
  
    [image: Kashmir]
  


  
    
      KASHMIR

      
        ZEB CARTER THRILLERS

        BOOK XVI

      

    

    
      
        TY PATTERSON

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Get a Free Book

      

      
        Also by Ty Patterson

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Quote

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

    

    
      
        Get a free book

      

      
        Bonus Chapter from Quebec

      

      
        Author’s Message

      

      
        Books by Ty Patterson:

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GET A FREE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Click here to download The Watcher, a novella exclusive to Ty Patterson’s newsletter subscribers

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Check out Quebec on Ty Patterson’s store here, the next Zeb Carter thriller

      Check out Quebec on other retailers here

      Join Ty Patterson’s Facebook group of readers, here

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY TY PATTERSON

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Zeb Carter Series

      

      

      Seventeen books in the series and counting

      
        
        Cutter Grogan Series (Zeb Carter Universe)

      

      

      Ten books in the series and counting

      
        
        Hawke and Stryker Thrillers (Zeb Carter Universe)

      

      

      Two books and counting

      
        
        Zeb Carter Short Stories

      

      

      Three books and counting

      
        
        Warriors Series (Zeb Carter Universe)

      

      

      Twelve books in the series

      
        
        Gemini Series (Zeb Carter Universe)

      

      

      Four thrillers in the series

      
        
        Warriors Series Shorts (Zeb Carter Universe)

      

      

      Six novellas in the series

      
        
        Cade Stryker Series

      

      

      Two military sci-fi thrillers

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Copyright ©2025 by Ty Patterson, Three Aces Publishing Ltd. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be copied, reproduced in any format, by any means, electronic or otherwise, without prior consent from the copyright owner and publisher of this book. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      This book, in its entirety or even excerpts, in ebook, audiobook, paperback, hardback or any format, may not be used in artificial intelligence models for text-to-audio, text-to-video, text-to-image, text-to-more-text or any other use, without the author’s explicit permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They say it takes a village to produce a book. In my case, many continents have been involved. Sure, an author’s job is a solitary one, but writing is just one part of putting out a book.

      My beta readers, who are around the world, are my first responders. I owe a debt of gratitude to them for getting into shape all the words I write.

      Donna Rich, my proofreader, and Merwie Garzon, my editor, have been invaluable in polishing the book.

      A special thanks to Debbie Gallant, Michelle Rose Dunn and Cheri Gerhardt, who have supported me since the beginning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      To my wife and my son, without whom none of this would have been possible

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        The wars of the twenty-first century will be fought over water.

        — Ismail Serageldin, Former World Bank Vice President

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      This is a work of fiction and while it is based in real countries, refers to real events and features several landmarks, the characters are entirely imaginary. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Remind me why we are not telling RAW about this?’ Bwana growled.

      ‘Haven’t you been following the news?’ Chloe challenged him.

      ‘That our country and India have fallen out because India has gotten closer to China? Yeah. I read the news. But what’s that got to do with us? RAW is our ally. We have friends there. Heck, we carried out a joint op with them in London⁠—’

      ‘Because even Clare cannot get away from the geopolitics.’ Beth rolled her eyes. ‘She has to go with what our political masters decide.’

      Zeb grinned. Clare was the director of the Agency, a covert US outfit that most Americans hadn’t heard of.

      Zeb and his team, eight of them in all, were the unit’s operatives. He was their leader, but they didn’t have formal roles and hierarchies.

      The eight of them were not just close friends; they were family.

      India’s RAW, Research and Analysis Wing, was the country’s counter-intelligence agency, responsible for dealing with intelligence threats to its security.

      ‘You’re telling me,’ Bwana said, unrelenting, ‘we’re going to land on the Siachen Glacier, possibly the most dangerous place on the planet. What’s it called, nuclear something?’

      ‘Nuclear triangle.’ Meghan sighed. ‘The glacier is in Ladakh, a union territory of India. India, which claims the glacier, and Pakistan, which disputes India’s claim, are both nuclear powers. Not friendly ones. They fought a brief battle earlier this year over a terrorist act in Pakistan.’

      Twenty-six civilians were killed in the Pahalgam attack that Meg’s referring to, Zeb mused. Newlywed couples were among them, since the region had been a popular honeymoon destination in Kashmir.

      The image of a bride sobbing over the body of the groom she’d just married had made the news all over the world.

      ‘China makes up the triangle,’ Bear added. He was as large as Bwana, both of them rock-solid with muscle. ‘It also shares a border on the Siachen Glacier.’

      ‘Once we’re on the ground, on the highest battleground on Earth—I read that somewhere—we’ll knock on doors and ask people if they have heard of a Chinese black site operation on the glacier?’ Bwana said.

      ‘Jeez, Bwana,’ Roger, a handsome Texan, drawled. ‘Yeah, something like that. Didn’t you listen to Clare when she was briefing us?’

      ‘I didn’t. I have the seven of you to loop me in. But tell me why we aren’t telling Meera about this?’

      Meera Bhosle, RAW’s hotshot Special Agent, was one of their closest friends.

      ‘Because she will be obliged to report it to Anjali, who in turn will have to take it upstairs, and that could lead to India and China going hostile,’ Zeb said. Anjali Mathur was RAW’s director, its first woman appointed to that role, another friend of theirs. ‘Any other questions?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Bwana said. ‘Why are we on this?’

      ‘This’ was an MQ-9. A variant of the Reaper. Customized for their purpose, which was to fly them over the glacier, from where they would HAHO drop.

      ‘It’s an MQ-9⁠—’

      ‘I know that. But why doesn’t it have pilots?’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Because we’re not supposed to exist, genius,’ Beth replied. ‘Pilots need flight plans. Flight plans create records. Records get logged. Logs get reviewed.’

      Bwana moaned, ‘Why didn’t anyone tell me this thing was unmanned when we boarded it in the Arabian Sea?’

      Zeb smiled. They had taken off from the USS Dwight D. Eisenhower six hours ago. Officially, the MQ-9 was on a standard reconnaissance mission over Pakistani waters. Except it wasn’t.

      ‘Modified MQ-9B SkyGuardian,’ Meghan added, more patient than her twin. ‘They stripped out the weapons systems and replaced them with additional fuel tanks and our jump equipment. Extended flight ceiling of fifty thousand feet.’

      ‘No pilots means no one to be court-martialed when India discovers American operatives on their territory,’ Beth said. ‘Just a malfunctioning drone that went off course. Oops, so sorry, international incident averted.’

      Bwana grunted. ‘And who’s actually flying this tin can?’

      ‘AI autopilot with satellite uplink,’ Meghan said. ‘The base commander thinks it’s conducting a classified test of new stealth routing procedures. Only Clare knows where we’re really headed.’

      Bwana’s head shot up. ‘AI? Artificial Intelligence? We have software piloting us?’

      Chloe sniggered. ‘Who knew big, bad Bwana was scared of AI?’

      ‘I’m not—’ the black operator made to protest.

      Zeb held a finger up for silence when his comm unit beeped. Clare’s voice came through.

      ‘Zeb, everything good?’

      He glanced at his team, each giving a thumbs-up. Even Bwana, though he was still eyeing the ceiling suspiciously.

      ‘All good, ma’am,’ he replied.

      ‘Remember, no one knows you’re there,’ Clare said. ‘The Indians would kick up a fuss if they found out, especially now, given the politics.’

      Zeb nodded, though Clare couldn’t see him. Political relations between India and the US were strained at the moment. India had been moving closer to China, causing the US to reevaluate several joint operations.

      RAW has always been our ally, he thought and then shrugged mentally. It hadn’t been his call to make.

      ‘We’re clear on that,’ Zeb assured her.

      ‘Good hunting.’

      They began final preparations, pulling on oxygen masks and checking equipment one last time. Bear moved through the cramped compartment, making final adjustments to everyone’s gear.

      ‘Current temperature at drop zone is minus forty-seven Celsius,’ Beth announced. ‘Wind gusts up to sixty knots.’

      ‘In English, please,’ Bwana said, adjusting his oxygen mask.

      He’s as experienced a jumper as the rest of us. But he makes out as if he’s new to this. Zeb tightened the straps around his shoulders.

      ‘Really freaking cold with hurricane-force winds,’ she replied. ‘Happy?’

      The MQ-9’s interior had been gutted and reconfigured for their mission. Eight jump stations, equipment racks, and the navigation console where Beth and Meg had spent most of the flight.

      ‘Minus five minutes,’ Roger drawled.

      Zeb slid his night-vision goggles into position and sealed his extreme-environment jumpsuit. The thermal protection was bulky but necessary—at that altitude, exposed skin would freeze in seconds.

      ‘We aim for the landing zone, but priority is staying together. No one lands alone,’ he told his friends.

      Broker nodded. ‘Weather system moving in from the north. We’ve got maybe a three-hour window before conditions deteriorate further.’

      The aircraft’s interior lighting shifted to red. A low buzz filled the compartment.

      The temperature plummeted as the rear compartment began depressurizing. Zeb felt the familiar tightness in his chest, adrenaline and excitement at the start of another mission.

      ‘Twenty seconds,’ Meghan called.

      The team lined up in jump order. Zeb first, then Bear, Chloe, Bwana, Roger, Broker, with Beth and Meghan last, as the twins always jumped together.

      ‘Ten seconds.’ Zeb called out.

      The MQ-9’s rear door slid open. Howling wind and brutal cold invaded the compartment. Through his goggles, he saw nothing but darkness and swirling snow.

      ‘Five seconds.’

      Broker glanced at the open door. ‘Heck of a place to die if something goes wrong.’

      No one replied.

      Zeb fist-bumped his friends quickly and then stepped out into nothingness.

      The shock of the temperature hit first, a cold so intense it felt like burning. The wind snatched at him, trying to tumble his body like a leaf. He spread his arms and legs, finding stability in the chaotic air currents, and began counting.

      One thousand, two thousand...

      At five, he pulled his chute. The canopy deployed with a snap, jerking him upward before he began his controlled descent. The team had opted for black stealth-paint coated chutes, invisible against the night sky.

      He looked up to see seven other chutes drifting through the night sky above one of the most inhospitable places on the planet.

      The Siachen Glacier stretched below him, a vast white expanse bordered by jagged peaks. Even through night vision, it appeared otherworldly. From thirty thousand feet, they would glide nearly twenty miles to their landing zone, a small plateau on the glacier’s northeastern edge, just ten miles from the Chinese research facility.

      The wind changed direction, pushing Zeb off course. He adjusted, pulling on his toggles to compensate. The air was so thin up here that each breath through his oxygen mask felt insufficient.

      ‘Wind shear at twenty-five thousand feet,’ he warned the others. ‘Adjust five degrees west.’

      They descended in silence, each focused on controlling their canopy in the treacherous conditions. At twenty thousand feet, Zeb could make out more details of the glacier, massive crevasses like dark wounds in the ice, granite outcroppings, and the distant lights of what must be an Indian military outpost.

      ‘Adjust course three degrees south,’ Beth’s voice came through, crisp despite the howling wind. ‘Satellite shows increased Indian activity at bearing two-seven-zero.’

      Zeb tugged his right toggle, feeling the resistance against the powerful winds. The cold had penetrated his suit now, seeping into his bones. His fingers, despite the heated gloves, were beginning to lose sensation.

      At fifteen thousand feet, the winds calmed slightly, giving them better control. Zeb could see his team spread out in loose formation, their dark canopies barely visible against the night sky.

      ‘Ten thousand feet,’ Roger called. ‘Switch to supplementary air in three minutes.’

      There was no need to call out procedures during such jumps. Each one of them knew what to do. They had deliberately added the calling out to their mission procedures, however. It tells us all of us are okay. Or not, he mused as he gazed down.

      The glacier rushed up now, details becoming clearer. What had looked like a smooth white expanse from above was revealed as a landscape of ice ridges, hidden crevasses, and massive seracs, ice towers that could collapse without warning.

      ‘Landing zone in sight,’ Zeb reported at five thousand feet.

      The plateau they’d identified from satellite imagery appeared below, a relatively flat area roughly the size of a football field, surrounded by ice formations that would shield them from observation.

      ‘Winds shifting,’ Bear warned. ‘Downdraft on the eastern approach.’

      Zeb felt it immediately, a powerful current pushing him downward faster than planned. He compensated, but the plateau was drifting out of reach.

      ‘We’re landing short,’ he decided. ‘Adjust to secondary LZ at coordinates on your HUDs.’

      The team acknowledged with mic clicks, altering course toward a smaller flat area half-a-mile short of their planned landing zone. Not ideal, but better than being scattered across the glacier.

      At one thousand feet, Zeb began his final approach. The wind had become unpredictable, gusting one moment, still the next. Below, the ice gleamed in his night vision.

      ‘Final approach. Watch for crevasses on landing.’

      He could see them clearly now, dark fissures in the ice, some wide enough to swallow a man. The trick would be to avoid them in the final seconds before touchdown.

      Five hundred feet. Three hundred. One hundred.

      Zeb flared his canopy at the last moment, killing his forward momentum and dropping the last few feet to the ice. He landed hard but controlled, immediately collapsing his chute to prevent being dragged.

      The cold hit him with renewed force, no longer buffered by the speed of descent. The thermometer on his suit read minus forty-nine Celsius.

      One by one, dark shapes landed nearby, Bear first, then Chloe, each securing their chutes quickly and moving to defensive positions.

      ‘Seven on deck,’ Roger reported as he touched down, leaving only Meghan still airborne.

      Zeb scanned the darkness, looking for her canopy. Nothing.

      ‘Meg, position?’

      Static, then her voice. ‘Got pushed off course by a crosswind. Coming in half a klick east of you.’

      Beth’s pinched face relaxed.

      ‘Bear, with me,’ Zeb snapped, already moving.

      ‘I’m coming too,’ the younger sister said.

      He didn’t stop her.

      They moved as quickly as the terrain allowed, following Meghan’s position on their HUDs. The glacier ice creaked and groaned beneath their feet, a constant reminder of the unstable ground.

      ‘There,’ Bear said, pointing to a dark shape descending to their right.

      Meghan was fighting her canopy, struggling against a wind that threatened to dash her against a massive ice serac.

      ‘She’s not going to clear it,’ Bear said, breaking into a run.

      Zeb followed, both men racing across the ice, leaping smaller crevasses. Meghan’s voice came through their comms, calm, unhurried.

      ‘Can’t avoid it.’

      They watched as she made a last-second maneuver, turning so she would hit feet-first rather than plowing into the ice face-first. Her canopy caught on the jagged top of the serac as she slammed into its side.

      Zeb, Bear and Beth reached the base of the ice formation in seconds. Meghan hung fifteen feet up, suspended by her partially collapsed chute.

      ‘Cut yourself loose,’ Zeb called. ‘We’ll catch you.’

      ‘On it,’ she replied, sawing at her lines with a knife.

      She dropped a moment later, into their joined hands.

      ‘Why the heck couldn’t you land with us?’ concern in Beth’s voice making it sound like a snarl.

      ‘Ask the wind!’ Meghan stood up and brushed snow off her clothing. ‘I’m good.’

      Broker had poured coffee into paper cups when they joined the rest of the team.

      Zeb took a long pull gratefully. No broken bones, no twisted ankles  — I’ll take that as a win.

      ‘We could have taken a chopper,’ Bwana said grouchily.

      ‘We could… and be shot down by the Indians, Pakistanis or the Chinese.’ Chloe sniggered.

      ‘Or by all three,’ Broker said.

      ‘Let’s move,’ Zeb said. ‘We need to reach our primary camp before dawn.’

      He took point, using a ground-penetrating radar unit to detect hidden crevasses. His friends fell into formation behind him, each member scanning a different sector as they moved across the glacier.

      The only sounds were their breathing and the crunch of boots on ice. No birds, no animals, nothing lived up here except humans with the technology to survive.

      Or the tech to kill, he thought bleakly.

      The MQ-9 had already turned back toward the Arabian Sea, its mission complete. It would never return to pick them up. Their extraction, if they survived the mission, would come by other means.

      Welcome to Kashmir, Zeb thought.

      No, he quickly corrected himself. We’re in Ladakh. The general populace mistakenly thought the Siachen Glacier was in Kashmir.

      Welcome to the most hostile place on the planet.
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      Meera Bhosle adjusted her dupatta, pulling the patterned cloth higher over her head.

      The morning call to prayer had just ended, leaving a momentary quiet in the narrow streets of Srinagar’s old city. She kept her movements casual as she went down the neighborhood, yet another woman moving in the city with her head covered.

      Srinagar, the summer capital of the disputed Kashmir region, had been a flash point between India and Pakistan for decades. Nestled in a valley surrounded by the Himalayan mountains, its picturesque lakes and gardens were once tourist hotspots. Until terrorism had driven away the visitors.

      She passed a row of copper merchants, their wares glinting in the early sunlight. A group of schoolchildren rushed by. Nearby, a street vendor arranged vegetables on a wooden cart, his face weathered from decades in the mountain air.

      Five minutes until the meeting.

      The store belonged to Farooq Malik, a spice merchant whose family had sold saffron and cardamom in the same location for four generations. To most of Srinagar, he was simply an old man with shrewd business instincts and a fondness for cricket. To Meera, he was RAW’s most reliable informant in the city.

      There’s a lot of history here, she mused as she sidled past a bunch of chattering students.

      In 1947, the then-king of Kashmir had made his kingdom part of India, but Pakistan had never accepted it.

      They called it disputed.

      India, in turn, called Pakistan’s northwestern occupation of the state illegal.

      The Line of Control, LOC, a border drawn by the United Nations in 1948 and reluctantly accepted by both countries, but only as temporary, separated Pakistan and India’s sides of the state.

      It ran through villages, families, and lives, a jagged scar of military checkpoints and barbed wire.

      And then China had taken Aksai Chin, part of Kashmir’s Ladakh region, in the northeast, complicating matters further.

      Three nuclear powers laying claim to snowcapped peaks and valleys that had once known only the footsteps of shepherds.

      Meera was in Srinagar because of Pahalgam.

      Earlier in the year, terrorists had attacked the tourist destination, ruthlessly gunning down twenty-six civilians.

      The photograph of a blood-soaked bride cradling her dead husband had made world headlines.

      India accused Pakistan of harboring the terrorists.

      Pakistan denied it.

      India further accused—as it consistently had done—Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence, ISI, the country’s premier intelligence agency, of funding and supporting terrorists in Indian-administered Kashmir.

      Pakistan claimed no involvement.

      The bitter exchange in the aftermath of Pahalgam exploded into a brief war, fourteen days of intense fighting, between the two nuclear powers.

      The world had held its breath while it lasted, and then thankfully it had petered out with each side claiming victory.

      Tensions remained high since then and even cricket, the sport that linked the countries, had turned into a non-lethal battle whenever the teams of the two countries met.

      India was determined to provide conclusive proof to the world that ISI was funding and supporting Kashmiri terrorists.

      The job came down to RAW.

      Meera was one of the agency’s best agents. She had been undercover in Kashmir several times. There was no one better at covert ops than her. She had leaped at the opportunity when Anjali Mathur, RAW’s Director, offered it to her. Delhi wanted their best eyes on the ground after the Pahalgam tragedy.

      She paused at a nearby stall, pretending to examine rolls of brightly colored fabric while checking for surveillance. The usual morning crowd filled the narrow lane, but nothing seemed out of place. No faces that had appeared too often in the past days. No lingering gazes.

      The bell above Farooq’s door chimed as she entered. The rich scent of spices enveloped her, cardamom, cinnamon, clove, aromas that momentarily transported her away.

      ‘Nadia!’ Farooq called out, using her cover name. ‘Your mother’s cardamom is ready.’

      His eyes, still sharp despite his seventy-plus years, betrayed nothing as she approached the counter. Two other customers browsed the shelves, paying her no attention.

      ‘Thank you, uncle,’ she replied with the appropriate deference. ‘Mother will be pleased.’

      He shuffled into the back room, gesturing for her to follow.

      ‘You shouldn’t have come today,’ he murmured, handing her a small package of spices that would maintain her cover. ‘There’s movement in the cell.’

      ‘What kind of movement?’ she asked softly.

      ‘Haqqani returned from Pakistan two days ago, everyone is meeting. New faces I don’t recognize.’

      Ibrahim Haqqani. Leader of the Kashmir Dawn Movement operating in the region.

      ‘Where are they meeting?’

      ‘Tonight. The old madrassa near Jamia Masjid. After evening prayers.’ Farooq adjusted his glasses. ‘But that’s not why you shouldn’t be here. Someone was asking about you.’

      Meera felt a chill that had nothing to do with the morning mountain air. ‘Who?’

      ‘A woman. Salma Karim.’ Farooq glanced toward the curtain. ‘She works closely with Haqqani. Educated type. Asked if I knew the young woman from Delhi who had moved here to teach at the girls’ school.’

      My cover. ‘What did you tell her?’

      ‘What everyone knows. That you’re a quiet girl who lost her fiancé in the border shelling and came here to start fresh. But she asked specific questions. About your teaching credentials. Your accent.’

      Karim was known to RAW. She was a university graduate who had joined the terrorist movement after her brother was killed in a security operation. Intelligence listed her as a local coordinator for the Kashmir Dawn Movement. Sharp, observant, ideologically driven.

      ‘I should pull back,’ Meera said.

      ‘For a few days, at least,’ Farooq agreed. ‘Until we know why she’s asking. But you won’t.’ He smiled. ‘I know you. You’ll want to find out about Haqqani’s meeting.’

      The curtain rustled. Both turned as a young shopkeeper assistant appeared. ‘Uncle, customers.’

      Farooq nodded. The boy disappeared.

      ‘I have something else,’ the old man whispered, reaching beneath a stack of invoice books. He pulled out a small flash drive. ‘Photos from the Pakistan border.’

      Meera took it, slipping it into the inner pocket of her kameez. ‘Thank you, uncle.’

      His hand caught hers. ‘Be careful. Something doesn’t feel right.’

      She squeezed his hand once before releasing it. ‘I always am.’

      Back in the shop, she purchased her spices and left.

      The girls’ school where she supposedly taught was actually closed for a two-week break, giving her freedom to move during daylight hours. Her apartment, a sparse one-bedroom above a tailor’s shop, was just ten minutes away.

      She was halfway there when she spotted them. Two men leaning against a wall, seemingly engaged in conversation. Their eyes tracked her as she passed. Not locals, their posture too rigid, their attention too focused despite their casual poses.

      Don’t react. Don’t change pace.

      She turned down an alley she hadn’t planned to use, a narrow passage between buildings where laundry hung overhead. The path would take longer but would reveal whether she was being followed.

      Her phone vibrated in her pocket. She pulled it out, seeing a message from her handler, Kapoor.

      Today’s meeting canceled.

      Meera frowned. The message didn’t follow their agreed protocol. There should have been a confirmation phrase. And Kapoor never canceled their daily check-ins.

      She typed a response with the verification phrase embedded. Understood. Weather still pleasant here.

      He didn’t reply.

      At the end of the alley, she paused at a vegetable stand, using its metal surface to check the reflection behind her.

      The men hadn’t followed.

      First Salma Karim asking questions, then the suspicious men, now the irregular message from her handler.

      Too many coincidences.

      She continued toward her apartment in the neighborhood of Khanyar, but walked past the building, choosing instead to circle the area. Only after confirming she wasn’t being tailed did she double back and enter through the rear staircase.

      She locked the door and performed her usual security check. Nothing disturbed. No signs of entry. The loose floorboard where she kept her emergency equipment was undisturbed.

      She connected the flash drive to a heavily encrypted laptop and opened its contents.

      The photos were surveillance shots of men crossing the LOC, from Pakistan, taken with a long-range lens. She didn’t recognize the faces; they would need to be analyzed by the team back in Delhi.

      But how to send them?

      She would have normally handed the flash drive to Kapoor, but he had canceled that day’s meeting.

      He’s not responded to my verification. Is something wrong?

      She went to a real estate agency’s website and posted a message under a house’s photograph. The website was set up by her agency, and that specific house was her alternative modus operandi for communicating with Kapoor.

      He didn’t respond there either.

      She called the emergency number on her satellite phone.

      The call didn’t connect.

      Meera felt cold.

      She went to the window. From her vantage point, she could see a slice of the street below. A woman haggled with a fruit vendor. An elderly man dozed in a patch of sunlight.

      And across the street, barely visible at the edge of her view, a woman in a blue headscarf stood still, her attention fixed on the tailor shop below Meera’s apartment.

      Salma Karim.

      Meera moved away from the window discreetly. Her cover wasn’t completely blown—if it were, armed men would already be breaking down her door.

      She retrieved her Glock 19 from beneath the floorboard, checking it before strapping it to her ankle beneath her loose salwar.

      The final decision was the hardest.

      The rule book for communication failure was clear. Maintain cover and await contact at the designated emergency meeting point. But that assumed her handler was still operational.

      The madrassa meeting tonight. Haqqani will be there. I need to know who he’s meeting. Will ISI show up? Will the men in those photographs be there?

      Meera checked her watch. Six hours until evening prayers.

      Her phone vibrated again. Another message from Kapoor’s number.

      Come to safe house three immediately.

      No verification code.

      She laughed despite the circumstances. Fools. If they have Kapoor, they should’ve interrogated him properly to get the code words and phrases from him.

      Her smile faded. She hoped Kapoor was alive and that the messages were really from him.

      If they are, he’d better have a good explanation.

      But she couldn’t assume Kapoor was uncompromised. She had to go with the worst-case scenario.

      Which meant she was cut off, alone in Srinagar, and Haqqani could be meeting ISI that night.

      This is what I train for. She pocketed several spare magazines for her Glock. This is why I am one of RAW’s best.

      She propped a chair against her door to prevent it from being forced open easily.

      She went to the window and hid beside its curtain.

      If armed men burst into her apartment, she would escape through the window, shooting, if needed.

      If no one arrived, she would go to the madrassa meeting.
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      ISI headquarters stood in Aabpara, Islamabad, an unmarked building of concrete and smoked glass.

      The average person didn’t know who occupied it, but those who knew said the real power in Pakistan resided there, not in the parliament or presidential palace.

      The late morning sun cast long shadows across General Durrani’s office. Colonel Rashid, head of Special Operations, stood at parade rest, hands clasped behind his back, as the ISI head studied a series of satellite images spread across his desk.

      ‘Baitho.’ Sit down, Durrani said without looking up.

      Rashid took the chair opposite Durrani’s desk. After thirty years in Pakistan’s intelligence service, General Durrani’s face had settled into permanent lines of concern, but today they seemed deeper than usual.

      ‘Kya hai yeh?’ What is this? Rashid asked.

      Durrani pushed several satellite photographs across his polished desk. ‘These were taken over the past month in Siachen.’

      Rashid examined the high-resolution images. They showed a facility nestled in the glacial valley, surrounded by mountains. Despite the harsh terrain, considerable infrastructure was visible—multiple buildings, what appeared to be power generators, and a landing pad for choppers.

      ‘That’s in disputed territory,’ Rashid observed. ‘Technically under Indian control.’

      ‘Yes.’ Durrani tapped another image. ‘But look at these.’

      The next series of photographs showed the same facility from different angles and on different dates. What caught Rashid’s attention was the weather patterns. In one image, clear skies surrounded the facility. In another, taken just hours later according to the timestamp, a localized snowstorm appeared to be centered directly over the installation.

      ‘Weather anomalies,’ Durrani explained. ‘Our analysts first noticed them three months ago. Snowfall patterns that don’t match surrounding areas. Temperature fluctuations that defy meteorological explanation.’

      Rashid studied the images more carefully. ‘The Indians seem to be up to something.’

      Durrani leaned back in his chair. ‘That’s our working assumption. But there’s something else you should see.’

      He reached for a remote control and turned on a wall-mounted screen. A map of Pakistan appeared, with river systems highlighted in blue. Large portions of Punjab and Sindh were shaded in amber.

      ‘This is the projected agricultural impact in six months if India follows through on its water threats,’ Durrani said flatly. ‘After Pahalgam, they’ve not only suspended the Indus Waters Treaty, they’ve declared they will never restore it.’

      ‘I saw their Home Minister’s statement.’ Rashid nodded. Pakistan will be starved of water that it has been getting unjustifiably. ‘Charming man.’

      ‘That treaty has governed our water sharing for sixty years. Without it, India controls all six rivers that flow into Pakistan.’ The ISI chief traced the blue lines on the map. ‘The Indus, Jhelum, Chenab, they all originate in Indian territory. Over eighty percent of our agriculture depends on that water. We’re looking at a thirty percent reduction in crop yields within a year. Double that if they build more dams. This is war of another kind. One that can wipe out Pakistan far more convincingly than nuclear bombs.’

      Durrani broke the ensuing silence. ‘You know what the outcome of the Pahalgam war was, Rashid?’

      ‘We won it. We shot down their fighters⁠—’

      ‘You too have bought into that?’ Durrani barked. ‘Haan.’ Yes. ‘We brought down some of their fighters, but not as many as we claim. And this is India. A few jets going down won’t worry them. They shot our airfields. They showed they could reach into our territory and strike us.’

      Rashid kept quiet.

      ‘In reality,’ Durrani continued, ‘no country won that skirmish. We play up to our domestic audience claiming victory and they do the same, but no one won.’

      ‘Didn’t we get closer to the Americans after the war?’ Rashid offered.

      ‘The Americans don’t have friends. They don’t even have allies. They have countries they need for the time being, and when the moment has passed, they will discard that relationship. We should not read anything into the current relationship we have with them. India has the upper hand,’ Durrani said bitterly, looking at the map. ‘They control the headwaters. They’ve gotten what they wanted from the Pahalgam conflict.’

      ‘Which is why I called you here.’ He trained hawk-like eyes on Rashid. ‘We need something on them. That site might have a clue. The facility has been active for approximately eighteen months, but activity has increased significantly since India suspended the treaty.’

      Rashid considered this. ‘We could ask the Chinese. They might have some intel on that site. We’re close to them too.’

      ‘Just because we bought their fighter jets and they had some success in the Pahalgam war, that doesn’t make us friends.’ Durrani snorted. ‘Yes, the Chinese have been generous with their military technology. But remember their investment is strategic, not sentimental.’

      ‘Their Belt and Road projects in Pakistan⁠—’

      ‘—serve their interests as much as ours. And while they arm us against India, they continue building infrastructure in disputed territory along our northern border.’

      The general stood and walked to the window overlooking Islamabad. ‘In Siachen, there are no allies, only interests.’

      ‘You think China might be involved with this facility?’ Rashid asked.

      Durrani turned back. ‘I think assumptions in intelligence work can be fatal. The Chinese have their own water security concerns with the Brahmaputra.’

      He returned to his desk and pulled up another image, an energy consumption analysis of the facility. ‘These patterns are inconsistent with standard research operations. Whatever they’re doing, whoever it is, requires massive power spikes at irregular intervals.’

      ‘Testing of some kind?’

      ‘Possibly. I want you to find out what’s happening at that facility, what they’re testing, who’s running it, and what it means for Pakistan.’

      Rashid straightened in his chair. ‘Yes, sir. Direct infiltration would be challenging. The terrain alone⁠—’

      ‘Which is why you’ll be using the Kashmir Dawn Movement as cover,’ Durrani said. ‘Haqqani’s people have been useful before. Their legitimate grievances make for excellent cover.’

      Rashid nodded. He had worked with Ibrahim Haqqani previously. The man was a fanatic, but a controllable one.

      ‘The Indians already believe the KDM is behind Pahalgam,’ Durrani continued. ‘We can use that. Increased terrorist activity near the facility will draw attention away from your real objective.’

      ‘And if the facility isn’t Indian?’

      ‘Then we need to know that too.’ Durrani’s expression hardened. ‘Pakistan’s future depends on water security, Colonel. If India can control our rainfall, we need that technology. If someone else has it, we need to know.’

      Durrani pulled another file from his drawer and slid it across the desk. ‘You’ll have another asset. We’ve established contact with a senior analyst in RAW.’

      Rashid opened the file. The photograph showed an Indian man with graying temples.

      ‘Kapoor,’ Durrani explained. ‘RAW. Handles Kashmir intelligence.’

      Rashid looked up sharply. A mole at that level in India’s Research and Analysis Wing was unprecedented.

      ‘What’s his motivation?’ Rashid asked skeptically. ‘These high-level assets rarely turn without reason.’

      ‘Financial difficulties. Ideological disillusionment with India’s Kashmir policies. He seems to be an idealist. One of those types who believes in eternal friendship between countries.’

      ‘How reliable is he?’

      ‘So far, his information checks out. But treat everything with caution. You know how it is in our game.’

      ‘Yes, sir. Timeline?’

      ‘Don’t you know how ISI works by now?’ Durrani smiled thinly. ‘I want results by yesterday.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      Rashid was excited. After Pahalgam, there weren’t too many operations his team had gotten deep into. ISI’s political masters had decided it was best to lie low.

      But this… this was the ideal mission.

      Water is life. Without water, there won’t be a Pakistan.

      I’ll not let India destroy us, he vowed. I’ll find out what they’re up to.
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      The White House Situation Room occupied the basement of the West Wing.

      It wasn’t just a room, but an entire secure complex.

      Behind its reinforced doors, the Conference Room featured the iconic pale blue chairs surrounding a polished oak table, the presidential seal embedded in the ceiling, featured in zillions of Hollywood movies.

      Secure communications terminals and multiple screens displayed classified intelligence feeds and global news broadcasts. A series of digital clocks showing key time zones around the world lined one wall, a reminder that national security never rested and wasn’t limited to the country’s borders.

      Despite periodic renovations, the room maintained its look and purpose, a place where decisions that affected millions, or even billions, were made.

      
      Clare sat at the polished conference table, watching President James Harrison study the satellite images.

      They had developed a unique working relationship over the years.

      She reported only to him and only a handful of people in the country knew what she did. Her nebulous title of Advisory Director and her highest-level security clearance meant no one ever questioned her presence in the White House.

      Her outfit took on missions that most clandestine agencies declined. We have the best success rate of anyone, she mused proudly.

      Which was why the president trusted her implicitly and there was mutual respect between them.

      ‘Your assessment?’ Harrison asked her.

      ‘We don’t know enough, sir,’ she replied. ‘The energy signatures alone suggest there’s something going on there beyond conventional research.’

      General Harding, representing the Joint Chiefs, cleared his throat. ‘The question is whether we should inform our Indian allies. They have boots on the ground in that region.’

      Secretary of State Douglas Miller leaned forward. ‘With respect, Mr. President, informing the Indians at this stage creates unnecessary complications. Their focus is on Pakistan right now. And let’s be frank, India has been increasingly cozy with Russia and China on energy and defense matters. We need to exercise caution about what we share.’

      India is our biggest ally in the region. Clare snorted internally. Miller’s making a mistake. Short-term operational security at the cost of long-term trust. Typical State Department tunnel vision.

      ‘Where exactly are we on the operation timeline?’ the president asked.

      ‘My team’s already in Siachen, sir. They’re moving toward their observation position.’

      Miller interjected, ‘Which is why, Mr. President, I recommended against notifying the Indian government. My office determined the operational security risks outweighed diplomatic considerations.’

      The president’s eyes narrowed. ‘The Indians will be upset if they find out we’re in their territory.’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ Miller acknowledged. ‘That’s a risk we have to take. A calculated risk.’

      The president turned to a quiet man at the table. ‘Daniel?’

      National Security Advisor Daniel Klouse was a longtime ally of the Agency. He was not only close friends with Clare and the operatives, he’d helped her set it up.

      ‘Mr. President, Zeb and his team are already in place. The window to inform
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