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BROKEN WINGS


A Crime Thriller Novella

By Harpreet Singh Arora


PROLOGUE: The Death of a Prodigy
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The ceiling fan spun with a low, rhythmic hum, slicing through the heavy Bangalore heat. Beneath it, twenty-one-year-old Mithil Raj sat on the edge of his unmade bed, staring at the polished willow of his cricket bat.

Emblazoned across the face of the wood was a faded marker inscription: 889 Runs – School League Record. A historic feat, a milestone that should have catapulted him into the national spotlight. Instead, the bat felt like a tombstone.

His phone sat on the desk nearby, its screen dark. For two years, it had remained largely silent, a digital archive of the day his future was murdered. He closed his eyes, and the voice returned, crawling out from his memories—the smug, smooth cadence of Sujith, a mid-level bureaucrat on the selection committee: “Twenty lakhs, Mithil. Talent gets you to the gate. Money opens it. No cash, no Ranji trophy jersey.”

Mithil didn't have twenty lakhs. His father was a retired railway clerk; their savings accounted for pennies against the greed of the gatekeepers.

Mithil stood up. His hands didn't shake as he took the nylon rope from the drawer. He didn't feel anger anymore. Only a profound, hollow emptiness. He tied the knot with the precision of an athlete who spent his life mastering form.

"Let the game begin," he whispered to the empty room.
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CHAPTER 1: The First Call
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The silence inside the sprawling villa in McKinney, Texas, was broken only by the frantic scratching of Inspector Rafee’s pen against a legal pad. Across the room, Archana gripped the edge of the granite kitchen island so hard her knuckles turned a stark, bloodless white.

The burner phone in the center of the table vibrated, its harsh buzz cutting through the tense air like a razor.

"Put it on speaker," Rafee commanded in a low, sharp whisper, gesturing to the tech unit tracking the digital footprint. "Keep him talking for at least ninety seconds."

Archana’s hand trembled as she swiped the screen. "Hello?" she gasped, her voice thick with terror. "Please... let me talk to Aman."

"Listen to me very carefully," a heavy, unnaturally calm voice echoed through the speaker. "Your kid Aman is with me. And yes, I know someone from the police is listening to this right now."

Rafee froze, his eyes narrowing. He gestured frantically for the trace team to accelerate.

"Be ready with twenty lakhs and wait for my next call," the voice commanded flatly.

Click. The line died.

"Trace! Do we have a sector?" Rafee snapped, turning to his analyst.

"Burner routing through a localized VPN, Inspector. He’s close, but the signal jumped before we could lock the tower."

Archana lunged forward, grabbing Rafee’s lapels. Her eyes were wild. "Inspector Rafee, I want my kid back! Do you hear me? I am giving him the money! I don't care about your procedures!"

"Archana-ji, look at me," Rafee said, gently but firmly breaking her grip. "I understand your pain. If this were my child, I’d want to tear the world down. But listen to the audio profile. This kidnapper... he doesn't sound professional. He asked for twenty lakhs. For a family of your stature, with your husband Sujith working where he does, twenty lakhs is a lowball figure. A professional would ask for crores. This guy is green. He’s nervous. I assure you, Aman will be safe. Just give us the space to do our jobs."

"He is my only child, Rafee," Archana wept, collapsing back into a chair, staring at the framed photograph of her seven-year-old son laughing at a school science fair. "If anything happens to him, your career won't survive it. Neither will I."

The phone rang again. The caller ID was identical.

Rafee hit the speaker button instantly.

"Hello," Archana said before Rafee could stop her. "I have the money. Tell me where to go."

"I know," the voice chuckled, a dark, mocking sound that sent shivers down Archana's spine. "I know that by now, the good inspector has given you his expert analysis. He’s told you how naive and amateurish I am because I only asked for twenty lakhs. Because twenty lakhs doesn't buy real terror, does it? I don't sound dangerous... correct?"

Rafee’s blood ran cold. The house is bugged, he thought, his eyes darting to the light fixtures, the air vents.
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