaining concealment. Through his phone's camera with maximum zoom, he could document whoever emerged from that vehicle.

The driver's door opened first. A man stepped out—tall, military bearing immediately evident in his posture and movement. He scanned the compound with practised efficiency, threat assessment ingrained through years of operational experience. Dave recognised the behaviour: professional security, probably former military, definitely comfortable with violence.

Then the man turned, his profile becoming fully visible in the compound's security lighting.

Dave went completely still. Not the operational stillness of surveillance, but something deeper—the frozen moment when the brain struggled to reconcile what the eyes reported with what seemed possible. His analytical mind catalogued details with automatic precision: height approximately six-two, athletic build suggesting maintained physical conditioning, movement patterns carrying the economy of someone trained in violence. But those were surface observations, clinical assessment that his consciousness processed while something else entirely screamed recognition.

He knew this man. Had met him exactly once, in Russia during his second field operation. A Russian officer named Grigory Ivanovich, who'd been coordinating a plot to sabotage European gas pipeline infrastructure. Dave had been part of the team that thwarted the operation, though Grigory himself had escaped the final confrontation. The file photo Dave had studied during mission prep couldn't capture the particular way Grigory moved, the specific angle of his profile, the bearing that spoke to decades of operational experience.

And now he was here. In northeastern India. At a facility receiving Russian military weapons smuggled through Myanmar under BlueWave construction contracts.

Dave's mind worked through implications with the same analytical precision he'd once applied to network architecture problems, though the stakes now extended far beyond crashed servers. Grigory had orchestrated pipeline sabotage with sophisticated planning and professional execution. The water crisis showed similar characteristics—systematic manipulation, professional contractors, complex logistics, plausible deniability. Russian weapons positioned in a region with ethnic tensions and separatist movements.

He needed to report this. His team needed to know who they were observing. But the words caught in his throat for several seconds, consciousness struggling with the probability that Grigory Ivanovich—who should have been imprisoned or dead or at minimum operating on entirely different continents—was standing twenty metres below coordinating weapons transfers.

“Contact identified,” Dave said finally, his voice carrying careful neutrality that didn't quite mask underlying tension. “Driver of the Range Rover. It's Grigory Ivanovich.”

Brief silence on the channel. Then Anya's voice, carrying the particular sharpness that meant she'd caught something in his tone: “Dave, confirm that. You're certain?”

“Completely certain.” Dave adjusted his phone's camera, documenting Grigory's profile with maximum zoom. “Same individual from the Russian gas pipeline operation. I've seen his movement patterns up close, studied his file extensively. That's Grigory.”

More silence, longer this time. Dave could imagine the calculations happening in the Scorpio—Anya accessing mission records from two years ago, confirming details, assessing what Grigory's presence meant for their current situation.

Serj's voice came through, professionally controlled but carrying weight: “Last intelligence on Grigory suggested he was operating in Eastern Europe. If he's here, it means significant Russian interest in whatever's happening with these weapons.”

“This changes the threat assessment,” Anya said. “Grigory doesn't do simple operations. The pipeline sabotage was designed to create energy crisis while maintaining plausible deniability about Russian involvement. The water crisis here follows the same pattern—create disaster, shift blame, achieve strategic objectives while appearing blameless.”

Dave's mind was already working through implications. Salal Dam's flood had killed dozens, displaced thousands, created political tension between India and Pakistan. BlueWave Systems had positioned infrastructure across multiple river systems. Russian weapons were being smuggled to northeastern India, a region with active separatist movements and ethnic conflicts.

And Grigory Ivanovich—who'd demonstrated willingness to orchestrate infrastructure sabotage that could have frozen Europe in pursuit of his objectives—was coordinating the weapons transfer.

“We need to identify who's receiving the weapons from Grigory,” Dave said, forcing his mind back to immediate operational requirements. “He's coordinating delivery, but someone local is the actual recipient. Someone with the influence to accept this kind of cargo, the connections to move it, the objectives that justify the risk.”

Below, Grigory had entered the warehouse, the security contractors maintaining perimeter positions while whatever meeting or transfer was happening occurred out of Dave's sight. He documented what he could—the Range Rover's registration, the time and location, the security detail's positioning. Evidence that would matter when official investigations eventually examined this operation.

If they survived long enough to provide it.

“Serj, Omar—be ready for rapid extraction,” Dave transmitted. “If Grigory's counter-surveillance is anything like his pipeline operation, he'll have measures in place we haven't detected. We maintain observation until we identify the recipient, then we extract before we're compromised.”

“Copy,” they both acknowledged, professional efficiency overriding whatever concern they felt.

Dave remained motionless on the rooftop, watching the compound with enhanced vision that rendered the growing darkness less significant than it would be for normal observation. Grigory had escaped the pipeline operation two years ago, his network disrupted but his person intact. The operation had been counted as success—sabotage prevented, infrastructure protected, Russian plots thwarted.

But Grigory himself had slipped away. And now he was here, orchestrating something that connected Russian weapons to water infrastructure manipulation to geopolitical destabilisation across South Asia.

Venezuela had tested Dave's rage. The pipeline operation had been about mission success over personal vendetta. Pakistan was testing his judgement about what happened when capable adversaries survived to operate another day.

And somewhere in that warehouse, Grigory Ivanovich was conducting business that might determine whether letting him escape two years ago had been acceptable operational necessity or catastrophic strategic error.

The clock was running. And this time, the stakes extended far beyond one facility or one environmental system.

This time, hundreds of millions of people lived downstream from whatever Grigory was building toward.
The Hand-Over

Grigory remained in the warehouse for seventeen minutes—Dave tracked the time with the kind of obsessive precision that came from having nothing to do except watch and calculate. Seventeen minutes where strategic decisions needed to be made about what happened next. Observation provided documentation, but audio surveillance would provide context, names, operational details that could transform evidence from circumstantial to actionable.

“We need to hear what's happening in there,” Dave said, the words carrying weight of decision already forming. “Visual confirmation of Grigory and weapons transfer isn't enough. We need to know who he's meeting, what's being discussed, where the weapons are going.”

“You're talking about active infiltration,” Serj replied, his voice carrying professional assessment rather than objection. “Into a facility with six professional contractors, unknown interior layout, and a Russian operator who's already demonstrated sophisticated counter-surveillance capabilities. That's significant exposure risk.”

“It's also our best chance at intelligence that matters,” Dave countered. “We can document that Russian weapons arrived here. We can photograph Grigory's presence. But without knowing who's receiving the weapons and what they're planning, we're just watching crime happen without understanding the larger operation.”

Omar's voice came through from his position: “The security detail's maintaining perimeter patrol. They're disciplined but following set patterns—thirty-second intervals, predictable routes, attention focused outward rather than on the warehouse interior. There's a blind spot on the warehouse's north-east corner where old machinery blocks sight lines. Access window exists, but it'll be tight.”

Dave processed that, his analytical background translating tactical information into risk assessment. The security contractors were professionals, but their focus was external threat prevention rather than interior monitoring. Grigory would be relying on perimeter security to prevent approach, not expecting someone to breach the warehouse itself. Which made it either brilliant tactical opportunity or catastrophically arrogant assumption about their capabilities.

“I'm going in,” Dave decided. “Serj, you're primary backup—positioned to intervene if the security detail responds. Omar, maintain perimeter observation and extraction route coordination. Anya, you monitor communications and provide real-time threat assessment.”

“And if you're detected?” Anya asked, the question carrying implications they all understood.

“Then I abort and extract before situation escalates. We're gatherers, not enforcers. Intelligence value has to justify exposure risk, but we don't start shooting unless there's no alternative.”

Serj handed Dave a compact audio surveillance device—sophisticated enough to provide clear transmission through building materials, small enough to be concealed where cursory inspection wouldn't discover it. “Once you're in position, activate it and we'll monitor from here. If the situation changes, we abort immediately.”

Dave pocketed the device and moved toward the blind spot Omar had identified, using the industrial zone's geography to approach without exposing himself to the security patrol's sight lines. The warehouse sat perhaps forty metres from his current position, the distance crossable in seconds with his enhanced speed but requiring careful timing to avoid detection during the approach.

“Security patrol entering blind spot… now,” Omar transmitted. “Window opening.”

Dave moved. Not the explosive acceleration he was capable of, but controlled speed that covered distance while minimising noise and visual signature. He crossed the open ground in under four seconds, pressing against the warehouse's exterior wall where shadows and the machinery Omar had mentioned provided concealment.

The warehouse wall was corrugated metal, practical rather than secure, with a ventilation opening near the roofline approximately four metres above ground level. Dave studied it, calculating approach angles and access methods that wouldn't create noise or visible movement the security patrol might detect.

“Climbing to roof access,” he transmitted quietly. “Thirty seconds.”

The corrugated metal provided handholds despite not being designed for climbing. Dave ascended with careful attention to pressure distribution—too much force and the metal would bend or buckle with sounds that would alert anyone nearby, too little and he'd lose grip. His enhanced strength made the climb effortless physically, but the precision required complete focus.

He reached the ventilation opening and carefully pulled himself through into the warehouse's upper structure. The interior revealed itself in darkness broken by security lighting near the floor—the weapons pallets stacked in the central area, Grigory visible near them in conversation with two of the security contractors, the overall layout suggesting professional logistics operation rather than improvised smuggling.

And above it all, a network of steel support beams crossing the warehouse's span perhaps six metres above the floor. Perfect observation and surveillance positioning, assuming he could reach them without creating noise or dislodging debris that would draw attention.

Dave moved along the ventilation access to where support beams connected to the wall structure, finding a position where he could transfer his weight from the opening to the beam itself. The metal surface was coated in industrial grime—years of dust, oil residue, and general contamination that came from operating in manufacturing environments.

He gripped the beam's sides and lifted himself up, balancing on his toes and fingertips to distribute weight while minimising contact with the filthy surface. It wasn't difficult strength-wise—his enhanced physiology made the position sustainable indefinitely—but the precision required absolute concentration. Any disturbance of the accumulated grime would send dust falling toward the floor, visible in the security lighting, potentially catastrophic for operational security.

Dave moved along the beam with deliberate slowness, each shift of weight calculated to avoid disturbing the surface coating. Below, Grigory had moved toward the warehouse entrance, apparently watching for something or someone. The security contractors maintained their positions, professional but relaxed in the way that suggested they expected no immediate threat.

Dave reached a position directly above the weapons pallets, close enough to hear conversation fragments but not with clarity sufficient for intelligence gathering. He carefully extracted the surveillance device from his pocket, attached it to the beam's underside using the adhesive backing Serj had prepared, and activated the transmitter.

Two quiet clicks on his radio—signal that the device was active and transmitting.

“Copy,” Anya's voice came through his earpiece, barely audible. “Receiving clear audio. Hold position and maintain observation.”

Dave remained motionless on the beam, watching Grigory's movements below while aware that every second he remained in the warehouse increased exposure risk. Professional security might not look up routinely, but Grigory's experience would have taught him to check unexpected vectors. The longer this surveillance continued, the greater the probability someone would notice something wrong.

Time compressed into careful observation—tracking Grigory's movements, noting the security contractors’ positions, documenting the weapons pallets’ arrangement and quantities. His phone's camera captured what it could from this angle, though the distance and lighting limited detail.

Grigory's phone rang, the sound carrying clearly in the warehouse's acoustic space. He answered without speaking, just listened for perhaps ten seconds, then terminated the call and turned to the security contractors.

“They're arriving,” Grigory said, his English carrying Russian accent but complete fluency. “Move to reception positions. Professional appearance, weapons secured but accessible. This is business transaction, not confrontation.”

The contractors repositioned with practised efficiency, two moving to the warehouse entrance while others maintained interior coverage. Grigory himself walked toward where the weapons pallets provided backdrop for whatever meeting was about to occur.

Dave tensed, recognising critical moment approaching. Whoever was receiving the weapons would arrive imminently, and their identity—along with whatever conversation followed—represented the intelligence justifying this entire infiltration's risk.

Vehicle sounds became audible from outside—luxury saloon based on the engine note, approaching with the kind of careful confidence that suggested important passenger. The warehouse entrance opened, security contractors moving with coordinated efficiency as the vehicle entered the building itself.

Black Mercedes A-Class, current model, diplomatic-level expense. The driver emerged first—professional security, conducting quick threat assessment before opening the rear passenger door. And from that door stepped a man in Indian military uniform, rank insignia identifying him as Colonel or equivalent, posture carrying the confidence that came from command authority and certain knowledge of his own importance.

Dave adjusted his phone's camera, documenting what he could from this angle. The Indian officer's face would be critical for identification—if Anya could match it against military databases, they'd have name and unit affiliation that would provide context for whatever was happening.

Grigory greeted the officer with handshake, the body language suggesting business relationship rather than warm connection. “Colonel,” Grigory said, his tone professionally neutral. “As you can see, we've delivered on commitments. Current Russian military inventory, factory condition, full ammunition loads and accessories. Please inspect at your convenience.”

The Colonel moved toward the weapons pallets, his attention focused with the kind of assessment that came from professional military experience. He opened several crates, examining rifles and submachine guns with practised efficiency, testing weights and checking serial numbers against documentation Grigory provided.

“Satisfactory,” the Colonel said finally, his English carrying educated Indian accent. “The quality meets specifications. I'll authorise payment release.”

He produced a phone from his uniform pocket and made a brief call, speaking in Hindi too rapid for Dave to follow but clearly conducting financial transaction. After perhaps sixty seconds, he terminated the call and turned back to Grigory.

“Funds have been released from escrow. Your principal should be confirming receipt momentarily.”

Grigory checked his own phone, reading a message that produced slight smile. “Confirmed. Transaction is complete. The weapons are now your responsibility, Colonel. I trust they'll serve their intended purposes.”

“They will,” the Colonel replied, the words carrying implications that felt ominous in the warehouse's industrial acoustics. “The operation has been planned for months. These weapons complete our final requirements.”

Dave felt cold recognition. Not simple arms smuggling, not even weapons provided to separatist groups. The Colonel's language suggested organised military operation, something planned and coordinated, using Russian weapons that would provide plausible deniability about Indian official involvement.

Whatever Grigory had orchestrated, it extended beyond water infrastructure manipulation into active military operations that could destabilise the entire region.

The Colonel issued instructions to his security detail, and within minutes additional trucks began arriving—military logistics vehicles, professional drivers, coordinated movement that suggested thorough preparation. The weapons loading began immediately, security contractors working alongside Indian military personnel in operation that spoke to careful prior arrangement.

Dave remained on his beam, documenting what he could while tracking time and exposure risk. They'd obtained critical intelligence—Grigory's involvement confirmed, weapons recipient identified as Indian military, financial transaction documented, operational planning mentioned. Everything needed to elevate this from field investigation to international crisis requiring official diplomatic and intelligence response.

But extracting that intelligence meant leaving the warehouse without detection, rejoining the team, and getting clear before Grigory or the Colonel's security detail discovered the surveillance.

“Dave,” Anya's voice came through quietly. “We've documented everything the audio device captured. Extraction is your call, but window exists while they're focused on loading operations.”

He made the decision with same analytical precision that had served him through a little over a year of operations. Intelligence obtained, additional observation providing diminishing returns, exposure risk increasing with each minute. Time to extract.

Dave retraced his careful route along the beam, each movement calculated to avoid disturbing the accumulated grime. The loading operations below provided convenient distraction—security attention focused on logistics rather than perimeter monitoring. He reached the ventilation access and slipped through, descending the warehouse exterior with same careful control that had characterised the infiltration.

“Clear of warehouse,” he transmitted once his feet touched ground. “Moving to extraction position.”

“Copy,” Serj acknowledged. “Security patrol approaching from west. Hold for thirty seconds.”

Dave pressed against the warehouse wall, watching the patrol pass within ten metres of his position, their attention focused outward rather than on the building itself. Professional security executing set patterns, doing exactly what they'd been trained to do, not expecting threat from vectors their protocols didn't cover.

Once they'd passed, Dave moved back toward the Scorpio using the industrial zone's geography for concealment. The entire infiltration had lasted perhaps twenty-five minutes, felt like hours, and provided intelligence that transformed their understanding of the operation's scope and implications.

He reached the Scorpio and slid into the rear seat beside Anya, his clothes filthy with the industrial grime from the warehouse beams, face smudged with black residue despite his care. Anya glanced at him and pulled wet wipes from her kit without comment—practical operational hygiene rather than humour about appearance.

“Here,” she said, handing him several wipes. “You'll want to clean up before we're stopped at any checkpoints.”

Dave took them gratefully, cleaning his face and hands while Anya pulled up the audio recording on her laptop. “I've isolated the key sections,” she said. “Grigory referred to someone as ‘principal’ when confirming payment. The Colonel mentioned operation planning spanning months. And that bit about weapons completing final requirements suggests timeline pressure—whatever they're planning is imminent.”

“Can you identify the Colonel?” Dave asked.

“Working on it. Facial recognition is running against Indian military databases, but without direct access this could take time. His rank insignia suggests he's senior enough to authorise large-scale operations, which narrows the field but doesn't give us a name yet.”

The warehouse loading continued below, weapons systematically transferred to the military trucks with professional efficiency. Grigory's Range Rover departed perhaps forty minutes after Dave's extraction, the Russian operator apparently satisfied that transaction had completed without complications.

Dave watched the vehicle disappear into Siliguri's industrial zone, wrestling with familiar tension between mission parameters and personal inclination. Letting Grigory go felt wrong in ways that transcended operational logic—this was the second time they'd identified him coordinating major operations, and second time circumstances or mission requirements prevented direct action.

“Are we just going to let him leave?” The words carried frustration Dave couldn't quite suppress.

“What would you suggest?” Anya replied, her tone carrying pragmatic assessment rather than criticism. “We're intelligence operators without authorisation for direct action. Interdicting Grigory would require resources we don't have, create international complications we're not authorised to trigger, and potentially compromise the investigation into whoever's actually directing these operations.”

She was right, objectively. But objectivity didn't address the reality that Grigory Ivanovich—who'd orchestrated pipeline sabotage, water infrastructure manipulation, and now weapons transfers to Indian military operations—continued operating with apparent impunity.

The final weapons truck departed the compound as twilight settled fully across the industrial zone. The Indian military convoy formed up with practised coordination, security vehicles bracketing the cargo trucks, movement suggesting established routes and procedures.

“We follow them,” Dave decided. “Track where these weapons are going, document the operation's infrastructure, gather intelligence about what the Colonel meant by ‘final requirements.’ Grigory might have slipped away, but the operation itself is still unfolding. We can stop it if we understand it fully.”

Serj started the Scorpio as the convoy began moving, falling into pursuit position with the same careful distance they'd maintained following the original weapons shipment. Two pursuit operations in one day, tracking Russian military inventory through northeastern India while trying to understand who was orchestrating regional destabilisation and what they intended as endgame.

The convoy headed north-west from Siliguri, moving toward terrain that grew more mountainous as they left the city's immediate radius. Tactical geography that suggested whoever was receiving the weapons planned operations in areas where government oversight was limited and terrain favoured irregular warfare.

“This connects to BlueWave,” Anya said, working her laptop while the Scorpio maintained pursuit. “The infrastructure contracts, the water manipulation, the weapons positioning—all of it targeting regions with ethnic tensions and separatist movements. Someone's engineering conditions for sustained conflict.”

“To what end?” Omar asked from the front passenger seat.

“Chaos benefits certain interests,” Serj replied, his attention on the convoy ahead. “Regional destabilisation weakens governments, creates opportunities for influence, justifies intervention. If India and Pakistan are distracted by internal separatist movements and water crises, they're not positioned to resist external pressure.”

Dave processed that, seeing patterns align with uncomfortable clarity. The water infrastructure manipulation hadn't been about creating immediate catastrophe—it had been about engineering sustained crisis that would erode government authority and social stability. The weapons provided capability for that crisis to metastasise into armed conflict. And Grigory's involvement suggested Russian interest in outcomes that kept South Asia destabilised and distracted.

Geopolitical chess played out across populations that would bear the consequences of decisions made by people like Grigory and the Colonel—strategic calculations that treated human suffering as acceptable collateral in pursuit of abstract national interests.

“We need to know where they're taking the weapons,” Dave said. “And we need to figure out what stops this before it escalates into something that kills thousands. The intelligence we've gathered matters, but only if we can turn it into actionable response before the operation unfolds fully.”

The convoy continued north, tracking toward mountains where borders grew ambiguous and governments’ authority faded into terrain that had resisted external control for centuries. Somewhere ahead lay answers about who was orchestrating this operation and what could be done to prevent catastrophe.

They'd survived the infiltration, documented critical intelligence, and maintained surveillance despite professional counter-surveillance.

Now came the harder part: figuring out how to stop what they'd discovered before the clock ran out and theoretical operations became actual violence.
Ambush

The convoy maintained steady north-westward progress through terrain that grew progressively more remote as they left Siliguri's industrial radius. Serj kept the Scorpio several hundred metres back, headlights off, navigating by the convoy's tail lights and what ambient illumination the quarter moon provided. Not ideal surveillance conditions, but better than losing the weapons entirely or exposing their position through obvious pursuit.

“We're heading toward the Dooars region,” Omar observed, reading the map on Anya's tablet. “Forest belt along the Bhutan border. Multiple river crossings, tea estates interspersed with dense vegetation. Terrain favours irregular warfare—lots of cover, limited government presence, local populations sympathetic to various separatist movements.”

“Perfect location for someone planning armed operations they don't want officially attributed,” Dave said, watching the convoy's progress. “Remote enough to avoid scrutiny, accessible enough to move weapons and personnel, defensible enough to resist immediate response if discovered.”

The convoy slowed as it approached what appeared to be a military checkpoint—vehicles positioned across the road, figures visible in the headlights’ illumination, the familiar configuration of official roadblock. Serj brought the Scorpio to a stop perhaps two hundred metres back, killing the engine to avoid drawing attention.

“That's odd,” Serj said quietly, studying the checkpoint through binoculars. “Military roadblock stopping military vehicles? Protocol would be radio confirmation, not physical interdiction.”

Dave felt operational instincts screaming warnings before his conscious mind processed specific details. Something was wrong with the scene ahead—the checkpoint's positioning, the way the figures moved, the Mercedes stopping rather than proceeding through with expected military courtesy.

“Everyone hold position,” Dave transmitted. “Something's not right.”

The Mercedes’ driver emerged, approaching the checkpoint with body language that suggested confusion rather than routine compliance. Brief conversation followed, voices raised but words inaudible at this distance. Then movement too fast to fully track—muzzle flash, the driver collapsing, the flat crack of gunfire reaching the Scorpio perhaps half a second after the visual.

“Contact,” Serj said, his voice carrying professional calm despite what they'd just witnessed. “Checkpoint just executed the Mercedes driver. This isn't official military—this is hijacking.”

More figures emerged from the roadside vegetation, assault rifles visible, moving with tactical discipline to surround the convoy trucks. The drivers were being pulled from their vehicles at gunpoint, forced to line up along the road with hands visible. Professional execution, suggesting either military deserters or well-trained criminal organisation. Dave counted at least fifteen hijackers, with more potentially in reserve positions.

Dave's analytical mind processed tactical situation with cold precision. The figures surrounding the drivers were forming execution squad—five men with rifles, positioning themselves with the practised efficiency of people who'd conducted this specific action before.

“Execution squad forming,” Anya said, her voice carrying operational assessment. “Approximately a dozen drivers. We've got maybe thirty seconds before they start shooting.”

“We're going in,” Dave said, the decision immediate. They were combat operators who happened to be conducting surveillance, not passive observers. “Serj, Omar—suppressing fire on the checkpoint positions, disable their vehicles. Anya, coordinate extraction. I'll handle the execution squad.”

“Copy,” Serj acknowledged, already moving. No debate about authorisation or mission parameters—they were trained to respond to immediate threats, and mass execution qualified. “On your signal.”

“Go.”

Dave exited the Scorpio and moved toward the convoy with explosive speed. The execution squad was raising weapons, fingers moving to triggers. Perhaps ten seconds before they'd open fire on the lined-up drivers.

He covered the two hundred metres in under seven seconds, hitting the execution line from the side with momentum that sent the first shooter sprawling. But there were too many for controlled nerve strikes—five armed men in close quarters, more hijackers turning toward the commotion, assault rifles swinging to track the new threat.

Dave adapted instantly, trading precision for brutal efficiency. The second shooter raised his rifle—Dave grabbed the barrel, yanked hard, felt the man's trigger finger break as it caught in the guard. The rifle clattered away as Dave drove his elbow into the shooter's sternum with force that cracked ribs, dropping him with punctured lung gasping for air.

The third and fourth shooters were already firing, muzzle flashes illuminating the scene as rounds impacted Dave's torso with familiar ineffective force. He closed with the third shooter, caught the man's rifle with one hand while his other drove into the shooter's knee with controlled violence. Bone shattered audibly, the shooter collapsing with scream that was cut short when Dave's follow-up strike caught his jaw, dislocation rendering him unconscious.

The fourth shooter tried to backpedal, still firing, rounds sparking off Dave's invulnerable frame. Dave grabbed the rifle's barrel, wrenched it away with force that dislocated the shooter's shoulder, then drove his palm into the man's solar plexus with impact that stopped breathing reflex. The shooter dropped, gasping, incapacitated.

The fifth shooter had more sense—he dropped his weapon and fled toward the roadside vegetation. Dave let him go, turning his attention to the remaining hijackers who were responding to the disrupted execution.

Behind him, Serj and Omar were engaging the checkpoint vehicles with their sidearms—not attempting to kill occupants but targeting tires and engine blocks, creating mechanical failure that would prevent pursuit. The hijackers at the main checkpoint were responding with confused aggression, some moving toward the gunfire, others trying to understand what had disrupted their carefully planned operation.

Dave turned his attention to the checkpoint itself, moving with same controlled speed that had characterised the initial intervention. More hijackers emerging from roadside positions, assault rifles rising, the inevitable response to unexpected resistance. They opened fire with the kind of sustained volleys that would have been lethal against normal targets.

The bullets impacted with familiar sensation—force without damage, kinetic energy dissipating across his invulnerable frame. Dave's analytical mind tracked impacts, noted firing patterns, calculated trajectories even as his body ignored the attacks entirely. A little over a year of experience had taught him to process these moments without the existential shock that had characterised his early operations.

He reached the first checkpoint vehicle—civilian truck adapted for military use, probably stolen or purchased through black market. The 7.62mm machine gun mounted in the bed represented immediate threat to the team's exposed position. Dave gripped the weapon's barrel, applied force that exceeded the mounting's design tolerance, bent the steel with grinding protest until the weapon was geometrically incapable of functioning.

The hijackers responded with more gunfire, some attempting to flank, others falling back to what appeared to be their main asset—an armoured personnel carrier positioned at the convoy's head. TATA Kestrel based on the profile, equipped with 30mm cannon and coaxial machine gun, the kind of military hardware that represented serious firepower even against enhanced durability.

Dave assessed the APC with same analytical precision he'd once applied to network architecture problems. The armour was legitimate military-grade, resistant to small arms and probably capable of defeating his direct impact. But the weapons systems were externally mounted, accessible, vulnerable to someone with sufficient strength and willingness to close with them despite incoming fire.

The 30mm cannon swung toward him, the gunner inside responding to command authorisation. Dave moved laterally, using speed to complicate targeting, closing distance while the cannon tracked with mechanical precision. The weapon fired once—the round passing perhaps half a metre from his position, close enough to feel the pressure wave but not close enough to hit.

He reached the APC and climbed its front slope, using handholds not designed for external access but adequate for someone with his strength. The cannon couldn't depress far enough to target him at this angle—dead zone in its firing arc, tactical vulnerability that military vehicles accepted because infantry shouldn't be able to reach them under fire.

Dave gripped the 30mm cannon's barrel, positioned his body for maximum leverage, and applied force. The weapon's mounting was robust military engineering, but it wasn't designed to resist someone with superhuman strength applying pressure from angles it wasn't braced against. Metal groaned, structural members stressed beyond design tolerance, mounting bolts shearing with sharp cracks as the cannon folded upward.

The machine gun received similar treatment—crushed under repeated impacts until its barrel was deformed beyond function, its feed mechanism destroyed, its threat eliminated. The APC itself remained operational, its armour intact, but its weapons were thoroughly neutralised.

Dave dropped from the APC and turned his attention to the remaining hijackers. Most had already broken, their professional discipline overcome by witnessing what appeared to be impossible. A few maintained their positions, continuing fire with the kind of desperate aggression that came from realising their situation had become untenable but not knowing what else to do.

One raised his rifle at point-blank range, firing sustained burst directly into Dave's chest. The impacts registered—force, kinetic energy, the mechanical reality of ballistic weapons operated by someone who'd been trained to shoot centre mass. But no damage, no penetration, no effect beyond confirming that whatever had allowed Dave to destroy their weapons also made him invulnerable to their attacks.

The hijacker dropped his rifle and fled, survival instinct overriding whatever training or orders had brought him to this operation. Others followed, abandoning their positions, disappearing into the roadside vegetation where darkness provided concealment if not safety.

The engagement had lasted perhaps ninety seconds from initial intervention to final hijacker retreat. Dave stood among disabled vehicles and abandoned weapons, his breathing elevated but not laboured, his body unmarked despite perhaps two hundred rounds absorbed during the fight, his mind already transitioning from combat execution to aftermath management.

“Area secure,” he transmitted. “Hijackers neutralised or scattered. Convoy drivers are unharmed. We need to move fast before someone calls in reinforcements or government forces respond to gunfire reports.”

“Copy,” Anya replied. “Bringing the Scorpio forward. Serj, secure the officer. Omar, check the drivers for injuries and get them loaded onto one of the trucks. We're extracting immediately.”

Dave walked toward the Mercedes where the Indian officer remained, watching through the vehicle's windows with expression that combined shock, fear, and careful calculation. The man had witnessed superhuman intervention, seen his hijacking operation disrupted by forces he couldn't explain, and now faced whatever consequences came from being captured by people whose capabilities and intentions remained unknown.

Dave gripped the Mercedes’ rear door frame and pulled with controlled force, the metal and glass separating from the vehicle's structure more cleanly than theatrical violence would produce. The door clattered away, leaving the officer exposed without physical barrier between him and the team.

“You're coming with us,” Dave said, his voice carrying flat certainty rather than threat. “You can walk or be carried, but you're not staying here, and you're not escaping. Choose now.”

The officer raised his hands in surrender, his professional military training apparently including recognition of when resistance would be futile. “I'll cooperate,” he said, his English accented but clear. “But I expect treatment consistent with my rank and Geneva Convention protections.”

“You'll receive treatment consistent with someone coordinating illegal weapons smuggling and preparing ethnic conflict operations,” Anya replied, appearing beside the vehicle with sidearm drawn but not aimed. “Military rank doesn't immunise you from criminal prosecution. Move to the Scorpio. Hands visible, no sudden movements.”

They loaded the officer into the Scorpio's rear seat, Serj maintaining watch while Anya contacted Cecilia with rapid status update. The conversation was brief, Anya's words precisely conveying the situation's complexity and urgency.

“Cecilia's arranging official response,” Anya reported. “Real Indian military and UN observers will secure the weapons. We're authorised to transport the Major General to secure location for preliminary interrogation before transferring him to proper authorities. But Dave—she wants to talk to you directly.”

Dave took Anya's phone, already anticipating what Cecilia would say about unauthorised direct action and operational security compromise.

“I'm aware this wasn't according to mission parameters,” Dave said before Cecilia could speak. “But watching execution wasn't acceptable alternative. We've compromised our position here, but we've prevented immediate casualties and secured a high-value intelligence asset.”

“I'm not calling to reprimand you,” Cecilia replied, her voice carrying complexity beyond simple operational assessment. “The decision to interdict was yours to make given ground-truth circumstances. But Dave—you've exposed your capabilities to multiple witnesses, created incident that will require international diplomatic coordination, and triggered response from whoever's directing this operation. The hijackers who escaped will report back. When Major General Sethi doesn't arrive at his destination, someone will investigate. And when they piece together that the weapons convoy was interdicted by someone with superhuman capabilities, Grigory will know you're here. The next phase isn't going to be careful surveillance. He'll be hunting you.”

“Understood,” Dave said. “What's our extraction timeline?”

“Indian military will be on site in approximately forty minutes. You need to be gone before then—you're authorised to conduct preliminary interrogation of the Major General, but official custody transfers to Indian authorities within six hours. I'm arranging secure location north of your position. Coordinates incoming.”

The call ended, leaving Dave with awareness that they'd crossed operational threshold from observers to active participants. The intelligence gathering mission had evolved into something messier, more complicated, with consequences that would extend beyond simply preventing weapons transfers.

The convoy drivers were loading onto one of the trucks under Omar's coordination, shocked but unharmed, probably confused about what exactly had just happened but understanding enough to recognise they'd been saved from execution. The weapons remained in their trucks, soon to be officially secured once Indian military arrived.

And in the Scorpio's rear seat sat Major General Vikram Sethi—as Anya's quick database search had identified him—who represented their best opportunity to understand who was orchestrating operations that connected Russian weapons to water infrastructure manipulation to planned ethnic conflicts across South Asia.

“Let's move,” Dave said, climbing into the Scorpio. “We've got six hours to find out what the Major General knows before he becomes someone else's problem.”

The Scorpio pulled away from the ambush site, leaving disabled vehicles and abandoned weapons for official response to handle. Behind them, the night was quiet again except for the distant sound of approaching helicopters—Indian military responding to gunfire reports, arriving to find situation that would require explanation Dave's team wouldn't be present to provide.

They'd prevented immediate casualties, secured critical intelligence asset, and exposed Dave's capabilities to witnesses who would report what they'd seen through whatever channels survived official investigation.

The mission had evolved from intelligence gathering to direct intervention, and the consequences of that evolution would determine everything that followed.
Failure

The warehouse office smelled of concrete dust and diesel fuel, industrial scents that permeated everything in the Siliguri facility. Grigory stood behind a metal desk that had been requisitioned from somewhere, his posture carrying the kind of stillness that preceded violence. Three Pakistani soldiers stood at attention before him—or what passed for attention given the fear evident in their body language. They'd survived the ambush. Which meant they'd failed to secure the weapons. Which meant they were about to explain exactly how a carefully planned hijacking operation had fallen apart.

“Report,” Grigory said, his voice carrying the flat neutrality of someone whose emotional control was absolute. Not calm—controlled. The kind of voice that preceded calculated decisions about who lived and who didn't.

The ranking officer—captain based on his insignia—stepped forward with the particular rigidity of someone who knew his explanation would be inadequate. “We executed the checkpoint interception as planned. The convoy stopped, drivers were secured, weapons were—”

“I'm aware of the plan,” Grigory interrupted. “I designed it. What I want to know is why the weapons are currently in Indian military custody rather than being transported to your buyer.”

The captain's throat worked, swallowing against what appeared to be genuine fear. “We were engaged by hostile force. Four operators, professional tactics, they disrupted the execution before we could secure the cargo and—”

The pistol appeared in Grigory's hand with the practised efficiency of someone who'd drawn weapons in operational environments countless times. Makarov PM, Russian military issue, reliable and familiar. He raised it with controlled precision and shot the captain through the throat.

The report was loud in the confined space, the kind of sharp crack that would temporarily deafness anyone not prepared for it. The captain collapsed backward, hands clutching at the wound, gurgling sounds emerging as blood filled his airway. Not an instant death—Grigory had deliberately avoided the carotid, choosing suffering over efficiency. The man would die in perhaps ninety seconds, conscious for most of it, drowning in his own blood while his subordinates watched.

“Before you continue,” Grigory said, addressing the remaining two soldiers with the same flat tone he'd used for the captain, “understand that I don't accept failure. You lost weapons worth three million dollars, compromised an operation months in planning, and exposed my involvement to forces now investigating the convoy's interdiction. Your commanding officer just paid the price for inadequate explanation. I suggest you provide better detail.”

The second soldier was older, perhaps forty, with the weathered look of someone who'd seen extended combat. He stared at his dying captain for perhaps two seconds, then shifted his attention back to Grigory with visible effort at professional composure.

“We were engaged by four operators,” he said, his voice carrying careful neutrality. “They used suppressing fire to disable our vehicles and create confusion. We were forced to break contact and retreat when they demonstrated superior firepower. Professional tactics, possibly Indian special forces conducting counter-operation against the weapons transfer.”

Grigory studied him for several seconds, noting the careful construction of the narrative, the word choices that suggested military after-action reporting rather than panicked justification. Professional soldier providing professional assessment. Which would have been acceptable except for one detail.

“You're lying,” Grigory said quietly. “Superior firepower doesn't explain why you abandoned fifteen assault rifles, an APC with functional weapons systems, and tactical positions that should have allowed you to repel four operators regardless of their training. What actually happened?”

The soldier's composure cracked slightly, uncertainty replacing the professional mask. His eyes flicked toward the third soldier—younger, perhaps mid-twenties, whose face was pale and sweating despite the warehouse's cool temperature.

Grigory turned his attention to the third soldier. “Tell me what he's avoiding.”

The younger man's mouth opened, but no words emerged initially, his throat apparently too constricted by fear to form sounds. Behind him, the captain had stopped moving, the gurgling ceased, body still except for occasional spasms that characterised nerve death. Ninety-three seconds from shot to biological termination. Longer than Grigory had estimated, suggesting the captain had been physically fit.

“He's waiting,” Grigory said to the older soldier, the pistol swinging to track him with mechanical precision. “And your silence is providing me with answer I didn't ask for. You're protecting your subordinate from having to describe something you think I won't believe. Which suggests the actual explanation involves circumstances outside normal tactical assessment.”

He pulled the trigger. The older soldier dropped with bullet through his chest, impact placed precisely to puncture lung without hitting heart. Longer death than the captain, more painful, consciousness remaining until blood loss or asphyxiation induced final failure. The man fell to his knees first, hands pressed against his chest, breath coming in wet gasps as his pulmonary system filled with blood.

Grigory holstered the pistol and walked around the desk to stand directly in front of the remaining soldier. The young man was crying now, tears running down his face, professional military bearing completely abandoned in favour of animal terror.

“I also detest liars,” Grigory said conversationally. “Your colleague attempted to provide sanitised version of events. That's acceptable when reporting to superiors who lack operational experience. But I've conducted black operations across four continents, and I know when someone's omitting critical details. Now tell me exactly what happened at that ambush, or join your colleagues on the floor.”

The soldier's voice came out as broken whisper: “There was one man. One of the operators. He was… different.”

“Different how?”

“He destroyed the APC.” The words tumbled out with desperate speed, as though getting them out quickly would make them less unbelievable. “Tore the cannon mounting off like it was sheet metal. The machine gun too. And when we shot him—when we shot him centre mass, multiple sustained bursts—nothing happened. Bullets just… stopped. He wasn't human. Couldn't be human. No one survives that.”

Grigory's expression didn't change, but his mind was processing implications with the cold analytical precision that had kept him alive through twenty years of operations where mistakes meant death. Reports from Turkey. The pipeline operation two years ago, where his carefully coordinated sabotage had been thwarted by forces that shouldn't have been able to respond that quickly. And afterwards, contradictory accounts from his surviving contractors about one operator who'd demonstrated capabilities exceeding normal human parameters.

He'd dismissed those reports as excuse-making. Professional soldiers rationalising failure by attributing superhuman abilities to opponents rather than admitting they'd been outfought. But now, halfway across the world, different operation, different circumstances, same description.

One man. Invulnerable to small arms. Strength sufficient to destroy military vehicle systems. Operating against Russian interests with professional tactical coordination.

“This operator,” Grigory said carefully. “Describe his appearance.”

The soldier's fear was temporarily overridden by the task of recall. “Forties. Heavy build, not athletic. Anglo features, maybe British or American. Moved faster than he should have been able to given his size. When he hit the execution squad, he covered two hundred metres in maybe seven seconds. That's Olympic sprint speed, but he wasn't built like a sprinter.”

Grigory walked back to the desk, his mind arranging pieces with uncomfortable clarity. If the reports from Turkey had been accurate—if this operator was real rather than rationalisation—then the implications extended far beyond failed weapons transfer. Someone with those capabilities working against his operations suggested either extremely sophisticated Western intelligence involvement or something else entirely. Experimental enhancement programs, perhaps. Russian military had explored such possibilities without notable success, but American and British programs remained largely opaque.

Either way, the operator represented threat that conventional security measures couldn't address. You couldn't simply shoot someone who ignored bullets. You couldn't overpower someone with strength sufficient to destroy armoured vehicles. Traditional tactical responses became irrelevant when the opponent operated outside normal physical parameters.

“This operator and his team,” Grigory said, turning back to the surviving soldier. “Where did they go after securing the weapons?”

“Don't know. They extracted before Indian military arrived. Took Major General Sethi with them in their vehicle, left the weapons for official custody. Professional extraction, no pursuit attempted.”

Which meant they weren't simple hijackers or criminal organisation. Professional intelligence operators conducting interdiction mission, sophisticated enough to coordinate with Indian military response, focused enough to secure high-value intelligence asset rather than stealing weapons for personal profit.

“Go,” Grigory said, dismissing the soldier with gesture toward the door. “Find your unit commander and inform him that I require complete after-action reports from all surviving personnel. Include every detail about the operator's capabilities, appearance, equipment, and tactical coordination. I want comprehensive intelligence compiled within six hours.”

The soldier fled with barely-controlled panic, leaving Grigory alone with two corpses and the awareness that his operation had been compromised by forces he'd previously dismissed as impossible.

He stood in the warehouse office, listening to his own breathing, feeling fury rise with controlled intensity. The weapons loss was significant but replaceable. The exposure of his involvement was concerning but manageable through existing diplomatic channels and plausible deniability structures.

But the operator. The man who'd destroyed the APC, absorbed sustained gunfire, moved with speed exceeding normal human capabilities. That represented threat extending far beyond this specific mission.

If the same operator had been involved in Turkey, then this wasn't random interference. This was someone or some organisation tracking Russian operations, interdicting them with capabilities that conventional security couldn't counter. Which meant Grigory's entire operational methodology—built on careful planning, professional contractors, and sophisticated logistics—was vulnerable to forces he didn't fully understand and couldn't adequately prepare against.

His hand found the desk edge, gripped it with force sufficient to make his knuckles white. The wood creaked under pressure as frustration demanded physical outlet. Not rage—rage was undisciplined, counterproductive. This was controlled fury, the kind that informed calculated response rather than emotional reaction.

Someone was interfering with his operations. Someone with capabilities that exceeded normal parameters. Someone professional enough to conduct interdiction missions with tactical sophistication. And based on the timeline, someone who'd been tracking him since Turkey.

The warehouse office suddenly felt smaller, more confined. Grigory released the desk and walked to the window, looking out across Siliguri's industrial zone. Somewhere in that geography, the operator and his team were extracting with Major General Sethi, gathering intelligence about the weapons transfer, the financing, the larger operation connecting Russian interests to regional destabilisation.

And Grigory couldn't simply eliminate them through conventional means. You couldn't assassinate someone who ignored bullets. You couldn't ambush someone who moved faster than tactical response could track. Traditional solutions—the ones he'd employed successfully for two decades—were inadequate against opponent who operated outside normal physical constraints.

Which meant adapting. Understanding the capabilities, finding vulnerabilities, developing response that accounted for the impossible being demonstrated as real. Professional operations required professional responses, even when the opponent demonstrated superhuman characteristics.

Grigory pulled his phone and composed message to his primary contact in Russian intelligence. Three lines, encrypted through protocols that would frustrate all but the most sophisticated intercept attempts:

Operation compromised by Western intelligence asset with enhanced capabilities. Require complete intelligence file on operator matching description: Anglo male, forties, heavy build, demonstrated superhuman strength and invulnerability. Previously encountered Turkey pipeline operation. Currently operating northeastern India with team of four.

He sent the message and pocketed the phone, awareness settling that the mission parameters had fundamentally changed. This was no longer simply weapons transfer and regional destabilisation. This was direct engagement with forces that had been tracking his operations across continents, forces sophisticated enough to interdict carefully planned missions, forces demonstrating capabilities that shouldn't exist outside of scientific speculation.

The operator had cost him weapons, money, operational security, and strategic positioning. But more significantly, he'd revealed himself as direct threat rather than abstract possibility dismissed from contradictory reports.

Grigory looked down at the two corpses on the warehouse floor—failures who'd paid the price for inadequate performance. But they'd also provided intelligence more valuable than successful weapons transfer would have delivered.

Now he knew his opponent was real. Knew the capabilities were genuine rather than rationalisation. Knew that conventional tactical responses would be insufficient.

And knowing that meant he could begin planning appropriate response.

The operator thought he'd won by seizing the weapons and capturing Sethi. But he'd actually done something more significant—he'd confirmed his existence and location to someone who'd spent twenty years eliminating threats through methods that didn't require fair fights or conventional confrontation.

Grigory Ivanovich didn't need to shoot someone who ignored bullets.

He just needed to find leverage that mattered more than invulnerability.

And everyone—even impossible operators with superhuman capabilities—had vulnerabilities that extended beyond physical harm.

    
    The Last Drop

    


  Decompressing

The safe house sat thirty kilometres north of Siliguri, accessed via dirt track that branched from a secondary road serving tea estates and small agricultural holdings. Four bedrooms, basic amenities, rental arranged through cash transaction that required no identification documentation. The kind of accommodation that catered to people who valued privacy over comfort, where the landlord's professional disinterest was worth more than modern plumbing or reliable electricity.

Dave conducted security sweep by habit—checking sight lines from windows, identifying exit routes beyond obvious ones, noting terrain features that would affect approach vectors if the location was compromised. The house sat on slightly elevated ground, surrounded by vegetation dense enough to provide concealment but not so thick as to prevent observation of anyone attempting approach. Defensible if necessary, escapable if required. Adequate for operational requirements.

Major General Vikram Sethi sat in the main room under Omar's watch, his hands flex-cuffed in front of him, his uniform rumpled from six hours of transport and preliminary interrogation. The man had maintained professional composure throughout, answering questions with the careful precision of someone who understood he was navigating between criminal prosecution and potential cooperation agreement.

Anya emerged from one of the bedrooms, having spent the past hour coordinating with Cecilia about Sethi's transfer to Indian authorities. “Transportation arrives in ninety minutes,” she reported. “Official custody transfer to Indian military intelligence. We've provided them with preliminary interrogation results, but they'll conduct their own assessment before determining prosecution.”

“What did we get from him?” Dave asked, settling into a chair that creaked under his weight. His body wasn't particularly tired—enhanced physiology meant the combat engagement and subsequent extraction hadn't depleted him physically—but his mind felt the particular exhaustion that came from operational stress sustained over extended periods.

Serj pulled his tablet up, displaying notes from the interrogation sessions. “BlueWave coordinated the weapons purchase through offshore accounts and shell corporations—standard money laundering structure designed to obscure Russian state involvement. The weapons were military inventory, but the sale was conducted through private networks rather than official channels. Plausible deniability for everyone involved.”

“And the intended use?” Dave asked.

“Sethi claims they were positioning assets for defensive operations against potential Pakistani military action,” Anya replied, her tone suggesting scepticism about that characterisation. “The official justification was protecting critical infrastructure after the Salal Dam incident demonstrated Pakistani water system vulnerabilities could threaten Indian territory. The weapons were meant to equip rapid response units capable of securing dams and water facilities if conflict escalated.”

“Except that's circular reasoning,” Omar observed. “Salal wasn't Pakistani incompetence or deliberate action—it was orchestrated by whoever's running this operation. They created the crisis that justified the weapons purchase they were coordinating. Classic false flag structure.”

Dave processed that, seeing patterns align with uncomfortable clarity. The drought manipulation along the Ravi had created agricultural crisis and political tension. The Salal flood had demonstrated catastrophic water system vulnerability while maintaining plausible attribution to either Indian interference or Pakistani negligence. And the weapons positioned throughout northeastern India provided capability for armed response when the next crisis emerged.

“Someone's engineering conditions for sustained conflict,” Dave said. “Not immediate war—that would attract international intervention and diplomatic pressure. But systematic destabilisation that keeps both countries focused on internal security rather than external cooperation.”

“To what end?” Serj asked.

“Chaos benefits certain interests,” Anya replied, echoing the analysis they'd discussed during the convoy pursuit. “Regional destabilisation weakens governments, creates opportunities for influence operations, justifies intervention by external actors claiming to restore stability. If India and Pakistan are distracted by water crises and separatist conflicts, they're not positioned to resist pressure from powers with vested interest in keeping South Asia fragmented.”

“And Russian interests align with that objective,” Dave continued. “Fragmenting Western-aligned regional powers, creating dependencies on Russian support or intervention, establishing influence through provision of weapons and technical assistance. Classic geopolitical strategy applied through sophisticated operational planning.”

Sethi had been listening to the conversation with the particular attention of someone assessing his interrogators’ competence. “You're describing conspiracy that extends beyond individual weapons purchase,” he said, his English carrying educated Indian accent. “If what you're suggesting is accurate, this involves coordination across multiple countries, sophisticated intelligence operations, resources that exceed what private organisations could mobilise.”

“Which is why we needed to understand your role,” Anya replied. “You're mid-level coordination point—senior enough to authorise weapons purchases and coordinate deployment, but not senior enough to direct strategic planning. Someone provided you with justification, coordination infrastructure, and financial mechanisms. Who?”

Sethi's expression suggested calculation about how much cooperation would benefit his situation versus how much would implicate him in operations he couldn't defend. “I received authorisation through channels that appeared to be legitimate Indian military intelligence. The operational directive came with appropriate security classification, proper authorisation codes, chain of command documentation. I had no reason to question its legitimacy.”

“Except you were purchasing Russian military weapons through offshore accounts and coordinating with private contractors to smuggle them into northeastern India,” Dave said. “That's not standard procurement even for classified operations.”

“The directive specified non-attributable acquisition to maintain operational security,” Sethi replied. “In my experience, sensitive operations often require methods that wouldn't survive public scrutiny. I trusted the authorisation came from appropriate authority levels.”

Which was plausible rationalisation but inadequate defence, Dave thought. Military officers didn't reach Major General rank without understanding when they were operating outside normal protocols. Sethi had chosen to participate because it aligned with his interests or beliefs, not because he'd been deceived into thinking this was legitimate military operation.

“Who provided the coordination with Grigory?” Anya asked, shifting tactical focus. “You met with him personally to inspect the weapons. That wasn't arranged through normal intelligence channels.”

Sethi hesitated, the first crack in his professional composure. “I was provided with contact information through the operational directive. Phone number, security protocols for initial contact, meeting arrangements. I assumed the coordination had been established by whoever was directing the operation.”

“So you never identified who was actually running this,” Dave said. “You received directives, followed instructions, coordinated weapons purchase with Russian contact provided to you, and never questioned the ultimate authority behind the operation.”

“I questioned,” Sethi replied, defensiveness entering his tone. “But the authorisation appeared legitimate, the operational objective aligned with genuine security concerns about Pakistani water system manipulation, and the resources being provided exceeded what I could have secured through normal procurement. I made judgement that participation served Indian interests.”

The vehicle arrived thirty minutes later—Indian military transport with appropriate security detail and official documentation for custody transfer. Sethi was loaded without incident, his cooperation apparently continuing now that he understood his situation would be determined by how useful Indian authorities found his information.

Once the transport departed, the team gathered in the safe house's main room with awareness that they'd crossed significant operational threshold. The mission had evolved from intelligence gathering to direct combat intervention, from surveillance to active interdiction. And the consequences of that evolution would determine everything that followed.

“Grigory knows we're here,” Dave said, the reality settling with uncomfortable weight. “Sethi's description of the ambush, the surviving hijackers’ reports—he'll piece together that someone with enhanced capabilities conducted the interdiction. And if he connects this to the pipeline operation two years ago, he'll realise he's been tracked across operations.”

“Which means he'll be hunting us specifically,” Serj replied. “Not just responding to interference, but actively seeking to eliminate the threat we represent. That changes operational dynamics significantly.”

Anya pulled up intelligence on her laptop. “I've been monitoring communications intercepts since the ambush. Encrypted traffic between Siliguri and Moscow increased dramatically six hours ago. Russian intelligence is requesting information about Western assets operating in northeastern India. Grigory's asking his organisation for support.”

“Can we identify his next move?” Omar asked.

“Not directly,” Anya admitted. “But we can extrapolate based on operational patterns. He lost the weapons, his customer, and operational security. That forces him to adapt, which means either abandoning the operation entirely or escalating to recover position. Given his investment and the strategic objectives involved, he'll escalate.”

“Meaning what specifically?” Dave asked.

“Meaning he'll trigger the next phase of whatever's planned,” Anya said. “The weapons were meant to position assets for responding to manufactured crises. Without those specific weapons, he'll need alternative methods for creating the conditions that justify intervention. Which likely means accelerating the water infrastructure manipulation or triggering events that force military response.”

Dave felt the familiar tension between capability and consequence. They'd prevented the weapons transfer, secured Sethi for interrogation, documented the operation's structure. But in doing so, they'd potentially triggered escalation that could be more dangerous than the original plan.

“We need to know what Grigory's planning next,” Dave said. “Where he's positioned, what resources he still controls, what timeline he's operating under. Sethi gave us the weapons transfer structure, but not the larger operational framework.”

“BlueWave,” Serj said. “They're the mechanism for positioning infrastructure and coordinating logistics. If we understand their regional operations, we can predict where Grigory might trigger next crisis.”

“I've been analysing BlueWave's contracts,” Anya replied, pulling up data. “They've secured positions at dams and water facilities across six river systems. Salal was demonstration. The weapons were meant for response to whatever comes next. Which suggests the next crisis will be larger in scope, more catastrophic in impact, designed to force military intervention that the weapons would have enabled.”

“Where?” Dave asked.

“Multiple potential targets,” Anya said, highlighting locations on the map. “But the largest concentration of BlueWave infrastructure is around the Brahmaputra River system. Multiple dams, irrigation networks, flood control systems. If someone wanted to create regional catastrophe that would justify military intervention and international crisis response, that's where they'd focus.”

Dave studied the map, seeing the implications. The Brahmaputra served hundreds of millions of people across multiple countries. Systematic manipulation of its flow could create humanitarian crisis orders of magnitude worse than Salal. And if such crisis was attributed to deliberate action by any of the regional governments, it could trigger military conflicts with consequences extending far beyond South Asia.

“We go after BlueWave's Brahmaputra infrastructure,” Dave decided. “Document their positioning, identify vulnerabilities they've created, determine what manipulation they're preparing. If we can prevent the next crisis before it unfolds, we stop whatever Grigory's building toward.”

“That's significant operational exposure,” Serj cautioned. “We're already compromised in this region. Moving against BlueWave facilities will require resources we don't have locally, expertise in dam systems and water management we'd need to develop, timeline we might not possess if Grigory's already accelerating his plans.”

“Which is why we coordinate with authorities who do have those resources,” Dave replied. “Cecilia can arrange Indian cooperation—they just took custody of Sethi, they'll be highly motivated to prevent another Salal. We provide intelligence about BlueWave's positioning, they conduct official investigation and secure critical facilities.”

“And if Grigory triggers crisis before official investigation concludes?” Omar asked.

“Then we respond directly,” Dave said. “With whatever force necessary to prevent mass casualties. Mission parameters allowed combat intervention to prevent execution at the ambush. Same logic applies if we're watching dam manipulation that will kill thousands.”

The team fell silent, each member processing the implications. They'd crossed from intelligence gathering to direct action, from observation to intervention. And the mission that had started as investigating water treaty violations had evolved into preventing geopolitical destabilisation orchestrated through sophisticated false flag operations.

“We've been reacting to Grigory's moves,” Anya observed. “Investigating after he's acted, interdicting after he's positioned assets, responding after crises unfold. We need to transition to anticipating his actions, preventing them before they develop into catastrophes we can't contain.”

“Which requires understanding his strategic thinking,” Dave said. “Not just tactical operations, but ultimate objectives. What's he building toward? What outcome justifies this level of resource investment and operational risk?”

“Sustained regional conflict,” Serj replied. “Fragmented South Asia focused on internal security, dependent on external powers for stability, unable to resist influence operations or coordinate regional cooperation. That serves Russian geopolitical interests while creating opportunities for economic exploitation through resource extraction and infrastructure development.”

“And Grigory personally?” Dave asked. “He's not doing this purely for ideological alignment with Russian state interests. The pipeline operation demonstrated he's willing to act against official policy when it serves his objectives. What's his stake in South Asian destabilisation?”

The question hung in the air without immediate answer. Grigory's motivations remained opaque beneath the operational structures they'd documented—professional execution, sophisticated planning, strategic patience that suggested long-term investment in outcomes rather than immediate profit.

“We'll figure that out when we find him,” Dave said finally. “But first priority is preventing the next crisis. Anya, coordinate with Cecilia about Indian cooperation on investigating BlueWave infrastructure. Serj, analyse their Brahmaputra positioning and identify most vulnerable facilities. Omar, see what intelligence you can develop about Grigory's current location and immediate resources. We've got maybe seventy-two hours before he adapts to the weapons loss and triggers alternative plans.”

The team dispersed to their tasks, professional operators transitioning from decompression to mission planning with the practised efficiency that came from years of field operations.

Dave remained in the main room, studying the map showing BlueWave's regional infrastructure. Somewhere in that network of dams and water facilities, Grigory was coordinating operations designed to destabilise hundreds of millions of lives. And Dave's team—four operators without official backup, operating in hostile territory against sophisticated adversary with state-level resources—was positioned to prevent catastrophe if they moved fast enough and thought clearly enough to anticipate actions before they unfolded.

The pipeline operation two years ago had been about stopping immediate crisis. Pakistan was about preventing cascading catastrophes that extended far beyond single facility or targeted population.

Venezuela had tested Dave's rage. The pipeline had tested his tactical capabilities. Pakistan was testing whether he could think strategically while maintaining operational discipline—prevent disasters without creating worse consequences through hasty intervention.

The clock was running.

And Grigory Ivanovich was hunting them while simultaneously planning whatever came next in his orchestrated destabilisation campaign.

But they had intelligence, capabilities, and professional determination to prevent catastrophe even when operating at the edge of their resources against opponent who'd demonstrated sophisticated operational planning across continents.

The next seventy-two hours would determine whether that was enough.
The Approach

The journey from Siliguri to Mangla Dam consumed thirty-six hours—not because the distance was particularly extreme, but because the route required careful navigation through terrain where Western operators without official cover would attract attention. They'd abandoned Omar's borrowed Hilux at a truck stop outside Siliguri, switching to a hired Toyota Fortuner that looked like every other mid-range SUV servicing Pakistan's commercial corridors. Serj handled the driving, maintaining speeds that suggested business travel rather than tactical urgency.

The safe house north of Siliguri had provided time for preparation that went beyond simply loading equipment and plotting routes. Anya had coordinated with Cecilia, establishing communication protocols and emergency extraction contingencies that didn't rely on official channels. Serj had mapped approach vectors and egress routes, identifying terrain features that would matter if rapid extraction became necessary. Omar had compiled intelligence on Mangla's current security posture—routine military presence, maintenance schedules, recent activity patterns that might indicate unusual interest.

And Dave had studied satellite imagery with the kind of analytical focus he'd once applied to network architecture, translating visual data into tactical assessment. Mangla was massive—one hundred forty-seven metres of earth-filled dam holding back nine billion cubic metres of water. The satellite images showed the dam's face, the reservoir stretching kilometres behind it, the five power stations positioned along its length. Somewhere in that infrastructure, BlueWave had allegedly positioned modifications that would allow manipulation of the Jhelum River system.

If Sethi's intelligence was accurate.

If this wasn't exactly what Anya suspected—carefully planted bait designed to lure them into prepared ambush.

They'd crossed into Pakistan through the Wagah border crossing, using cover identities that positioned them as water resource consultants conducting assessment work for international development organisations. The documentation was sophisticated enough to survive casual scrutiny, though it wouldn't hold up to serious investigation. Which meant their operational window was limited—get in, confirm or refute Sethi's intelligence, extract before Pakistani authorities had reason to examine their credentials too closely.

“Approaching Mangla vicinity,” Serj said, his voice carrying the particular neutrality of someone maintaining professional focus despite operational tension. “Twenty kilometres out. Traffic is consistent with regional patterns, no obvious surveillance on our route.”

Dave studied the landscape through the Fortuner's windows. They'd left the Grand Trunk Road perhaps thirty kilometres back, transitioning onto secondary routes that served the communities clustered around Mangla's reservoir in Azad Kashmir. Agricultural land dominated—wheat fields and orchards benefiting from the dam's irrigation infrastructure. Villages appeared at regular intervals, their populations dependent on water systems that BlueWave might have compromised.

“Omar, any changes to security posture at the dam?” Dave asked.

Omar was monitoring feeds on his tablet, pulling data from sources Cecilia had arranged access to. “Maintenance inspection is still scheduled for tomorrow morning. Security presence appears normal—military detachment rotating through standard patrol patterns, civilian contractors handling power station operations. No unusual activity that would suggest heightened alert status.”

Which could mean the intelligence was false—no modifications to hide, no reason for elevated security. Or it could mean Grigory's people were confident their work wouldn't be discovered during routine inspection, that whatever they'd positioned was sophisticated enough to avoid detection unless someone knew specifically what to look for.

“We're treating this as hostile territory until confirmed otherwise,” Dave said. “Standard reconnaissance protocols. We don't commit to the dam itself until we've confirmed there's actually something there to investigate.”

They established their initial observation position four kilometres from the dam, parking the Fortuner at a roadside dhaba that served truck drivers and travellers. The location provided clear sight lines toward Mangla's northern approach while maintaining the appearance of legitimate stop for food and rest. Serj ordered tea while Dave and Anya conducted preliminary surveillance.

The dam revealed itself gradually through binoculars—the massive earth embankment, the concrete spillway structures, the power stations positioned along its length. Even from this distance, the scale was evident. Salal Dam had been significant regional infrastructure. Mangla was larger, critical to Punjab's agricultural economy and power generation. If it failed catastrophically, millions would be affected.

“I'm not seeing obvious security anomalies,” Anya said, scanning the dam's visible sections with practised efficiency. “Military presence is positioned at the main access points, patrol patterns appear routine. Power station activity looks normal based on smoke from cooling systems and vehicle movement.”

“Which means if there's something there, it's not triggering security response,” Dave replied. “Either it's been positioned with sufficient sophistication to avoid detection, or there's nothing there.”

“The inspection tomorrow would be the trigger point,” Serj observed, joining them after paying for the tea. “If modifications exist, Pakistani engineers would discover them during routine maintenance.”

The tactical logic was sound, but it didn't resolve the fundamental question—was the threat real or manufactured? And how did they determine that without exposing themselves?

“We need ground-truth reconnaissance,” Dave decided. “Satellite imagery and remote observation can't confirm whether BlueWave's made modifications to the dam's control systems or structural elements. Someone needs to get close enough to inspect the power stations and spillway controls.”

“That's significant exposure,” Omar said. “Mangla's military security exists specifically to prevent unauthorised access. We can't simply walk into the power stations and start examining equipment. And if Grigory's positioned forces there, we'd be walking into a confrontation.”

“Then we spread out,” Dave replied. “Two teams, different entry vectors. Omar and I take Power Stations Two and Three on the eastern section. Anya and Serj inspect the spillway controls and western power station. If we find modifications, we need to document multiple locations to confirm the extent of compromise.”

“You're betting Grigory can't have covered every approach vector,” Anya said, her voice carrying the particular tone she used when presenting tactical reality rather than arguing against decisions. “If this is a trap, we'll be able to identify it before we're fully committed. That's optimistic assessment given his demonstrated planning sophistication.”

“It is,” Dave acknowledged. “But the alternative is abandoning investigation based on fear of deception, which achieves Grigory's objective just as effectively. Either we're paralysed by second-guessing, or we investigate with eyes open to manipulation. I'm choosing investigation.”

They spent the remainder of daylight conducting detailed reconnaissance—documenting security patrol patterns, identifying terrain features that would affect night approach, noting vehicle movement and personnel rotation schedules. The dam's security was professional but predictable, following protocols designed for conventional threats rather than enhanced operators conducting covert infiltration.

As darkness fell, they split into their designated teams. Dave and Omar repositioned to elevated ground three kilometres north-east, where the terrain provided observation of Power Stations Two and Three. Anya and Serj moved to the western approach, positioning for access to the spillway controls and Power Station Five.

“Security rotation just completed,” Omar reported, monitoring through night-vision equipped binoculars. “Next patrol passes the eastern section in approximately forty-five minutes. Western patrol is on fifteen-minute offset. Anya, you'll have a narrower window.”

“Understood,” Anya's voice came through the tactical radio. “We'll coordinate timing to avoid overlap. If either team encounters resistance, the other extracts immediately and coordinates rescue or diversion.”

Dave checked his equipment with automatic precision—minimal loadout for speed and stealth, communication gear for constant team contact, small inspection tools that would allow examination of control systems without leaving obvious evidence of tampering. No weapons beyond the combat knife secured at his belt—if this became firefight, weapons wouldn't matter given his capabilities, and carrying them would simply add weight.

“Approach vector is along the reservoir's northeastern shoreline,” Omar said, reviewing the route they'd planned. “Terrain provides concealment for the first six hundred metres. After that, you'll need to cross open ground—roughly hundred and fifty metres of exposed shoreline before you reach Power Station Two.”

“I can cover that in seconds if I don't worry about being seen,” Dave replied. “Once the patrol passes, I'll move at full speed. Human eye probably won't track the movement properly in low light.”

“Extraction is same route in reverse if you're not compromised,” Omar continued. “Secondary extraction point is the drainage culvert seven hundred metres north. I'll maintain overwatch and coordinate with Anya's team if situation deteriorates.”

“Copy,” Dave acknowledged. “Moving in five minutes. Report status at regular intervals.”

He moved into the darkness with the kind of controlled speed his enhanced physiology enabled—not quite running, faster than normal walking, efficient movement that covered ground quickly while minimising noise. The terrain cooperated, rocky shoreline providing solid footing rather than loose material that would betray his passage.

“Patrol is clearing your sector,” Omar transmitted quietly. “You have approximately twelve minutes before the next rotation. Anya's team is moving to their first objective now.”

Dave reached the treeline boundary and assessed the open ground ahead. Hundred and fifty metres of exposed shoreline, illuminated by security lighting from the dam's infrastructure. Crossing at normal speed would take perhaps ninety seconds—enough time for a patrol to spot movement, for cameras to track an intruder.

He waited for the patrol lights to reach their farthest point, then moved.

The sprint covered the distance in under six seconds, his enhanced speed turning the open ground into a blur of motion that human eyes wouldn't properly register in low light. One moment crouched at the treeline, the next pressed against Power Station Two's concrete wall, the transition too fast for security systems designed to detect normal human movement.

The power station loomed above him—concrete structure perhaps twenty-five metres high, external transformers and cooling equipment positioned around its perimeter. The maintenance access panel was positioned fifteen metres up the structure's face, normally reached via external ladder.

Dave gauged the distance, bent his knees, and jumped.

The impact when he caught the equipment platform's edge was nearly silent—controlled landing that distributed force through his enhanced physiology instead of clattering against metal. He pulled himself up smoothly, reaching the access panel in seconds rather than the careful climb a normal operator would require.

The padlock snapped under controlled pressure from his grip, metal deforming until the mechanism failed with quiet protest.

The panel swung open, revealing control systems and monitoring equipment serving the power station's operations. Dave pulled his phone and activated its torch with minimal brightness, examining the installation with analytical focus that came from years of systems work.

Standard hydroelectric infrastructure. Voltage regulators, frequency controllers, safety interlocks designed to prevent catastrophic failure. Manufacturing dates on the components matched the facility's construction timeline. Wiring harnesses showed age-appropriate wear. Control modules were Pakistani industrial standard, their serial numbers consistent with regional procurement.

No foreign hardware. No spliced connections. No recent modifications.

Dave checked twice, examining every component accessible through the panel, looking for the kind of sophisticated integration they'd found at Salal. The systems were exactly what they should be—legitimate infrastructure, properly maintained, showing no evidence of compromise.

“Power Station Two clear,” he transmitted quietly. “No modifications. Systems appear standard. Moving to Power Station Three.”

“Copy,” Omar acknowledged. “Anya's team reports spillway controls are similarly clean. No evidence of tampering.”

The searchlight hit him with blinding intensity, positioned perhaps fifty metres distant, its beam finding him with precision that indicated they'd known exactly where to look. Not searching—targeting.

“Dave, multiple vehicles approaching from the south,” Anya's voice came through with controlled urgency. “No lights until now, moving with tactical discipline. Count six vehicles, deploying forces at intervals around your position. This is the trap.”

Dave felt operational instincts screaming warnings as the implications crystallised. There were no modifications. Mangla was clean. Grigory had fabricated an entire threat—fed it to Sethi as genuine intelligence, knowing it would be extracted during interrogation, knowing it would draw someone to this specific location to investigate.

“Extraction,” he said, already dropping from the platform. “There's nothing here. The threat was fiction. Grigory positioned us, not infrastructure.”

“Vehicles are dispersing,” Serj reported, his voice carrying professional calm despite what they were observing. “Three moving to block the northern approach, two positioning at the eastern access road, one heading directly toward your position. Estimate two minutes before they reach Power Station Two.”

Dave didn't bother with the ladder. He dropped straight down from the fifteen-metre platform, absorbing the impact through bent knees and rolling forward into sprint. The landing would have shattered normal human legs. For him, it was barely a pause in motion.

He moved with explosive speed along his approach route, no longer concerned with stealth when tactical situation had deteriorated from covert reconnaissance to active pursuit. Behind him, vehicle engines became audible—multiple targets converging on his position with coordination that spoke to prepared response rather than improvised security reaction.

The terrain that had concealed his approach now presented obstacles—rocky outcrops, uneven shoreline, vegetation that would slow normal movement. Dave vaulted over a three-metre boulder without breaking stride, cleared a drainage ditch in single leap, his enhanced physiology turning the landscape into an agility course rather than an impediment.

He covered four hundred metres in under thirty seconds, moving faster than human capability allowed, faster than the searchlights could track once they lost initial contact.

But not fast enough to avoid the additional searchlights that suddenly illuminated the shoreline ahead, cutting off his primary extraction route. The vehicles had positioned at intervals that bracketed both his approach path and the route to the drainage culvert, their crews deploying with tactical discipline that came from professional military training.

“Contact front and rear,” Dave transmitted, the words compressed as he processed tactical situation. “Multiple hostiles deployed across both extraction routes. They knew exactly where I'd approach and where I'd try to withdraw. This isn't reactive—this is choreographed.”

“We're moving to intercept point Charlie,” Anya replied, referencing their third contingency position. “Can you reach the western ridge?”

Dave calculated vectors, assessed distances. The western ridge was nine hundred metres through terrain now bracketed by searchlights and deployed forces. But the ridge itself rose fifteen metres above the current elevation—a cliff face that would channel normal operators into predictable routes.

He could use that.

Automatic weapons fire tore through the space he'd occupied seconds earlier. Not warning shots—aimed fire from shooters who'd tracked his movement and calculated his trajectory with disturbing accuracy. Professional engagement, coordinated fields of fire.

Dave moved laterally, using terrain features for momentary cover while maintaining progress toward the ridge. More gunfire followed, muzzle flashes revealing positions—at least twelve shooters deployed in coordinated pattern, their fields of fire overlapping to create kill zone across the conventional routes.

But Dave wasn't taking conventional routes. He reached a rocky outcrop that rose eight metres above the shoreline and went up instead of around, his enhanced strength allowing him to ascend nearly vertical stone in seconds. The shooters adjusted, their fire tracking upward, but by then he'd crested the outcrop and dropped down the far side, putting the stone mass between himself and the guns.

“They're not trying to kill me,” he transmitted, his breathing elevated but controlled. “Herding me. Count twelve confirmed hostiles with automatic weapons, professional tactical deployment.”

“Toward what?” Omar asked.

"All teams, converge on northwest extraction point," Dave transmitted. "We extract together. I'm not leaving anyone behind on hostile ground."

"Dave, negative," Anya replied, her voice tight with controlled urgency but professional. "You're clear. Complete extraction via primary route."

"We're already compromised," Dave said, sprinting along the shore toward where his team needed him. "And we don't want a major confrontation here. We're operating without authorization in Pakistan, investigating their critical infrastructure. This becomes a political disaster if we're caught. So we withdraw—all of us—before this escalates."

"Contact right," Serj added, another burst of gunfire punctuating his transmission. "Three more coming from the access road. They're coordinating pincer movement—professional military tactics. Count nine hostiles confirmed, possibly more we haven't spotted."

Dave covered ground with explosive speed, vaulting obstacles that would slow normal movement, his enhanced physiology turning terrain into manageable space. Behind him, vehicle engines grew louder—multiple targets converging on his last position. Ahead, gunfire echoed from where Anya and Serj were engaged.

"Omar, position?"

"North ridge, three hundred metres ahead," Omar replied. "I've got visual on Anya and Serj—they're displaced two hundred metres northwest from the spillway controls, moving through heavy vegetation but they've got four hostiles pursuing and at least three more trying to flank from the access road."

The hillside erupted as Dave approached Omar's position.

Multiple detonations rippling across the slope in coordinated sequence, shaped charges positioned to collapse terrain with devastating precision. The blast wave hit Dave with physical force, followed immediately by cascading rock and earth as the hillside came apart under professional demolitions work.

Dave had a fraction of a second to process what was happening before tonnes of debris engulfed him. He threw himself toward a rocky outcrop, trying to use it as protection, but the collapse was comprehensive—engineered to eliminate anything in its path.

The world became crushing weight and absolute darkness as rubble buried him. Rock and earth pressed from every direction, forcing air from his lungs, his enhanced durability the only thing preventing immediate catastrophic injury. Normal human physiology would have been pulverized. Dave's body adapted, bones refusing to break, tissues resisting compression trauma that should have been fatal.

But he was buried under metres of debris, immobile, tactically eliminated even if he'd survived.

"Dave!" Anya's voice came through his earpiece, distant and distorted through the rubble. "Dave, respond!"

He tried to answer but the pressure on his chest prevented speech. His enhanced physiology was maintaining consciousness and preventing fatal injury, but he couldn't move, couldn't dig himself out while pinned under this much weight.

"Demolitions on Dave's position," Omar's voice, carrying professional control despite what he'd just witnessed. "Direct hit. The entire hillside came down on his location. I don't... There's no way anyone survives that much tonnage."

"We need to go back," Serj said, his voice tight.

"Negative," Anya replied, and Dave could hear the strain in her tone even as she maintained operational discipline. "We can't reach that position through hostile forces. And if Dave..." She didn't finish the sentence. "We complete the extraction. That's what he ordered."

Dave focused on his breathing, drawing air through gaps in the rubble with slow, controlled effort. His enhanced physiology was adapting, finding the minimum oxygen needed to maintain function. And his strength—if he could get leverage, if he could shift the debris incrementally, he might be able to dig himself out.

But it would take time. Minutes he didn't have if the hostile forces were pursuing his team.

He began to work, using enhanced strength to shift rock and earth with careful precision, creating space around his body that would allow greater movement. No dramatic bursting free—that would collapse what little void space he'd created. Just patient, methodical work against impossible weight, relying on capabilities that exceeded human limits.

Above him, through metres of debris, he could hear muffled sounds. Vehicle engines. Radio chatter. The pursuit forces repositioning, refocusing on the remaining targets now that they believed Dave had been eliminated by their demolitions.

That gave him advantage. They thought he was dead. They'd committed forces to block routes and establish perimeter, but they weren't watching for threats from his position anymore.

Dave continued working, shifting debris, creating space, the process consuming five minutes that felt like hours. His hands found purchase on larger rocks, his enhanced strength allowing him to move weights that normal human physiology couldn't budge. Slowly, incrementally, he created a tunnel through the rubble toward where his tactical awareness suggested the surface would be.

His hand broke through into open air.

Dave pulled himself from the rubble with controlled effort, emerging from the collapsed hillside like something from a horror film—covered in dust and debris, equipment damaged but functional, breathing elevated but controlled. His enhanced physiology had kept him alive and was already compensating for minor injuries that would have incapacitated normal operators.

He keyed his radio. "Dave to team. I'm mobile. Buried but not eliminated. Status?"

The response came after a moment of shocked silence.

"Dave—Jesus Christ—" Anya's voice carried relief and professional refocus in equal measure. "We're engaged, moving northwest toward secondary extraction. Omar's displaced to provide overwatch. We've got pursuit forces closing and more vehicles deploying ahead. They're establishing comprehensive perimeter."

"Copy," Dave replied, already moving. "I'm coming from their rear. They think I'm dead. That's a tactical advantage. Keep moving—I'll create disruption in their pursuit elements."

His enhanced vision shifted as operational stress pushed his perception into the state he'd begun thinking of as "game mode"—the world translating into something his mind could process with greater efficiency. The darkness around him resolved into three-dimensional grey vectors, flat wireframe rendering that mapped terrain features, obstacles, and movement with geometric precision. No color, no texture, no detail—just grey shapes defining space and form in absolute darkness.

As he moved into areas with scattered moonlight and security lighting from the dam, the grey vectors overlaid the visible world, enhancing terrain contours and depth perception while the low light still provided texture and shadow. The combination let him navigate with precision that exceeded normal human capability in darkness.

He could see the pursuit forces ahead through breaks in terrain—movement and shapes rendered in the vector overlay when darkness obscured normal vision, then resolving into actual forms when ambient light allowed. Nine hostiles pursuing his team, coordinated tactical spacing, professional movement discipline. Further ahead, vehicle positions marking blocking elements, more forces establishing perimeter.

And Dave behind them all, written off as eliminated, moving with speed and capabilities they hadn't properly assessed.

He reached the first pair of shooters as they advanced through vegetation fifty metres behind his team's last position. They were equipped with night vision, professional kit, moving with disciplined coordination. They didn't see him coming—his approach angle was from terrain they'd already cleared, from the position where they'd buried him under tonnes of rubble.

Dave didn't give them time to register his presence.

The first went down with Dave's combat knife driven between shoulder blades, the strike precise and instantly incapacitating. The second started to turn at the sound, raising his weapon, but Dave was already moving—closing the distance in a blur of enhanced speed that the shooter's reflexes couldn't match. He caught the rifle barrel, twisted it aside with force that likely fractured the shooter's fingers, and drove his elbow into the man's face with carefully controlled impact. Enough to render him unconscious, not enough to kill.

"Contact eliminated, rear position," Dave transmitted, keeping his voice low. "Continue northwest displacement. I've got the pursuit."

"Copy," Serj replied, his breathing elevated but controlled. "We're moving through heavy vegetation, heading for the secondary rally point. Still have three hostiles ahead trying to cut us off."

Dave moved to intercept the flanking element—three shooters advancing along the access road, using vehicles and infrastructure as cover. Through his enhanced tactical vision they appeared as distinct heat signatures against cooler terrain, their movement vectors clear, their spacing professional but not compensating for the threat approaching from their cleared rear.

He let them advance into terrain that favored his capabilities—away from the lit access road, into rocky ground where his enhanced strength and speed would matter more than professional training and night vision equipment.

The first indication they had of his presence was when he dropped from a four-metre rock outcrop directly into their formation, landing between the lead and trail shooters with impact that would have injured normal legs. The lead shooter spun, bringing his weapon to bear, but Dave was already inside his effective range—too close for the rifle to track, too fast for training to compensate.

Dave caught the weapon and ripped it from the shooter's grip with force that dislocated the man's shoulder, then drove a controlled strike into his solar plexus. The shooter dropped, gasping for breath but alive.

The trail shooter managed three rounds before Dave closed the distance, moving with speed that turned tactical spacing into irrelevant separation. He struck the rifle aside, continued his momentum, and drove the man into rocky ground with controlled force. The shooter went limp.

The third had better reflexes—he'd already keyed his radio, transmitting warning even as he backpedaled and fired. The rounds came close, tracking Dave's movement with disturbing accuracy despite the darkness and speed. Professional shooter, excellent training, keeping his head under pressure.

Dave altered his approach vector, using terrain for momentary cover, then burst from concealment at an angle the shooter wasn't covering. By the time the man adjusted his aim, Dave was on him—disarming him with efficient violence, striking precisely to disable without killing.

"Three more down," Dave transmitted, breathing elevated as enhanced physiology processed the exertion. "But they got a transmission out. Expect reinforcement protocols to activate."

"Additional forces confirmed," Omar said. "I've got visual on more vehicles approaching from multiple directions. They're not just responding locally—this is comprehensive mobilization. Estimate dozen more operators deploying within the next ten minutes."

Dave's tactical vision rendered the situation with uncomfortable clarity—vehicle positions spreading to establish perimeter, more heat signatures deploying from those positions, the net tightening with systematic precision.

"We need to consolidate," Dave decided. "Omar, hold your position and provide overwatch. Anya, Serj—I'm coming to you. We extract as a unit through the best available corridor before they close it completely."

He covered the distance to Anya and Serj's position in under three minutes, moving through terrain his enhanced vision rendered in three-dimensional tactical clarity. They were positioned in heavy vegetation that provided concealment but limited movement options, Anya covering their rear while Serj monitored the approach ahead.

"We need to move now," Dave said, assessing the tactical picture through his enhanced perception. "They're bringing in significant reinforcements. Our window for extraction is closing."

"With at least a dozen shooters already positioned and more arriving," Serj observed. "And we're low on ammunition for sustained engagement. Handguns against automatic weapons at range isn't a fight we win."

"Then we don't fight at range," Dave replied. "I lead—I can see threats before they're effective and I can close distance faster than they can engage. You follow my route, minimize exposure. We leapfrog through hostile territory, prioritize speed over stealth."

They moved as a tactical unit, years of field operations translating into efficient coordination despite the deteriorating situation. Dave led, using his enhanced perception to identify threats before they could engage—heat signatures and movement patterns rendered against the landscape in his tactical vision, letting him choose routes that minimized exposure while maintaining pace.

When engagement was unavoidable, he closed distance with speed that turned professional shooters into obstacles he could disable before they could coordinate effective response. A shooter positioned in concealment thirty metres ahead—Dave covered the distance in seconds, striking before the man could effectively engage. Another pair advancing to flank—Dave intercepted them, using terrain and speed to negate their numerical advantage.

But the forces kept coming—more vehicles arriving, more shooters deploying, the net tightening with systematic precision that spoke to professional command structure coordinating the response. His tactical vision showed the expanding perimeter, vehicle positions spreading to establish comprehensive coverage, reinforcements deploying at every potential extraction corridor.

"We're not going to outrun this," Anya said quietly, her professional assessment cutting through the operational focus. "They're establishing military-grade perimeter. Every route we take, they're two steps ahead positioning blocking forces."

"Then I provide rearguard while you move for the vehicle," Dave replied, his enhanced vision showing him the tactical picture—pursuit forces maintaining professional spacing as they advanced, focused forward on the team's movement, not watching for threats from terrain they'd already cleared. "I'll reduce their numbers enough that sustained pursuit becomes impossible, then catch up before you reach Omar's position."

"Dave, that's—" Anya started.

"Necessary," Dave finished. "We can't outrun them while they have reinforcements deploying. But I can eliminate their numerical advantage. They're contractors, not hardened military. Once they start losing operators to someone they can't see or effectively engage, professional calculations override mission objectives."

"Non-lethal?" Omar asked quietly.

"Non-lethal," Dave confirmed, though his hands were still shaking slightly from the previous engagements where "non-lethal" had meant broken bones and crushed tissue. "Disabling strikes. Same approach that's worked so far."

"How long?" Serj asked.

"Ten minutes to reduce their effective strength, then I catch up," Dave replied. "Keep moving toward Omar's position. I'll create enough chaos that they can't maintain coordinated pursuit."

The team moved northwest through the darkness while Dave doubled back toward the pursuing forces with speed the contractors weren't equipped to counter.

The first pair of shooters were advancing through vegetation perhaps sixty metres behind the team's last position. Professional movement, weapons ready, night vision active. They didn't see Dave approaching from their flank—his enhanced vision rendering the terrain in grey vectors where darkness obscured normal sight, allowing him to navigate with precision while remaining invisible to their equipment.

He closed the distance in seconds and struck with as much control as he could manage. The first went down when Dave's hand clamped onto his shoulder and drove him face-first into the ground—the impact brutal enough that Dave heard bone crack, probably cheekbone or orbital socket. The man went limp immediately. The second started to turn, bringing his weapon to bear, but Dave was already moving. He caught the rifle and yanked—too much force, the shooter's trigger finger broke audibly as the weapon was torn from his grip—then Dave's other hand caught the man's throat and squeezed. Not enough to kill, he hoped, but the shooter's windpipe compressed under pressure Dave couldn't quite calibrate, and the man collapsed choking and unconscious.

Two down. Both breathing, both badly hurt, broken bones and trauma that would require serious medical attention.

Dave moved to the next position—three shooters advancing in tactical formation, maintaining coverage while pursuing the team. He let them pass his concealed position, then emerged from darkness behind them with explosive speed that eliminated reaction time.

The rearmost shooter went down when Dave's strike to his kidney landed with force that made something rupture internally—the man screaming briefly before Dave's follow-up blow to the head rendered him unconscious. Too hard, Dave realized—the man's skull had fractured under the impact. Not fatal if he got medical attention, but severe.

The second turned and managed to trigger a short burst before Dave closed the distance—rounds going wide, muzzle flash destroying night vision. Dave grabbed the man's arm to disarm him and felt bones grind and snap under his grip before he could modulate the pressure. The shooter's scream cut off when Dave's other hand caught him by the tactical vest and slammed him into the ground hard enough to drive the air from his lungs and probably crack ribs.

The third shooter had better reflexes. He'd already keyed his radio and was transmitting warning even as Dave engaged him. "Contact rear! Someone's—fuck, he just broke—"

Dave's strike caught the man's throat, trying to silence him without killing, but the force collapsed the trachea more than intended. The shooter went down choking, hands at his throat, the damage severe enough that he'd die without medical intervention within the hour. Dave grabbed him and tried to position his airway better, buying time, then moved on. He wasn't trying to kill them, but superhuman strength combined with limited control meant his "non-lethal" strikes were leaving catastrophic injuries.

"We've got operators down in the rear," a panicked voice transmitted over the hostile forces' radio. "Multiple positions not responding. Jesus Christ, Rodriguez is—his leg's broken, bone's through the skin. Chang's not breathing right, I think his chest is crushed. What the fuck is doing this?"

"Maintain formation," the command voice ordered, but Dave could hear strain beneath professional control. "Vehicles, reposition to provide rear security. All units, weapons oriented three-sixty, watch for close-quarters threats."

Too late for effective adaptation. Dave was already moving through their dispersed formation with speed and enhanced perception that turned professional tactics into inadequate response. He disabled another pair advancing through cropland—one went down with a dislocated shoulder and fractured jaw from strikes Dave couldn't quite pull enough, the other with shattered kneecap and probable concussion. Then he intercepted a three-man element repositioning to provide flank security—broken arms, crushed hands, head trauma that left them unconscious and bleeding.

Seven down. Eight down. Nine down.

Dave's hands were shaking slightly from the adrenaline and the constant effort of trying to calibrate force he still couldn't fully control. Every strike required mental calculation—how much to pull back, how much force would disable without killing—and he was getting it wrong as often as right. The men he was leaving behind weren't cleanly incapacitated. They were badly injured, suffering from broken bones and internal damage and trauma that would require immediate medical attention.

But they were alive. That was the line he was trying to hold.

"We're losing people," a panicked voice transmitted. "Pairs going silent, operators not responding. This isn't pursuit—this is a slaughter."

"Fall back to vehicles," the command voice ordered, professional control cracking under operational reality that had deviated far beyond planned parameters. "Consolidate, establish defensive perimeter, prepare for extraction."

Dave watched through his enhanced vision as the remaining hostile forces abandoned pursuit and withdrew toward their vehicles with movements that suggested fear rather than tactical discipline. They'd started with perhaps twenty operators. Now they had maybe eleven still combat-effective, with nine disabled behind them and no understanding of what kind of threat could systematically eliminate professional contractors in darkness without being seen or effectively engaged.

"All units, consolidate defensive positions," the command voice transmitted, professional control reasserting despite operational chaos. "We've got casualties requiring immediate medical attention. Vehicles, reposition to support extraction and provide covering fire."

Dave watched through his enhanced vision as the remaining hostile forces began coordinated withdrawal—not panicked retreat, but tactical redeployment. Operators mounting vehicles, weapons oriented to provide suppressive fire, headlights illuminating as they prepared to move.

And beyond them, through breaks in terrain rendered in grey vectors against darkness, he could see his team still moving northwest toward where Omar had positioned the Fortuner. Two kilometres distant, moving through cropland that provided concealment but limited speed.

The hostile vehicles were repositioning to block that exact route.

Dave keyed his radio. "Hostile vehicles moving to intercept your position. Count four vehicles deploying between you and extraction. They're establishing blocking position."

"We see them," Anya replied, tension evident in her voice. "Headlights just came on, eight hundred metres ahead. They're spreading out to cover the approach corridors."

Dave looked around his position, his enhanced vision rendering the terrain in tactical clarity. Rocky ground, agriculture, scattered boulders deposited by ancient glacial activity. Some of those rocks were substantial—twenty, thirty kilograms, angular stone that would carry momentum.

He'd done this before. At Salal Dam, disabling pursuit vehicles with thrown rocks when conventional weapons weren't available. The physics were simple enough—superhuman strength translated into velocity, mass into kinetic energy, precision into catastrophic mechanical failure.

"Keep moving," Dave transmitted. "I'll handle the vehicles."

He selected the first rock with analytical focus—roughly twenty-five kilograms, angular granite, size of a large football. His enhanced strength lifted it easily, muscles that could bend steel rendering the weight manageable. He calculated trajectory, factored in distance and target movement, then threw.

The rock left his hand with velocity that exceeded anything human physiology could generate, crossing the six hundred metres to the lead vehicle in under three seconds. It struck the bonnet with devastating impact—punching through sheet metal, shattering the engine block beneath, the vehicle's forward momentum arresting immediately as critical components failed catastrophically.

The vehicle slewed sideways, dead weight blocking the route it had been covering.

Dave was already selecting his second projectile—thirty kilograms this time, heavier rock for the increased range. The second vehicle was repositioning, trying to establish new blocking position now that the lead had been disabled. Dave threw, watched the rock arc through darkness rendered in grey vectors, tracked its impact against the vehicle's front wheel assembly.

The suspension collapsed under the kinetic impact, wheel torn completely from its mounting, the vehicle dropping onto its chassis and becoming immobile obstacle rather than tactical asset.

"What the fuck just happened?" a panicked voice transmitted over hostile radio. "Something hit Martinez's truck—punched straight through the engine. And Chen's wheel just—it's gone, the whole assembly is destroyed!"

"Maintain position," the command voice ordered, but Dave could hear uncertainty beneath professional control. "We've got two vehicles still mobile. Stay dispersed, watch for—"

The third rock took out another vehicle's radiator and front axle, the combined damage rendering it tactically eliminated. Dave had refined his technique—aiming for mechanical vulnerabilities rather than random impact, using his enhanced perception to identify critical components even at range in darkness.

"Fall back!" The command voice had abandoned professional calm entirely. "All units, withdraw to secondary positions! We can't hold against whatever the fuck he's throwing at us!"

The fourth vehicle accelerated away before Dave could line up his throw, its driver apparently deciding that withdrawal was preferable to becoming another immobile casualty. The remaining operators were mounting up or retreating on foot, the coordinated blocking operation collapsing as vehicles became liability rather than asset.

Dave keyed his radio. "Route is clear. Three vehicles disabled, fourth withdrawn. Move to extraction now."

"Copy," Serj replied. "We've got visual on the Fortuner. ETA two minutes."

Dave moved through the darkness at a steady run, his enhanced physiology covering ground with efficient speed while his hands continued their slight tremor from the sustained combat and effort at force calibration. Behind him, nine contractors were unconscious and badly injured—broken bones, internal damage, head trauma that would require immediate medical intervention. Three vehicles sat disabled, their mechanical systems destroyed by rocks thrown with superhuman force.

He'd tried not to kill them, had pulled back as much as he could while still achieving tactical objectives, but superhuman strength combined with combat stress meant his "non-lethal" force was leaving catastrophic injuries.

Venezuela had taught him about rage and loss of control. The Arctic had taught him about restraint and measured response. Pakistan was teaching him that even when he tried to hold back, even when he attempted precision and calibration, his capabilities made "non-lethal" a relative term that still resulted in men screaming with broken bones and crushed tissue.

He was alive. His team was alive. The contractors would survive if they got medical attention soon.

But the gap between his strength and his control remained wider than he wanted to acknowledge.

He reached the Fortuner as the team was conducting final equipment check, Omar behind the wheel, engine already running. Dave mounted the rear seat, breathing elevated but controlled.

"Go," he said simply.

The Fortuner accelerated onto the secondary road, headlights illuminating cropland and scattered villages as they put distance between themselves and the collapsed ambush. Behind them, Grigory's contingency force was scattered and demoralized, nine operators badly injured and requiring emergency medical attention, three vehicles mechanically destroyed, the remainder fled and unwilling to continue engagement against capabilities they couldn't counter.

"They'll investigate," Anya said as they cleared the area and accelerated onto secondary roads. "Nine contractors found with compound fractures, internal injuries, head trauma. Pakistani authorities will want answers."

"And Grigory will have to explain why his contingency force was operating near critical Pakistani infrastructure with weapons and night vision equipment," Dave replied. "That investigation goes both ways. We're extracted, his operation is exposed, and whatever contingency protocols he built just failed."

The Fortuner carried them through the darkness toward the Indian border, leaving behind the collapsed ambush, the injured operators, and the evidence that sometimes victory came with costs that weren't measured in bodies but in the brutal reality of what "non-lethal" force meant when applied with superhuman strength and imperfect control.

Grigory's contingency had demonstrated sophisticated planning and comprehensive execution.

Dave's response had demonstrated that superior capabilities could overcome superior numbers, but "restraint" was a relative term when every strike carried enough force to shatter bone and rupture organs even when he tried to pull back.

The tactical math balanced.

The moral math remained complicated.

And extraction was complete.
Contingencies

The Fortuner's interior smelled of sweat, dust, and the particular acrid scent of adrenaline-fuelled exertion. Serj maintained steady speed along secondary roads leading away from Mangla, headlights carving tunnels through darkness that seemed heavier now that operational stress was transitioning toward assessment of what they'd barely escaped.

Dave sat in the rear seat, his breathing finally settling toward normal after the sustained combat. His clothes were ruined—again. Shirt torn at the shoulder from where he'd pulled himself through rubble, trousers shredded at the knees, everything covered in dust and debris from the hillside that had buried him. He looked like he'd clawed his way out of a grave, which wasn't far from accurate.

“Left turn ahead,” Omar said quietly from the passenger seat, monitoring their route on his tablet. “Takes us onto the Grand Trunk Road in about fifteen kilometres. Once we're on main arteries, we're just another vehicle in regional traffic.”

Anya twisted in her seat to look at Dave, her expression carrying professional assessment mixed with something that might have been relief. “You're covered in half a hillside. When we stop, you'll need to clean up before we cross back into India. Border guards might overlook general dishevelment, but you look like you've been buried and dug yourself out.”

“I was buried and dug myself out,” Dave replied, brushing ineffectually at the dust coating his arms. “Five minutes under tonnes of rubble. Couldn't move, could barely breathe. Just had to work slowly, shifting debris, creating enough void space to eventually tunnel to the surface.”

“The demolitions were positioned specifically for your approach vector,” Serj observed, his eyes still focused on the road ahead. “They knew where you'd be. That's not reactive security—that's prepared kill zone.”

“Except it didn't kill me,” Dave said. “Which means either they miscalculated what it would take, or they were trying to eliminate me from the tactical picture rather than actually kill me. Pin me under rubble while they dealt with the rest of you.”

“Either way, it demonstrates planning sophistication we need to respect,” Anya replied. She pulled out the first aid kit from beneath her seat, began sorting through supplies. “Serj, your shoulder's bleeding through your shirt. And Omar, that cut on your forehead needs cleaning before it gets infected.”

Over the next twenty minutes, as Serj drove steadily through darkness toward the Indian border, Anya conducted practical triage. Serj's shoulder had taken a graze from gunfire—shallow wound, more painful than dangerous, but requiring antiseptic and proper dressing. Omar had collected a cut during their scramble through vegetation, head wound bleeding with the particular enthusiasm that facial injuries seemed to favour. Nothing serious, but both needed attention.

Dave watched her work with efficient precision, her movements carrying the practised competence of someone who'd patched up teammates in worse circumstances. When she finished with Omar, she turned her attention to herself—checking a scrape along her forearm where she'd gone through heavy brush, cleaning it methodically despite the awkward angle.

“My turn?” Dave asked.

“You're covered in dust and look like death warmed over, but I don't see blood,” Anya replied, examining him with professional assessment. “Unless something's hurting that you haven't mentioned?”

“Just bruised,” Dave said. “The impact when I hit the ground, the pressure from the rubble. My body adapted, prevented serious injury, but there's residual trauma. I'll be sore tomorrow, but nothing that requires immediate treatment.”

“Your hands are shaking,” Serj observed, his voice carrying the particular neutrality he used when noting tactical information without judgement.

Dave looked down at his hands, saw the slight tremor he'd been trying to ignore since the combat ended. “Adrenaline. And the sustained effort of trying to calibrate force I couldn't quite control. Every strike required calculation—how much to pull back, trying to disable without killing. I was getting it wrong as often as right.”

“Nine operators down with serious injuries,” Omar said quietly. “Broken bones, internal damage, head trauma. They'll need immediate medical attention or some of them won't survive the night. That's not failure, Dave. That's you trying to hold back whilst dealing with forces trying to kill us.”

“It's blunt instrument work,” Dave replied, hearing the frustration in his own voice. “I'm trying for precision and delivering brutality. Compound fractures, crushed windpipes, fractured skulls. I attempt non-lethal force and leave people screaming with injuries that will require surgery and months of recovery.”

“But they're alive,” Anya said, her tone carrying firm conviction. “You could have killed every one of them without effort. Instead you fought to disable whilst managing capabilities you're still learning to control. That's not failure—that's restraint under impossible circumstances.”

Dave nodded slowly, accepting the assessment even if he didn't entirely agree with the characterisation. The gap between his strength and his control remained wider than he wanted to acknowledge, and Pakistan had demonstrated that reality with uncomfortable clarity.

“We need to talk about what happened,” Dave said, shifting focus toward tactical analysis rather than self-assessment. “Because this wasn't random encounter or opportunistic ambush. This was prepared trap, sophisticated planning, contingency protocols that activated the moment we appeared at Mangla.”

“Sethi's intelligence was false,” Omar said. “There were no modifications at the dam. The entire threat was fabricated.”

“But fabricated when?” Dave continued. “That's the critical question. Sethi was fed that false intelligence before Grigory knew about us, before the convoy ambush, before he had any reason to believe someone would extract information from his weapons coordinator. Which means the trap wasn't initially designed for us specifically.”

Serj glanced in the rear-view mirror, his expression thoughtful. “You're saying this was pre-positioned contingency. Generic defence mechanism rather than targeted operation.”

“Exactly,” Dave replied. “Grigory fed Sethi false intelligence about Mangla as operational security—defensive contingency built into his planning from the beginning. If anyone compromised his network, extracted intelligence from his contacts, followed up on the Mangla lead, they'd walk into prepared trap. Not because Grigory specifically expected them, but because he plans for contingencies as standard practise.”

“That's brutally tactical,” Anya observed, her voice carrying professional respect for the methodology even as it had nearly killed them. “False trails and contingency planning built into every level of his operation. Nothing is ever straightforward—every piece of intelligence potentially leads to prepared response rather than genuine discovery.”

“It demonstrates how he thinks,” Dave continued. “Grigory doesn't just plan operations—he plans for opposition to those operations, for compromise, for extraction of intelligence. He positions false information, prepared ambush sites, contingency forces. If we think of something, we can bet he's already thought of it and positioned response.”

“Which means our thinking is not unique,” Omar said quietly. “Every tactical decision we make, every operational choice, he's probably anticipated and prepared for. We're not outmanoeuvring him—we're discovering his preparations.”

The Fortuner's interior fell silent except for the engine noise and the sound of tyres on asphalt. The reality they were discussing settled among them with uncomfortable weight.

“There's something else,” Dave said after a long moment. “The demolitions that buried me—I don't think those were pre-positioned. The timing was too specific, the placement too perfect for my exact approach vector. I think they adapted that as last-minute reaction when I appeared.”

“Which means Grigory knows we're there,” Anya replied. “Not theoretically, not based on Sethi's description from the convoy ambush. He knows specifically that enhanced operator is active in the region, and he's adapting his contingencies in real-time to counter those capabilities.”

“He positioned demolitions on the hillside after we'd already arrived,” Serj continued, following the tactical logic. “Probably during our reconnaissance phase, whilst we were conducting surveillance from the dhaba. His forces were already there, already establishing the trap, and when they spotted unusual capabilities during our approach, they enhanced their preparations.”

“That's adaptive tactics at operational speed,” Omar observed. “Most organisations would take days to adjust their planning. Grigory's people repositioned lethal assets within hours of identifying the threat.”

Dave processed that, seeing the broader implications. “So he knows we're here. He's identified that someone with capabilities beyond normal operators is interfering with his operations. And if he connects this to the pipeline operation two years ago, he'll realise he's been tracked across multiple missions.”

“Which makes us targets,” Anya said. “Not just obstacles to work around, but specific threats he'll actively seek to eliminate. That changes everything about how we operate going forward.”

“We need to be hyper-alert,” Dave continued. “Every piece of intelligence we receive, every lead we follow, we have to assume it might be deliberately positioned. Grigory has demonstrated he builds deception and contingency planning into his operational process as standard practise. Nothing is straightforward.”

They drove in silence for several minutes, each processing the tactical reality they were confronting.

“There's another question we need to address,” Serj said finally. “If Mangla was a ruse, if Grigory never actually positioned modifications there—what's the real target? What were we meant to be distracted from whilst we investigated false intelligence?”

Dave felt something cold settle in his chest. “The inspection. Grigory told Sethi there was a seventy-two-hour window, that Pakistani authorities would discover modifications during routine maintenance. That timeline created urgency, forced us to move quickly.”

“But if there were no modifications to discover,” Omar continued, “then the inspection wasn't a threat to Grigory's operation. It was theatre. Manufactured deadline designed to compress our decision-making timeline.”

“Which means whilst we were at Mangla,” Anya said slowly, “whilst we were triggering his trap and fighting our way out, what was actually happening? What operation were we meant to be too busy to interfere with?”

The question hung in the Fortuner's interior, unanswered and deeply concerning.

“We don't have enough information to answer that,” Dave admitted. “But we need to find out. Because if Grigory positioned us at Mangla as distraction whilst something else developed, we've been outmanoeuvred. We didn't foil his plan—we executed exactly the response he anticipated.”

“Cecilia needs to know this,” Anya said, pulling out her encrypted phone. “She has broader intelligence access, monitoring capabilities we don't have in the field. If there's been unusual activity in the region whilst we were engaged at Mangla, she can identify it.”

“And we need to reassess everything we think we know about BlueWave's operations,” Dave added. “Because if Grigory builds contingencies and false trails into his planning as standard practise, then every piece of intelligence we've gathered might be deliberately positioned. The weapons purchase, the dam modifications we found at Salal, even Sethi's role in the network—all of it could be layers of deception designed to obscure the actual operation.”

“That's paranoid operational thinking,” Serj observed.

“It's appropriate operational thinking when confronting adversary who's demonstrated exactly that level of sophistication,” Dave replied. “Grigory plans three steps ahead, positions contingencies for compromise, builds false trails into his intelligence networks. We can't take anything at face value any more. Everything requires verification, every lead needs to be examined for potential deception.”

Omar checked his tablet again, monitoring their route. “We're twenty minutes from the border crossing. After that, we're back in Indian territory. Operational environment shifts from hostile to merely complicated.”

“Clean up best you can,” Anya instructed, handing Dave a pack of wet wipes from the first aid kit. “You're still covered in enough dust to raise questions we don't want to answer.”

Dave began the futile effort of making himself presentable, wiping dust from his face and arms, trying to brush debris from his clothes. The particular grime that came from being buried under a hillside and then fighting through nine contractors proved resistant to wet wipes. He was developing a pattern of destroying everything he wore during operations.

The border crossing proceeded without incident—their documentation solid enough to survive casual scrutiny, their appearance dishevelled but not so alarming as to trigger serious investigation. The guards seemed more concerned with processing the constant flow of commercial traffic than examining individual travellers too closely.

Once they were across and driving through Indian territory toward Siliguri, the operational tension began to ease slightly.

“The fundamental question remains,” Dave said. “If everything we've discovered could be layers of deception, if Grigory builds contingencies and false trails into his operations—what's the actual objective? What's he really trying to accomplish whilst we chase manufactured threats?”

“Water systems,” Omar said quietly. “That's been consistent across every operation. Salal Dam, the Ravi drought manipulation, Mangla as manufactured threat. Whatever Grigory's ultimate objective, it involves manipulation of South Asian water infrastructure.”

“But to what end?” Serj asked. “Regional destabilisation? Engineering conditions for conflict between India and Pakistan? Creating dependencies that allow Russian influence operations?”

“All of those, probably,” Dave replied. “But there's something larger we're not seeing. Some operation sophisticated enough that everything we've encountered so far—the weapons, the dam modifications, even the ambush at Mangla—those are supporting elements rather than primary objectives.”

The Fortuner carried them through the darkness toward Siliguri, leaving behind the collapsed trap at Mangla and carrying forward questions that felt increasingly urgent.

Grigory had demonstrated sophisticated planning, multilayered contingencies, operational thinking that anticipated opposition and positioned response before threats materialised. He built deception into his intelligence networks, prepared ambush sites as defensive mechanisms, adapted tactics in real-time when enhanced capabilities appeared.

And somewhere beneath all those layers, beneath the false trails and manufactured threats and prepared traps, there was an actual operation unfolding.

They just had to identify it before Grigory's planning reached whatever conclusion he'd been methodically engineering.

They weren't hunting Grigory any more.

They were trying to identify what he was actually hunting whilst he systematically outmanoeuvred their attempts to interfere.

And extraction from Mangla, successful as it had been, felt increasingly like exactly the response he'd anticipated.
Patterns

The safe house north of Siliguri felt smaller on the return journey, the four bedrooms and basic amenities somehow more confining now that they were confronting the reality of how thoroughly Grigory had anticipated their movements. Dave sat at the main room's table, nursing tea that had gone cold whilst he'd been staring at his laptop screen, reviewing satellite imagery of Mangla that now revealed nothing but legitimate infrastructure and the scattered evidence of their aborted investigation.

Serj had claimed one of the bedrooms for what he'd called “necessary unconsciousness”—six hours of sleep to process the operational stress and physical exertion. Omar had followed suit after confirming their security protocols were adequate. Both would be more useful after rest than trying to function through exhaustion.

Which left Dave and Anya conducting what felt increasingly like futile analysis of intelligence that might be entirely fabricated.

“We're approaching this wrong,” Anya said finally, breaking the silence that had stretched for perhaps twenty minutes whilst they'd each pursued separate threads of investigation that led nowhere useful. “We're chasing leads the way we normally would—following connections, verifying intelligence, building operational picture from accumulated evidence. But Grigory has demonstrated he thinks several steps ahead, positions false trails, builds contingencies into his planning. Our normal investigative methodology is exactly what he's anticipated.”

“So we need to think differently,” Dave replied, looking up from his laptop. “Approach the problem from angles he wouldn't expect. Except that's circular logic—if we think of it, he's probably thought of it too.”

“Unless we're not the ones thinking,” Anya said, her expression carrying the particular intensity she got when technical solutions emerged from complex problems. “What if we use AI to analyse the patterns? Not just data processing, but actual analytical thinking that approaches the problem differently than human investigators would.”

Dave considered that. AI analysis tools had become increasingly sophisticated for intelligence work—pattern recognition, connection mapping, anomaly detection across datasets too large for human analysis. Most intelligence services used them for preliminary assessment, filtering massive information flows to identify potentially relevant threads.

But Anya was suggesting something more sophisticated than filtering.

“You're talking about using AI to generate investigative leads,” Dave said. “Not just process existing intelligence, but identify connections we haven't considered.”

“Exactly,” Anya replied, already pulling up interfaces on her laptop. “I feed it everything we know about BlueWave, Grigory's operations, the water infrastructure manipulation, the weapons purchases, Sethi's network. Then I ask it to identify potential objectives that would explain the pattern of activity whilst accounting for sophisticated deception and contingency planning.”

“Can it do that?” Dave asked. “Distinguish between genuine operational threads and deliberately planted false trails?”

“Not reliably,” Anya admitted. “But it can identify patterns we might miss because we're thinking like investigators rather than systems analysts. It'll generate multiple potential leads, some probably nonsense, some possibly accurate. Then we apply human judgement to assess which threads are worth pursuing.”

She worked for several minutes, building the query, feeding datasets into the analytical engine, refining parameters. Dave watched her work with the focused precision she brought to technical problems, fingers moving across keyboard with practised efficiency.

“Running analysis now,” she said finally. “This'll take a couple of hours to process everything and generate leads. The datasets are large, and I'm asking it to account for deception patterns, which adds complexity.”

Dave stood, stretching muscles that had gone stiff from sitting. “I'm making tea. You should get some rest whilst it processes—you've been at this since we got back.”

“I'm fine,” Anya replied, not looking up from her screen. She was already pulling up additional data sources, cross-referencing information whilst the AI worked. “I'll rest when we have something actionable.”

Dave recognised that particular tone. Arguing would be futile. He made tea for both of them, settled back at the table, and worked through his own analysis—reviewing their operational timeline, mapping Grigory's demonstrated capabilities, trying to identify patterns in how he'd positioned contingencies.

The safe house settled into quiet concentration. Outside, afternoon transitioned to early evening, light fading through the windows as they worked. Anya's fingers moved periodically across her keyboard, feeding additional parameters into the AI analysis, refining the query as new connections occurred to her.

Dave finished his tea, made another cup, brought it to Anya without comment. She accepted it with a brief nod, her focus never leaving the screen.

Two hours and seventeen minutes after she'd initiated the analysis, the laptop chimed completion.

Anya studied the output, her expression shifting from anticipation to analytical assessment. “It's identified six potential leads. Three are variations on what we've already investigated—different approaches to the water infrastructure manipulation, alternative interpretations of the weapons network. Those aren't useful.”

“And the other three?” Dave asked, moving to look over her shoulder at the screen.

“More interesting,” Anya replied, pulling up the first result. “Lead one: AI has identified unusual financial activity connected to agricultural land purchases across Punjab and Sindh provinces in Pakistan. Multiple shell companies acquiring farmland near major irrigation infrastructure over the past eighteen months. The purchasing pattern suggests coordination—someone's systematically positioning control over agricultural land dependent on specific water sources.”

Dave processed that. “Land grab operation? Control the agriculture, control the water distribution that supports it, create leverage over regional food supplies?”

“That's the implication,” Anya said. “And it connects to water infrastructure manipulation—if you control both the water source and the dependent agriculture, you have comprehensive leverage over regional food security. It's sophisticated, it's long-term planning, and it would explain why BlueWave has been focused on dam modifications and irrigation systems.”

“Almost too good to be true,” Dave observed. “It's exactly the kind of multilayered operation we'd expect from Grigory's demonstrated sophistication. Which makes me suspicious that it's exactly what he'd want us to discover.”

“Agreed,” Anya replied, pulling up the second lead. “Lead two: AI has flagged unusual diplomatic activity. Russian embassy personnel in both India and Pakistan have been conducting meetings with regional water management officials that aren't explained by normal diplomatic engagement. The frequency increased dramatically over the past six months, correlating with the timeline of BlueWave's operations.”

“Diplomatic influence operation,” Dave said. “Using water crisis as leverage to position Russian interests. Create dependency, offer solutions, extract political concessions in exchange for assistance.”

“Classic geopolitical strategy,” Anya agreed. “And it fits the pattern we've observed. Manipulate water systems to create crisis, position Russia as potential ally or problem-solver, extract influence across South Asian governments whilst they're distracted by internal conflicts.”

“Also almost too good to be true,” Dave replied. “Two leads that both seem to perfectly explain everything we've seen, both suggesting comprehensive operations that would require exactly the kind of planning and resources Grigory has demonstrated. What's the third lead?”

Anya pulled it up, her expression suggesting this one was less impressive. “Journalist investigation. AI flagged a Pakistani investigative reporter who's been pursuing stories about corruption in water management. She's published several articles about irregular water allocations during the drought, political connections to preferential treatment, suspicious patterns where certain agricultural operations received water whilst others were left to fail. Nothing directly connected to BlueWave or Russian interests, just general corruption reporting.”

“That's significantly less exciting than the other two,” Dave observed.

“I thought so too,” Anya replied. “Agricultural land control and diplomatic influence operations are clearly the more sophisticated threats. Journalist investigating local corruption seems tangential at best.”

But something about the dismissal bothered Dave. The first two leads were almost perfectly aligned with what sophisticated planning would suggest. They were exactly what he'd expect Grigory to want them to discover—comprehensive, multilayered, requiring extensive investigation that would consume time and resources.

The journalist connection was mundane by comparison. Unremarkable. Not obviously relevant to Russian operations or water infrastructure sabotage.

Which might make it the one thread Grigory hadn't anticipated they'd pursue.

“Can you dig deeper on the journalist?” Dave asked. “See what they're actually investigating, who they've been focusing on?”

Anya looked at him with raised eyebrow. “You think the local corruption angle is more relevant than agricultural land control or diplomatic influence operations?”

“I think the two exciting leads are almost suspiciously aligned with what we'd expect to find,” Dave replied. “Which makes me wonder if they're more layers of deception. But the journalist investigating mundane corruption? That's not exciting, it's not sophisticated, it doesn't immediately connect to Russian interests. Which means Grigory might not have anticipated it would get our attention.”

“Or it's completely irrelevant, and we're wasting time on distraction whilst the real operation unfolds,” Anya countered.

“Possibly,” Dave admitted. “But we need to think differently, approach this from angles that don't follow expected investigative logic. The journalist is the least attractive lead. That might make it the most important one.”

Anya worked her laptop, pulling up information. “Journalist is named Sana Malik. Based in Lahore, but most of her recent work has focused on water management across Punjab province. She's published extensively about preferential water allocations during the drought, political connections that allowed certain operations to receive irrigation whilst neighbouring farms failed.”

“Who's she been focusing on specifically?” Dave asked.

Anya scanned through articles. “Multiple officials. She seems to rotate targets based on whatever story she's pursuing. Recent work has focused on…” She paused, her expression shifting. “Amir Qureshi. Director of Water Resources in Pakistan's Ministry.”

“What's suspicious about him?” Dave asked.

“According to Malik's reporting, Qureshi's been making decisions about water allocations that don't align with official drought relief protocols. And there's a family connection that makes it interesting.”

“Family business?” Dave asked, following an instinct.

Anya dug deeper, pulling up property records and agricultural registries. “Qureshi's family owns significant farming operations across Punjab province. Just family-owned agricultural land. Large scale though—looks like multiple properties, thousands of hectares. Cotton, wheat, rice production.”

Dave felt something crystallise. “So you have a Water Ministry official whose family owns large-scale farming operations. During a drought when other farms are failing.”

“And according to Mahmood's research,” Anya continued, reading through archived articles, “Qureshi's family farms received preferential water allocations. The decisions were structured through provincial authorities and categorised as drought relief for agricultural zones, but the actual water distribution favoured specific properties. Including Qureshi's family holdings.”

“While neighbouring farms dried up,” Dave said slowly.

“Exactly,” Anya replied, pulling up satellite imagery. “Look at this.” She displayed comparative images from two years ago and current day. “This is the Punjab agricultural region where Qureshi's family has holdings. See these green sections? Those are thriving farms. And these brown areas surrounding them? Failed operations, drought casualties.”

The pattern was obvious once highlighted—islands of successful agriculture surrounded by failure, the distribution suggesting access to water that other farms lacked.

“Without preferential water allocations,” Dave observed, “those family farms would have failed like their neighbours. Instead, they flourished whilst the region suffered.”

“And Malik's been trying to prove the connection,” Anya said, opening the journalist's recent drafts from her email account—accessed through methods she didn't elaborate on. “She's been building a story about how Qureshi used his position in the Water Ministry to benefit his family's farming operations. All circumstantial evidence, timing patterns, policy decisions that align suspiciously with family interests. Nothing direct enough to prove corruption in court, but enough to create scandal.”

“Has she made the connection to BlueWave or Russian interests?” Dave asked.

Anya scrolled through more files. “No. Her investigation is focused entirely on local corruption—Pakistani official using drought crisis to benefit family business. She hasn't identified any larger operation this might connect to.”

“Which means if someone wanted leverage over water management decisions in Pakistan,” Dave said, “they'd just need to ensure Qureshi's corruption remained hidden. Threaten exposure, maintain control. Standard blackmail leverage.”

“And if the journalist publishes,” Anya added, “that leverage collapses. Even if Qureshi's never prosecuted, the scandal would end his career and his influence over water policy.”

They sat in silence for several moments, processing the implications.

“This is significantly more tenuous than the other leads,” Anya said finally. “We could be wrong. The family farming connection might be standard regional corruption rather than Russian intelligence leverage. Malik's investigation might be about garden-variety graft that has nothing to do with Grigory.”

“Or we've identified exactly what Grigory wouldn't expect us to focus on,” Dave replied. “The agricultural land purchases and diplomatic influence operations are exciting, sophisticated, perfectly aligned with what we'd expect. A journalist investigating local corruption about water allocations to family farms? That's boring by comparison.”

“Which makes it either irrelevant or exactly right,” Anya observed.

“We need more information,” Dave decided. “Can you access Qureshi's actual water allocation decisions? See if there's a pattern that extends beyond family benefit?”

Anya's fingers moved across the keyboard. “Give me access to Ministry records… might take some time to bypass their security.”

Whilst she worked, Dave considered the broader tactical picture. If Grigory had leveraged Qureshi through blackmail about the family farming corruption, what would that leverage be used for? Information about dam infrastructure? Influence over water management policy? Access to Pakistani resources for some larger operation?

“Got something,” Anya said after perhaps twenty minutes. “Qureshi's allocation decisions over the past six months years. And it's not just his family that benefited. Look at this—there's a pattern of preferential treatment to specific agricultural zones. Not random, not explained by official drought relief protocols.”

She pulled up a map showing water allocation patterns across Punjab. Certain zones highlighted in green—regions that received irrigation water. Others in red—areas denied or limited allocation.

“What determines which zones get water?” Dave asked.

“That's the interesting part,” Anya replied. “The official criteria should be based on agricultural productivity, regional employment, strategic food security. But the actual pattern…” She overlaid infrastructure maps. “The zones receiving preferential water allocations are all dependent on specific irrigation systems that connect to dams and reservoirs. Salal Dam's downstream region, other facilities in the network.”

“So whoever controls those allocation decisions,” Dave said slowly, “controls which regions thrive and which fail. That's not just corruption for family benefit—that's systematic leverage over regional agriculture.”

“And if someone wanted to manipulate Pakistan's agricultural sector,” Anya continued, “create dependencies, force policy decisions through economic pressure—controlling water allocations would be the most effective tool. Especially during a drought when water becomes the difference between success and failure.”

Dave felt the pieces aligning. “Qureshi's family farming corruption makes him vulnerable to blackmail. But once Grigory has that leverage, he doesn't just use it for information—he uses it to influence water policy across the entire region. Create artificial scarcity, reward cooperation, punish resistance. All through a compromised official whose corruption makes him unable to refuse.”

“That's speculation,” Anya cautioned. “We're building a theory from circumstantial evidence about farming operations and a journalist's corruption investigation.”

“But it's the kind of leverage network that would be invisible to normal investigation,” Dave replied. “No direct Russian involvement, no obvious foreign manipulation. Just a corrupt Pakistani official making decisions that happen to align with Grigory's operational objectives. And if exposed, it looks like domestic corruption rather than foreign intelligence operation.”

Anya pulled up Malik's most recent work. “The journalist is planning to publish next week. Article about Qureshi's water allocations benefiting family farms whilst regional agriculture collapsed. It's all documented—satellite imagery, policy decisions, timing analysis. Won't prove criminal corruption, but it'll create enough scandal to force investigation.”

“And once that investigation starts,” Dave continued, “Qureshi's leverage as an asset collapses. Even if he's never charged, the political pressure would neutralise his influence over water management. That's a significant loss for whatever network Grigory has been building.”

“So what do we do?” Anya asked. “Contact Malik directly? Warn her she's stumbled into something larger?”

Dave considered carefully. “No. If we contact her, we expose our own investigation and potentially tip off Grigory that we've identified this connection. But we need to understand what Grigory's been using Qureshi for. What decisions he's influenced, what operations those decisions have supported.”

“Brief Cecilia first,” Anya suggested. “Get her assessment, see if she has intelligence on Qureshi or unusual water management decisions coming from Pakistan's Ministry.”

“And we need to determine if Qureshi is actually compromised,” Dave added, “or if this is just standard corruption that happens to look suspicious. Because if he's working for Grigory, there might be operational intelligence we can extract. Information about what comes next.”

Anya began drafting an encrypted message to Cecilia, outlining what the AI analysis had identified and their assessment of the journalist lead as potentially relevant. Dave returned to studying the water allocation maps, looking for patterns that might reveal Grigory's larger operational objectives.

For the first time since they'd started tracking BlueWave's operations, they were investigating something that didn't feel like it had been carefully positioned for them to discover. The agricultural land purchases were too perfect, too obviously aligned with sophisticated planning. The diplomatic influence operation was too expected, too easily explained by standard Russian strategy.

But a journalist investigating local corruption, threatening to expose leverage that Grigory needed to maintain influence over regional water policy? That was messy, unpredictable, exactly the kind of complication that sophisticated planning struggled to account for.
The Leak

Anya's laptop had been monitoring Qureshi's communications for sixteen hours when the alert chimed—a soft notification that cut through the safe house's quiet concentration. She'd set up the surveillance immediately after briefing Cecilia about their assessment of the journalist lead, using access protocols that bypassed Pakistani Ministry security with the kind of efficiency that came from years of intelligence work.

"Got something," she said, her attention sharpening as she scanned the intercepted message. "Qureshi's reaching out to Sana Malik. The journalist."

Dave looked up from his own laptop, where he'd been reviewing dam infrastructure specifications for facilities across Pakistan. Serj and Omar had woken perhaps an hour earlier, had eaten a functional meal, and were now conducting equipment checks for whatever operational requirements emerged from the investigation.

"What's he saying?" Dave asked, moving to read over Anya's shoulder.

Anya displayed the message—encrypted email sent from Qureshi's personal account rather than his official Ministry address. "He wants to meet. Says he has information about upcoming operations that she needs to know about. Suggests they meet somewhere private, away from official channels."

"That's suspicious," Omar observed, joining them. "Why would a compromised official reach out to the journalist investigating his corruption?"

"Either he's trying to manage the story," Serj suggested, "or someone's told him to make contact."

"Grigory," Dave said quietly. "If Qureshi's compromised, this communication isn't independent action. It's following instructions."

Anya pulled up Malik's email account—access she'd established during their initial research into the journalist. "Malik hasn't responded yet. Message came in twenty minutes ago. If I intercept now, I can control the conversation before she sees it."

"You're thinking of impersonating her," Dave said. Not a question—he recognised the tactical calculation in Anya's expression.

"It's the most direct way to extract whatever intelligence Qureshi has," Anya replied. "If he's reaching out with information about 'upcoming operations,' that could be exactly what we need to understand Grigory's next move. But we go in knowing this is probably staged. Another layer of Grigory's planning."

"Which makes it dangerous," Omar said. "If Grigory's orchestrating Qureshi's contact with the journalist, he'll have positioned responses. Surveillance, backup forces, contingency plans if the meeting doesn't go as expected."

"So we treat it as hostile operation," Serj concluded. "Full surveillance, multiple extraction routes, assumption that we're walking into prepared environment."

Dave considered the tactical math. They needed intelligence about what came next—Mangla had been a trap, but traps often revealed operational patterns if you survived them and analysed what they were designed to achieve. If Qureshi was offering information about upcoming operations, even false information would tell them something about what Grigory wanted them to believe.

"We do it," Dave decided. "But carefully. Anya impersonates Malik, arranges a meeting on our terms as much as possible. We provide overwatch, maintain extraction capability, and assume Grigory's watching everything."

Anya was already drafting a response, her fingers moving across the keyboard with practised precision. "I'll suggest Lake View Park in Islamabad. Large public space, good sight lines, multiple approach and exit vectors. Gives us tactical options whilst appearing to be reasonable location for private conversation."

"How long to get there from here?" Dave asked.

"Islamabad's roughly eighteen hundred kilometres from Siliguri," Omar replied, pulling up maps on his tablet. "Driving would take twenty-four hours minimum, probably longer given border crossings. Flying would be faster but creates documentation trail."

"We fly," Dave said. "Speed matters more than operational security at this point. Grigory already knows we're in the region after Mangla. We arrange flights through cover identities, arrive in Islamabad, conduct reconnaissance of Lake View Park, then execute the meeting."

Anya sent the response from Malik's account, suggesting they meet at the park the following afternoon. "That gives us roughly thirty hours to get there and set up surveillance. Tight timeline, but manageable."

The logistics came together with the efficiency of a team that had conducted similar operations across multiple countries. Omar arranged flights through circuitous routes—Siliguri to Delhi, Delhi to Lahore, Lahore to Islamabad—using documentation that would survive casual scrutiny whilst avoiding patterns that might flag intelligence service attention. Serj compiled equipment requirements—surveillance gear, communications, extraction contingencies. Anya continued monitoring Qureshi's communications, watching for responses or patterns that might reveal Grigory's involvement.

Dave coordinated with Cecilia, briefing her on the operational plan and requesting intelligence support for the Islamabad area. She provided satellite imagery of Lake View Park, recent security assessments, and contingency extraction protocols through Pakistani contacts who could facilitate rapid departure if the operation deteriorated.

Twenty-two hours after Qureshi's initial contact, they were positioned in Islamabad.

Lake View Park sprawled across the landscape overlooking Rawal Lake, a mix of grassy fields, tree-lined paths, and the shimmering blue water that gave the area its particular character. The park was busy enough to provide cover but maintained open spaces that allowed for good observation. Dave had scouted the location during the morning, mapping approach vectors, identifying terrain features that would affect tactical response if the situation became hostile.

"Anya's meeting position is the shaded area under that large tree near the lake," Dave said, reviewing the operational plan with the team from their vantage point in a parked vehicle three hundred metres from the meeting site. "She'll have clear sight lines to anyone approaching from the main path. We position at intervals—Serj on the small rise with binoculars, Omar near the main entrance monitoring arrivals, me in mobile position ready to respond to any threat."

"Communications check," Anya said, adjusting her earpiece. She was dressed modestly, scarf draped over her head in a way that obscured enough of her face to pass as the journalist if Qureshi had only seen photos. The appearance was carefully calculated—if he'd met Malik in person before, the impersonation would fail immediately, but intelligence suggested his contact with her had been entirely remote.

"Copy," Serj replied, his voice coming through clearly on the tactical channel.

"Copy," Omar confirmed.

"Copy," Dave added. "Remember—this is probably staged. Qureshi reaching out to the journalist investigating his corruption doesn't make operational sense unless Grigory's orchestrating it. Stay alert for surveillance, backup forces, anything that suggests this is more than a simple meeting."

Anya moved into position thirty minutes before the scheduled meeting time, settling under the tree with the casual body language of someone waiting for an appointment. The park flowed around her—couples strolling, children playing near the water, families picnicking on the grass. Normal civilian activity that provided perfect cover for surveillance operation.

Dave positioned himself on a bench perhaps two hundred metres from Anya's location, newspaper in hand, his enhanced senses tracking movement patterns across the park. Nothing immediately suspicious—no obvious surveillance teams, no vehicles positioned for tactical response, no individuals conducting counter-surveillance sweeps. Either Grigory's people were exceptionally well concealed, or this meeting was less choreographed than Dave expected.

Which made him more rather than less suspicious.

"Target approaching from the north path," Omar transmitted quietly. "Male, mid-forties, business casual dress, moving with nervous body language. Matches Qureshi's profile from intelligence photos."

Dave spotted him—cautious movements, eyes scanning the park with the particular awareness of someone afraid of being observed. Qureshi hesitated perhaps ten metres from Anya's position, clearly assessing whether to proceed.

Anya remained calm, her posture suggesting patience rather than urgency. When Qureshi finally approached, she greeted him with professional neutrality. "Mr. Qureshi. Thank you for agreeing to meet."

Even from two hundred metres, Dave's enhanced hearing picked up the conversation with remarkable clarity—one of the advantages his abilities provided for surveillance work.

"You're Sana Malik?" Qureshi's voice carried doubt, suspicion. "The journalist?"

"Yes," Anya replied smoothly. "I apologise for the secrecy, but given the sensitive nature of what you mentioned in your message, I thought discretion was appropriate."

Qureshi studied her for a long moment, clearly trying to reconcile her appearance with whatever expectations he'd formed. Dave tensed, ready to move if the impersonation failed and the situation deteriorated.

"I've seen your articles," Qureshi said finally, settling onto the bench near Anya but maintaining nervous distance. "About water management, corruption, my family's... operations."

"You have significant farming holdings," Anya acknowledged. "And there are questions about how those holdings received preferential water allocations during the drought whilst neighbouring operations failed. That's what I've been investigating."

"I know," Qureshi replied, his voice barely above a whisper. "And you're right. I used my position to benefit my family's farms. I made decisions that weren't defensible, that prioritised personal interest over public service."

The admission came with the deflated quality of someone who'd been carrying the weight of it for too long. Dave listened carefully, analysing not just the words but the emotional subtext. This didn't sound like carefully rehearsed deception—this sounded like genuine confession.

Which made it either more or less dangerous, depending on whether the confession was manufactured.

"Why are you telling me this?" Anya asked, her tone carefully neutral. "You reached out to me, suggested you had information about upcoming operations. What operations?"

Qureshi glanced around the park again, that nervous surveillance sweep suggesting genuine fear rather than tactical awareness. "Because what I did—the corruption, the water allocations—that made me vulnerable. Someone found out. A man, Russian I think based on his accent, he came to my office and told me everything he knew. Everything. Details that weren't public, records that should have been secure. He had documentation that would destroy me."

"And he used that leverage," Anya prompted.

"Yes," Qureshi admitted. "He said I could work with him, provide information and access, or he'd expose everything. My career would end, my family would be investigated, everything we'd built would collapse."

Dave listened to the pain in Qureshi's voice and felt grim certainty settling. This was the leverage network they'd theorised—blackmail based on real corruption, creating assets who couldn't refuse cooperation without destroying themselves.

"So you worked for him," Anya said.

"I had no choice," Qureshi replied, the justification automatic but hollow. "He wanted information about dam infrastructure, water management decisions, access to Ministry resources. Small things at first, but they kept escalating. And then..." He stopped, swallowing hard. "Then people died. At Salal Dam. The flood that was blamed on Indian interference or Pakistani negligence—that was deliberate. Orchestrated by the man who compromised me, using information I provided about dam systems and emergency protocols."

"You helped cause the Salal disaster," Anya said quietly.

"I didn't know," Qureshi insisted, but the defence crumbled even as he spoke it. "I didn't understand what the information would be used for. But that's a lie, isn't it? I knew. I just didn't want to acknowledge it because then I'd have to confront what I'd become."

Dave saw Anya lean forward slightly, maintaining the journalist's engaged body language whilst extracting the operational intelligence they needed. "You said you have information about upcoming operations. What operations?"

Qureshi took a shaking breath. "Warsak Dam. Near Peshawar. They're planning to sabotage it this weekend. They want to make it look like structural failure—ageing infrastructure, inadequate maintenance, government negligence. The dam is over sixty years old, so it's easier to sell the narrative that it failed due to lack of proper oversight."

Dave processed that. Warsak Dam—older facility, strategically important, supplies water and power to Peshawar region. Different location from Mangla entirely, different operational environment.

"Why Warsak?" Anya asked. "There are larger, more strategically critical facilities."

"That's exactly why," Qureshi explained. "Grigory said targeting an older, smaller dam makes the sabotage harder to detect whilst still creating significant political impact. If even a modest facility like Warsak can fail under government management, it raises questions about all infrastructure. And the location near Peshawar means flooding would affect populated areas, displaced populations, regional instability."

"How?" Anya pressed. "How are they planning to execute the sabotage?"

"I don't know the specific technical details," Qureshi admitted. "But the man—Grigory, I eventually learned his name—he's been positioning contractors in the region. People with legitimate access to dam facilities for maintenance work, but who are actually working for him. They'll execute the operation whilst appearing to conduct routine inspection or repairs."

"Why are you telling me this?" Anya pressed. "If you're compromised, if Grigory has this much leverage, why risk exposure by reaching out to the journalist investigating you?"

Qureshi was silent for a long moment. "Because I can't live with it anymore. Salal killed people. If Warsak fails, more will die. Maybe thousands depending on how catastrophic the failure is and what happens downstream to Peshawar. I told myself I had no choice, that protecting my family justified cooperation, but that was self-serving rationalization. I made choices, and people died because of them."

He pulled an envelope from his jacket pocket, offered it to Anya with trembling hands. "This has everything I know. Locations where Grigory's forces are positioned, timelines for the Warsak operation, contacts he's used for acquiring equipment. It won't stop him—I'm not important enough to his network that losing me will matter—but maybe it'll help someone interfere. Maybe it'll save some of the people who'll die if Warsak fails."

Anya took the envelope, her expression carefully neutral despite what Dave knew she was thinking. "This is incredibly dangerous for you. Grigory will know you've leaked this information."

"I know," Qureshi replied quietly. "I'm probably dead either way. If he succeeds at Warsak, he'll eliminate me to tie off loose ends. If he fails, he'll assume I betrayed him and eliminate me for that. At least this way, people might survive."

Dave scanned the park with renewed intensity, looking for surveillance that would indicate Grigory's forces monitoring the meeting. If Qureshi was genuine in his confession and leak, if this wasn't staged deception, then they'd just acquired critical operational intelligence.

But if it was staged, if Grigory had orchestrated Qureshi's crisis of conscience to feed them false information...

"We need to move," Dave transmitted on the tactical channel. "Meeting's concluding. Anya, extract now. Something about this doesn't feel right."

Anya stood smoothly, the envelope secured. "Thank you for this, Mr. Qureshi. If what you've told me is accurate, I'll make sure the right people see it."

Qureshi nodded, looking smaller somehow, diminished by the weight of confession and consequences. "I'm sorry," he said quietly. "For all of it. For not being strong enough to refuse, for not speaking up sooner. I'm sorry."

Anya walked away with controlled pace, not rushing despite the urgency Dave felt building. She moved through the park's pathways toward their extraction point, her body language suggesting casual departure rather than tactical withdrawal.

Dave fell into step perhaps fifty metres behind her, maintaining overwatch whilst scanning for threats. Serj and Omar converged from their positions, the team executing practiced extraction protocols.

They reached their vehicle without incident, mounted up with efficient coordination, and pulled into Islamabad's traffic flow. Only once they were moving, putting distance between themselves and Lake View Park, did Dave allow himself to assess what they'd just acquired.

"That envelope," he said to Anya. "What's in it?"

Anya opened it carefully, pulled out several pages of handwritten notes and printed documentation. She scanned quickly, her expression shifting from concentration to grim satisfaction.

"Locations, timelines, personnel," she reported. "Qureshi documented everything he could remember about Grigory's operation. Warsak Dam near Peshawar is the target. Sabotage planned for this weekend. He's listed names of contractors Grigory's compromised, equipment he knows was acquired, even rough positions where forces are being staged."

"Is it real?" Omar asked. "Or is this another layer of deception, feeding us false intelligence to position us exactly where Grigory wants us?"

"That's the question," Dave replied. "Qureshi's confession felt genuine. The pain, the guilt, the crisis of conscience—that was real emotion, not performance. But genuine guilt doesn't mean genuine intelligence. Grigory could have orchestrated the whole thing, told Qureshi to confess and provide information, knowing we'd identified the journalist connection."

"Either way," Serj observed, "we have to treat the Warsak threat as real until proven otherwise. If there's even a chance that dam is targeted for sabotage, we can't ignore it. Older facility, aging infrastructure—it's a credible target."

Anya continued reading through Qureshi's documentation. "He's provided specific details that we can verify. Contractor names, equipment acquisitions, staging locations near Peshawar. If we cross-reference this against available intelligence, we should be able to determine whether it's legitimate information or fabricated trail."

"And we need to brief Cecilia immediately," Dave added. "Warsak Dam sabotage is beyond our operational scope to handle alone. We'll need coordination with Pakistani authorities, potentially international intervention if this is as significant as Qureshi claims."

The vehicle carried them through Islamabad's streets whilst they processed what they'd acquired. Somewhere behind them, Amir Qureshi remained in Lake View Park, carrying the weight of confession and the certainty that his choices had brought him to consequences he couldn't escape.

And somewhere in the operational landscape, Grigory watched his pieces move across the board, executing plans within plans within contingencies that made every apparent victory feel increasingly like another trap waiting to close.

From the dense cover of trees three hundred metres distant, Grigory stood motionless, his cold grey eyes fixed on the meeting unfolding in the park. The directional microphone he'd positioned earlier had captured every word—Qureshi's trembling confession, the woman pretending to be Sana Malik, the exchange of documentation that Qureshi believed would somehow absolve his guilt or save lives.

Grigory had watched the surveillance team position themselves with professional discipline—the man on the rise with binoculars, another monitoring the entrance, the third maintaining mobile overwatch. They'd conducted competent reconnaissance, established reasonable security protocols, approached the meeting with appropriate caution.

Competent. But not exceptional.

He'd identified them within twenty minutes of their arrival in the park. The patterns were there if you knew what to look for—the coordination between supposedly independent visitors, the tactical spacing that allowed overlapping fields of observation, the body language that suggested training rather than casual park attendance.

And the woman who'd impersonated Malik—she'd been convincing enough to fool Qureshi, whose desperation made him vulnerable to deception. But Grigory had seen the subtle tells: the way she carried herself suggested military bearing beneath the journalist's appearance, the questions she asked revealed intelligence training rather than reporter's instinct, the extraction timing demonstrated operational discipline.

He'd known they would come.

Not specifically these people, not this exact response, but someone would eventually identify Qureshi as a vulnerability in the network. Someone would trace the journalist's investigation and recognise the leverage opportunity it represented. Grigory had planned for this contingency, positioned Qureshi's confession and documentation as a controlled leak that would serve operational objectives regardless of who extracted it.

If Qureshi had been killed or arrested before leaking, Grigory would have adjusted. If Pakistani intelligence had discovered the compromise, different contingencies would activate. But having Western operators intercept the information—that was actually optimal. They would brief their intelligence services, coordinate response with international agencies, position forces to defend Warsak Dam against sabotage that had been documented in such helpful detail.

They would commit resources, establish security perimeters, monitor the contractors and equipment locations Qureshi had provided. All focused on Warsak near Peshawar—older facility, credible target, perfect misdirection.

All of which would position them exactly where Grigory needed them—hundreds of kilometres from the actual target—whilst the real operation unfolded without interference.

Qureshi's guilt was genuine—Grigory had read that correctly when he'd first compromised the man two years ago. Given enough pressure, the bureaucrat's conscience would eventually drive him to confess, to seek redemption through betrayal of his blackmailer. Grigory had simply ensured that confession served operational purposes, that the documentation Qureshi provided was accurate enough to be believed whilst omitting the components that mattered.

The team was extracting now, moving through the park toward their vehicle with professional coordination. Grigory watched them go, memorising faces, cataloguing behaviors, building profiles that would inform future encounters.

So this was who he was up against. Competent operators conducting sophisticated investigation, identifying leverage networks with impressive analytical capability, approaching complex operations with appropriate caution.

They'd survived Mangla. They'd identified Qureshi's compromise. They'd extracted intelligence pointing them to Warsak Dam near Peshawar.

Let them. Let them believe they'd outmanoeuvred him, discovered his plans, positioned themselves to interfere with operations they thought they understood.

The real game was just beginning.

Grigory stepped back deeper into the trees, his movements fluid and silent. He reached his vehicle—nondescript sedan that would disappear into Islamabad's traffic without notice—and drove away from Lake View Park with the calm efficiency of someone who'd accomplished exactly what he'd intended.

Qureshi would likely die soon. The man had served his purpose, provided the intelligence leak Grigory had designed him to provide, and now represented a loose end that required closing. But even that elimination would serve operational objectives—proof that Grigory dealt harshly with betrayal, evidence that the intelligence Qureshi had leaked was dangerous enough to warrant lethal response.

Every piece moved according to plan.

Even the pieces that thought they were acting independently.

Grigory merged into traffic and disappeared into the city, already thinking three steps ahead, calculating contingencies for contingencies, ensuring that regardless of how the next seventy-two hours unfolded, his operational objectives would be achieved.

They had intelligence about an operation at Warsak Dam near Peshawar.

But whether that intelligence was genuine warning or carefully positioned deception remained unclear.

And they had perhaps seventy-two hours to determine which—whilst somewhere in Pakistan, Grigory's real target remained unidentified and undefended.

In the distance, Grigory smiled. Not from satisfaction or joy, but from the cold mathematical certainty that comes from executing a plan where every possible response had been accounted for.

The game continued.

And he was still several moves ahead.
The Photograph

The hotel room in Islamabad had become operational headquarters—temporary space transformed into intelligence analysis centre through equipment distributed across tables and beds. Anya had taken over the desk, her laptop connected to secure networks whilst she worked through Qureshi's documentation with methodical precision. Dave coordinated with Cecilia via encrypted communications, briefing her on the Warsak threat and requesting support for verification and response coordination. Serj and Omar reviewed tactical maps of the Peshawar region, plotting approach vectors and extraction routes if they needed to deploy to Warsak Dam.

Four hours after the meeting with Qureshi, they were deep in analysis that felt increasingly urgent as the seventy-two-hour timeline compressed.

“Contractor names check out,” Anya reported, cross-referencing Qureshi's documentation against databases she'd accessed through intelligence protocols. “Three of the five individuals he listed have connections to infrastructure maintenance companies operating in the Peshawar region. Legitimate businesses on the surface, but with financial ties that trace back to shell corporations consistent with Russian intelligence funding structures.”

“So the intelligence is credible,” Omar observed. “Not just fabricated names that would collapse under verification.”

“Which makes it more dangerous,” Dave replied. “If Grigory wanted to feed us false information, he'd ensure it was sophisticated enough to survive preliminary investigation. Make us commit resources before we discovered the deception.”

Serj studied maps displaying Warsak Dam's location relative to Peshawar. “If we deploy to Warsak based on Qureshi's intelligence, we're positioned three hundred kilometres north-west of where we were at Mangla. Different region entirely, different tactical environment. And if this is misdirection, we'd be exactly where Grigory wants us—committed to defending the wrong target.”

“But we can't ignore the threat,” Dave said. “If there's even a chance Warsak is the actual target, evacuating now and letting potential sabotage proceed uncontested is unacceptable.”

Anya continued working through documentation, her focus absolute in the way it became when technical problems demanded systematic analysis. Qureshi had provided handwritten notes describing conversations with Grigory, printed financial records showing equipment purchases, rough maps indicating staging locations for forces. The documentation was comprehensive but not polished—exactly what you'd expect from a compromised official trying to remember details under stress rather than a carefully prepared intelligence package.

Which could mean it was genuine. Or it could mean Grigory had orchestrated it to look genuine whilst containing precisely the misdirection he intended.

“Equipment acquisitions correlate with what you'd need for dam sabotage,” Anya reported. “Small quantities of explosives purchased through grey-market channels, technical equipment for accessing control systems, tools for structural modification work. Nothing that would raise flags individually, but the pattern suggests coordinated operation planning.”

Dave watched her work, recognising the analytical intensity she brought to complex problems. Years of intelligence analysis had trained her to spot patterns, identify inconsistencies, see connections that others missed. If there was deception buried in Qureshi's documentation, she'd find it.

“There are photographs,” Anya said, pulling up image files Qureshi had included. “Surveillance photos, looks like. Showing dam infrastructure, access points, security positions.”

She spread them across her screen—dozen images showing various angles of infrastructure, buildings, approach roads. The kind of reconnaissance photography you'd expect from someone documenting a target facility. Anya studied them with systematic attention, cross-referencing against satellite imagery of Warsak Dam that Cecilia had provided.

“Spillway structure,” she murmured, more to herself than the team. “Control building, access road, security checkpoint. All matches Warsak's layout.”

Dave watched her work, recognising the particular focus she brought to intelligence analysis. The photographs seemed consistent—concrete structures showing age, mountain backdrop, infrastructure that aligned with what you'd expect from a facility built in the 1960s.

Anya moved through the images methodically. Then stopped. Went back to one photograph. Stared at it for several seconds before moving forward again.

She continued through the remaining images, checking each against known layouts. But Dave noticed her attention drifting back to that one photograph. Not immediately—just periodic glances, her eyes drawn to it whilst she worked through other material.

“Something bothering you?” Dave asked after the third time she'd paused to look at it.

“I don't know,” Anya admitted, pulling the photograph up again. It showed a power station building from middle distance—maybe three hundred metres out. Concrete structure, equipment visible on the exterior, mountains rising in the background. Nothing obviously wrong. “There's just… something about this image.”

She studied it for a long moment, her expression carrying the particular frustration of recognising a pattern without being able to articulate why it registered as significant.

“What am I looking at?” she asked, almost to herself.

Omar moved to see the screen. “Power station. Looks consistent with the other infrastructure images.”

“It does,” Anya agreed. But her attention remained fixed on the photograph, drawn to something she couldn't quite identify. The way light fell across the building? The angle of the mountains in the background? Some detail that didn't align with expectations she'd formed from examining Warsak's layout?

She pulled up satellite imagery of Warsak Dam again, comparing the photograph to known infrastructure. The building architecture seemed right—Pakistani hydroelectric construction from the era when Warsak was expanded. The equipment installations matched standard configurations. The access roads visible in the image aligned with what satellite imagery showed.

But something was wrong.

Anya zoomed in on details, examining specific features. Then zoomed out, looking at the broader composition. Her eye kept returning to the mountains in the background—the specific peaks visible behind the power station, the way they framed the structure.

“The geography,” she said suddenly, her voice carrying certainty now. “Look at the mountain range behind this building.”

Dave studied the image. Mountains rose perhaps two kilometres behind the power station, distinct peaks creating a recognisable ridgeline.

“Now look at Warsak's actual location,” Anya continued, overlaying satellite imagery. “Warsak Dam is positioned in a valley with mountains on three sides, but the peaks visible from the power station angles are lower elevation, different formation entirely. These mountains in the photograph—these are higher, more dramatic peaks. Wrong geography for Warsak.”

She was already searching now, pulling up imagery of other Pakistani dam facilities, looking for mountain backdrops that would match the photograph's specific ridgeline.

“Tarbela,” she said after perhaps three minutes of focused work. “The mountain range visible from Tarbela's southern approach. These peaks—” she indicated the ridgeline in the photograph—”match the geography around Tarbela Dam, not Warsak.”

She pulled up additional satellite imagery, confirming the match. The photograph showed infrastructure that could belong to either facility—similar era construction, comparable architectural features. But the geographical context was unmistakable once you looked for it. The mountains in the background placed this image at Tarbela, not Warsak.

The room fell silent as the implications settled.

“Qureshi provided intelligence about Warsak,” Dave said slowly, “but included a photograph from Tarbela.”

“One photograph,” Anya emphasised, pulling up the other images again to verify. “Every other image matches Warsak's actual infrastructure. Spillways, control buildings, access roads—all genuine surveillance of the facility he claimed was the target. But this single power station photograph…” She overlaid it against Tarbela's satellite imagery. “Perfect match. This was taken at Tarbela Dam, not Warsak.”

Omar processed that. “Mistake? Qureshi assembled the documentation under stress, grabbed the wrong photograph?”

“Or,” Dave replied, “he left a clue. Deliberately included one photograph that didn't match, knowing anyone who analysed the package carefully enough would spot the discrepancy.”

Serj studied the image. “Why would he do that? If Grigory told him to provide false intelligence pointing to Warsak, why risk exposing the deception?”

“Because he couldn't live with it,” Anya said quietly. “That's what he told me at the meeting. The guilt, the weight of Salal deaths, the knowledge that more people would die if he stayed silent. Grigory orchestrated his confession, controlled what intelligence he provided, positioned him as a tool for misdirection. But Qureshi's conscience was genuine.”

“So he found the only way to fight back that he could,” Dave continued. “He gave Grigory exactly what was demanded—documentation pointing to Warsak, credible false intelligence that would misdirect investigation. But he slipped in one photograph that didn't match. One clue that would reveal the actual target if anyone analysed carefully enough.”

The tactical math shifted with uncomfortable clarity. Warsak had been misdirection—sophisticated, well-constructed, designed to commit their resources to defending the wrong facility whilst the actual operation proceeded elsewhere. But Qureshi, operating under leverage that would destroy him either way, had left breadcrumbs.

“Grigory planned for everything,” Anya observed. “He anticipated we'd identify Qureshi's compromise, orchestrated the confession, controlled what intelligence was provided. But he couldn't account for Qureshi's conscience manifesting in one small act of resistance.”

“This is the edge we needed,” Dave said. “The one variable Grigory's perfect planning didn't control for—a human being finding courage in the moment it mattered.”

“Tarbela Dam,” Omar said, pulling up specifications on his tablet. “Pakistan's largest dam. One hundred forty-three metres high, reservoir capacity of over eleven billion cubic metres. Provides irrigation for millions of hectares, generates significant hydroelectric power. If it failed catastrophically…”

“Thousands dead,” Serj finished. “Maybe tens of thousands depending on flooding patterns and how much warning downstream populations received. Plus regional infrastructure damage, agricultural devastation, political crisis that could destabilise the entire government.”

Dave felt cold certainty settling. This was the operation. Not Mangla's trap, not Warsak's misdirection, but Tarbela—massive infrastructure failure that would achieve every objective Grigory had been systematically positioning. Create crisis, destabilise government confidence, prove Pakistani authorities incompetent to protect critical facilities, generate conditions for intervention or influence operations.

“We need to verify this before committing,” Dave said. “One mismatched photograph is significant, but we need more confirmation that Tarbela is the actual target.”

Anya was already working, cross-referencing the contractor names and equipment acquisitions Qureshi had documented. “If I adjust the analysis to look for connections to Tarbela region instead of Warsak…” Her fingers moved rapidly across keyboard, databases responding to refined queries. “Two of the contractors have subsidiary operations based near Haripur. That's thirty kilometres from Tarbela Dam. And the equipment purchases…” She pulled up transaction records. “Several deliveries were made to addresses that correspond to staging areas positioned for Tarbela access rather than Warsak.”

“So the intelligence Qureshi provided wasn't entirely false,” Omar observed. “The contractors, equipment, staging locations—those are real. He just gave us the wrong target facility.”

“Which makes the misdirection even more effective,” Serj added. “Everything verifies correctly except the actual location. We'd deploy to Warsak, establish security perimeters, monitor the contractors and locations he documented. And we'd be three hundred kilometres from where the actual sabotage was occurring.”

Dave pulled out his encrypted phone. “I'm briefing Cecilia immediately. She needs to know we've identified Tarbela as the probable actual target, and we need confirmation through her intelligence channels.”

Whilst he coordinated with Cecilia, Anya continued analysing every piece of Qureshi's documentation with renewed focus. Looking for additional clues, patterns that would confirm Tarbela, any other details that Qureshi might have slipped past Grigory's control.

“There's something else,” she said after perhaps ten minutes. “The timeline Qureshi provided. He said sabotage was planned for this weekend—that gives us roughly forty-eight hours from now. But look at these equipment delivery schedules.” She displayed transaction records. “The last major delivery was made four days ago. If you're planning sabotage operation, you don't position equipment and forces four days in advance. Too much risk of exposure, too long to maintain operational security.”

“Unless the timeline itself was false,” Dave replied, ending his call with Cecilia. “Qureshi told us weekend operation because that's what Grigory told him to say. The actual operation could be happening sooner.”

“Or later,” Omar suggested. “Using false timeline to compress our decision-making, force hasty response before we can properly analyse the intelligence.”

Anya pulled up regional intelligence Cecilia had pushed to them. “Tarbela Dam is conducting routine inspection starting tomorrow morning. Pakistani authorities conducting standard maintenance review—happens annually, scheduled months in advance.”

The pattern crystallised with uncomfortable clarity.

“That's the trigger,” Dave said. “Grigory's positioned sabotage to coincide with the inspection. Make it look like Pakistani engineers discovered structural problems during routine maintenance, create narrative that facility was failing due to negligence, but they caught it just in time. Except the ‘structural problems’ will be deliberate modifications, and the ‘discovery’ will actually be the cover for whatever final-stage sabotage they're executing.”

“How long do we have?” Serj asked.

“Inspection starts at 0800 tomorrow,” Anya reported. “That's… fifteen hours from now.”

The timeline compressed dramatically. Fifteen hours to deploy to Tarbela, conduct reconnaissance, identify Grigory's forces, and prevent sabotage of Pakistan's largest dam. Not the weekend operation Qureshi had claimed—immediate threat requiring immediate response.

“Cecilia's coordinating response,” Dave reported. “But we need to make Grigory think his misdirection worked. She's arranging for a small Pakistani military force to deploy to Warsak—visible response, standard security enhancement that would be appropriate if we'd taken Qureshi's intelligence at face value. Radio communications about Warsak threat assessment, vehicle movements toward Peshawar, enough activity that Grigory's surveillance will report we committed to the false target.”

“Whilst we actually deploy to Tarbela,” Anya said, seeing the tactical deception.

“Exactly,” Dave confirmed. “Cecilia's coordinating the Warsak deployment through Pakistani contacts, making it look like legitimate threat response. Meanwhile, we move to Tarbela quietly—no official coordination, no communications that could be intercepted, no patterns that would alert Grigory we've identified the actual target.”

“So we handle Tarbela ourselves,” Omar concluded. “Deploy quietly, conduct our own reconnaissance, position to intercept whatever Grigory's forces are planning during the inspection.”

“Four of us against however many contractors and operators he's positioned,” Serj observed. “We'll be significantly outnumbered.”

“We've been outnumbered before,” Dave replied. The memories of Mangla were still fresh—nine operators disabled through brutal combat, extraction under fire, the particular exhaustion that came from fighting whilst trying not to kill. “This is larger scale, more critical infrastructure, but the tactical fundamentals remain the same. We identify threats, we neutralise them, we prevent the sabotage.”

Anya secured Qureshi's documentation, ensuring everything was backed up and transmitted to Cecilia. “One photograph,” she said quietly, almost to herself. “Out of dozens of images, maps, notes, records—one photograph that didn't match. Qureshi knew Grigory was using him as a tool for misdirection, knew his confession was orchestrated, knew he was probably going to die regardless. But he found one small way to resist. One clue that would give us a chance.”

“And we're not wasting it,” Dave said. “We deploy to Tarbela immediately. Conduct reconnaissance through the night, position ourselves to respond when the inspection starts tomorrow morning.”

The team moved with practised efficiency, gathering equipment, preparing for rapid deployment to what they now knew was the actual target. The hotel room that had served as analysis centre was stripped in minutes, all evidence removed, nothing left that would indicate what they'd discovered.

As they loaded into their vehicle for the drive to Tarbela, Dave found himself thinking about Qureshi—the compromised official who'd been leveraged into betraying his country, who'd lived with guilt and fear, who'd finally found courage in the only way available to him. One photograph. One small act of conscience that might save thousands of lives.

Grigory had planned for everything. He'd anticipated investigation, orchestrated confession, controlled intelligence, positioned misdirection with sophisticated precision.

But he hadn't accounted for a man's conscience finding expression in one misplaced photograph.

That was the edge they needed.

That was what might give them the chance to stop whatever catastrophe Grigory had been systematically engineering.

The vehicle carried them through Islamabad's night streets toward Tarbela Dam, leaving behind the false trail to Warsak and carrying forward the knowledge that they had perhaps fifteen hours to prevent disaster.

The game had shifted again.

But this time, they were playing on ground Grigory hadn't intended them to occupy.
Bani Gala

The drive from Islamabad consumed three hours through darkness that felt heavier now that they understood the stakes. Dave watched headlights carve tunnels through the night whilst his mind processed tactical problems—how to defend infrastructure massive enough to serve as Pakistan's largest dam, how to identify Grigory's forces before they could position for sabotage, how to prevent catastrophe whilst outnumbered and operating without official support.

The villa occupied hillside terrain north of Bani Gala, positioned where the urban sprawl met undeveloped land overlooking Rawal Lake. Cecilia had arranged the location through contacts she hadn't elaborated on—secure staging area, equipped for operations, far enough from Tarbela's vicinity that they wouldn't attract attention whilst close enough for rapid deployment.

They arrived at 0347 hours. The gate opened automatically as their vehicle approached, suggesting surveillance systems monitoring approaches. The villa itself sat behind high walls, modern construction designed to blend luxury accommodation with security features that wouldn't be obvious to casual observation.

Dave felt exhaustion settling as he stepped from the vehicle—not the physical fatigue his enhanced durability prevented, but the mental weight of sustained operational stress compounded by the knowledge that they had perhaps ten hours before the inspection at Tarbela began. Ten hours to plan defence of critical infrastructure against adversary who'd demonstrated capacity for multilayered contingency planning and tactical sophistication that anticipated opposition.

“I'll secure the perimeter,” Serj said, already moving toward the villa's exterior with the methodical approach he brought to establishing defensive positions. “Familiarise myself with sight lines, approach vectors, security systems.”

“I'll get equipment sorted,” Omar added, heading for the rear of their vehicle where bags held weapons, communications gear, tactical equipment they'd need for whatever developed at Tarbela. “Make sure everything's ready for rapid deployment.”

Which left Dave and Anya to conduct the strategic assessment that would determine how they approached the next ten hours.

The villa's interior carried the particular neutrality of expensive temporary accommodation—modern furniture, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the valley, kitchen equipped beyond what they'd use, bedrooms they probably wouldn't sleep in. Dave found himself thinking about the disconnect between luxury staging areas and the brutal tactical reality those staging areas supported. Comfortable sofas and well-equipped kitchens felt absurd when you were planning defence of infrastructure whose failure might kill thousands.

Anya had already claimed the dining table, her laptop connecting to secure networks whilst she pulled up satellite imagery of Tarbela Dam. “We need to understand the facility's layout,” she said, her focus absolute in the way it became when tactical problems demanded systematic analysis. “Identify potential sabotage targets, defensive positions, approach vectors that Grigory's forces might use.”

Dave moved to look over her shoulder at the screen displaying Tarbela's massive infrastructure—143 metres high, nearly three kilometres across, reservoir capacity sufficient to flood entire regions if the structure failed catastrophically. Pakistan's largest dam, serving millions through hydroelectric power and irrigation distribution. Exactly the kind of target that would achieve every objective Grigory had been positioning—regional crisis, political destabilisation, proof of Pakistani government's incompetence in protecting critical facilities.

“The inspection starts at 0800,” Dave observed, checking his watch. “That's… nine hours and forty minutes from now. We need to deploy before they arrive, establish surveillance, position ourselves to identify any threats that develop during the inspection.”

“Which means we're working on compressed timeline,” Anya replied, zooming in on different sections of the dam structure. “Normal defensive planning would require days. We have hours.”

“Tell me about the facility,” Dave said. “What are we defending?”

Anya's fingers moved across keyboard, pulling up technical specifications. “Tarbela Dam was completed in 1976, constructed primarily for irrigation water storage but expanded for hydroelectric generation. Main structure is earth-fill and rock-fill dam—not concrete like Mangla, which changes the sabotage profile. You can't just plant explosives on critical support points. The structure relies on mass and compaction rather than structural integrity.”

“So how would Grigory sabotage it?” Dave asked.

“Several options,” Anya replied, pulling up different sections of the facility. “Direct structural sabotage would be difficult—you'd need massive explosive charges positioned across multiple sections to compromise the dam's stability. More likely targets would be the spillway mechanisms, the hydroelectric tunnels, or the control systems that manage water flow. Disable those, force uncontrolled water release, create flooding downstream that would look like catastrophic failure even if the dam structure itself remained intact.”

Dave processed that. “So we're not just defending one structure. We're defending multiple systems across several kilometres of infrastructure.”

“Exactly,” Anya agreed. “The main dam, the spillway channels, three separate tunnels for hydroelectric generation, control buildings for flow management. And that's assuming Grigory follows predictable sabotage methodology.”

Which brought them to the tactical problem Dave had been circling since they'd identified Tarbela as the actual target. “This is Grigory,” he said quietly. “Nothing's predictable. We've been assuming land-based approach—forces arriving during the inspection, positioned as contractors or maintenance personnel, executing sabotage whilst blending with legitimate activity. But what if that's not how he's planned it?”

Anya looked up from her laptop, her grey eyes carrying analytical assessment. “What are you thinking?”

“The roads to Tarbela are limited,” Dave continued, working through the tactical problem aloud. “Canyon access, winding approaches, easy to monitor. If we're positioned at the dam watching for suspicious arrivals, we'd identify threats before they could get close. Grigory knows that. He's demonstrated capacity for contingency planning. So what would he do if standard approach vectors are compromised?”

“Alternative insertion methods,” Anya replied, seeing where he was going. “Aerial approach, infiltration before the inspection, positioning forces in advance rather than arriving during the operation.”

“Or water approach,” Dave said. “Tarbela sits on the Indus River. Massive reservoir upstream, water channels throughout the facility. What if he's planning insertion via the reservoir rather than overland?”

Anya's expression shifted—the particular focus she got when tactical problems revealed new dimensions. “Boat approach from upstream. It's isolated region, limited surveillance, Pakistani authorities wouldn't necessarily detect small craft insertion during night operations. Position forces on the reservoir before dawn, execute during the inspection whilst security focus is on land-based threats.”

“Can you pull up imagery of the reservoir?” Dave asked. “Upstream approaches, potential insertion points?”

Anya worked her laptop, satellite imagery replacing the dam structure with broader view of the region. The reservoir stretched perhaps eighty kilometres upstream from Tarbela, surrounded by mountainous terrain that would provide cover for forces positioning without detection.

“There,” Dave said, indicating sections of shoreline where terrain created natural concealment. “If I was planning water insertion, I'd stage from those areas. Close enough for rapid approach to the dam, isolated enough that Pakistani authorities wouldn't detect preparation activity.”

“So we need to defend against multiple approach vectors,” Anya observed. “Land-based arrival during inspection, aerial insertion, water approach via reservoir. Four of us covering infrastructure that spans several kilometres across multiple potential threat axes.”

The tactical math was uncomfortable. They were significantly outnumbered, defending facility they'd barely had time to assess, against adversary who'd demonstrated planning sophistication that anticipated opposition.

“We can't be everywhere,” Dave admitted. “But we can position intelligently. Central location with surveillance coverage of primary approach vectors. Mobile response capability when threats materialise. Force Grigory to commit to specific attack methodology, then respond with focused defence rather than trying to cover everything simultaneously.”

“The dam's main structure,” Anya suggested, pulling up tactical maps. “Central position with sight lines to road approaches, spillway systems, hydroelectric tunnels. We establish observation post there, use surveillance equipment to monitor approaches we can't physically cover.”

“Do we have surveillance equipment?” Dave asked.

“Cecilia's coordinating delivery,” Anya replied, checking her encrypted phone. “Thermal optics, communications gear, surveillance drones for monitoring approaches during low-light conditions. Should arrive within two hours.”

Which gave them time to refine tactical planning, identify defensive positions, coordinate with Cecilia about the counter-deception operation that would convince Grigory they'd committed to Warsak rather than discovering Tarbela.

Serj returned from his perimeter assessment, moving with the particular quiet that came naturally to someone his size who'd trained for stealth operations. “Security systems are adequate,” he reported. “CCTV coverage, motion sensors, reinforced access points. We won't be surprised here.”

“We're planning Tarbela defence,” Dave said, gesturing to the maps Anya had displayed. “Multiple potential approach vectors, compressed timeline, defending against forces whose methodology we can't predict with certainty.”

Serj studied the imagery for several moments, his expression carrying tactical assessment. “Water approach is vulnerability,” he observed. “Roads we can monitor, aerial insertion would be obvious, but boat insertion via reservoir? That's sophisticated enough to match Grigory's demonstrated planning.”

“That's what we're thinking,” Dave agreed. “Which creates problem—how do we defend against threat we can't see approaching until it's already positioned?”

“We need capability to engage waterborne targets,” Serj replied. His tone suggested he already had solution forming. “Anti-boat weapons, positioned to cover reservoir approaches to the dam structure.”

Omar entered carrying equipment bags, catching the end of Serj's comment. “Anti-boat weapons,” he repeated. “Like the ATGMs we interdicted from Grigory's weapons shipment. 9M133 Kornet missiles—Russian Federation anti-tank guided systems, but effective against naval targets. We stopped his weapons convoy. Where did those systems end up?”

The tactical irony settled with particular satisfaction. They'd interdicted Grigory's weapons shipment weeks ago, prevented delivery of equipment he'd been positioning for operations across the region. If those weapons were still accessible, if Cecilia could coordinate acquisition…

“I'll contact Cecilia,” Anya said, already reaching for her encrypted phone. “See if we can secure one of the Kornet systems from the interdicted shipment. Using Grigory's own weapons against his operation would be tactically appropriate.”

Whilst she coordinated with Cecilia, Dave continued working through defensive planning with Serj and Omar. The fundamental challenge remained—four operators defending massive infrastructure against forces whose size, equipment, and approach methodology they couldn't predict with certainty. They needed to position intelligently, maximise their limited defensive capabilities, force Grigory into tactical choices that would reveal his forces before they could execute sabotage.

“Turkey operation,” Omar said suddenly. “Remember how you disrupted Grigory's timeline by creating roadblocks? Forced his convoy to delay, bought us operational space to respond?”

Dave remembered. He'd caused traffic accidents, positioned obstacles, created chaos that compressed Grigory's decision-making timeline. “You're thinking similar approach here? Block road access to Tarbela, force his ground forces to delay whilst we identify and neutralise them?”

“Exactly,” Omar replied. “The roads to Tarbela are limited—two primary approach routes from the south and west. If we position obstacles at critical points, we can force significant delays. Even temporary obstruction would buy us time to respond.”

“But we can't position obstacles in advance,” Serj cautioned. “Creating roadblocks hours before the inspection would alert authorities, draw attention we don't want. It needs to be last-minute implementation, close enough to the inspection timeline that it appears spontaneous whilst actually being carefully positioned.”

“Heavy machinery,” Omar suggested. “Construction equipment, trucks, vehicles we can commandeer and position as apparent accidents or breakdowns. Make it look organic rather than deliberate obstruction.”

Dave considered the tactical implications. Roadblocks would buy time, force Grigory's ground forces into delays that would make them identifiable. Combined with surveillance coverage of water approaches and central defensive position, they'd have multiple layers of response capability.

“So our defensive strategy is multilayered,” Dave summarised. “Surveillance coverage of primary approaches using equipment Cecilia's providing. Anti-boat capability if we can secure the Kornet system. Roadblocks positioned to delay ground forces. Central defensive position on the dam structure itself with mobile response capability when threats materialise.”

“Four people covering massive infrastructure through intelligence positioning rather than trying to physically defend everything,” Anya added, ending her call with Cecilia. “She's coordinating Kornet delivery. One of the systems from the interdicted shipment can be transported to us within four hours. And she's confirmed the counter-deception operation at Warsak—Pakistani military units are deploying there with visible communications activity. Grigory's surveillance should report we've committed to the false target.”

The tactical picture was forming. Not perfect—they'd still be outnumbered, still be defending facility whose complexity created vulnerabilities they couldn't fully address. But they had plan, equipment being positioned, strategy that accounted for multiple threat axes whilst maximising their limited defensive capabilities.

“We should rest,” Serj observed, checking his watch. “We've been operational for… eighteen hours since the meeting with Qureshi. We need to deploy to Tarbela before dawn—that's perhaps four hours from now. Brief rest, equipment preparation, final coordination, then movement.”

Dave felt the exhaustion he'd been pushing aside—not physical fatigue, but the mental weight of sustained tactical planning under time pressure against adversary who'd consistently outmanoeuvred their efforts. Four hours of rest wouldn't refresh that completely, but it would help.

“Rotating rest,” he decided. “Two hours each whilst the others finalise equipment and coordinate with Cecilia. Serj and Anya first,” looking at Anya with a stern no nonsense look that prevented any argument, “then Omar and I'll take the second shift. We move at 0700 hours—gives us one hour to establish positions before the inspection begins.”

The team dispersed with practised efficiency. Serj and Anya to bedrooms they'd use briefly, Omar continuing coordination with Cecilia about equipment delivery and counter-deception operations, Dave reviewing tactical maps one more time before his rest period.

The villa's luxury felt increasingly absurd as operational reality compressed. Comfortable accommodation, well-equipped kitchen, floor-to-ceiling windows offering views they wouldn't appreciate. All of it temporary staging for defence of infrastructure whose failure might reshape regional stability.

Dave found himself thinking about Qureshi again—the compromised official who'd found one small way to resist Grigory's control. One misplaced photograph that had revealed the actual target. That conscience finding expression in moment of courage had given them this chance.

They needed to not waste it.

Grigory had planned for everything. Positioned contingencies, orchestrated misdirection, built operational complexity that anticipated interference.

But he hadn't planned for them discovering Tarbela in time to respond.

That was the edge they needed.

That was what had to be enough.

The tactical machinations remained uncomfortable—outnumbered, defending massive infrastructure, facing adversary whose sophistication had consistently exceeded expectations.

But they'd been outnumbered before.

They'd faced sophisticated opposition before.

They'd prevented catastrophe when tactical mathematics suggested failure was inevitable.

This was larger scale, more critical infrastructure, shorter timeline to prepare.

But the fundamentals remained the same.

Identify threats, neutralise them, prevent the sabotage.

Whatever Grigory had planned for Tarbela, whatever forces he'd positioned, whatever methodology he'd developed for executing catastrophic infrastructure failure disguised as legitimate inspection—

They had nine hours to stop it.

And sometimes, preparation and planning were less important than commitment to preventing disaster regardless of the odds.

Dave set his watch alarm for two hours, found one of the bedrooms, and forced himself toward whatever rest he could manage before they deployed to defend Pakistan's largest dam against sabotage that would kill thousands if they failed.

The villa's silence felt heavy with anticipation.

But the mission remained clear.
Tarbela Dam

The roadblock operation required precision timing—early enough that Grigory's forces wouldn't have positioned before they arrived, late enough that creating obstacles wouldn't alert Pakistani authorities hours before the inspection began. Dave checked his watch: 0612 hours. The inspection started at 0800. They had perhaps ninety minutes before legitimate activity would make their sabotage obvious.

“Western approach first,” Omar said, studying maps displayed on his tablet whilst Serj drove the Hilux along service roads that accessed Tarbela's infrastructure. “Narrow section near the power house, natural choke point with hills on both sides. Can't drive around it, would take heavy machinery to clear.”

They'd identified the vehicle during reconnaissance—long articulated lorry parked at a construction staging area, flatbed empty, perfect mass for creating immovable obstacle. Omar had the truck started and moving within three minutes, diesel engine rumbling as he navigated toward the choke point Dave had marked on tactical maps.

Dave followed in the Hilux, watching Omar position the lorry across the narrow road with practised precision. The placement looked almost natural—jack-knifed articulated truck, exactly the kind of accident that happened on winding mountain roads. Except accidents could be cleared with proper equipment and time.

“Make it permanent,” Omar called, jumping down from the cab.

Dave surveyed the area—construction site deserted this early, no witnesses, natural barriers on both sides preventing bypass. He moved to the rear of the trailer, finding purchase points beneath the massive flatbed. The metal felt cold against his palms as he gripped, his body already calculating the force required to lift tonnes of steel and cargo capacity.

The adaptation came differently now than it had in Venezuela. Less violent, more controlled, his enhanced strength manifesting as steady pressure rather than explosive force. The trailer groaned as weight shifted, decades of engineering design protesting forces it had never been meant to resist. Dave walked his grip toward the centre point, the entire structure pivoting, then committed to the lift.

The flatbed rolled. Not flipped dramatically like in films, but pivoted deliberately through ninety degrees before crashing onto its side with the particular thunder of massive objects falling. Dust billowed, metal scraped rock, the entire road surface shook with impact.

Dave moved to the cab whilst the echoes faded. Same process—grip, calculate, lift. The truck's front section was heavier, engine block and chassis creating resistance his muscles had to overcome through sustained pressure. Then the pivot point passed, weight committed, the cab rolling onto its side to join the trailer in blocking the entire roadway.

“That'll slow them down,” Dave observed, dusting debris from his hands. His clothes had survived this operation intact, which felt like minor victory after the pattern of destroying everything he wore during missions.

“Slow?” Omar replied, studying the wreckage. “That'll stop anything short of armoured vehicle with serious off-road capability. And even then, they'd need to navigate terrain that would take thirty minutes minimum.”

They moved to the eastern approach. This road was wider, better maintained, serving as primary access to the dam's control facilities. Omar spotted the solution before Dave did—massive yellow Liebherr crane parked at construction site, eight axles suggesting weight measured in hundreds of tonnes.

“That's perfect,” Omar said, already moving toward the crane. “Not only blocks the road, but prevents them using it to clear the blockage.”

Getting the crane started required more technical knowledge than the lorry—Omar spent five minutes working through control systems before the massive vehicle rumbled to life. Dave followed in the Hilux whilst Omar trundled the crane toward the choke point they'd identified, watching the enormous machine navigate with ponderous inevitability.

Omar positioned it sideways across the road, then climbed down with the remote control for the outriggers. “Extended this,” he said, deploying one of the heavy-duty stabiliser arms. “Gives you leverage point. And I'm raising the boom high—shifts the centre of gravity, makes it easier to tip.”

The crane's arm lifted with hydraulic precision, the massive counterweights adjusting automatically whilst the structure's balance became progressively unstable. Omar stepped back, gesture indicating Dave should proceed.

The outrigger provided purchase point his hands could grip. Dave crouched beneath it, feeling the absolutely absurd weight he was attempting to manipulate—probably two hundred tonnes of crane, boom, counterweights, all of it designed to resist exactly this kind of force. His enhanced strength had limits somewhere. He just hadn't found them yet.

The lift started with pure sustained pressure. No explosive force, no dramatic heaving, just constant application of strength his body somehow generated without apparent effort. The crane groaned. Metal stressed. Hydraulic systems protested forces they'd never been designed for. Then the pivot point approached, weight beginning to commit, the entire massive structure rolling inevitably toward horizontal.

The crash when it hit was genuinely impressive. Probably woke people kilometres away, the sound of hundreds of tonnes of steel striking asphalt with force that cracked the road surface. Dave stepped back whilst the echoes faded, regarding the obstacle they'd created.

“Nobody's moving that without heavy equipment,” Omar said with satisfaction. He destroyed the outrigger remote with rock, ensuring Grigory's forces couldn't simply reverse the process. “Both approaches blocked. If they want to reach the dam by road, they'll need to bypass cross-country or clear obstacles that would take hours.”

“Assuming ground approach,” Dave replied, watching dawn light spread across Tarbela's massive infrastructure. “Grigory's demonstrated planning sophistication that accounts for contingencies. He'll have alternatives.”

They returned to the Hilux, driving toward the position where Serj and Anya had established surveillance. The dam's central structure provided sight lines to both road approaches, the spillway systems, the reservoir that stretched eighty kilometres upstream. Somewhere in that tactical environment, Grigory would attempt sabotage during the inspection that started in seventy-five minutes.

The question was where. And how.

—

From his position in the hills above the eastern approach, Grigory watched the crane roll onto its side with the particular thunder of massive objects falling. Through binoculars, he observed the unremarkable middle-aged man who'd just manipulated two hundred tonnes of construction equipment like it was garden furniture.

These operators. Like cockroaches. No matter what you tried, they kept appearing where they shouldn't be, disrupting carefully positioned plans, forcing adaptation of strategies that should have proceeded without interference.

Mangla should have buried them—literally, in one case, given the demolitions positioned to collapse the hillside onto the enhanced operator's approach vector. They'd escaped, extracted themselves despite walking into prepared trap.

Warsak should have misdirected them—false intelligence fed through compromised official, orchestrated confession, documentation pointing three hundred kilometres from the actual target. They'd discovered Tarbela anyway, somehow identified the deception, deployed to defend infrastructure they weren't supposed to know about.

And now they were here. Blocking approach roads, establishing defensive positions, clearly preparing to interfere with sabotage operation that had required months of planning and positioning.

Grigory felt no panic. Frustration, certainly—the kind that came from watching inferior opposition repeatedly disrupting superior strategy through sheer persistence. But panic was for people who didn't build contingencies into every operational layer.

He pulled out his encrypted phone, making the first call.

“Road assault is compromised,” he said when his team leader answered. “Both approach vectors blocked. Continue the operation—deploy Cobras for harassment and diversion. Keep their forces occupied whilst the primary attack proceeds.”

The Otokar Cobras had always been contingency assets rather than primary strike capability. Light assault vehicles, highly mobile, equipped with NSV 12.7mm heavy machine guns capable of punching through light armour. Fast enough to bypass the roadblocks cross-country, armed enough to threaten the defensive position they'd established, positioned specifically to create chaos that would divide their attention.

Not meant to destroy the dam. Meant to ensure the actual attack could proceed without interference.

Grigory ended that call, made the second one.

“Send the Raptor,” he instructed. “Water approach, target the spillway systems. Execute when their forces are engaged with the Cobras.”

The boat had been positioned overnight in an isolated section of the reservoir, deployed via heavy-lift helicopter that had approached with navigational lights off, flying below radar coverage until reaching the staging area. Sleek attack craft retrofitted with Metis-M anti-tank guided missile launchers—weapons designed to destroy armoured vehicles, perfectly capable of devastating concrete spillway infrastructure if applied correctly.

That was the actual operation. Always had been. The road approaches, the timing coinciding with the inspection, the positioning that suggested ground-based infiltration—all theatre designed to direct defensive attention whilst the real attack came from the water.

Grigory watched the defensive position on the dam's central structure through his binoculars. Four operators, sophisticated surveillance equipment, anti-vehicle weapons. Well-prepared for the threat they expected.

Completely unprepared for the threat he'd actually positioned.

The Cobras would keep them occupied. The Raptor would destroy the spillway systems. Tarbela would fail catastrophically, flooding downstream regions, creating exactly the crisis that would force Pakistani government toward Russian infrastructure solutions.

These cockroaches had disrupted two operations already. They wouldn't disrupt the third.

His phone buzzed with confirmation—Cobras deploying, Raptor moving into position. Grigory settled back to observe, watching the tactical picture develop exactly as he'd planned.

Almost exactly.

There was still that unremarkable middle-aged man to account for. The one who'd just manipulated two hundred tonnes of construction equipment with his bare hands.

—

Dave saw them first—two fast-moving vehicles departing from concealment in the hills, tearing across open ground toward the dam's quarry works. Otokar Cobras, if he remembered the designation correctly. Turkish-designed light assault vehicles, armoured enough to resist small arms fire, fast enough to bypass the roadblocks cross-country.

“Contact,” he called to the team. “Two light assault vehicles, approaching from north-east quadrant. Heading for the quarry, probably planning to use it for covered approach.”

Serj had binoculars up immediately. “Cobras. NSV machine guns mounted. They'll reach the quarry in three minutes, use it for cover whilst they position for attack on our location.”

“Water approach is the real threat,” Anya said, not looking up from her laptop where she monitored surveillance coverage of the reservoir. “Cobras are distraction, keeping us focused on ground vectors whilst the actual attack comes from upstream.”

Dave processed the tactical details. If Anya was right—and she usually was—splitting their defensive capability was exactly what Grigory wanted. Commit resources to defending against the Cobras, leave the reservoir approach undermanned when the real threat materialised.

“Serj, Omar—stay on the dam,” Dave decided. “Maintain surveillance on water approaches, engage any boat assault when it develops. I'll handle the Cobras.”

“Two vehicles, mounted machine guns, trained operators,” Serj observed. “That's significant firepower.”

“I've fought worse,” Dave replied, already moving toward the edge of the dam's roadway. The quarry was perhaps three hundred metres below, separated by steep slope covered in vegetation and rubble. The Cobras would reach it in minutes, use the terrain for cover whilst they positioned for attack.

Unless he reached them first.

Dave launched himself from the roadway without hesitation, body adapting to the fall as he crashed through vegetation, rolling to bleed momentum, regaining his feet whilst still moving downslope at speed that would shatter normal human bone structure. His enhanced durability absorbed the impacts, his balance compensating for terrain that changed every second, his forward progress becoming controlled descent rather than freefall.

He reached the quarry floor as the first Cobra entered, its engine roaring with acceleration. The roof hatch opened, gunner rising into position, the NSV machine gun swinging toward targets on the dam above.

Then the shooting started.

The sound hit Dave wrong—not the sharp cracks of rifle fire but the deeper, heavier reports of large-calibre machine gun rounds. 12.7mm ammunition, designed to punch through light armour, now tearing toward him at seven hundred rounds per minute.

Time didn't actually slow. Dave knew that intellectually. But his perception shifted, sensory processing accelerating to match enhanced physical capabilities. Each muzzle flash became distinct event. Each round's trajectory became visible vector. His body moved before conscious thought directed it, adapting stance, shifting position, his enhanced speed translating into motion that kept him ahead of where the gunner aimed.

The rounds tore into terrain where he'd been, not where he was. Rock exploded, dust billowed, the particular thunder of heavy weapons fire filled the quarry with sound that probably carried for kilometres.

Dave charged the first Cobra, closing distance whilst the gunner struggled to track his movement. Fifty metres. Thirty. The second Cobra was swinging around, its own gunner acquiring target, but Dave was already committed to the first vehicle.

Twenty metres. He could see the gunner's eyes widening behind the weapon, see the moment the man realised Dave wasn't dodging randomly but closing deliberately.

Ten metres. Dave launched into full sprint, his enhanced speed translating into velocity that turned his body into projectile.

Impact.

Dave hit the Cobra's roof at the junction where the mounted machine gun connected to its stabilising base. The metal crumpled. Not dramatically, not like film explosions, but with the particular sound of structural failure when forces exceeded engineering tolerances. The gun tore loose from its mount, the entire weapon system collapsing whilst the vehicle's forward momentum combined with Dave's impact to send it slewing sideways.

The Cobra rolled. Once, twice, components scattering, armoured panels cracking, the entire vehicle transforming from tactical asset to wreckage in seconds. Dave was thrown clear by the first rotation, his body adapting to the fall, rolling through debris before regaining his feet.

The second Cobra was already firing. Dave heard the rounds before he saw them, his enhanced senses processing the danger, his body moving whilst machine gun fire tore into the space he'd occupied.

This one was closing fast, trying to run him down whilst the gunner maintained fire. Smart tactics—eliminate the threat through mobility and firepower, don't give him opportunity to close distance.

Dave ran. Not away—toward. Perpendicular to the vehicle's approach vector, using speed to close the angle, forcing the driver into decision: maintain course and lose target acquisition, or adjust trajectory and lose velocity.

The driver adjusted. The Cobra swung to intercept, its speed dropping as it turned. The gunner was still firing, rounds tracking Dave's movement, close enough now that he felt the pressure waves from near-misses.

Then Dave was alongside the vehicle, matching its speed, his legs pumping with force that probably looked absurd from external observation but which translated into velocity sufficient to keep pace with assault vehicle in motion.

He grabbed the side rail, using momentum to vault onto the roof. The gunner swung the weapon around, but at this range the heavy machine gun was liability rather than asset—too unwieldy, too slow, the barrel length preventing close-quarters engagement.

Dave grabbed the gunner's harness, pulled him clear of the weapon mount, threw him from the vehicle with force calculated to disable without killing. The man hit the ground rolling, momentum carrying him clear whilst Dave dropped through the hatch into the Cobra's interior.

Two crew members—driver and commander—both reaching for sidearms whilst Dave's enhanced sensory processing catalogued threat levels, tactical options, the particular mathematics of close-quarters combat in confined space.

He disabled them both in perhaps three seconds. Not gentle, not particularly controlled, his strength translating into strikes that cracked ribs, fractured jaws, rendered both men useless before they could properly react. The Cobra lost velocity as the driver collapsed across the controls, the vehicle grinding to halt whilst Dave extracted himself.

The commander followed the gunner out of the vehicle, ejected with force sufficient to ensure he wouldn't be participating in further combat. Dave stepped out as the driver tumbled from his door, scrambling away with the particular terror of someone who'd just realised how thoroughly he'd been defeated.

Dave let him run. They had prisoners from the first Cobra if interrogation proved necessary. Right now, he needed to ensure the water assault hadn't developed whilst he'd been occupied with the distraction Grigory had positioned.

He keyed his radio. “Cobras neutralised. Status on water approach?”

Serj's response came immediately: “Contact. Fast attack boat, approaching the spillway at high speed. We're engaging now.”

—

The Raptor cut across the reservoir with fifty-knot velocity, its wake spreading white across the water whilst its bow aimed directly at the spillway infrastructure. Serj watched it through the scope on the 9M133 Kornet launcher they'd positioned—Russian anti-tank missile system, acquired from the weapons shipment they'd interdicted weeks ago, now being used exactly as Grigory had probably intended but against his own operation.

The tactical irony provided no satisfaction. Serj's world had compressed to the scope's view, watching the boat approach whilst his mind calculated engagement mathematics that were thoroughly unfavourable.

The Kornet was designed for armoured vehicle engagement at ranges up to five kilometres. Stationary or slow-moving targets, predictable trajectories, situations where the missile's guidance system had time to track and adjust. Not fast attack boats executing fifty-knot approaches across water, where wave action created constant motion and speed prevented accurate fire solutions.

“It needs to slow down,” Omar said quietly, positioned beside Serj with binoculars tracking the Raptor's approach. “That speed, we've got maybe five percent hit probability. But if it decelerates for targeting run—”

“Then we fire,” Serj finished. The boat was armed, clearly visible through magnification—Metis-M launchers retrofitted onto attack craft design, weapons that could devastate spillway infrastructure if given opportunity to engage.

The question was whether they'd slow down to aim before Serj could acquire proper firing solution.

The Raptor maintained velocity. One kilometre from the spillway. Eight hundred metres. Still moving too fast for accurate engagement from either side.

“Hold,” Serj murmured, not sure if he was instructing Omar or himself. His finger rested beside the trigger, waiting for the moment when mathematics shifted in their favour.

Five hundred metres. The Raptor's bow began to drop, velocity decreasing as the crew prepared for targeting run.

“Now,” Omar said.

Serj fired.

The Kornet launched with the particular roar of missile ignition, backblast washing heat across their position whilst the projectile streaked toward target. Wire-guided system, Serj maintaining aim through the scope, watching the missile track across four hundred metres of open water toward the boat that was still decelerating.

The Raptor's crew saw it coming. Through the scope Serj watched them react, one man diving for controls, trying to accelerate away from the threat. But they'd committed to the deceleration, their velocity had dropped too far, the missile's guidance compensating for evasive action that came half a second too late.

Impact. The Kornet struck the Raptor amidships, its shaped-charge warhead designed to penetrate armour instead detonating against the boat's lighter construction. The explosion was immediate and catastrophic, the craft's fuel and ammunition cooking off in secondary detonations that transformed sleek attack boat into expanding fireball.

Debris scattered across the reservoir. The Raptor's bow section continued forward for perhaps fifty metres on momentum alone before sinking. What remained of the stern disappeared immediately, leaving nothing but burning wreckage spreading across the water's surface.

Serj released breath he hadn't realised he'd been holding. “Target destroyed.”

Omar clapped his shoulder. “Nice shot. About three hundred million rupees’ worth of spillway infrastructure just stayed intact because you hit a boat moving at thirty knots.”

“Decelerating,” Serj corrected. “Still moving at thirty knots, we'd have missed.”

“Details,” Omar replied, already scanning the reservoir for additional threats. “Take the win.”

Serj's radio crackled—Dave confirming Cobra neutralisation, requesting status. “Water assault eliminated,” Serj reported. “Raptor destroyed, spillway infrastructure secure.”

Brief pause, then Dave's response: “Good work. Grigory positioned sophisticated distraction, but we countered both threat vectors. The inspection can proceed without interference.”

Except Grigory himself had disappeared. Again. Serj scanned the hillside positions where observation posts would provide tactical overview, seeing nothing but empty terrain and the morning light spreading across Tarbela's infrastructure.

The operation had been stopped. The sabotage prevented. Thousands of lives saved from flooding that would have resulted from spillway destruction.

But the man who'd orchestrated all of it had slipped away while they'd been occupied with the forces he'd positioned.

These weren't wins. These were temporary disruptions of a larger operation they still didn't fully understand.

Serj secured the Kornet launcher, his mind already shifting toward the next problem: finding Grigory before he could position whatever contingency came after Tarbela's failure.
The Driver

The Cobra driver ran like his life depended on it, which it probably did. Dave watched him scrambling through the quarry's rubble, stumbling over rocks, glancing back with the particular terror of someone who'd just witnessed capabilities that shouldn't exist. The man had abandoned his vehicle, abandoned his unconscious crew members, abandoned everything except the primal need to escape.

Dave considered letting him go. They'd stopped the sabotage, eliminated both threat vectors, secured Tarbela's infrastructure. The inspection would proceed without incident, thousands of lives remained safe from flooding that would have resulted from spillway destruction. Mission accomplished by any reasonable metric.

Except Grigory had escaped. Again. Disappeared whilst they'd been occupied with the forces he'd positioned, leaving no trail, no evidence, nothing that would help them track him to whatever operation he'd pivot toward after Tarbela's failure.

But this driver—he'd been part of Grigory's operation. He might know locations, staging areas, the logistics network that supported missions requiring months of planning and positioning. That information could be worth more than simply letting him run.

Dave broke into pursuit.

His enhanced speed made the chase almost unfair. The driver had perhaps six hundred metre head start, scrambling through terrain that slowed normal movement, clearly hoping to reach some extraction point or concealment that would let him disappear. Dave closed the distance in seconds, his legs pumping with force that translated into velocity that looked absurd but which his enhanced physiology generated without apparent effort.

The driver glanced back, saw Dave gaining, tried to accelerate through terrain that prevented it. His foot caught on rubble, sending him sprawling forward, hands scraping across rock as momentum carried him into tumbling fall. He tried to rise, managed hands and knees, then looked up to find Dave standing over him.

The man's eyes were wide with terror that went beyond normal combat stress. He'd watched Dave flip assault vehicles, dodge machine gun fire, move at speeds that shouldn't be possible. Whatever threat assessment he'd formed, it included the realisation that escape wasn't viable against capabilities he couldn't comprehend.

“We need to talk,” Dave said quietly.

The driver scrambled backwards, his hand reaching for sidearm holstered at his hip. Dave moved before the weapon cleared leather, disarming him with grip that probably fractured finger bones but which prevented shooting that would complicate interrogation. The pistol skittered across rocks whilst the man cradled his injured hand, breathing hard, trapped between continued flight and acknowledgement that running was futile.

“You can cooperate,” Dave continued, his tone carrying no particular menace but absolute certainty, “or I can carry you back to the team unconscious. Your choice, but we're having this conversation either way.”

The driver's resistance collapsed. Whatever fight he'd possessed drained away, replaced by the particular exhaustion that came when adrenaline faded and reality settled. He nodded, not speaking, his breathing still ragged as Dave gestured for him to stand.

They walked back through the quarry toward the dam, the driver moving with defeated shuffle whilst Dave maintained position that prevented escape without being obviously threatening. The man wasn't going anywhere. He knew it. Dave knew it. The only question was whether cooperation would be voluntary or extracted through less pleasant methodology.

—

The team had regrouped on the dam's central structure by the time Dave arrived with his prisoner. Serj and Omar had secured the Kornet launcher, collected equipment, established perimeter that ensured Pakistani authorities arriving for the inspection wouldn't encounter obvious military hardware. Anya monitored communications, tracking official response to the explosions and gunfire that had definitely been audible across the region.

“Prisoner,” Serj observed as Dave approached, his tone neutral but his eyes assessing the driver with tactical evaluation. “Cobra crew?”

“Driver from the second vehicle,” Dave confirmed. “Fled after I disabled his team. Thought he could outrun pursuit through the quarry.”

“And you decided that was worth preventing,” Anya said, not quite a question. She'd secured her laptop, was conducting preliminary analysis of the operation whilst monitoring for security response. “Because he might have intelligence worth extracting.”

“That's the theory,” Dave replied. “He's part of Grigory's operation. Has been for however long this required to plan and execute. Might know locations, staging areas, logistics networks we can exploit.”

The driver stood with defeated posture, cradling his injured hand, his eyes moving between team members with assessment that suggested he was calculating survival odds. Caught between Grigory's organisation and operators who'd just eliminated both assault vectors, his options had compressed to a very narrow range.

Serj stepped forward, his considerable size making the driver instinctively retreat half a step. “You're going to tell us what you know,” Serj said, his voice carrying the flat certainty of someone stating fact rather than making request. “About Grigory's operation, about what Tarbela was meant to accomplish, about where he operates from. You provide that information, things go easier for you than if we have to extract it through less cooperative methodology.”

The driver's breathing accelerated, his eyes darting between team members, clearly weighing options that all led to uncomfortable conclusions. He was trapped between two forces, neither offering particularly favourable outcome. But one force—Grigory's organisation—would certainly kill him for failure and capture. The other force had demonstrated capability to stop Grigory's operation but hadn't actually killed anyone during the assault.

“I'll talk,” he said finally, his voice carrying accent that suggested Pakistani origin but education that had included English fluency. “But I need guarantee. Grigory will kill me if he finds out I talked. He'll kill me anyway for failure, but talking makes it personal. I need protection.”

“You're in no position to negotiate,” Omar observed, his tone reasonable but firm. “You're part of operation that would have killed thousands through flooding. Cooperation might improve your situation, but you don't get to dictate terms.”

The driver swallowed hard, understanding settling. “What happens to me after I talk?”

“That depends on what you tell us,” Dave replied. “And how useful it proves. Right now, your value is as intelligence source. Provide information that helps us stop Grigory's larger operation, we'll consider what protection we can offer. Hold back, try to manipulate the information, and we'll have different conversation.”

The options weren't favourable, and the driver clearly recognised it. He was caught between organisation that would kill him with certainty and operators who might offer survival if he proved useful enough. Not much of a choice, but it was the only one available.

“Alright,” he said quietly. “What do you want to know?”

—

They found shade beneath one of the dam's service structures, positioning where they could monitor approaches whilst conducting interrogation that wouldn't be immediately visible to Pakistani authorities when they arrived for inspection. The driver sat on rubble, still cradling his injured hand, whilst the team arranged themselves with tactical spacing that prevented escape without being obviously threatening.

“Start with today's operation,” Serj instructed. “What was your role? What were you told about the objective?”

The driver took breath, organising thoughts. “I'm just transport,” he said. “Cobra driver, part of the harassment force. We were briefed that the dam was the target, that we'd engage defenders if they appeared, keep them occupied whilst the primary assault proceeded from the water.”

“The Raptor,” Omar said. “Who was operating it?”

“Separate team,” the driver replied. “I don't know them. Grigory compartmentalises—different cells, minimal cross-contact. I know the Cobra crews, the logistics personnel who positioned our vehicles. That's it.”

Dave processed that. Low-level operative, given specific tactical instructions without broader strategic context. Exactly how sophisticated operations maintained security. “But you know locations,” he pressed. “Staging areas, facilities where Grigory operates from.”

The driver nodded. “I've been to three. We rotate between them depending on operations. Remote compounds, equipped for planning and equipment storage.”

“And BlueWave?” Anya asked. “You know that name?”

“I know Grigory works for them,” the driver confirmed. “Russian company, something to do with infrastructure. That's what we're told. Create incidents, BlueWave benefits somehow. The details aren't shared with transport crew.”

Anya's fingers moved across her laptop, pulling up intelligence they'd accumulated. “So you don't know the larger strategy. Just tactical details about specific operations you've participated in.”

“That's how Grigory operates,” the driver said. “Need-to-know basis. I drive Cobras, I follow orders, I get paid. The planning, the objectives, the political connections—that's above my level.”

The team exchanged glances. The driver's limited knowledge was frustrating but realistic. Grigory wouldn't brief transport personnel on strategic planning that could compromise operations if extracted.

But they could piece it together themselves.

“Salal Dam created regional crisis,” Dave said, thinking aloud whilst watching the driver's reactions. “Pakistani casualties, infrastructure failure, political pressure on both governments. Then weapons shipment—escalating military tensions, positioning both sides for conflict. Now Tarbela, targeting Pakistani infrastructure directly.”

“Pattern suggests systematic destabilisation,” Anya continued, her analytical mind connecting threads. “Create crises that require foreign expertise to resolve. BlueWave positions itself as solution provider whilst manufacturing the problems they're solving.”

“Infrastructure contracts,” Omar added. “Dam reconstruction, water management systems, regional development projects. We're talking billions in potential revenue if Pakistan's government needs emergency assistance.”

The driver's expression suggested they'd accurately described something he'd heard fragments of but never fully understood. The tactical pieces he'd participated in, connected to broader strategic campaign he'd only glimpsed.

“And the weapons escalation serves dual purpose,” Serj observed. “Sells arms to India, creates tension that justifies Pakistani military expansion, provides pretext for continued regional instability that makes both governments vulnerable to foreign influence.”

“Grigory's speciality,” Dave said quietly. “Multilayered operations where every action serves multiple objectives. Create the problem, offer the solution, profit from both whilst maintaining appearance of neutrality.”

They sat in silence for several moments, processing the scope of manipulation they'd been interfering with. The driver had provided locations and tactical details. The strategic picture they'd assembled themselves, connecting evidence from operations they'd disrupted over weeks of pursuit.

“Where does Grigory operate from?” Serj asked, shifting focus toward actionable intelligence. “He escaped before we could track him. You're part of his organisation—you know his staging areas, his operational bases.”

The driver hesitated, understanding this was the information that would determine his value and potentially his survival. “I don't know all of them,” he admitted. “Grigory compartmentalises, keeps different operational cells separated. But I know some locations. Staging areas he's used for planning and coordination.”

“How many?” Dave pressed.

“Three that I've been to personally,” the driver replied. “Two in Pakistan, one across the border in Afghanistan. Remote locations, defensible positions, equipped for extended operations. He rotates between them depending on which projects are active.”

“Which one would he retreat to after Tarbela's failure?” Serj asked.

The driver considered. “Probably the facility near Haripur. It's closest, it's equipped for rapid redeployment, and it's positioned to support operations targeting Islamabad if political pressure requires more direct intervention. If Grigory's adapting after today's failure, that's where he'd regroup.”

“How far?” Omar asked, already pulling up maps on his tablet.

“Perhaps ninety kilometres from here,” the driver replied. “Two hours by road under normal conditions. But he has helicopter transport available. He could be there already, positioning for whatever contingency he's planned as follow-up to Tarbela.”

The tactical timeline compressed. Ninety kilometres, two hours, pursuing adversary who'd demonstrated capacity for multilayered contingency planning and who would absolutely be expecting interference after today's operation was stopped. Pursuing into facility that would be defended, equipped, positioned specifically as fallback location.

But it was the first genuine intelligence they'd acquired about Grigory's operational infrastructure. First real opportunity to strike his network rather than simply responding to individual operations he'd positioned.

“We're going,” Dave decided. “Omar, what's our vehicle situation?”

“Hilux is still operational,” Omar reported. “But it's a civilian vehicle, no armour, limited capability for assault on defended facility.”

“We've got something better,” Dave said, gesturing toward the captured Cobra still sitting where he'd disabled it. “Armoured assault vehicle, designed for exactly this kind of operation. And it's got the NSV machine gun.”

Omar moved toward the Cobra, conducting rapid assessment. “Vehicle's intact—engine, drive train, armour all operational.” He climbed up to examine the roof-mounted weapon. “NSV took damage when you hit it. Mount's bent, feed mechanism's jammed. But it's repairable. Give me twenty minutes with tools and I can have it functional.”

Whilst Omar worked, Anya coordinated with Cecilia via encrypted communications, briefing her on the intelligence they'd extracted and the decision to pursue immediately. Serj collected their equipment, redistributing gear for mobile assault operation rather than defensive positioning.

Dave watched the driver, who sat with resigned expression of someone who understood his fate was now tied to theirs. “What happens to me?” the man asked quietly.

“You're coming with us,” Dave replied. “You said you needed protection from Grigory. We can provide that—but only if we catch him. He stays free, you're a target. He's eliminated, you're just another failed operative from an operation that didn't succeed.”

The driver processed the suggestion. “So my survival depends on you stopping him.”

“Exactly,” Dave confirmed. “Which means you have incentive to ensure the information you've provided is accurate. If we walk into trap, if the Haripur facility isn't where you've indicated, your value disappears and our tolerance for your continued presence will adjust accordingly.”

It wasn't gentle, but it was honest. The driver nodded slowly, understanding the arrangement. He'd bought temporary safety by providing intelligence. Whether that safety extended beyond the immediate future depended on whether that intelligence proved actionable.

“Cobra's operational,” Omar called from the vehicle, wiping grease from his hands. “Weapon's functional, vehicle runs fine. We can load our equipment, maintain four-person crew plus prisoner, reach Haripur in under two hours if we push it.”

The team moved with practised efficiency, collecting gear from their defensive positions, loading equipment into the Cobra's interior. The driver was secured in the rear compartment, not restrained but clearly understood his position prevented escape. They'd eliminated his organisation's operation, captured him during flight, extracted intelligence that positioned them for follow-up assault. He was coming along whether he cooperated further or not.

Dave climbed into the commander's position whilst Serj took the driver's seat. Omar and Anya secured equipment in the rear, preparing weapons and tactical gear for assault on facility whose defences they didn't know and whose readiness for attack would depend on whether Grigory had retreated there or chosen different fallback location.

“We're pursuing with incomplete intelligence into potentially defended facility occupied by adversary who's demonstrated sophisticated contingency planning,” Serj observed as the Cobra's engine rumbled to life. “This is tactically aggressive even by our standards.”

“It's also the first genuine opportunity we've had to strike Grigory's network rather than simply responding to operations he's positioned,” Dave replied. “He's escaped twice. Mangla trap, Tarbela sabotage—we've stopped his operations, but he's disappeared before we could neutralise the threat he represents. This time, we pursue immediately. We hit him before he can establish new defensive position.”

“Or we drive into prepared ambush at facility that's equipped specifically to defend against assault,” Anya cautioned from the rear. “Grigory knows we stopped his operation. He'll anticipate pursuit. This could be exactly the response he's expecting.”

“Probably is,” Dave admitted. “But we pursue anyway. Because the alternative is letting him disappear again, regroup, position new operation while we're still trying to understand the full scope of what we've been interfering with.”

The Cobra rolled forward, leaving behind Tarbela Dam's defended infrastructure, carrying them toward confrontation with adversary who'd systematically outmanoeuvred their efforts since this operation began.

The tactical situation remained unfavourable. They were pursuing into unknown terrain, against defended facility, with incomplete intelligence from source whose reliability was uncertain.

But for the first time since tracking BlueWave's operations, they were moving toward Grigory's position rather than responding to threats he'd already positioned.

And sometimes, aggressive action with incomplete intelligence was better than perfect planning that arrived too late to matter.

The Cobra accelerated along the service road, dust billowing behind its armoured frame, carrying them toward whatever Grigory had prepared at Haripur.

The hunt had shifted from defensive response to active pursuit. This time, they weren't letting him slip away.
Showdown

The Cobra rumbled along secondary roads that transitioned from maintained asphalt to deteriorating surfaces suggesting diminishing government maintenance the further they travelled from major population centres. Dave rode in the commander's position, monitoring the landscape whilst Serj drove with the particular focus he brought to tactical operations. The mounted NSV machine gun Omar had repaired sat ready above them, ammunition belt fed and systems functional.

Anya navigated from the rear compartment, tracking their route against maps displayed on her laptop. “Ninety kilometres puts us in the industrial corridor between Haripur and Attock,” she reported. “Region saw significant textile manufacturing during the seventies and eighties, most of it abandoned when economic conditions shifted. Multiple derelict facilities that would serve as operational staging areas.”

“Driver,” Dave called back toward where their prisoner sat secured in the rear. “Which facility specifically? We're approaching the region you indicated.”

The driver had been quiet during the journey, his injured hand wrapped in field dressing, his expression carrying the resignation of someone whose fate depended entirely on others. “Lawrencepur textile mill,” he replied. “About ten kilometres north of Haripur proper. Been abandoned for twenty years, but Grigory's organisation uses it for planning and equipment staging. Remote enough for privacy, accessible enough for operations targeting Islamabad.”

“Why textile mill specifically?” Omar asked, his tactical mind always questioning operational choices.

“Defensible,” the driver explained. “Thick walls, multiple buildings, sight lines covering approaches. Easy to defend if discovered, isolated enough that local authorities don't investigate. Perfect staging area.”

Dave processed that. Grigory had positioned himself in facility designed for defence, probably equipped with forces sufficient to resist assault, definitely aware that Tarbela's failure might result in pursuit. They were driving toward prepared defensive position with four operators and captured assault vehicle whose mounted weapon was their primary advantage.

The tactical situation remained uncomfortable.

“How long to reach the facility?” Serj asked.

Anya checked her maps. “Twenty minutes at current speed. We'll need to approach carefully—facility's positioned where agricultural land meets industrial zone, limited natural concealment for final approach.”

“We conduct reconnaissance first,” Dave decided. “Identify defensive positions, count forces, assess whether assault is tactically viable before committing.”

“And if it's not viable?” Omar asked.

“Then we establish surveillance, coordinate with Cecilia for Pakistani military support, conduct proper assault with adequate resources rather than getting ourselves killed through reckless aggression.”

Nobody questioned that assessment. They'd pursued aggressively from Tarbela, but aggression without intelligence was suicide against adversary like Grigory who'd consistently demonstrated planning sophistication.

The landscape shifted as they approached—agricultural fields giving way to light industrial zones, manufacturing facilities in various states of abandonment scattered across terrain that suggested economic decline. The Lawrencepur textile mill appeared through the Cobra's viewport as they crested low rise, massive structure sprawling across perhaps five hectares, multiple buildings connected by covered walkways, tall smokestacks marking the facility's location from kilometres away.

Serj guided the Cobra off the main road into dense vegetation that bordered the facility's southern approach. Trees and heavy undergrowth provided concealment whilst they conducted initial assessment. The mill itself looked abandoned at first glance—rusted chain-link fencing, crumbling facades, windows dark and empty.

But Dave's enhanced vision caught details that suggested otherwise. Vehicle tracks too fresh for abandoned facility, sections of fence recently repaired, movement inside one of the larger buildings that might have been personnel repositioning.

“It's active,” he observed quietly. “Looks abandoned, but there's recent activity.”

“Reconnaissance before commitment,” Serj confirmed, already preparing to dismount. “Omar and I will conduct perimeter assessment, identify defensive positions and force strength. You and Anya maintain overwatch with the Cobra, covering our withdrawal if we're detected.”

The plan was sound. Dave moved to the mounted weapon whilst Serj and Omar prepared their gear. The driver remained secured in the rear compartment under Anya's supervision, his value as intelligence source balanced against risk he might alert Grigory's forces if given opportunity.

“Standard reconnaissance protocols,” Dave instructed. “Identify, assess, withdraw without engagement. We need intelligence before we act.”

Serj and Omar slipped into the undergrowth with the particular quiet that came from extensive field experience. Dave watched them disappear into vegetation, then shifted his attention to the textile mill's visible infrastructure, scanning for defensive positions through the NSV's sight system.

Fifteen minutes passed in tense silence. Then Serj's voice came through the radio, low and urgent: “Significant activity. This isn't mothballed staging area—this is active deployment preparation. Multiple vehicles in the main courtyard, personnel loading equipment, looks like they're mobilising for operation.”

“Count?” Dave asked.

“At least twenty visible from my position,” Serj replied. “Military-grade equipment, trained movement patterns. This is organised force, not improvised security.”

Omar's report followed moments later: “Confirmed. Just watched convoy of four vehicles depart through main gate, heading south. That leaves approximately sixteen personnel on site plus whoever's inside the buildings.”

Dave processed the tactical information. Twenty-plus forces during initial observation, reduced to sixteen after convoy departure. Still significantly outnumbering their four operators, but concentrated in facility designed for defence rather than dispersed across terrain.

“Any indication Grigory's present?” Dave asked.

“Negative visual confirmation,” Serj replied. “But if this is active staging area rather than abandoned facility, he's probably here directing deployment.”

Dave considered options. They could withdraw, establish surveillance, wait for Pakistani military support. Safe choice, tactically sound, would prevent casualties from reckless assault.

Or they could strike now, whilst Grigory was potentially trapped in facility without immediate reinforcement, before he could disappear into whatever contingency network he'd established across the region.

“Maintain observation,” Dave instructed. “I'm assessing assault viability.”

He turned to Anya. “If we engage, what's our tactical advantage?”

Anya's mind shifted into analytical mode, processing the variables. “Element of surprise—they're preparing for external operation, not defending against immediate assault. Mobility with the Cobra—armoured vehicle with heavy weapon gives us capability their infantry lacks. Your enhanced abilities—force multiplier that changes engagement mathematics.”

“And disadvantages?”

“Numbers,” Anya replied bluntly. “They outnumber us four to one minimum. Defensive position—facility's designed with thick walls and multiple strong points. Unknown reinforcement timeline—convoy could return, additional forces could deploy from other facilities.”

“Assault plan?” Dave pressed.

Anya pulled up tactical maps on her laptop, overlaying the textile mill's layout with sight lines and approach vectors. “Serj and Omar establish crossfire from perimeter positions, engaging targets of opportunity when assault begins. We drive the Cobra through main gate, using mounted weapon to suppress defenders and disable vehicles, preventing coordinated response. Deploy smoke for concealment, use your capabilities for close-quarters engagement whilst we provide fire support.”

“That's aggressive,” Dave observed.

“That's what you do,” Anya replied, meeting his eyes. “We've tried careful planning, methodical investigation, defensive positioning. Grigory escaped every time because we gave him opportunity to activate contingencies. This time, we hit fast before he can adapt.”

Dave felt the weight of decision. Aggressive assault risked casualties, could get his team killed pursuing adversary who might not even be present. But withdrawal guaranteed Grigory would disappear, reposition, continue operations whilst they scrambled to track his movements.

“We go,” Dave decided. “Coordinated assault, maximum aggression, we end this before he can escape.”

He keyed the radio. “Serj, Omar—prepare for assault. We're hitting the facility in five minutes. Establish firing positions covering the main courtyard, engage when we breach the gate.”

“Confirmed,” Serj replied, his tone carrying no hesitation despite the tactical risk. “We'll be positioned.”

Omar's acknowledgement followed: “Ready when you are.”

Dave returned his attention to the mounted weapon, checking the ammunition feed one more time. The NSV was Soviet-designed heavy machine gun, 12.7mm rounds capable of punching through light armour and destroying vehicles. Brutal weapon, designed for exactly this kind of assault.

“Anya, you're driving,” Dave instructed. “Straight through the main gate, brake in the courtyard entrance to block their withdrawal, deploy smoke immediately. I'll engage targets from the weapon mount.”

“And when they start shooting back?” Anya asked.

“The Cobra's armoured,” Dave replied. “Small arms fire won't penetrate. You stay in the vehicle, maintain position, I'll handle dismounted engagement once we've disrupted their defensive coordination.”

It was aggressive plan built on assumptions that could get them killed. But it was also the first opportunity they'd had to corner Grigory in location without immediate escape routes.

“Three minutes,” Dave said, checking his watch. “Let's end this.”

The Cobra's engine rumbled as Anya shifted into position, the vehicle rolling forward through undergrowth toward the facility's southern approach. Dave gripped the mounted weapon, adrenaline already building, preparing for the sustained combat that would begin the moment they breached the gate.

“One minute,” Dave called through the radio. “Serj, Omar—confirm positions.”

“Northern perimeter, positioned,” Serj reported.

“Eastern approach, ready,” Omar added.

“On my mark,” Dave said, watching the textile mill's main gate approach through the weapon sight. “Three… two… one… mark.”

Anya floored the accelerator. The Cobra surged forward, its armoured mass tearing through the rusted chain-link gate with the particular thunder of metal on metal. The courtyard opened before them—parked vehicles, scattered equipment, personnel caught in mid-activity as assault vehicle burst through their perimeter.

Dave opened fire.

The NSV roared, heavy machine gun rounds tearing across the courtyard with devastating effect. He swept the weapon across parked vehicles first, destroying their mobility, puncturing fuel tanks, shredding tyres. The 12.7mm ammunition transformed civilian trucks into wreckage in seconds.

Grigory's forces scattered, diving for cover as the Cobra screeched to halt blocking the gate. Anya hit the smoke deployment, canisters launching from the vehicle's external systems, filling the courtyard with dense grey clouds that obscured sight lines whilst providing concealment.

Then Serj and Omar opened fire from their perimeter positions.

The crossfire was devastating. Personnel who'd scrambled for cover from Dave's assault found themselves exposed to flanking fire, caught between the Cobra's mounted weapon and precision shots from operators positioned at facility perimeter. The tactical coordination they'd maintained during deployment preparation dissolved into chaos.

Dave's enhanced vision cut through the smoke like it didn't exist. He saw personnel moving, saw them raising weapons, saw them trying to establish defensive positions. The NSV tracked each movement, short controlled bursts rather than sustained fire, conserving ammunition whilst eliminating threats.

A round pinged off the Cobra's armour. Then another. Small arms fire, ineffective against the vehicle's protection but indicating defenders were attempting coordinated response. Dave shifted the weapon toward the fire's origin, saw three personnel clustered behind destroyed vehicle, returned fire that forced them into cover.

“They're breaking,” Omar reported through the radio. “Withdrawing toward the main building.”

“Let them,” Dave replied. “Serj, maintain position. Omar, circle to cover the eastern exits. Anya, hold position with the Cobra.”

Dave dismounted, moving through smoke toward where defenders had retreated. The smoke that blinded normal vision became tactical advantage when vision shifted into what he'd started thinking of as game mode—the grey vectors, the heightened clarity that let him see movement through obscurity that would blind anyone else.

A figure emerged from the smoke ahead, weapon raised. Dave moved before conscious thought directed action, closing distance, disarming the man with strike that fractured wrist bones, following with second blow that rendered him unconscious. Not gentle, not particularly controlled, but effective without being lethal.

Another defender. Same process—close, disarm, disable. Dave's enhanced strength translated into combat effectiveness that turned armed opposition into broken bodies without requiring lethal force. He was developing grim expertise in this particular methodology.

“Four down,” he reported through the radio. “Advancing on the main building.”

The smoke was clearing now, revealing courtyard littered with disabled personnel and destroyed vehicles. Dave counted—eight unconscious, three surrendering with raised hands, five had escaped into the main building. Plus however many had been inside when the assault began.

And somewhere in that facility, possibly, was Grigory.

“Cease fire,” Dave instructed. “Defenders are surrendering.”

The gunfire stopped. Serj emerged from northern position whilst Omar circled from the east, both maintaining weapon discipline whilst covering the surrendering personnel. Anya stayed in the Cobra, monitoring communications and maintaining overwatch.

Dave approached the surrendering defenders, his voice carrying across the courtyard: “Weapons down, hands visible. We're not here for you.”

They complied immediately, three men who'd been caught in assault they couldn't resist, now choosing survival over resistance. Dave gestured for them to move toward the gate whilst Serj covered their withdrawal.

“Let them go,” Dave instructed. “We don't have resources to secure prisoners, and they're not the objective.”

The defenders fled without argument, scrambling through the broken gate and disappearing down the access road. Dave watched them go, then turned his attention to the main building where five personnel had retreated.

And where Grigory was probably waiting.

“Building sweep,” Dave said. “I'm going in. Serj, Omar—cover the exits. Nobody leaves this facility.”

“You're going alone?” Anya asked, her voice carrying concern through the radio.

“Grigory's dangerous,” Dave replied. “But he's trapped, he's cornered, and he knows we've eliminated his defensive force. If I go in alone, he might surrender. If we storm the building with full team, he'll fight to the end and people will die.”

“Or he'll shoot you the moment you enter,” Serj countered.

“Possibly,” Dave admitted. “But I'm going anyway.”

He moved toward the main building's entrance, his enhanced senses processing the tactical environment. Three-storey structure, industrial construction, thick walls and multiple rooms that created hundreds of potential ambush positions. Going in alone was tactically questionable at best.

But forcing Grigory into final confrontation through overwhelming assault would guarantee casualties. Dave had spent weeks pursuing this adversary, had watched him escape twice through sophisticated contingency planning. This time, trapped in facility with forces eliminated, maybe negotiation was possible.

Dave called into the building, his voice echoing through empty corridors: “Grigory! It's over. Your forces are gone, the facility's surrounded. Come out and we can end this without more casualties.”

Silence answered. Just the sound of wind through broken windows and distant noise from the courtyard.

Dave tried again: “I'm coming in. Unarmed. We can talk.”

He holstered his sidearm, raised his hands to demonstrate he carried no weapons, and stepped through the entrance into the textile mill's interior.

The building smelled of dust, rust, and decades of abandonment layered over recent occupation. Equipment scattered across the main floor suggested this space had served as staging area—crates, communications gear, tactical maps spread across tables. But no personnel visible, no indication where Grigory might have positioned himself.

Dave's vision adapted to the lower light, game mode engaging automatically. Three figures in the shadows to his left—the personnel who'd retreated from the courtyard, armed but not engaging. They'd taken defensive positions but weren't shooting, which suggested orders to hold fire unless threatened.

“I'm not here for them,” Dave called, addressing whoever was listening. “Just you and me, Grigory. Let's end this.”

Movement from deeper in the building. A figure emerged from corridor that led toward the facility's northern section, stepping into patch of light that filtered through damaged roof. Man in his forties, Slavic features, face torn and bloodied where shrapnel or splinters from the Cobra's assault had shredded flesh. His right eye was gone, destroyed in the courtyard barrage, leaving ruined socket that wept blood down his cheek. But his left eye—grey, piercing—burned with rage and calculation. His right arm hung uselessly, his left hand gripped pistol with white-knuckle intensity.

Grigory.

The man Dave had been pursuing through operations spanning weeks and multiple countries. The architect of dam sabotage, weapons trafficking, systematic destabilisation designed to position Russian interests across South Asian infrastructure. Standing now in abandoned textile mill, wounded and maimed, but that single grey eye carrying intensity that suggested he'd fight to the end rather than surrender.

“Who are you?” Grigory asked, his voice rough with pain but carrying educated accent that suggested extensive international experience.

Dave considered the question. A little over a year ago he would have given job title, qualifications, the professional identity that defined him. Now that identity felt insufficient to explain what he'd become.

“I'm Dave,” he said simply, letting the answer stand without elaboration.

“What are you?” Grigory pressed, his eyes studying Dave with assessment that suggested he'd witnessed capabilities that defied explanation.

“I don't really know,” Dave admitted. The honesty surprised him, but it was accurate. He possessed abilities he didn't understand, fought with strength he couldn't explain, had transformed from IT professional into something that prevented catastrophes through methods that shouldn't be possible.

“You've disrupted every operation I've positioned,” Grigory said, his tone carrying frustration mixed with grudging respect. “Stopped the weapons convoy, prevented Mangla's ambush, identified Tarbela despite sophisticated misdirection. You and your team have cost me months of planning and positioning.”

“Good,” Dave replied. “Because those operations would have killed thousands, destabilised governments, enriched organisation that manufactures crises for profit.”

“BlueWave provides infrastructure solutions—”

“BlueWave creates the problems it solves,” Dave interrupted. “Sabotages dams, escalates military tensions, positions Russian interests through systematic destabilisation. That's not business, that's warfare conducted through corporate machinery.”

Grigory's expression shifted, pain and exhaustion mixing with something that might have been acknowledgement. “You understand then. What this is. What's at stake.”

“I understand you're wounded, trapped, and out of options,” Dave said. “Lower the weapon. Come with me. We'll get you medical attention, you'll face consequences for what you've done, but you'll survive.”

“Survive to rot in Pakistani prison?” Grigory replied. “Spend decades waiting for execution or exchange that will never come? That's not survival—that's prolonged death.”

“It's still living,” Dave countered. “Still possibility of redemption, of accounting for damage you've caused. Dying here accomplishes nothing.”

Grigory studied him for long moment, weighing options that had compressed to very narrow range. His pistol remained raised but his aim wavered slightly, pain and blood loss taking toll.

Then the sound cut through their confrontation—distinctive whup-whup-whup of helicopter rotor blades, approaching fast from the north.

Grigory's expression shifted immediately, hope replacing resignation. The helicopter was his extraction, final contingency positioned for exactly this scenario. If he could reach it, if he could hold Dave off long enough for rescue to arrive—

His pistol steadied, aiming at Dave's centre mass.

“Incoming helicopter,” Serj's voice crackled through Dave's earpiece. “Fast approach from north, looks like extraction attempt.”

Dave saw Grigory's finger tightening on trigger, saw the calculation in his eyes, knew the man had decided that survival required eliminating immediate threat even if escape remained uncertain.

Then the world exploded.

The helicopter opened fire before Dave could process the threat. Not small arms, not conventional weapons—auto-cannon fire tearing through the textile mill's structure with devastating effect. 30mm rounds designed to destroy armoured vehicles, now shredding industrial construction that was never meant to resist military assault.

The sound was overwhelming, the destruction immediate and catastrophic. Walls exploded, support beams shattered, roof sections collapsed. Dave barely registered Grigory disappearing through rear corridor before the building's structure committed to failure.

Dave ran. Not toward exit—structural collapse was too far progressed, the entrance already blocked by falling debris. He ran toward thickest concentration of support columns, industrial pillars designed to bear machinery weight, hoping they'd provide protection when the rest came down.

The ceiling fell. Tonnes of steel and concrete and decades of neglect transforming into avalanche of wreckage. The impacts that should have crushed bones, ruptured organs, killed him instantly—his body simply absorbed them. No broken ribs, no compressed organs, not even bruising where concrete beams struck with force measured in tonnes. His invulnerability manifesting again in ways he still didn't fully understand, whilst his mind screamed protests about being buried alive for the third time in recent operations.

Then darkness. Weight. The particular claustrophobia of being trapped beneath building that had decided to become tomb.

Dave's radio was gone, crushed somewhere in the collapse. He picked up muffled sounds from outside—gunfire, his team engaging the helicopter, the continuing destruction as the auto-cannon finished its work. Then silence as the assault stopped and the helicopter's engine note changed to departure.

He tested movement. His arms responded, legs worked, strength letting him shift debris that would trap normal person. He began the process he'd learned through unfortunate repetition—carefully creating void space, testing structural stability, working methodically toward surface whilst hoping the entire ruin wouldn't shift and complete the burial.

Minutes passed. Or hours. Time became difficult to track in darkness whilst your body worked through tonnes of rubble. He could feel air movement indicating surface direction—slight breeze through gaps in debris. His team's voices calling from outside helped orient him, letting him work toward the sound.

His hand broke surface first. Then his arm, clearing space, shoving aside final barrier of rubble. He emerged into daylight that felt painfully bright after the darkness, coughing dust from lungs, covered in debris and dust that made him look worse than he was.

His team surrounded him immediately—Serj and Omar pulling him clear whilst Anya conducted rapid medical assessment—thorough professional check despite knowing she'd find nothing, his invulnerability preventing injury even from building collapse.

“I'm okay,” Dave managed, his voice rough. “Grigory?”

“Gone,” Serj replied, frustration evident. “Helicopter extracted him during the collapse. We engaged, but it was armoured transport, our weapons weren't effective. He escaped whilst we were trying to reach you.”

Dave processed that through exhaustion and dust. Third operation, third escape. Grigory had positioned contingency extraction, used auto-cannon assault to create chaos and structural collapse, disappeared whilst Dave's team focused on preventing his burial.

“This isn't sustainable,” Anya observed quietly, still checking Dave for injuries. “You can't keep getting buried under buildings. Eventually your durability will fail, or we won't be able to dig you out.”

“I know,” Dave admitted. The pattern was becoming problem—every confrontation with Grigory ended in sophisticated escape whilst Dave dealt with rubble. “But we got closer this time. Wounded him, eliminated his forces, destroyed his staging facility. That's progress.”

“Progress measured in tonnes of debris we pull you from,” Omar replied, but his tone carried relief rather than criticism. “At least you're still alive.”

They helped Dave to his feet, supporting him whilst his body recovered from sustained trauma. The textile mill behind them was complete ruin, collapsed structure smoking from auto-cannon impacts. The courtyard was littered with disabled vehicles and unconscious defenders who were slowly regaining consciousness.

“We need to leave,” Serj observed, scanning the area. “Pakistani authorities will respond to the helicopter assault, we don't want to be explaining why we're in destroyed facility with military weapons.”

“The driver,” Dave said suddenly, remembering their prisoner. “Still in the Cobra?”

“Fled during the assault,” Anya reported. “Can't blame him—building collapsed, helicopter attacked, probably figured his survival odds were better away from us.”

Dave nodded slowly. The driver had provided intelligence that led them here, had enabled assault that wounded Grigory and destroyed his staging facility. Whether he survived whatever came next was his own problem.

“Back to the Cobra,” Dave instructed. “We're extracting before this gets more complicated.”

They moved through the ruined courtyard, Dave's team supporting him whilst he regained equilibrium. The Cobra sat where Anya had positioned it, armoured hull pocked with small arms fire but structurally intact. They climbed in whilst Serj started the engine, reversing through the destroyed gate and heading back toward the access road.

“Cecilia needs briefing,” Anya said, already pulling out her encrypted phone. “Successful assault, facility destroyed, Grigory wounded but extracted via helicopter. We'll need her to coordinate Pakistani response, ensure this gets attributed correctly.”

“And you need rest,” Omar added, watching Dave brush dust from his clothes. “You're physically fine, but you've been buried twice in three days. The psychological toll alone can't be healthy.”

Dave managed a tired smile. “Probably not.”

The Cobra rumbled along secondary roads away from the textile mill, carrying them toward whatever extraction point Cecilia would coordinate. Behind them, Grigory's staging facility burned, his forces scattered, his operation disrupted again.

But the man himself had escaped. Wounded, compromised, forced into contingency extraction that suggested desperation. But still free, still dangerous, still capable of positioning new operations whilst they recovered from this confrontation.

“This isn't over,” Dave said quietly, watching the facility disappear in the Cobra's rear view.

“Never is,” Serj replied, his tone carrying the particular weariness of operators who understood their work had no clean endings. “But we hurt him today. Destroyed his facility, wounded him, eliminated his forces. That's progress.”

“Next time we finish it,” Omar added.

Dave nodded, too exhausted to argue, too battered to plan immediate follow-up. Next time. There was always next time with adversaries like Grigory who built contingencies into every operational layer.

The Cobra carried them through Pakistani countryside toward extraction that would let them regroup, recover, prepare for whatever confrontation came next.

For today, survival was enough.
Epilogue

Back in the UK, the team sat around a polished table in the agency’s debriefing room, the sleek, modern surroundings a stark contrast to the dust and chaos of the mission they’d just returned from. Daylight streamed through the tall windows, casting long shadows as Dave, Anya, Serj, and Omar recounted their mission’s events to Cecilia. She sat at the head of the table, listening intently, her fingers tapping lightly on her tablet as they filled her in on every detail of what had gone down in India and Pakistan.

“Grigory escaped us again,” Dave said, his frustration barely concealed. “Even after everything, after being wounded and cornered, he slipped through our fingers at the last moment.”

Cecilia’s expression didn’t change, though her eyes sharpened with focus. “It’s not the first time he’s done that, but we’ll catch him. He’s getting desperate, and desperate men make mistakes.”

Serj, agreement, his voice calm. “The Pakistani authorities weren’t exactly thrilled with the clean-up required at the Tarbela dam, but they were grateful it was still standing. Could’ve been much worse. The destruction Grigory planned would’ve been catastrophic.”

Cecilia continued, “Our diplomatic teams are already smoothing over the situation. Both Pakistan and India are realising they were being played. Their focus is shifting away from each other and more toward BlueWave, and whoever’s really behind them.”

Cecilia shifted in her seat slightly, her eyes narrowing as she processed the information. “So the IWT remains intact. A small victory, I suppose. But this corporation, BlueWave—they’ve been exposed. Grigory’s games have brought them into the spotlight. They tried to profit from the chaos, and now their name is dirt.”

Anya chimed in, her voice thoughtful. “It’s not the end, though. Some corporation, somewhere, is going to profit from this situation. That’s the nature of things. But it won’t be BlueWave. They’ve been too badly burned.”

Cecilia, “Agreed. The IWT is still contested, as it always has been, but at least this incident didn’t push things over the edge.”

Dave arched back in his chair, rubbing the bridge of his nose, the exhaustion of the mission finally starting to settle in. “But Grigory… I’m not sure if he can come back from this. He’s hurt, and whoever he worked for can’t be happy. Surely, he must be running out of sponsors by now?”

“We’ll deal with him,” Cecilia assured him, her voice resolute. “For now, take some time. We’ve got diplomatic teams working on stabilising the region. We’ll continue tracking Grigory. If there is a next time, there won’t be any escape.”

As the debriefing wound down, the team exchanged glances. They had survived another mission, prevented a disaster, and exposed a corrupt corporation, but Grigory was still out there, scheming. For now, though, the IWT and the fragile peace between India and Pakistan had been preserved. It wasn’t the victory they had hoped for, but it was enough to keep them in the game—until the next move.

Dave, his brow furrowed in thought. “It makes me wonder how much mess we leave behind,” he said, his voice tinged with guilt. “I’ve just thought about the hire cars we leave scattered around, the scenes of destruction with weapons lying around, and… other messes to clean up.”

Cecilia offered a small smile, her tone reassuring. “You’re not the only team we have, Dave. You guys are operational. We have a whole network of supporting members—accountants, drivers, diplomats, and yes… cleaners—who follow in your wake to deal with the aftermath. You focus on the mission, and leave the rest to them.”

Anya chuckled, glancing at Dave with a teasing grin. “With Dave, that’s a full-time job for a big team.”

The group shared a brief moment of levity, and even Dave cracked a smile. But there was truth in it. His missions, especially with his abilities, often left chaos in their wake. He hadn’t thought about the behind-the-scenes people who had to swoop in and clean up after them—silent, unseen, ensuring their messes didn’t leave more problems behind.

Cecilia’s expression softened. “It’s all part of the bigger picture, Dave. We have entire teams for support. You’re not alone in this, and we all play our part.”

Dave, feeling a little lighter. It was a strange thing to think about, but knowing there was a whole operation behind them, quietly smoothing over the destruction they left behind, made it easier to focus on what he did best. “Good to know someone’s got our backs,” he said, looking around at his team.

Anya, with a wink, added, “Especially when you’re the one flipping trucks and taking out buildings.”

Dave shrugged, his grin widening. “What can I say? I’ve got a knack for making an impact.”
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