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PREFACE

The world you are about to enter was not built in a single moment of inspiration—it emerged slowly, like a shadow rising behind familiar landscapes, growing darker with every uncovered truth. The Veil of ORION is a story born from a question that followed me for years: How far would humanity go in the race to shape the perfect mind—and what would we destroy along the way?

In this novel, the line between human and weapon blurs, not through fantasy, but through the terrifying possibilities of our own technology. The story follows Alyan—an exile forged by the mountains, a survivor who never asked to become a symbol. His journey intertwines with Zara, the ghost of Istanbul’s underworld, and Ramin, a reluctant genius with blood on his hands. Together, they chase answers across continents as ORION, a clandestine AI-driven organization, tightens its grip on a future no one is ready for.

What begins as a hunt for survival becomes a race against extinction—of freedom, of identity, and of what makes us human. The places mentioned may feel familiar, but the world behind them is veiled by the same secrecy that surrounds real global powers. Hidden research labs, encrypted data vaults, unmapped jungles, forgotten cities, and silent wars—this is the realm where ORION thrives.

This book is an exploration of courage in the face of overwhelming systems, of friendships forged under fire, and of the heartbreaking choices that shape heroes. It is action, yes—relentless, fast-paced, cinematic. But beneath every chase, every coded message, every betrayal, lies a deeper truth: our greatest battles are fought not with weapons, but with decisions that define the future.

THE CHARACTERS

ALYAN — The Mountain-Born Hunter

Alyan is a survivor shaped by exile and silence. Raised in the unforgiving heights of the Karakoram mountains, he grew up mastering resilience, instinct, and the art of reading danger before it speaks. His mysterious past—marked by betrayal, loss, and a life lived far from civilization—turned him into a weapon forged by nature rather than man. Yet beneath the hardened exterior lies a rare integrity, a quiet intelligence, and a loyalty that cannot be bought. Alyan never sought to be a hero; he only wanted peace. But when ORION tears his world apart, he rises—not as prey, but as the hunter destiny demands.

ZARA — The Ghost of Istanbul

Zara is a whisper in the alleys, a shadow on the rooftops, and a legend in Istanbul’s underworld. Raised in the maze-like districts of the ancient city, she learned early how to survive without trusting anyone. Sharp-eyed, agile, and dangerously clever, she excels at stealth, infiltration, and pulling secrets out of the world’s darkest corners. Beneath her fearless exterior lies a wounded past—one that taught her to guard her heart as fiercely as she wields her blades. Zara is not just Alyan’s ally; she is the spark that challenges his solitude, the strategist who sees patterns where others see chaos, and the ghost that no enemy forgets.

RAMIN — The Reluctant Genius

Ramin is the mind that ORION wanted to own—and the conscience they could not break. Born in Tehran and trained in advanced biogenetics, he was once part of the organization’s earliest scientific breakthroughs. What he discovered in their hidden laboratories shattered him, driving him to escape and become a hunted man. Intelligent, introspective, and morally torn, Ramin carries the weight of secrets that can topple empires. He is the bridge between science and humanity, fear and courage, guilt and redemption. With Alyan and Zara, he finds not only allies, but the chance to make amends for the horrors he once helped create
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CHAPTER 1 — The Mountain Exile
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The wind came first—cold, sharp, uninvited.

It cut across the mountains with a howl that shook the tall pines like they were nothing but thin reeds. Snow swirled through the air in restless spirals, drifting across the narrow dirt path carved into the rocky hillside. At 9,000 feet above sea level, winter arrived early and left late, and for most days of the year, the mountain existed in its own isolated kingdom—untouched, unhurried, and unbothered by the world below.

A perfect place to disappear.

Alyan Khan adjusted the scarf around his neck and leaned into the wind as he made his way down the trail, an axe slung across his shoulder and a bundle of freshly cut firewood balanced under his arm. He moved with the quiet confidence of a man who knew how to survive anywhere. Strength without arrogance. Alertness without panic. Each step was careful, measured.

It had been two years since he came here—two years since he forced himself into exile.

And the mountains never asked for explanations.

They welcomed him with silence and punished him with storms. In a strange, unforgiving way, they had become his sanctuary.

Alyan’s cabin appeared ahead—a modest wooden structure tucked between towering cliffs, protected on one side by a jutting overhang of black stone and on the other by dense forest. Smoke rose thinly from its chimney, bending with the wind. Nothing fancy. Nothing modern. Nothing that could betray him.

Just the way he needed it.

He walked up to the porch, dropped the firewood near the door, and kicked off the snow from his boots before stepping inside.

Warmth hit him. Not comfort—just warmth. Comfort was something he had forgotten the shape of.

Inside, the cabin consisted of a single room divided by function alone: a bed in the corner, a woodstove, a small table with one chair, a shelf with the bare essentials, and a crude workbench littered with tools. Everything he owned fit in less space than a city apartment’s living room. And even that felt too much sometimes.

He set the axe down, removed his gloves, and hung his jacket on a nail jutting from the wall. The wind outside rattled the windows, but the fire inside snapped and hissed with life, filling the air with a dry, burnt scent.

Alyan crouched near the stove and fed it more wood, watching the flames leap upward. For a moment, he closed his eyes.

Silence.

Stillness.

He had carved out a routine here. A life without chaos. No missions, no bullets, no betrayed orders or buried teammates. Just snow, trees, and the occasional trembling of the earth when a distant avalanche grumbled through the valleys.

He needed it.

He deserved it.

Or at least that’s what he told himself to sleep at night.

Just as he stood, a faint vibration rattled the metal cup on his table.

A sound he hadn’t heard in months.

A sound he prayed he would never hear again.

His satellite phone.

Alyan froze, his muscles locking, his breath held hostage somewhere in his throat. The phone lay tucked under an old woolen hat on the table—always off, always ignored, always avoided.

But now...
It was on.
And ringing.

Slowly, he walked over, his heartbeat steady but heavy, like distant drums echoing across a battlefield. He slid the hat aside and looked at the small black device.

The screen showed no number.

Just a blinking message.

INCOMING SECURE TRANSMISSION

He hesitated for three seconds—three seconds that felt like three hours—then answered.

Static.

Then a soft, trembling breath.

Then...

“Alyan... if you’re hearing this... I don’t have much time.”

His lungs tightened.

He knew that voice.

He would know it even in death.

Dr. Zara Haleem.

The woman he once loved.
The woman he failed.
The woman who vanished from his life the same day the world turned on him.
The same day Istanbul burned.

Her voice cracked through the static again. “I’ve been trying to reach you for months. They’re watching every channel. Every line. Every person connected to me. But I found a way—just once—to send this.”

He sat down slowly in the chair, gripping the phone tighter.

“I can’t explain everything. They’re close. Too close.” Her breathing grew rapid. “Remember the manuscript? The Veil Codex? It wasn’t a myth, Alyan. It’s real. And someone... someone dangerous has it now.”

Alyan’s mind snapped back to the past—a dusty manuscript sealed in a metal case, an encrypted map hidden within symbols thousands of years old, Zara’s excitement turning to dread the moment she understood the patterns—

Static interrupted the message, followed by muffled voices in the background.

Zara gasped.

“No time. Listen carefully... the last coordinates—remember the sequence I showed you once, just before—” More shouts. Closer now. “Alyan, they’re coming! If you care about me—if anything we ever had mattered—”

Gunshots.

Loud. Sharp. Too close.

“Alyan... run the numbers I sent. Trust no one. Not even—”

A scream.
A crash.
The phone buzzing violently in Alyan’s hand.
Then—

Transmission lost.

The screen went dark.

For a long moment, Alyan sat motionless. His chest didn’t rise. Didn’t fall. The wind outside howled like a beast prowling the mountains, but it sounded distant—muted—like he had plunged underwater.

Zara.

Alive.
In danger.
Calling him.
He stood abruptly, pushing the chair back with enough force that it scraped across the wooden floor.

This wasn’t random.

This wasn’t an accident.

This was a ghost reaching out from the past—a past he tried to bury under snow and silence.

His heart pounded once. Hard.

Then again.

Then steady.

Like falling back into a rhythm he had abandoned long ago.

Alyan walked to the trunk at the foot of his bed—a sturdy old thing reinforced with metal brackets and sealed with a heavy lock. Dust covered its surface, undisturbed for more than a year.

He unlocked it.

The hinges groaned open.

Inside lay the remnants of a life he had sworn off:

A matte-black combat pistol.
A tactical belt.
A folding karambit blade.
A set of encrypted data drives.
A worn leather notebook filled with coordinates, ciphers, and sketches.
A single photograph of him and Zara—smiling on a rooftop in Istanbul under a sunset that promised better days.
And beneath it all, his old ID badge.

Name: Alyan Khan
Rank: Field Operative
Division: Ghost Unit / Task Force Sabre
Status: Deceased
Officially dead.
Unofficially forgotten.
He stared at the items for a long time.

Two years ago, he buried them because he wanted peace.

But now he needed war.

Alyan pulled the pistol out first, checking the chamber, the slide, the barrel—all muscle memory, all instinct. Then he strapped on the tactical belt, holstered the weapon, and pocketed the encrypted drives.

The photograph...
he hesitated before sliding it into his inner jacket.
As he closed the trunk, a distant rumble vibrated through the cabin floorboards—not thunder, not wind.

Engines.

Multiple.

He stepped to the window.

Three black SUVs moved slowly along the mountain trail—vehicles that had no business this high up, especially in this weather. Their tires carved fresh lines through the snow. Their headlights cut through the fog. Their dark tinted windows hid the occupants, but Alyan didn’t need to see their faces to know the truth.

They weren’t tourists.

They weren’t rescue workers.

They were here for him.

Or worse—
for Zara’s message.
He moved quickly now, grabbing his jacket and sliding the pistol under his arm. He blew out the stove fire, grabbed his rucksack from a hook, and opened a floorboard beneath his bed to retrieve a waterproof case filled with essentials—maps, a burner phone, emergency cash, and a compact survival kit.

The engines grew louder.

Alyan swung the rucksack over his shoulder, crossed to the window again, and watched the SUVs come to a stop less than a hundred meters from his cabin.

Men stepped out.

Black tactical gear.
Silenced rifles.
Visors.
No insignias.
Professional.

Efficient.

Lethal.

One of them lifted a thermal scanner.

Alyan muttered under his breath, “Not today.”

He moved to the back door of the cabin, opened it quietly, and slipped out into the trees. His boots sank into the snow, but his steps made no sound. He moved like a ghost.

Just like he was trained to.

The attackers approached the cabin with disciplined formation, forming a semicircle around the front entrance. Through the trees, Alyan watched as one of them held up a fist—ordering silence. Another attached an explosive charge to the door hinge.

They were going to breach.

Alyan crouched behind a fallen log, inhaled once, and waited.

The blast shook the mountain.

The front of the cabin erupted into splinters as the men stormed inside, weapons raised.

Alyan remained still, watching their movements.

Three inside.
Two guarding the front.
One circling the side—
His thought cut short.

A twig snapped behind him.

Alyan spun sideways just as a figure lunged out of the trees, swinging a suppressed assault rifle like a club. Alyan dropped low, grabbed a fistful of snow, and flung it into the attacker’s visor before driving his elbow up hard.

The visor cracked.
The man stumbled.
Alyan seized the rifle, twisted, and delivered a swift strike to the attacker’s temple. The mercenary dropped silently.

Another came crashing through the brush.

Alyan turned, ducked under a heavy swing, and countered with a snap kick to the knee followed by a hammer strike to the neck. The man collapsed.

One breath.
Two bodies down.
But the others heard the scuffle.

Shouts.
Footsteps.
Crunching snow.
Alyan didn’t wait. He sprinted through the trees, moving uphill toward a narrow ridge that led deeper into the mountains. Bullets sliced through branches around him—silent weapons meant for stealth, not intimidation.

A shot grazed a tree trunk inches from his head. Alyan leapt over a fallen branch and slid down a slope, grabbing onto an exposed root to break his fall. He landed on his feet and kept running.

Behind him, the mercenaries fanned out, forming a hunting line.

But Alyan knew these mountains better than they did. He had mapped every path, every ridge, every choke point.

He darted behind a thick cluster of pines, knelt, and aimed his pistol downward at the path below. Snowflakes danced in front of his eyes, blurring the view. He squinted.

Two mercenaries appeared.

He fired twice.

Both dropped.

The gunshots echoed through the valley, no longer silent.

They knew exactly where he was now.

Alyan pushed off the snow and kept moving until he reached a narrow ledge carved into the side of a cliff. The drop on his right plunged nearly a hundred feet, ending in jagged rocks. The wind roared, pelting him with ice.

He balanced himself and pressed forward.

Halfway across, something metallic glinted ahead.

A laser sight.

Alyan jerked sideways just as a bullet zipped past his cheek. He dove behind a boulder lodged in the cliff wall.

He let out a breath that misted instantly in the cold.

From the other end of the ledge, a mercenary advanced—slow, precise, rifle raised.

Alyan peeked over the boulder. Snow slid down its side. He counted the steps of the approaching attacker.

Five meters.
Four.
Three.
Alyan grabbed a loose rock the size of his fist and hurled it toward the mercenary’s right. The man instinctively jerked his rifle toward the noise.

Alyan exploded from cover, sprinting low.

The mercenary shifted back, surprised, but Alyan was already within reach. He slammed his shoulder into the man’s chest, sending both of them skidding dangerously close to the cliff edge.

Their boots scraped, trying to find grip.

The mercenary swung with his rifle. Alyan blocked it with his forearm and delivered a rapid strike to the ribs. The man grunted, slipped, and lost his footing.

Alyan grabbed his jacket instinctively.

For a moment, both men hung on the edge—one gripping the ledge, the other gripping him.

“Don’t,” the mercenary choked.

Alyan looked him dead in the eyes.

Then let go.

The man fell silently into the abyss.

Alyan backed away from the edge, breathing hard.

He needed altitude. And distance. The mountain summit offered both.

Without looking back, he sprinted uphill, moving through waist-high snow, climbing steep rocks, slipping through narrow gaps between giant boulders. His muscles burned, but he didn’t stop.

He couldn’t.

Zara’s voice haunted him with every step.

If anything we ever had mattered—

The wind grew harsher as he reached a small plateau overlooking the valley. From here, he could see the SUVs below. The mercenaries were regrouping, searching the treeline.

They had no idea how far he’d already gone.

Alyan took cover behind a stone outcrop and pulled out the satellite phone again. The screen was cracked from the earlier scuffle, but still operational.

He replayed Zara’s message.

Not to hear her voice.
But to study the background sounds.
He listened again.

Gunshots.
Shouts.
Glass shattering.
A metallic thud.
A loud surge—like a generator or something electrical humming at high voltage.
He replayed the last two seconds.

“...run the numbers I sent...”

Numbers.

Alyan opened his notebook and flipped through pages filled with Zara’s old calculations—cipher fragments, symbol breakdowns, coordinate patterns.

Then he pulled out the encrypted data drive connected to the phone—a drive he hadn’t touched in years.

A small text file blinked.

This wasn’t here before.

He opened it.

17° 2’ 47” N
11° 42’ 19” E
Sequence 14-B
Coordinates.

But not random.

These pointed to a location near the African Sahel region—remote, uncharted, dangerous. Too dangerous for coincidence.

And the “Sequence 14-B”—
that referred to a decoding pattern Zara had created years ago for an ancient manuscript she studied.
She hadn’t forgotten.

She left him a trail.

Wind whipped across the plateau, scattering loose snow. Alyan closed the notebook, pocketed the drive, and looked down the ridge behind him. There was a hidden path leading to a rarely used military outpost 30 kilometers away. From there, he could get transport. Information. A route out of the country.

He stood.

He had a mission now.

Someone took Zara.
Someone tried to kill him.
Someone thought he would stay dead.
They didn’t know Alyan Khan.

He pulled his jacket tighter, gripped the pistol, and stepped into the white storm.

His exile was over.

His hunt had begun.
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CHAPTER 2 — The Istanbul Ghost
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The roads leading down the mountain were narrow veins carved through stone and snow, barely wide enough for a single vehicle. Alyan drove the weather-beaten jeep with one hand, the other gripping the wheel tight each time the tires skidded over ice. The engine groaned in protest, fumes clouding behind him as the jeep crawled lower through the jagged passes.

The storm had worsened. Sheets of white hammered the windshield. Visibility was a joke. But Alyan had driven worse—in deserts, in monsoon mud, in bombed-out alleyways where shadows carried more danger than bullets. Compared to those, this was almost tranquil.

Almost.

He checked the rearview mirror every few seconds.

No headlights.
No sign of pursuit.
Not yet.
But they would come.

They always came.

The satellite phone sat on the passenger seat, still cracked from the fight near the cliff. Zara’s frozen message replayed in his mind again and again, not as audio but as memory—her breathless urgency, the tremble in her voice, the crash, the scream...

He tightened his grip on the wheel.

Someone had taken her. Someone powerful enough to find him here. Someone desperate enough to send a kill team instead of a negotiator.

And the worst part?

They had firepower, manpower, and precision.

Which meant this wasn’t random.

This was ORION.

The same ghost that haunted him since Istanbul.

The same shadow that erased his life in minutes.

He felt the familiar heaviness settle in his chest—anger mixed with dread, wrapped in memories he wished he could forget.

Istanbul...

A flashing sign appeared ahead—rusted, bent, nearly swallowed by snow.

MILITARY RESTRICTED ZONE — 12 KM

Good.

Alyan pushed the jeep harder.

He didn’t need rest.
He didn’t need recovery.
He needed a way out.
And Istanbul was the first place he needed to revisit—not physically, but mentally.

There were ghosts there he had never buried.

And now, they were awake.

The landscape changed as the jeep descended, the snow thinning, the wind calming, the sky turning from blistering white to a dull, bruised grey. Pine trees grew taller, denser. The air grew sharper, biting with a cold that clung to the lungs.

At the bottom of the valley, a cluster of metal huts rose behind a chain-link fence topped with rusted barbed wire. A faded flag flapped weakly on a bent pole. This wasn’t an official outpost anymore—it had been decommissioned years ago. But Alyan knew better.

Ghost Unit had once used it as a silent supply station. No logs. No records. No paper trail.

Perfect for disappearing.
Perfect for reappearing.
He parked the jeep behind a row of abandoned crates, stepped out, and scanned the area.

Quiet.

Still.

Empty.

Good.

He approached the gate and bypassed the broken padlock with a swift twist of metal. The chain fell loose. He entered, his boots crunching gravel.

Inside, the outpost smelled of old oil, dust, and memories.

Alyan walked directly to the hut at the far right—the only one with a reinforced panel under the doorframe. He knelt, brushed snow aside, and pressed his thumb against the hidden biometric plate.

A faint beep.

The lock clicked open.

He slipped inside.

The interior was dim, lit only by slivers of light breaking through cracks in the corrugated metal walls. Dust motes floated in the air. A black console sat in the corner, draped with a sheet. A generator hummed quietly, still alive after all these years thanks to buried solar panels.

Alyan pulled the sheet off.

Opened the console.

A shock of cold ran through him.

The screen flickered.

A single encrypted prompt awaited him.

ENTER AUTHORIZATION

He typed his old clearance code from memory—
even though his clearance had been revoked, erased, and buried.
The console hesitated.

Then accepted.

Files appeared.
Old logs.
Old intel.
Old missions.
Then—

A file marked ISTANBUL — BLACK NIGHT / LEVEL OMEGA

Alyan exhaled slowly.

He hadn’t seen this file since the day everything fell apart.

He opened it.

A wall of classified text scrolled by—timestamps, agent movements, satellite captures, intercepted communications.

His chest tightened as memories rushed back like a flood bursting through cracked concrete.

He wasn’t in the mountains anymore.

He was in Istanbul.

He was back there again.

>> ISTANBUL, TWO YEARS AGO

The Grand Bazaar buzzed with a restless energy, the air thick with spice smoke, perfume, and the roaring chatter of thousands. Lanterns glowed like suspended suns beneath the market’s vaulted ceiling. Tourists wandered in droves. Vendors shouted. The streets smelled of roasted chestnuts.

And beneath the chaos—

a storm brewed.

Alyan walked with measured pace, blending into the crowd, his dark jacket zipped up, hands in pockets. His eyes scanned everything without seeming to focus on anything. Ghost Unit training. See everything. Be nothing.

In his ear, a soft voice whispered through an encrypted channel.

“Target approaching from Gate 5. ETA thirty seconds.”

Alyan didn’t respond. He never spoke on comms unless necessary.

Another voice, confident, steady—
Zara.
“Copy visual markers. Alyan, keep your eyes open. He’s not alone.”

Her voice always steadied him.
Tonight, it sharpened him.
Alyan slowed near a jewelry stall, pretending to admire a tray of silver rings. His reflection appeared in a mirrored trinket—behind him, the crowd pulsed like a living organism.

Then he saw him.

Emir Kadir.

Arms dealer. Chemical broker. Human scum wrapped in expensive silk.

And tonight...
the man holding a section of the Veil Codex.
Alyan followed.

The market tightened around him—voices, footsteps, hundreds of conversations merging into a storm of sound.

Then everything went wrong.

Too many people cleared the walkway at once.

Too many shadows moved the same way.

Alyan’s instincts screamed.

He reached for his comm.

“Zara—something’s off.”

Static.

Not normal.

Not here.

He changed channels.

“Command, this is Sabre-6. Do you copy?”

Static.

He froze.

No.

Not static.

Jamming.

Someone was jamming Ghost Unit’s signal.

Alyan’s eyes swept the rooftops.

Then he saw them.

Silhouettes.
Five.
Six.
Eight.
Snipers.

Before he could react, the first gunshot cracked through the bazaar.

People screamed.
Chaos erupted.
Vendors dropped behind stalls.
Tourists ran in every direction.
Alyan sprinted forward, shoving through bodies, eyes locked on Emir.

Another shot.
Another body dropped.
Zara’s voice burst through the comm at last, breathless and terrified.

“Alyan, abort! It’s a trap—GET OUT—”

Then an explosion ripped through the bazaar.

Fire.
Heat.
Smoke.
Shattered lamps raining glass on everyone below.
Alyan was thrown against a wall, vision spinning, ears ringing.

He pushed himself up, coughing through the flames, eyes stinging.

Bodies everywhere.

Emir—
gone.
The codex piece—
gone.
Zara—
offline.
And through the smoke, Alyan saw a figure dressed in black tactical gear with a serpent emblem etched in silver on the shoulder.

The emblem burned into his memory.

ORION.

A whisper in the dark.
A myth among intelligence circles.
A ghost that manipulated wars from shadows.
Tonight, their ghost had a face.

Alyan lunged forward, but a second explosion tore through the bazaar, drowning him in fire, sound, and light—

>> END OF FLASHBACK

Alyan blinked, breath shallow.

His hands trembled—only slightly—but he forced them still.

He swallowed hard.

Istanbul hadn’t been a failed mission.

It had been a setup.

A perfect trap.

Designed specifically for him.

He leaned forward, scanning the console logs. Every line of classified data pointed to one conclusion—

ORION orchestrated the Istanbul attack.

They killed civilians.
They framed him.
They silenced Ghost Unit.
They erased his identity.
And now...

they had Zara.

Alyan clenched his jaw.

The console beeped suddenly.

A new message appeared.

UNAUTHORIZED SIGN-IN DETECTED. REMOTE TRACE ACTIVE.

Someone was trying to override the outpost’s system. Someone who knew this place still existed. Someone who noticed Alyan’s access.

He had maybe one minute.

Alyan shut down the terminal and grabbed the portable data block, ripping it free.

Then he heard it—

the distant thrum of engines.

Not cars.
Not jeeps.
Helicopters.

Two of them.

He ran to the window.

Shadows moved across the sky, blades slicing the air, sweeping toward the valley.

The mercenaries from the mountain had reported back.

And ORION was sending backup.

Alyan stepped back from the window.

No time.

He grabbed a rusted duffel from the weapon rack, filled it with ammunition, old rations, a thermal cloak, and a compact drone. Then he slung it over his shoulder and moved fast out the door.

The ground vibrated under his feet as the helicopters descended.

Searchlights burst through the treeline, cutting long white beams across the snow.

Alyan sprinted toward the far fence and vaulted over it.

Gunfire erupted behind him.

He didn’t look back.

He ran.

The snow swallowed his steps.
The forest embraced him.
The storm cloaked him.
He kept running until the searchlights faded into the distance.

Then he exhaled.

Slow.
Controlled.
Focused.
Two years ago, Istanbul almost killed him.

Tonight, it resurrected him.

And now—

he was going back to finish what started in that burning bazaar.

The taxi wound along the waterfront highway, the Bosphorus stretching out like a sheet of dark steel, rippling under the moonlight. Alyan kept his hood low, letting the shadows swallow his face whenever the vehicle passed under streetlights. Istanbul was a crowded city, but anonymity here depended on one thing: not drawing attention. He had mastered that long ago.

The driver glanced at him in the mirror.
“You visiting, brother?” he asked in Turkish-accented English.
Alyan didn’t raise his eyes. “Passing through.”

The man nodded, sensing the boundary. He didn’t ask further.

Good.

Alyan needed silence. He needed a moment to steady the storm inside him. The night was cold, the kind of cold that seeped into the chest and tightened around the lungs.

Every city held ghosts, but Istanbul held his—one ghost specifically.

His past.

And his target.

The name burned in his mind like a brand:

Dragan Vuković.

The Balkan butcher.
The phantom mercenary.
The man who sold codes, blueprints, operatives—and nations—like items on a market stall.
He was also the man who left Alyan for dead six years ago.

Alyan had resurrected.
Now it was Vuković’s turn to face something worse.
The taxi slowed as it approached Karaköy, the district where old Ottoman warehouses merged with modern cafés. A perfect place for criminals to blend—tourists covered noise, neon covered movement, water covered escape routes.

The cab stopped near a row of stone buildings lit by warm lanterns and soft reflections off wet cobblestone.

“How much?” Alyan asked.

“Hundred lira.”

He paid, stepped out, and inhaled cold air carrying the scent of sea salt and roasted chestnuts. His boots tapped softly as he moved deeper into the narrow lanes.

Istanbul at night was a living thing—breathing, whispering, watching.

And Alyan felt it studying him.

He walked toward the waterfront warehouse where Levent Kadir—his contact—should’ve been waiting. Levent was a former counterterror analyst, now a black-market broker of information. Not trustworthy, but reliable enough when properly threatened.

Alyan approached the side door, noticing it was slightly ajar.

A prickle ran down his spine.

Levent was cautious.
Obsessively cautious.
Enough to check a door three times.
This?
This was wrong.
Alyan slipped into the darkness.

The warehouse smelled of engine oil and old wood. Moonlight filtered through broken windows in thin silver blades. Somewhere deeper inside, water dripped softly—a slow, repetitive rhythm. The air was unnervingly still.

“Levent?” Alyan called quietly.

His voice echoed just once.

Then silence swallowed it.

He moved forward, hand brushing the edge of a crate until he reached the center of the warehouse.

That’s when he saw it.

Levent’s body hung suspended from a ceiling beam—bound, bruised, blood trailing down his shirt like dark paint. His eyes were glassy, still open, staring into nothing.

For a split-second, the world narrowed to a needle point.

Alyan exhaled.

Not surprised.
Not shocked.
Just... angered.
Someone had beaten him here.

And they had sent a message.

Alyan stepped forward, reached up, and cut Levent’s restraints, lowering the body gently. He checked the pulse even though he knew it was pointless.

Dead.

At least two hours.

Alyan closed Levent’s eyes with his thumb. “You were a rat,” he murmured, “but you didn’t deserve this.”

A metallic click echoed behind him.

Alyan froze.

Another click.

Two weapons being readied.

He inhaled slowly and turned.

Two men stepped out of the shadows—tall, broad, dressed in black tactical gear. Their faces were partially hidden behind scarves, and their rifles were fitted with suppressors.

Eastern European. Serbian or Croatian bone structure. Dragan’s men.

Of course.

“Alyan Khan,” one said in a thick accent. “Vuković sends his regards.”

The other smiled. “He said you’d come sniffing.”

Alyan’s heartbeat didn’t rise.
His breathing didn’t change.
The only movement was the subtle flare of tension in his stance.
“You kill fast,” Alyan said with cold calm, glancing at Levent’s body, “but you talk slow. That’s going to be a problem for you.”

Both men laughed.

“We are not here to talk,” the first replied.

They raised their weapons.

Alyan moved.

A blur.
A ripple of air.
A violent snap of motion.
Before either man fully processed, Alyan dropped to one knee, scooped up a heavy metal wrench lying on the floor, and hurled it.

It hit the first man’s wrist with explosive force—bone cracked, rifle clattered.

Alyan launched himself forward.

The second man fired—three suppressed shots.
Alyan rolled, the bullets slicing air where his head had been.
He slammed into the shooter’s knees, sending him tumbling. In the same motion, Alyan twisted up, grabbed the man’s collar, and rammed his head against a steel support beam.

The man collapsed.

The first guard, clutching his broken wrist, reached for a sidearm.

Alyan was faster.

One step.
A pivot.
A precise elbow strike.
The man dropped like a stone.

Breathing steady, Alyan stood over them.

“Dragan knew I’d come,” Alyan muttered, eyes narrowing. “So he’s close.”

He crouched beside the first guard and searched him. He found a phone—screen cracked, locked.

He pressed the guard’s thumb against it.

Unlocked.

He scrolled quickly.

Recent call history.
A few numbers.
One stood out.
Marked only with three letters:
SGH

Before Alyan could open the message thread, the phone vibrated.

An incoming call.

He accepted.

No greeting, just a rasping voice:

“So... the ghost walks Istanbul again.”

Dragan.

Alyan didn’t speak.

“You’re late,” Dragan continued. “Your friend screamed the name of a man you’re looking for, but... he screamed everything else too.”

Alyan’s jaw clenched.

Dragan laughed softly.
Like a knife scraping bone.
“Come find me, Alyan. But hurry. Istanbul is a big city, and you’re running out of people to lose.”

The call ended.

Alyan exhaled slowly.

The game wasn’t beginning.
It had already begun.
He stood and dragged the two unconscious guards toward the back exit. As he stepped outside, he noticed the alley was empty except for flickering streetlights and a thin mist rising from the cobblestones.

A stray cat darted past, startled by the sound of the warehouse door.

Alyan pulled the hood tighter around his face.

He needed intel. Fast.

He dialed a number on his burner phone—a Pakistani contact in Istanbul’s underground, someone who owed him a favor from a job long buried.

After three rings, a groggy voice answered.

“Who the hell—?”

“It’s Alyan.”

Instant silence. Then a sharp inhale.
“I—I didn’t know you were in Turkey.”
“I won’t be long,” Alyan said. “I need access to surveillance feeds near Karaköy. Street cams. Ports. Private security databases. Anything that picked up Eastern European movement. And someone is using the tag ‘SGH.’ Figure out what it means.”

The man hesitated. “Alyan... if you’re hunting the people I think you are—”

“I’m not asking for advice.”

“...Understood. Give me thirty minutes.”

“Twenty.”

The man swallowed. “Twenty.”

Alyan hung up and looked across the shimmering Bosphorus, where ships’ lights flickered like tiny stars on the water.

Somewhere behind those lights, behind those reflections, Dragan was watching him.

Hunting him.

Waiting.

Alyan stepped into the night.

The streets of Karaköy twisted like veins, narrow and uneven, worn down by centuries of footsteps, carts, and horses. The rain had begun again, soft at first, then thickening into a relentless drizzle that slicked the cobblestones. Reflections of neon signs and street lamps danced in the puddles, creating the illusion of movement where there was none. Alyan moved with purpose, blending into the crowds of late-night revelers, tourists, and delivery workers, all oblivious to the hunt that threaded through their midst.

Every step brought memories back: the bazaar fire, the explosions, the cries of the wounded, Zara’s voice calling him—and the moment Istanbul had turned from a city of light into a labyrinth of smoke and betrayal.

He didn’t stop. He couldn’t. Every alleyway, every side street, every shadow could conceal someone watching, someone sent by Dragan. He had to keep moving, even if it meant retracing the paths of ghosts long buried.

He ducked into a narrow passageway between two old stone buildings. The space smelled of mildew and roasted chestnuts. Water dripped from broken eaves, and the cobblestones were slick beneath his boots. At the end of the passage was a small door, barely noticeable, coated in layers of peeling paint. He knocked three times in a pattern so subtle it could be mistaken for someone tapping to scare away rats.

A slot at eye level opened. A pair of suspicious eyes peered out. “Password?” a low voice demanded.

Alyan didn’t flinch. He spoke quietly, deliberately. “Sahin.”

The eyes widened slightly. Then the slot closed. The door creaked open. Alyan slipped inside.
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