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Аннотация
As India reels from an audacious act of nuclear terrorism against one of its major cities, those in the corridors of power, prepare to retaliate. They vow that the perpetrators behind this heinous act will not go unpunished, despite protection from the Pakistani military.
But the perpetrators are supported by hidden actors whose only agenda is to see India brought to her knees. They have prepared for this moment for years. And they will not hesitate to put the resources and destiny of an entire nation on the line to achieve their goals.
As Kashmir burns and special-forces teams move across borders to strike the enemy on their own turf, a chain of events begins between the two nations that can only end one way: nuclear war.
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PROLOGUE

The blue sky disappeared into a white nothingness. The clouds flashed into oblivion. As he raised his hands to shield himself from the intense light, it only got worse. He could see the reddish-pink color of blood inside his arms as the intense light made even the skin transparent.
Was that even possible?
What was certain was that the ball of white light was now turning yellow and revealing itself as an expanding fireball…
“Go! Go! Get to cover!”
He ran at full speed, leaping over the rocks and snow. Others turned to do the same. But they weren’t fast enough. How could they? After all, they were only human.
The ground shook and he fell on his left knee as the gravel began to shake itself loose. Boulders began rolling down the hillside. He tried getting up but found his knees weak. He saw his rifle shaking with the gravel on the ground. He turned to face the valley behind him as others staggered past. He saw Vikram running past. Only seconds had passed, but it felt as though everything was going far slower. Even as he saw Vikram’s gaping mouth yelling his name out, Pathanya turned to see the snow flashing away just as the clouds above. The fireball smashed into the rocky hillsides. A high wall of dirt, gravel and rocks ran up the valley towards them.
He saw the approaching shockwave from the airborne nuclear detonation. His face wore the mask of pure horror. A large tree trunk overtook Pathanya’s view. It slammed into his leg and his view went black…
* * *
Pathanya jerked from his bed with a cold sweat. His hands were on his chest checking for wounds and surprisingly, he found himself out of breath. He turned to see the small red digital readout of the alarm clock nearby and slowly regained his bearings. He felt the sweat on his forehead. His heartbeat began to slow down to normal rhythm.
The same nightmare again.
He caught his breath and realized that there was no way he was going to fall back to bed again. So he shoved his blankets aside and rolled his legs off the bed. He checked his left thigh with his fingers pressing down. The pain slowly shot up the rest of his body. The thick scar left there by that tree log in northwestern Bhutan had taken a year to heal. During that time he had been walking with a stagger that had not gone unnoticed within the small Para community he belonged to. He hated it; hated the attention it garnered and the stories—Rumors! — that spread as a result. He just wanted to be left alone.
Needless to say, he had not been left alone.
The work done by Pathanya and his small team of Paras in the mountains of Bhutan had become legend within the Indian Army. He glanced over to his uniform hanging behind the door of the wooden hut and saw the moonlight glistening off the various ribbons and citations. One of these was the special citation given to all Paras from the 9TH, 10TH, 11TH and 12TH Battalions of the Regiment by the King of Bhutan. It was for services rendered in the defense of the Himalayan Kingdom from Chinese forces. The “Snow-Lions”, as the Bhutanese citizenry now called them, had received that ribbon soberly. They had paid a heavy price for it. The two Chinese nuclear missiles launched against the Kingdom in the final days of the war had savagely taken the lives of thousands of Indian soldiers and fifteen-thousand Bhutanese civilians. All in the blink of an eye. That war had been nasty to all parties involved.
To Pathanya, the personal price had been the loss of six of ten members of his long-range reconnaissance patrol team. Of the four survivors, two had been severely wounded, himself included. The first to go had been second-lieutenant Ganesh who had taken a deep splinter wound on their second day in Bhutan. Days later, the nuclear explosion over Barshong had taken the others with one swipe.
Gone! Just like that!
He stopped pressing down on his scar and exhaled a long breath. He then made his way to the uniform hanging near the door to his hut. He could see the black night sky outside beginning to turn to deep blue. The early morning fog descended over the trees. He rubbed his thumb over the ribbon on his uniform chest. This one had been given to Tarun, Vikram and himself by the King of Bhutan, a few months after the war.
That ceremony had been simple and sober too. The young King had aged tremendously over the course of the war. Even so, he had put the ribbon on the three men for what they had done to prevent the fall of the Bhutanese capital city of Thimpu during the early days of that war.
“The Thimpu shield,” Pathanya said to himself as he remembered the King’s description of him and his men that day. He sighed again.
The day had started for him. He took his running tee-shirt from the rack nearby, grabbed his jogging shoes and walked outside. He sat on the cold rocks of the steps at the edge of the hut’s foundation, tied his shoes, stretched his muscles and began running on the dirt path past the lawns. He headed towards the trail that headed into the woods. By now the first chirping birds had begun to fill the skies near the army base at Vairengte, in the state of Mizoram.
Following his serious leg injury, it had been a major struggle for Pathanya to stay on in the army. It had taken him months to recover and even more months after to learn to walk again. Over the last month, he had forced himself to return to jogging just like he used to before the injury. He had managed to survive and prove to the doctors that he was still fit for duty. Given his combat record, the army had been somewhat relenting.
Pathanya noticed that he wasn’t alone on the jogging track this morning. He was soon catching up to a group of Paras jogging in unison past the greenery at the Counter-Insurgency and Jungle Warfare School, or CIJWS, as the army called it. He was currently posted here, helping the school supplant its high-altitude special-operations and counter-insurgency training methods with combat experience lessons. He and a few other Paras were here because of what they had seen and done in the war.
Those of us who had survived, that is… he reminded himself as he passed by the jogging soldiers and continued on his lonely path.
Half an hour later, he was back at his hut and saw that his orderly had set up the steaming tea on the table inside. As always. He slowed his jogging and trotted to a stop. His shirt was dripping from sweat and his legs burning, especially his left thigh. He grimaced at the pain whilst catching his breath.
“Enjoying the morning, Pathanya?” a voice said behind him as he walked up the steps of his hut. He turned to see an older man in the army field dress walking up to him. He had the SOCOM insignia on his shoulder patch. He also had a smile on his face and the rank of Lieutenant-Colonel. Pathanya stood in attention and saluted; the senior officer returned the gesture.
“At ease, Major.”
Pathanya noticed the man was of Tibetan descent. The older man ignored Pathanya’s curiosity and turned to see the green tree leaves, the chirping of the birds and the colorful morning sky.
“Not as lively up in northern Bhutan, is it?” the Lieutenant-Colonel said with a smile. That piqued Pathanya’s curiosity, but he kept his peace. His records were available at SOCOM. So it was not particularly surprising that the officer knew about his experiences and role in the war.
Hell, the entire nation knew what he had done thanks to some investigative journalist who had spilled the beans a year after the war had gotten over. So why was this officer spiking his curiosity?
“You don’t know me, Major,” the older man said quaintly. “My name is Lef-tenant-Colonel Gephel. I did some unusual work during the war while you and your boys were slugging it out in Bhutan.”
Unusual work… Pathanya thought. He had learnt soon after the war that there had been teams of operatives culled from the regiment for some “nasty” operations, as Colonel Misra had said to him once. That meant inside Tibet. So while Pathanya and his men had been inside Bhutan for about ten days of intensive operations, these men had been inside Tibet far longer. Some in the media had even gone as far as to allege that these men of Tibetan descent had been used inside Tibet to instigate the very rebellion against Beijing that had ultimately led to open war between the two nations.
Were they really responsible for instigating that war?
Pathanya had never been able to convince himself suitably on that issue. During his recovery, he had found it easy to blame them. But over time, he had let that question go as realization dawned that the complexity and precipitous nature of events preluding the war with China was beyond his grasp. Besides, if these teams had been used, someone higher up must have authorized them? Could that authorization be the reason that defense-minister Chakri had mysteriously resigned from his position on the PM’s cabinet a few months after the war? If so, weren’t these men just following orders? As he was?
Could this man be one of them?
He noticed finally that Gephel was holding out his hand. He shook it and Gephel didn’t let it go:
“I have been wanting to meet with you ever since I read about you and your men. Despite the fact I work there, it still surprises me on how compartmentalized information really is inside SOCOM. Hell, I know for a fact that you have no clue what I did during the war any more than what I did about yours. Except that yours made it to the evening news and in newspapers while mine didn’t!” Gephel chuckled.
“Probably better that way too!” he continued. “I doubt many in Delhi would be happy to have the media talking about my role in that nasty mess. Anyway, I wanted to meet you in person, Pathanya. You and your men prevented Bhutan from falling to the Chinese.” He shook his head. “We should have seen that coming, really. But we didn’t.” He finally released Pathanya’s hand.
“I am afraid I don’t fully understand that myself, sir.” Pathanya replied.
“Don’t think about it too much, Major. I just wanted to meet you before I leave for Ladakh to help survey our recently established control there.” The smile went away. “The wounds haven’t yet healed for any of us. Hell, I doubt they ever will. All I know is that I will get to smell the gravel of my birthplace once again. It has been more than three years since I last did that!”
“Yes sir.” Pathanya now felt more certain about who this man was. “Were you originally from Ladakh, sir?”
“Not really,” Gephel said soberly. “My family originally escaped from Gyantse in Tibet around the time when the Dalai Lama did the same in 1959. Never knew what that place was like. Grew up in a refugee camp in India. So as you can imagine, Pathanya, I had always wanted to go visit my hometown.” Gephel smiled again. “And during the war with the reds, the army was only too happy to oblige!”
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The small fishing boat heaved with the waves, struggling to maintain its course. The frothing sea water of the Arabian sea splashed against the wooden hull as the vessel cut through the waves. Afridi flinched as a spray of water headed for his eyes. He tasted the salty water and spat it out, turning away from the railing he had been holding on to.
“Cursed weather!” He straggled to what constituted as the bridge on this small ship. He grabbed the ladder leading up to the small room and looked around. The entire boat was awash and all surfaces were slippery. Waves were breaking above the bows of the ship now, engulfing the tarpaulin covers on their cargo containers. He glanced at the ropes keeping the containers tied down and satisfied himself that they were going to hold. Then he started to climb up the ladder.
“Can’t you make this thing go any faster?” He blared as he lifted himself off the ladder and on to the floor of the small room. The two men there turned to look at him.
“If we go any faster, we will break the boat’s back!” The captain of the boat replied in his frail voice. He was the owner of this boat and had been for many years. The boat heaved again and fell over the crest of a large wave. Water splashed high enough to hit the glass of the bridge. Afridi looked at the old man’s eyes and saw the fear. But not of the waves or the weather. The old man had been through countless storms over his long life. No, this fear stemmed from something that scared the old man even more.
Afridi smiled cruelly and removed the AK-47 hanging off his shoulders. He put the weapon on the small map table and looked at the old man.
“Are you afraid of this?” He pointed to the rifle laying on the table. Both men in the room beside him remained silent. He nodded appreciatively. Good. Fear was always useful.
“Today you will accomplish what Allah has wished from you devout Muslims. You will accomplish what he desires and will find a place by his side when the time comes,” Afridi said grandly. He was prone to hyperbole. Especially when he held the power to make people listen. His rifle ensured that power.
And his mission ensured the afterlife.
He looked around and saw the overcast clouds and the drizzle hitting the windows. Flashes of thunder followed intermittently, lighting up the bridge in a flood of bluish-white light. The glass vibrated a few seconds later as the thunder crackled through the skies.
Filthy weather… he thought as the ship heaved again, following the motion of yet another of the never-ending waves. Afridi struggled to hold on and maintain his balance. He was not a sailor. Never had been and never thought about it. But apparently Allah had other plans, as it had turned out. Given the nature of the job he had been given, however, the discomfort on the high seas was irrelevant.
This “ship” was barely deserving of the term. But it was a decades-old veteran of the Arabian sea. It had survived countless storms and had always made it back to port. And that kind of security was what Afridi and his men needed on their journey from the beaches west of Karachi.
Security and anonymity… Afridi reminded himself. For all its glorious years on the seas off the Pakistani and Indian coasts, this ship and its crew were well known to authorities on both sides. And that was important. The last thing he needed now was to be caught off the coast, away from his objective, by Indian naval and coastal security forces.
Which is where the weather came in… He thought as he put his hand out of the windows to feel the drizzling rain.
This bad weather made his job easier. There would be little chance of detection from low flying patrol aircraft with these clouds and rolling waves. There would be no moonlight to assist in visual acquisition and the undulating surface of the water coupled with the extremely small thermal signature of this low-tech vessel would ensure that sensory detection threat was low.
At least that’s what they told us… he shrugged off the rain water and again shouldered his rifle behind his back. The eyes of the two crewmen were focused on his actions.
“Look at the sea where we are going!” he shouted with a brash wave of his arm. “If we get lost out here, I will personally chop and throw your heads off this boat for the sharks to feast on! I want to be at our objective within the next few hours before this storm dies away! Understand?!”
The two men nodded in quick successions but said nothing. Afridi moved to the old man and grabbed him by the throat, nearly choking him.
“You have been very quiet ever since I came up here. You are not having second thoughts about the task God has given you, do you?” He pressed his fingers tighter around the old man’s neck, causing him to gasp for breath. “Speak up, you old bastard!”
A few seconds later Afridi relaxed his grip around the man’s throat. The captain instantly fell on his knees gasping for air.
“Bah. You miserable villagers are not worthy to be leading this task!” Afridi turned to a hatch nearby that led into the belly of the ship. That was where the rest of his men were. There was a small orange-yellow glow of light coming from down there. Afridi bent over the hatch and was met down the ladder by one of his men, sitting with his rifle next to the base of the ladder.
“Rashid!” Afridi shouted. Rashid looked up and smiled.
“Wake everybody up. We are getting close to the destination. I want the cargo checked and primed. Understand?” Rashid nodded and threw his cigarette away, getting up with the help of the ladder. Afridi looked back at the bridge once Rashid was on his way. He could hear the voices of other men now. The captain’s assistant had helped the captain get up and take a seat near the steering column. The latter’s face was red and he was still struggling for breath.
“You!” Afridi pointed at the assistant. “Get back to the control! Leave him or I will shoot you right here and now!”
As the petrified man promptly got up to get to the controls, Afridi looked out the glass and saw the drizzle dying down. He could even see some break in the cloud cover…
“How far are we from the coast?”
“Probably two dozen kilometers.”
Not a good time to lose weather cover… Afridi thought. They were entering one of the busiest commercial shipping areas. He could even make out the lights of at least half a dozen large container ships on the horizon.
Afridi turned as he heard noise behind him and saw Rashid climbing up the stairs to the bridge, his rifle slinging over his shoulders. He kicked the captain blocking his way on the floor and walked past the writhing man. Afridi had taken the binoculars from the bridge and was actively scanning the horizon.
“Problems?” Rashid asked.
“Not yet,” Afridi replied without taking his eyes off the optics. “But the weather is starting to clear and we still have some distance to go before we are in range of the dinghies.”
“Inshallah, we will deliver as promised!” Rashid proclaimed confidently. Afridi grunted and smiled.
“Indeed, my friend! I…” Afridi’s voice died off as both men overheard droning aircraft noise. A warning from the assistant made them look just as an Indian coast-guard Dorner-228 aircraft broke cloud cover about a kilometer away from their location. The aircraft was on a path away from the boat and was moving on…
“Maybe they didn’t see us!” Rashid offered. Afridi continued to watch the departing aircraft through his binoculars as it drifted in and out of the low hanging clouds and the early morning mist. The aircraft noise was dying down now and Afridi was almost agreed with Rashid when the aircraft banked to port and began to turn.
“The infidels have spotted us!” Afridi lowered his binoculars and let out some heart-felt expletives. He then turned to Rashid as the aircraft noise began to rise: “Get everybody up now! Tell Ahmed to open up the containers we have for just this emergency! Go!”
As Rashid leapt to the ladder and began climbing down, Afridi kept his eyes on the twin-engined propeller aircraft as it swung by the ship, this time within a few hundred meters of the bow. Afridi saw the logo of the Indian coast-guard against the flicker of a lightening flash. He thought he also saw light flashing from some small dome-shaped optical pod lens…
There’s no hiding it now…he looked on as Rashid and two other men of his team brought up a pair of wooden containers through the hatch. Rashid slid one of the containers over the floor of the bridge and cracked open the lid. He removed the thin cover of foam on top to reveal a long green tube with optics on one end. It had painted on it “ANZA MK-II”. Rashid put his rifle down and hefted the loaded surface-to-air missile launcher in his hands. He removed the lid off its optics and slid the batteries in. The optics lit up. He looked to Afridi:
“Ready when you are!”
Afridi frowned. This was to have been their last resort. But given the nature of the mission at hand, they were armed for any eventuality. He held no assumptions that the Indians would be unaware of the threat posed by this weapon or even the weapon’s characteristics. After all, they had faced versions of the same weapon many years ago during the Kargil war. No, the issue here was not the weapon itself but its use. Deniability doesn’t work very well if one advertises the source of one’s weaponry…
“Not yet,” he replied finally. “Let’s make sure they are on to us. For all they know, we are just another fishing vessel lost in the storm.” He got a wicked smile from Rashid on that one just as the aircraft made another low pass over the vessel, drowning the bridge in propeller noise.
“They are hailing us on the radio!” The captain’s assistant shouted.
“Tell them what they want to hear!” Afridi shouted back. “And stick to what we told you to say. One word besides it and your sentence dies with you! Understand?” The assistant nodded in fear and began to respond to the radio hails. All the while the ship continued towards the coast. All they needed to do was to buy time.
“The aircraft is armed!” Rashid said as the aircraft banked around the bow of the ship again, scrutinizing it with its infra-red optics. Afridi saw what Rashid was pointing to: there were a pair of rocket pods underneath each wing of the small patrol aircraft. Each pod carried four fin-stabilized unguided rockets. Enough firepower to sink this vessel without too much trouble…
“Take it easy, now.” Afridi ordered. “Let them keep talking. And keep that launcher stowed away. The more they talk, they closer we get!”
The assistant turned from the radio to face the men behind him: “The Indians are ordering us to shut off our engines and stay where we are. They are ordering us not to come any closer to the coast!”
“How far are we now?” Rashid asked.
“About eighteen kilometers away,” Afridi replied, looking at the GPS tracker in his hands and the paper map laid out on the chart table. He shook his head. “Still too far!”
“No choice then!” Rashid said as he flicked open the optics of his launcher. Afridi realized that his colleague was correct. There was no other option. He turned to the assistant: “You! Do what the Indians are asking.”
Rashid let out a derisive laugh. “Get them complacent! I like it!”
A few minutes later the ship was dead in the water. It rolled and pitched with the waves, helplessly. The flight crew of the Dornier-228 overflew the docile and obedient target, observing them via night-vision goggles. Behind them, the systems operators continued their task of observing the Pakistani ship through the infra-red and near-infrared optical pods. One of them spotted a man on the railing outside the bridge elevating a long tube at them and realized what that was. He shouted the warning to the pilots and zoomed his optics on the tube just as the optics flashed white. Then smoke drifted away from the pipe. The operator zoomed the optical scope back out and saw the rising thermal plume coming up towards them. The pilot banked his aircraft hard and prepared to punch out flares, but he and his crew had been caught completely off guard against such an unexpected anti-air threat. A second later it was already too late.
Afridi saw from inside the bridge as the Anza missile climbed into the Indian aircraft and slammed into its engines just as the pilot had released flares. The explosion tore apart the small aircraft’s starboard wing amidst a flurry of flames. The aircraft splashed into the waves a couple seconds later.
“There is no hiding it now!” Rashid said as he threw the discarded launcher off the ship and walked inside, wiping the smut of the missile exhaust off his face. Afridi turned to the captain’s assistant:
“Full speed ahead! Head straight towards Mumbai! Get us as close as you can!”
As the ship’s engines rumbled back to life and the vibrations made it back to the bridge, Rashid looked at the rest of the men and then to Afridi: “What’s the plan now? They will be waiting for us! There is little hope of carrying out the original mission.”
Afridi grunted in amusement.
“The original mission? The original mission still stands, my friend. But our execution is now much more direct! Prepare the payload!”
Rashid raised his eyebrow in surprise and then nodded. He then motioned to two of his men to follow him down the hatch, leaving Afridi on the bridge with everybody else.
Fifteen minutes later there was no doubt that the Indians were aware that something was going on off the coast of Mumbai. Afridi was the first to spot an Indian coast-guard ship on the horizon, steaming at full speed towards his boat against the hazy backdrop of the Mumbai skyline much further south.
Here they come… He ran over to the hatch: “Rashid! Are you ready?”
“Almost! Give me five more minutes!” was the reply.
“Five minutes! That’s all we have! Let me know when its set!”
Afridi then walked back to the assistant and saw that the Indian ship was now much closer, given the high closure rate between them. He could see the Indian sailors moving up the bow of the ship to man the mounted machineguns. He also saw what looked like preparations for a boarding party.
A floodlight from the Indian ship switched on and began moving up and down his boat. Afridi nudged the assistant to keep his direct course towards Mumbai, forcing the Indian vessel to move to the side. This time, of course, the Indians were not spending time to talk. A burst of heavy machinegun fire riddled the stern of the boat. Afridi and the others dived to the floor as splinters flew off the ship and tracers flashed by, lighting up the night. The thunderous rattle of the gunfire drowned out all other noises.
When it stopped, Afridi raised his head and saw smoke piling into the bridge from the rear of their boat. The engine had died and they were now adrift. The flashlights from the Indian vessel were shining straight at them, making Afridi wince and bring his arm up to shield his eyes.
“What’s going on up there?” Rashid shouted from the hatch as he climbed up the stairs.
“Stay where you are!” Afridi shouted back and waved him to go back down. “They are preparing to board and kill us. Our time’s up! We are as close as we are going to get. Are you all set?”
Rashid nodded in the affirmative.
Afridi looked at the light from the sky scrapers of Mumbai on the horizon and then smiled. “Good. Do it! Allah-u-Akbar!” Afridi closed his eyes…
* * *
…Several seconds later, a flash of white erupted from the Pakistani vessel and engulfed the Indian ship, expanding outwards for a kilometer in radius before rising off the sea underneath a rapidly rising stem of flames. Mumbai was backlit against this rapidly rising ball of nuclear fission. Manmade tsunamis raced towards the Mumbai coast along with a massive cloud of radioactive fallout.
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The satellite moved above the brown-green subcontinent as it headed southwest on its orbit. The camera’s optics silently zoomed on the slowly drifting mushroom cloud over the waters of the Arabian sea, just northwest of Mumbai. As the brown pillar of dust and smoke lazily drifted east, the optics on the satellite zoomed in further on the city. Sea water had flooded the roads and turned them into gridlocks. Panicked people were attempting to make their way through the water as rumors and fears of nuclear fallout spread through the media. The satellite noted all the damage and carnage, but in the serene desolation of space, it was a muted sight.
* * *
The scene was anything but serene down below. At the operations center for the Indian aerospace command, the nodal agency for the combined Indian space based assets, chaos was taking hold.
“Tell me what happened!” Air-Marshal Malhotra ordered. As men around him hurried trying to get their assessments put together, Malhotra stared at the large screen in front of him showing the live video feed of what the satellite was seeing from above Mumbai. He looked at the corner of the screen as it showed various orbital parameters of the satellite in question. He saw that the bird overflying Mumbai at the moment was RISAT-2A, a recently launched satellite. RISAT, or Radar Imaging Satellites, were one of the newer generation series of satellites to be put under the Indian military command following the war with China. They were attrition replacements.
For Malhotra, it was very much a sense of déjà-vu. It was as though he was witnessing the very same acts that had started the bloody war with China. The same opening moves in a game of devastation. When that war had started, it had been a younger Malhotra at the helms of the newly formed Indian aerospace forces, operating out of the city of Bangalore, in southern India.
A much younger self… he rubbed his sleep-deprived eyes.
And so it was. Over the two weeks of conflict that had taken place from the mountains of Ladakh to the cities of Bhutan and the high seas off the Indonesian coasts, space based assets had proven critical. At the time, however, India had been caught flat-footed on the military reality of space in modern war. It lacked redundancy in space assets which meant that every loss was crippling to satellite coverage. India had also lacked offensive space weapons such as anti-satellite or ASAT weapons… and the Chinese had not.
Malhotra was on point when one of his precious birds had been taken out over northern Tibet by Chinese ASAT missiles later in the war. And it had almost cost them everything.
Following the war, Malhotra had enjoyed an extended stay in charge of his beloved space units. Longer than most people in such positions. But he had been the right man with the right operational credentials to expand Indian military presence in space. In the last three years, he had initiated numerous crash programs to enlarge the command to the level where it actually was a full command, operated jointly by all three services. Several launches and deployment of military satellites had been authorized by the government. RISAT-2A was one of the products of this expansion program. And of course, he had also been promoted to fit the required rank for anyone commanding this force.
But that war with China had been a “legitimate” war.
What the hell is this? Malhotra wondered as he watched the black-and-white picture on the main screen showing the mushroom cloud losing its shape as it broke over the Indian coast.
“What’s the prevalent wind conditions out there?” He asked one of the weather people sitting at their operations consoles.
“East by north,” was the quick reply.
“Fallout is heading inland,” Malhotra noted dryly.
“And some of it will make it to the northern parts of the city by mid-morning today,” Rear-Admiral Sinha added dryly. Sinha had been deputed here from the Strategic Forces Command, or STRATFORCOM, to improve synergy between the two commands. He was also now Malhotra’s deputy-commander. Nuclear fallout patterns and analysis was part of Sinha’s job specialization. Malhotra shook his head. He could not picture himself doing such a job with the objectivity it required.
“What’s the yield we are looking at here?” Malhotra asked Sinha, who focused his stare on the large screen and then glanced at the resolution data visible on the top-left of the video.
“A few kilotons,” he said with finality. Malhotra turned to his comms people and pointed to the screen with his arm:
“Get the folks at STRATFORCOM and give them our preliminary imagery analysis. Our boys in Delhi are going to want to get their hands on all of this as soon as they know we have it.” He then turned to see that Sinha had walked closer to the screen and was staring at some location of the screen. “What do I tell Delhi on what we think this is?”
The navy officer turned to face him: “Tell it like it is: nuclear terrorism by our friends in Pakistan.”
* * *
Pathanya walked into the officer’s mess building and saw a crowd of his fellow instructors standing by the wall mounted television in the ante room. Pathanya noticed the grim look on their faces and aborted his short walk to the library, to find out what the matter was. He found one of his fellow instructors, Captain Samik Kamidalla, standing with his arms folded near the television.
“Samik, what’s going on?”
Kamidalla turned to see Pathanya walk in and then faced the television again. “Not sure,” he replied with his fingers cupping his chin. “News coming in on all channels. Mumbai has been hit by a tsunami. No warning or anything. People in panic over there.”
Pathanya let out a deep breath as he exhaled in consideration. This was the first he was hearing about this.
Hell of a morning!
“Well, natural disasters aren’t anything new,” he replied with a hand on Kamidalla’s shoulder. “Stuff happens. Let’s find out if any of the boys who have relatives in Mumbai or nearby coastal areas need to take some immediate leave and see what we can do. I…”
“Oh god!”
Pathanya and Kamidalla both jerked towards the screen and saw a breaking news report that had just aired a video taken on the ground at Mumbai. The scene showed a brownish-white mushroom cloud dissipating into the morning blue skies north of Mumbai…
“Shit! This is no fucking natural disaster! We have been attacked!” one of the young Lieutenants in the room exclaimed. Pathanya pushed past the young officers to take a closer look at the television screen.
The room around him was already a hotbed of a dozen simultaneous conversations, ranging from panicked first reactions, to anger, sadness and shock based exclamations. Kamidalla let loose his own choice expletives under his breath, just loud enough for Pathanya to turn his head on. He muted the television and turned to Kamidalla:
“Forget the fucking vacations! Scramble everybody for war! Headquarters is probably still running around like a headless chicken but we need to get prepared by the time they are. Time to get ahead of this!”
Kamidalla nodded and then turned to the group of young officers behind him: “Quiet!” It was loud enough that his veins showed up on his forehead. “Pull yourselves together! You are officers, for god’s sake! Army officers! Act like it! This shit…” he pointed to the television screen showing the mushroom cloud, “is just the start. We will find out who did this and we will kill them. When the time comes, the army is going to look to us to slit the enemy’s throats. So put your personal stuff away, right now!”
The room was now completely silent. Pathanya switched off the television and turned to face the group.
“Gentlemen, let’s face the facts. This is, in all probability, a terrorist strike. If we were under a full-up attack, we wouldn’t be here in this mess hall five hours after the fact. The only reason we haven’t been briefed about this is because this has just happened. That said, expect the unexpected, gentlemen. We are the tip of the spear that will be shoved through the bodies of whoever did this insidious attack. So get yourselves in that mode. I want everybody ready with their equipment within the hour! Dismissed!”
As the young officers saluted and left the room soberly, and Kamidalla started to do the same, Pathanya grabbed the man by his shoulder, motioning him to stay behind. He waited till the last of the officers had left the room. He then looked his friend in the eye:
“Regardless of what we tell these boys, Samik, this situation is not going to stay in control. We can take a bet on who’s responsible for this attack but my money is on our Pakistani friends. You can’t just get nuclear weapons anywhere except in Pakistan. The government will figure this out sooner or later, and what happens after is anybody’s guess. God knows what they are thinking at this very moment!”
Kamidalla nodded in agreement. He then smiled wickedly: “Well, don’t know about you, sir, but this will be my first war! And damn it to hell if I am going to be sitting in Mizoram when the balloon goes up. I am going to go find the old man about this.”
Pathanya looked at the man neutrally and then nodded. Kamidalla walked out of the room, leaving Pathanya to his thoughts. He sighed as he switched on the television again to see the consistent videos showing the mushroom cloud north of Mumbai.
Kamidalla’s enthusiasm for getting his feet wet did not seem unnatural to him. He had been the same when he had been tagged to lead his recon team into Bhutan during the war with China. He had even beamed with pride when they had given his team the codename Spear. But he had been younger then, and not so much in years as in experience. His days in Bhutan during the war had tempered his enthusiasm more so than his colleagues here, many of whom had been forced to sit on the Pakistan border during the war, straining at the leash, but unreleased for combat against China. This younger crowd had not yet tasted the horror of modern, high-intensity war against a determined enemy.
He had both seen and tasted it. And it wasn’t pretty. The fact that only four members of his original team had survived the war was testament to that fact. His enthusiasm for war had died alongside his men in the mountains of Bhutan…
So what does that mean exactly? An inner voice spoke to him. Time to turn in your spurs and leave? Bullshit. Why the hell did you return, anyway?
The army’s SOCOM was going to need his services and he knew it. He was one of the experienced combat leaders in their toolkit to be used for whatever this crisis required. For all of Kamidalla’s enthusiasm and competency, he had not been bloodied by war. Pathanya had. Literally… he reminded himself as his thought went to the scars on his leg. It was time to pull himself out of whatever was holding himself back. His face changed from neutrality to one of grim determination as he saw the latest videos showing convoys of army trucks making their way into Mumbai. Their drivers were kitted out with full nuclear-biological-chemical, or NBC, suits. He had prayed to god that he would not have to see such scenes in his lifetime.
Isn’t that what my men died to prevent?
He balled his hands into a fist and walked out of the room into the now-bustling corridors, leaving the television running as it was.
* * *
“This has Lashkar-e-Taiba’s hands all over it.”
“That simple?” Basu said as he lit his cigarette and took clicked the lighter off. He looked around at the men in the room as he puffed on his cigarette from behind his desk. Almost all of the men here were about his age. Most were even balding, as he had started to in the last few years.
“You disagree?” One of the older men said from his seat at the couch.
“Not really,” Basu said after consideration. “Just that I expected Makki’s boys to be smarter.”
“You are disappointed that they only managed to kill what looks like a few thousand people? And irradiated northern Mumbai?” The old man said with emotion bristling in his voice. Basu ignored the anger in the room. As director of the Research and Analysis Wing, or RAW, as India’s premier external intelligence agency was known, his job required objectivity and detachment. His colleagues in the room were struggling with it, though. He decided not to poke that emotion further for now.
“So we are pinning this one on Makki then? Why?” Basu asked as he changed gears and put a mental note to later investigate his own thoughts on the matter. “Just because this looks like the result of a similar terrorist attack in 2008? Isn’t that too convenient?”
“Well,” one of the other senior people replied, “Muzammil is already talking to the media from his hiding hole outside of Lahore and bragging about it. Like he did last time.”
The man on couch grunted: “Those bastards are like leeches, taking credit for the kind of shit that others don’t want to take responsibility for!”
Basu continued to puff his cigarette as he watched the conversation flow in front of him.
“I take it that none of the actual operatives lived to tell the tale?” The man on the couch said again. Basu nodded agreement: “The bastards took down one of our coast-guard aircraft and a patrol vessel that attempted to stop them from reaching Mumbai. The crew of that vessel sacrificed themselves to save the citizens of the city!”
“Shot down an aircraft?” The old man interjected.
“One of the coast-guard patrol aircraft,” the analyst noted from the papers in front of him. “Let’s see… ah, okay. One of the Dornier-228 type aircraft. Coastal-security had vectored them to the inbound vessel to investigate. The aircraft made contact and ordered the vessel to stop its approach. The crew notified their command that the vessel was highly suspicious and asked a coast-guard ship to be deployed to assist in verification. The crew spent fifteen minutes buzzing the boat and collecting video before they were shot down by an onboard shoulder-fired surface-to-air missile…”
“Wait,” the man on the couch said as he leaned forward. “We have the video of the ship firing the missile?”
“They were streaming it to coastal-security ops-center at the time. They have the audio and video of it at naval headquarters at the moment,” the analyst noted and then cleared his throat. “Poignant stuff, the last few moments of that audio.”
“I bet,” Basu noted neutrally. “Continue.”
“Well, the coast-guard ship made it to the vessel while it was still about two-dozen kilometers away from Mumbai harbor. Shots were fired and they disabled the Pakistani boat’s engine, causing it to become dead in the water…”
“And then the cornered LET bastards blew up their cargo prematurely.” Basu concluded and extinguished the cigarette in the tray before continuing: “Gentlemen, the use of the surface-to-air missile gives away the game, if you ask me. There is no way that that Makki or Muzammil could have managed these resources without the support of our usual suspects in the Inter-Services-Intelligence. The question is why the escalation to nuclear weapons? Knowing the ‘who’, ‘what’ and ‘how’ is important, but also the ‘why’. When we find that out, we can get ahead of the enemy’s future plans.”
The old man on the couch nodded agreement: “Tell the navy and coast-guard brass to keep a tight lid on that audio and video. If the enemy doesn’t know we have the evidence, we can get them to make predetermined moves on their original plan.”
“Agreed,” Basu added. “But bear in mind that the planners for this strike in Pakistan probably know already that their original plan has failed. The detonation of the weapon so far out at sea has still gotten them damage to Mumbai, but not nearly on the scale it would have if they had succeeded as planned. So they will know that we know something about it. Expect the litany of denials and references to the supposed non-state actors to follow.”
“South Block and the Prime Minister’s office is going to be asking us questions very soon,” the man on the couch noted. Basu leaned back in his chair as he thought that over.
“I know…” he added absent mindedly, “…that they are going to want some action plans for us. Let’s look into that as well. Nuclear terrorism is not your usual run of the mill stuff. The government will want to take action on this one. If we have to get Makki’s head on a platter for it, we should have a plan to do that. Let’s get started on that one before we are asked for it.”
“Military options?” the old man asked soberly.
“Why not?” Basu replied, now sitting straighter. “Let’s be prepared for that as well. If we can solidify Rawalpindi’s and Haider’s involvement in this, there is every possibility of an open war.”
The man in the couch grunted: “At least that will make our action plans doable! If we have active military support in our operations, that will remove Makki’s protection cover which he currently enjoys.”
“We will see,” Basu noted neutrally. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves! This government hasn’t really followed up on any past provocations either. So I won’t be betting money this time either.”
“Except,” Basu’s colleague added, “the nuclear threshold has been crossed this time. We will have to act or stand to invite further such strikes! There has to some line in the sand, no?
Basu terminated the meeting shortly afterwards. He made a mental note to meet again after his meeting with the Prime Minister. He was still lost in his thoughts, trying to figure out a game, the rules of which he did not yet comprehend…
Was this a new game?
Or just the old one with different rules?
He needed some advice on matters his department did not specialize in. Especially when it involved the military. Fortunately, he knew a man who did. An old friend with whom Basu and others had worked closely three years ago. He walked outside his office and asked his assistant to get him Lt-colonel Ansari at SOCOM.
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The crowd of civilians waiting to be airlifted out of northern Mumbai were pushed away by the wall of dust moved up by the approach of an air-force Mi-26 helicopter. People held on to their belongings as the dust cloud enveloped the grassy fields and the blades of the massive helicopter threatened to uproot trees and people from their feet. One member of the forward-deployed ground teams, dressed in a protective NBC suit down, brought his hands up above his head and made a cross as the helicopter’s wheels touched into the grass and hard terrain and compressed under the massive weight.
The loud whine of the massive turbine engines began to lower. The ground crews moved up and began walking towards the ramp of the helicopter which was now opening. One of the army officers dressed in his NBC suit also ran up to the side of the helicopter just as the crew-chief opened the side door. The army captain was to the point as he spoke through his suit’s mask:
“Can you take some of these civilians out of here on your return flight?”
The crew-chief waved for him to hold and ran up to the cockpit where the pilot and co-pilot were seated. The pilot unstrapped himself and walked back to the side door. He saw that other army personnel were already unstrapping the BMP vehicle that they had airlifted in the cavernous interiors of the helicopter.
“What’s the problem here?” he asked the army officer as he jumped on to the flattened grass. He was taken aback by the sight of the mask-wearing army officer in front of him. A voice in his head asked him: has it gone that bad here?
“Sir,” the army man replied, “we have civilians caught out here and no mode of transport for them to be evacuated on! The roads are all clogged with water or traffic! Can you take some of them with you on the flight to Pune?”
The pilot, was the commanding officer of the air-force’s “Featherweights” squadron that operated these massive helicopters. Over the decades, the attrition on the handful of available helicopters had been significant. Of the four available birds, one had been lost during operations in Bhutan and two others had been removed from the roster for no longer being airworthy; a result of heavy operations.
The pilot looked back at the helicopter. This was his last bird available. It would not survive this hazardous operation. But under the circumstances, he was at a loss to find a better way for the last bird of his squadron to go…
“Get them aboard as soon as the NBC recon vehicle has been offloaded and mobilized!” He then turned to his crew-chief: “Get the civilians on board. As many as you can! And as fast as you can! No mad dashes! In double file and up from the ramp!”
The crew-chief nodded in the affirmative so the pilot nodded to the army officer. The latter man turned and ran to his men guarding the perimeter around the mass of civilians. Once back in the cockpit, the pilot looked at his co-pilot and sighed:
“Call up Pune and tell them we have landed with the cargo and are disgorging. Also tell them to be prepared with DE-CON teams pending our return. We are taking as many civvies out of here as we can!”
As the co-pilot began speaking on the comms, the pilot went back into the cargo cabin behind him and saw the armored NBC recon vehicle based roll off the ramp, leaving the helicopter’s fuselage visibly relaxed. A few moments later the first of the civilians began lining up at the back of the helicopter to begin boarding. The relief was visible on their faces and in their eyes. It was a tragic sight to see so many people being displaced from their homes this day…
“Sir,” the co-pilot said, causing the pilot to turn around.
“What?”
“Ops wants to know how many civilians can we get out of here and how many more will need evac!”
Thousands, probably! The pilot let out a muffled curse. He finally recollected his composure: “tell them we will need to make dozens of trips if we are to get all these people to the safe zones before the fallout hits this area!”
* * *
Goddamn it!
Air-Commodore Verma vented his frustration as he overheard the communications from the Mi-26 crew on the ground near the fallout areas. He turned away from the banks of radios lining his operations center at the air-force base in Pune. It wasn’t the first time he felt out of place during his tenure at command.
You know what you look like? A fifty-three year old man well past his prime still wearing his green flight-suit and standing alongside men and women half his age as they run about making your orders into reality. Time to act like it, old boy!
Verma sighed and resigned himself to the operations at hand. He had ordered pilots to their near-certain deaths during the war against the Chinese air-force. Back then he had done so from the operations cabin of a Phalcon airborne-warning-and-control aircraft. Although those decisions had been difficult to bear afterwards, at the time they had presented a clear option to him to achieve his goals.
This job today, was far more insidious.
The enemy here was unfathomable: nuclear fallout. He could not go out and touch it, or kill it. The only option was to get out of its way. But without resources in hand, would he be forced to give the order he knew his pilots expected him to?
His basic problem was the lack of helicopters to airlift so many people out of isolated areas in northern Mumbai within a few hours. That was when the first of the radiation fallout was predicted to start getting to dangerous levels. It was a simple problem of numbers: X number of helicopters needed for Y number of people to be airlifted out in Z hours. Since he could not provide X, so he had to give up on either Y or Z.
Neither of which appealed to him as an acceptable option. He wasn’t going to be the one leaving innocent people on the ground. At the same time, he could not willingly expose both the civilians and his pilots to get everybody out. Something had to give.
He walked over to the wooden table in the conference room of the operations center where dozens of large maps had been laid out. Most of them dealt with the geography of the Mumbai region. Other documents were satellite-based color-contour projections of current fallout patterns and projected ones at one-hour intervals. The room was abuzz with both army and air-force people running back and forth in near-chaos conditions. Lohegaon airbase in Pune was the obvious choice for running an operation of this magnitude. Pune because it housed the Army’s Southern Command which was responsible for the entire southern swathe of the Indian subcontinent, and Lohegaon because it was a large hub of air-force activity in the region alongside Nagpur airbase further west. Nagpur would have been Verma’s first choice but that location was where his superiors had made their “strategic” operations center. And as strange or even bizarre as that sounded, Pune was now the “forward” operations center.
Verma had his job full alongside his army and navy colleagues. The latter two were already heavily involved in the evacuation of people from northern Mumbai into safe sectors to the south. Verma shuddered at the very thought of the magnitude of that task. Anybody who had been to Mumbai could testify to the impossibility of a chaotic evacuation.
Out in the northeast of Mumbai, the air-force and army were working in close conjunction under nuclear conditions. The first of the army’s unmanned nuclear reconnaissance vehicles had just been airlifted into the northeastern sector by the “Featherweights” Mi-26 helicopter. Verma had also deployed several high-altitude Heron unmanned-aerial-drones to provide real time intelligence on the ground situation. Through the enhanced black-and-white view of the Heron’s electro-optical pods, they could see the Mi-26 parked on the ground with a mass of civilians flooding the rear of the helicopter. They could also see the “Muntra-N” nuclear recon vehicle beginning to roll under its own power with a puff of engine exhaust and a slight jerk forward…
“Looks like the NBC recon vehicle is operational and moving,” one of Verma’s staff members noted. Verma looked at the man: “fair enough. But how the hell do we get the civilians out from there in time? This recon vehicle is only going to confirm what we already expect to happen!”
“Sir!” Verma turned to see one of his operations people calling from his station outside the conference room. Verma left the room and walked over.
“What is it?”
“Sir, griffon-one-actual is asking permission to see if he can make a landing approach in sector two-bravo to evac civilians out of there.”
Verma raised an eyebrow: “What’s available in two-bravo to land on?”
The officer waved Verma over to the wall screen showing the drone feed from the Heron overhead. The view was centered on a straight stretch of tar road about three-quarters of a kilometer in length and about half kilometer away east of the parked Mi-26 on the ground. The road had apparently been scouted by the army folks there. He could see some of their trucks parked on the grassy fields nearby. Verma immediately understood the play his pilots were requesting for.
“Can he make it?” He asked and saw that his men have him a “we-are-going-to-find-out” shrug. Verma looked back at the screen and evaluated the width and flatness of the tar road. He then turned to face his operations officer:
“Do it!”
The officer nodded and brought his comms mouthpiece up to his mouth: “griffon-one-actual, this is guardian-operations. Guardian-one has authorized your request and wishes you best of luck! We have you on visual from guardian-angel’s eyes and will follow you in. Out!”
Verma heard the static-laced response from the flight-crew of the C-130J as they began their approach. He turned to see the wall screen along with everybody in the room and saw the black-and-white screen showing the flat-winged, multi-engine aircraft make its approach on the tar road. The video was without audio except from the incoming radio traffic from the pilots of the aircraft and the Heron operators overhead.
Several minutes later there was a large dust cloud behind the aircraft as it made contact with the field and began slowing down. The whitish cloud on the screen enveloped the aircraft for several seconds. The entire room held its breath as they scrutinized the video feed.
Seconds later the lumbering transport emerged from the dust cloud and began rolling forward. Verma let out a very loud breath along with several of his people around him. As they watched, a crowd of civilians were herded towards the waiting aircraft by soldiers. Verma turned to his people: “Scramble griffon-two and — three as well. Griffon-one has blazed a trail for us to follow! Tell them to get in as soon as Griffon-one is off the ground and keep doing it till we get all those civilians out! Move!”
As everybody around him scrambled to the task and the radios went alive with chatter, Verma turned to see the silent video of the parked C-130J on the road with a mass of people boarding it.
Damn heroes!
And yes, you will get a bottle of scotch from me for your actions today!
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“Sir, we must act! Now!”
“But there is no proof they are involved!” The Prime-Minister reiterated yet again. Ravoof watched in silence as the members of the PM’s cabinet fought each other. Half the group advocated declaration of war against Pakistan. Another half fought against it citing lack of evidence on Islamabad’s involvement. Ravoof had heard both arguments enough times. He knew the pros and cons. As the minister of external affairs for the Indian government, he had held this position and served this PM through the war with China and the fluid geo-political turmoil thence. He was a seasoned practitioner of realpolitik.
He did notice one major difference between this time around: the former defense-minister Chakri’s absence was conspicuous here. Chakri’s voice had been one of solid action during the China war and of stoic patience in the face of near-death and chaos. All these characteristics had made the man a legend within the senior members of the government.
He was probably more responsible for us surviving the war than perhaps any other single person… Ravoof thought as he maintained his silent glance in the chaos of the room. Of course, Chakri had not been a legend just for his wartime actions…
There were many in the government who had stated after the war that Chakri had far exceeded his stated mandate as defense-minister. When the realities of the pre-war Indian involvement in the Tibetan rebellion had surfaced, Chakri had become the focal point of those that looked to find a scapegoat. Special-warfare teams built around soldiers of Tibetan ethnicity had been infiltrated into Tibet during the rebellion to help bring down Chinese control over the region. They had succeeded enough to scare the Chinese into conducting a desperate and precipitated military response…
And what followed was the most brutal war between the two Asian giants… Ravoof leaned back in his chair. The man had exceeded his stated mandate… but not his personal one!
After watching his country slide towards impotence under past governments, Ravoof could never bring himself to blame Chakri for what he had done. It had been three years now and he still could not bring himself to do blame Chakri.
But others had. Leading the charge for his removal had been the PM himself, who saw Chakri as an affront to his own authority and as a convenient scapegoat to offer to those in the government and the media who demanded someone’s head for the Tibetan covert operations. And so Chakri had resigned under unbearable pressure and returned to his house in the outskirts of the city. He had moved there to hide from the media floodlights. He had been forced to become a relative nobody on the political scene despite his accomplishments and sacrifices for the country.
The PM had survived the war in a condition better than when it had started. Having taken credit for Chakri’s successes, whilst passing the blame for failures, he had conveniently buried his own glaring deficiencies on matters of national security. Deficiencies that had almost cost India the war. Riding on popular belief that he had led the country to victory, he had been reelected to office with sound popular majority. He had broad authority as PM like which his predecessors had dared not dream about.
And yet at the core of it lay a weak man. A man who had shown time and again to falter under chaos, to stick to ideology when the time required pragmatism. And one who offered flowers when the situation demanded the stick. As one of the most senior members of the government, Ravoof had a front seat to this man over the years. And for that very reason Ravoof had used his skills to ensure that a situation never arose that would put this PM to a test he could not pass…
Well, the Pakistanis put paid to that effort today!
And with Chakri no longer present…
“Sir, if we do not act in response to his massive attack, neither we nor this party will survive in government for even a month!” Bafna, the new politically-appointed defense-minister, knew which side of the bread to butter, even when his country’s life hanged in the balance.
“Not to mention invite additional such strikes against other cities,” Basu added from the side of the conference table occupied by the Intelligence experts. Unlike Bafna, Basu had no time or space for politics. His mandate was clear: country first.
The PM rubbed his eyes and looked at Basu: “Do we have any proof that the Pakistani government is involved in the attack? Any proof at all? I can’t very well declare war on that country just because the terrorists who are based there carried out an attack, insidious as the attack may be!”
“Depends really,” Basu replied, keeping his calm.
“Depends on what?” Bafna asked testily.
“It depends,” Basu replied sharply, “on what you consider the government over there to be! You want proof that their government made this attack a part of their five-year plan? That’s not how covert operations work! What did you think? That they were going to come up and own this attack as theirs? They are cunning, not stupid!”
“You watch your insinuations, Basu!” Bafna shouted back with pointed fingers. He had always seen Basu as another one of Chakri’s leftover people in the national-security establishment. As such, Bafna thought of Basu as someone who was not on ‘his side’. Bafna, like the Prime-Minister, was not one to think of their country as the side that mattered.
“Enough!” Ravoof entered the fray, silencing both parties. He then turned to Basu: “We know that this operation was probably handled by lower level operatives on the ground and certain senior level individuals in the Pakistani military. There is no other way that these attackers could have gotten their hands on a nuclear device. So…” Basu leaned back in his chair, his arms folded, “what we need to understand is that this is not a court of law. We cannot and should not expect cut and dried evidence to appear that will make the hard decisions for us.”
“So what exactly are you saying?” the PM’s tone bristled with irritation. Ravoof ignored the obvious condescension.
“Simply that there are only three alternatives for us,” Ravoof said as he brought his fingers out. “One: we capture, arrest and bring to justice the people involved with the attack. This includes the capture of key militant leaders from within Pakistan. Two: we accept the fact that Pakistan will never acknowledge that the nuclear device used was their own. And hence will not hand over their military people involved in the attack, even if they were acting rogue. In this case we have to be prepared to punish Pakistan and its government as a whole. Or three: we count on Islamabad being reasonable and pursue the course of relative inaction while we try and convince them to come straight.”
Bafna leaned forward for emphasis: “that third option will bring down this government! Make no mistake about it!” Bafna shot a glance to the other senior ministers in the room as Ravoof leaned back in his seat.
The PM looked lost for words for several seconds and then looked to Basu and the National Security Advisor sitting next to him: “Do we know who did this attack? Can we go get them?”
Basu leaned forward in his seat: “We know the group that carried out the actual attack, sir. It’s very clear that the Lashkar-e-Taiba is the group to which the attackers belonged. The attack itself was carried out by a team lead by one Anwar Afridi. Needless to say, he’s dead. Makki, who is the group leader, is in Pakistani custody and more of a figurehead than real. That leaves Muzammil as the real leader calling the shots. His group has already claimed responsibility for the attack and is warning of more if we do not immediately pull out of Kashmir.”
“Needless to say, we cannot pull out of Kashmir!” Bafna interjected.
“Anyway,” Basu continued, moving his glance back to the PM: “cutting past their religious and political rhetoric, we can expect that the Pakistanis will keep the LET employed in a conventional role only at the moment. More attacks in Kashmir to drive their points home to us, for example. But non-nuclear.”
“Keep in mind,” the NSA added, “that LET is merely a proxy for the actions of the Pakistani intelligence agencies. In this case, General Haider and then ultimately, General Hussein in Rawalpindi. They are the ones keeping things in calibration. If we get our hands on Muzammil, we are likely to find out just how high up their food chain goes.”
“And we may not like what we find out,” the PM said in conclusion. “But if the only other plan is to strike Pakistan as a whole, I will rather take the option of grabbing Muzammil and put him on trial for terrorism!”
No surprises there… Ravoof shared a momentary glance with Basu. The PM then turned to Basu and the other intelligence officials: “Find out where that bastard lives and come up with a plan that we can act on!”
“Sir,” Bafna interrupted, “I should warn you that such a plan is both risky politically as well as militarily. For one thing, carrying out this plan could take a long time, during which we will appear to be doing nothing. The public and the media will not accept it. By the time the plan is actually executed, we may not even be in Delhi to call the shots! Also, assuming that the operation goes off without a hitch, the Pakistanis will be crying bloody murder and that will trigger a war in itself!”
The PM sighed and rubbed his eyes in frustration.
“So what do you suggest?” Ravoof asked.
“I suggest that we act now! We inform Islamabad to either hand over the terrorists or we will begin air-strikes against their terror camps in occupied Kashmir.”
“Are you serious?” Basu shouted. “You want to tell them in advance that we will be attacking the terror camps? You realize that if we do that, the camps will be nothing but deserted buildings by the time our missiles reach there? And of course the Pakis will allow it! Why not? They get to lay waste to northern Mumbai with a nuclear warhead and all we do is strike empty buildings in the mountains!”
“At least it will show the public we are doing something!” Bafna shouted back. “And if Islamabad knows about it then the chances of the strikes spilling over into open war are nullified.”
Basu rubbed his forehead with his right hand as he spoke: “Is that really what you want to do? Pretend to be doing something as opposed to doing something real?”
“It’s better than the iffy plan of grabbing Muzammil from his residence near Lahore!”
“I would prefer,” the PM added, “to not put the democratic government of Pakistan in a situation where their only recourse is to shelve our peace initiatives in order to pacify their populace. The same way I would not like to be led into a war by my militaristic ministers! A second time!”
The room went silent on that last note. Ravoof noted that last phrase and it revealed to him the level of distrust the PM had developed for those in his government who advocated military response to national security problems. Even when the latter were correct to demand such action, it put them at a disadvantage and in disfavor with this Prime-Minister. A man could burst an artery in frustration but would be unlikely to budge this man to take solid military action when offered a flimsy offer of a peaceful alternative. And as such, Ravoof did not envy Basu and the NSA at all…
The strategic course of action now decided, the PM ended the meeting to let his ministers and military officials start working on the details. Ravoof grabbed Basu by the arm as they left the room into the corridor. Despite Basu’s curious looks, Ravoof said nothing until they were out of earshot of the departing people, most of whom were too busy to notice the two stragglers…
“You know, as well as I do, that these strikes against the terror camps will not yield anything worth a damn,” Ravoof said dryly.
“So?” Basu replied, almost having accepted the sad truth of the matter.
“So,” Ravoof responded, his voice calm, “this matter is more important than to be left to politicians looking after their own skin. Just how realistic are our chances for grabbing Muzammil?”
Basu took a breath and considered his response: “If we can nail his position while he is on the move, then we should be able to do it. But the government will never authorize it.”
“Not if it fails, of course!” Ravoof added with a dry smile. “Come on, Basu! This is right up your sleeve. Think it through. You are being offered a virtual blanket of ‘clean-and-surgical’ to do what you and your boys do best.”
Basu smiled as he caught on. He could not even think of such action without senior members of the government supporting him. That was what Chakri had done for him in Tibet three years ago. The two men had shared a common vision about China and Tibet and the intersection of the two visions had made possible everything that had followed. Basu had never been officially named in the investigations, though only for lack of proof. He wasn’t the country’s external intelligence chief for lack of skills.
Ravoof was certainly no Chakri, Basu knew. But he only needed him to be close enough.
“One other thing,” Ravoof added as he turned to head his way: “Make it quick and dirty! We owe this one to the citizens of Mumbai.”
* * *
Basu took a deep breath as he got out of the car and picked up his suitcase on the seat next to him. Thanking his driver for being with him all day, he walked back into the office building. The place was still bustling with people, although the crowd was certainly lighter than before. Basu made the usual pleasantries to his subordinates working past their usual time collating the massive amounts of data coming in from Mumbai, Pakistan occupied Kashmir and from within Pakistan itself. He asked to be kept informed of all important material and then made his way back to his office down the corridor, loosening his tie as he walked.
He saw a man sitting on the seat across his assistant’s desk, which was now deserted. Basu saw that the man was sitting casually with his legs folded and reading some papers. His coat was on the backrest of an adjacent chair, the medals and other military insignia glistening in the lights of the corridor. Walking closer, Basu saw the man clearer.
“Ansari! You made it!”
Colonel Ansari looked up from his papers and smiled, removing his reading glasses. “Of course I made it!” He got up and shook Basu’s outstretched hand.
“Damn good to see you, old friend.” Basu said with a genuine smile on his face, and then looked around to see Ansari’s belongings set up on the chairs outside.
“But why the hell are you sitting here? Didn’t my assistant meet you here?” Basu asked as Ansari picked up his coat and papers from the chair.
“He had some family emergency to deal with, so I told him not to worry about me,” Ansari said as he removed his glasses and folded them before putting them in his coat pocket. “You don’t look too well either,” he added. “But I guess that goes for everybody around here tonight, eh?”
Basu’s face lost the smile as he motioned for Ansari to come into his office. Once there, Basu hung up his coat and walked behind the desk while Ansari took his seat at the couch, looking it over as though having met after so much time. Which was true. The last time he had been here had been before and during the China war, to brief Basu, Chakri and other senior intelligence officials about his covert special-warfare teams deep inside Tibet. He had sat on this very couch and talked about deaths of Chinese soldiers, destruction of Chinese military equipment and losses encountered by the Tibetan rebels as well as his teams. He had also shown them videos here, taken by specially deployed aerial-drone crews over southern and southwestern Tibet.
There used to be a small television set on the wall… Ansari looked around… and there it is!
“Everything as you remember it?” Basu said with a smile from across the desk, accurately judging his friend’s thoughts and feelings.
“Indeed it is.” Ansari said with a amused grunt as Basu fished in his desk drawer for his regular cigarette. As he found one and began looking for a match to light it, Ansari made himself comfortable on the couch.
“Small talk aside,” Ansari said just as Basu scratched the matches and lit his cigarette, “I take it you aren’t hosting a social gathering tonight. At least not under the circumstances we find ourselves in.”
Basu moved the cigarette to the edge of his mouth and let out a puff of smoke as he leaned back in his leather seat. “I wouldn’t be so harsh, Ansari!”
“Considering all that has happened since all of us were present in this room here,” Ansari said as he glanced around the room, “I didn’t think it was a good idea for us to ever meet again in public. Heck, had it not been for the official call I got from your assistant today, I would have been right about that statement for three years running. I was done with the work we did here when we closed out Gephel and his Pathfinders. I have even gotten to like being a regular guy at SOCOM!”
“You like it there?” Basu said, dropping the cigarette ash into the tray on his table.
“It has its moments,” Ansari said guardedly. Basu smiled at that.
“Oh come on, Ansari! You are not a ‘regular’ guy. Never had been.”
“No, you better believe it!” Ansari tried to counter, but then gave up and sighed.
“I thought so.” Basu replied magnanimously.
“So what are we doing about today’s attack on Mumbai?” Ansari said with a grim tone. Basu lost his smile as well: “I can’t go into the details. You understand?”
“Of course.” Ansari replied and meant it. Basu looked at the man straight and then leaned forward on his seat, resting his arms on the desk.
“If I gave you the location of a high-value target behind enemy lines, could you and your guys go and grab him?”
Ansari didn’t reply for several seconds, considering the question. Then his eyes lit up: “What kind of high-value…”
“A man.” Basu interjected.
“Do we know where he is?” Ansari asked next, his mind racing ahead.
“We will.” Basu added confidently. Ansari leaned forward: “And you are talking to me… why? Surely there is enough brass at SOCOM headquarters to answer this question? Why the cloak and dagger stuff?”
Basu let out the cigarette smoke and crushed the cigarette in the tray, extinguishing it in the process: “Because our incompetent suck-ups in South-Block have a different play in mind. One that is loud, clear and ultimately pointless and unrewarding. And your bosses at SOCOM are going to be caught up in the mix of it for show-and-tell purposes soon enough. What I have, however, is a plan that is surgical and painful to those who carried out today’s strike on Mumbai.”
“A covert operation?” Ansari asked dryly, and Basu gave him a slight tilt of his head which could be interpreted either way. Ansari shook his head and got up from the couch and began to pace the room. After several seconds he turned to face Basu: “You never learn, do you? We barely got away with our lives carrying out the Pathfinder missions! Now you want to do it again? For what?”
“Quite simple, really,” Basu said and leaned back once again in his chair. “If we don’t do this, the bastards who pulled off the attack on Mumbai will live to strike another day. The government does not realize it, but when they do what they want to do, we will be left looking quite toothless to our neighbors who, by the way, will only be too glad to help us in our endeavor.”
Ansari stopped pacing and looked at Basu, understanding the meaning of his words. “What kind of support will I have? I can’t do this alone!”
“Oh, I don’t want you doing anything alone!” Basu replied with a smile. “I just want to know if you will lead it. Then I can make it happen for you to get your pick of men and equipment.”
“The hell!” Ansari snapped. “How are you going to arrange any of this? You don’t exactly head up SOCOM, buddy. The army does!”
“Let’s just say I am not alone in thinking the way I do about our upcoming military response to today’s attack,” Basu noted dryly. Ansari saw the fire in the man’s eyes and knew it was no bluff. The decision was clearly in his hands and if he knew Basu at all, the man probably wanted a decision in this room, right now…
“When will this take place? What’s the timeline on this?” Ansari asked after several seconds of thought. His mind was already made up. And his words let Basu know his decision without actually saying it.
“The government will probably begin the show-and-tell operations within two weeks,” Basu speculated.
“That’s not much time,” Ansari noted.
“No, it is not.” Basu conceded. “But isn’t it what you and your boys plan for, all the time?” The statement was delivered with a wicked smile. It’s response generated the same as Ansari picked up his coat and papers:
“I will get back to you.”
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“You son of a bitch! What the hell have you done?”
General Shakril Hussein looked up from his papers as the Pakistani Prime-Minister walked into his office. The door to his office slammed shut on its own momentum as the civilian man’s large hand shoved it. Hussein said nothing as he removed his glasses and put them on the papers laying on his desk. His composure further irritated the man purportedly his superior…
“I take it you mean the attack on Mumbai?” Hussein said with a trace of condescension lacing his tone.
“Of course!” the PM shouted back, “Are you trying to get us all killed?”
“What makes you think we did it?” Hussein said as he leaned back.
“Don’t you dare play games with me!” the PM thundered. “The whole world knows it’s us! I am getting calls from every head-of-state threatening everything from sanctions to war! And for what? What the hell are you playing at over here?”
Hussein got up from his seat with a suddenness that shook the Pakistani PM, who moved a step back. Hussein rested his knuckled fist on the wooden desk and leaned forward: “I am doing my job. My job is to bring our enemies down and protect Pakistan. If I have to destroy the powerful economy of my enemies through direct action, I won’t hesitate. The Indians won’t dare attack us. Not now. Not while we have nuclear weapons. Not while their conventional forces are still recovering from their bloody war with our Chinese allies…”
“Now was not the time, Shakril!” the PM interjected.
“Now was exactly the time!” Hussein thundered back with his fist pounding the desk with a loud thud. “The Indians are militarily weak. Afghanistan is almost fallen and the Americans have finally withdrawn from the region. The Chinese did most of the work for us! They so conveniently brought themselves and the Indians to their knees, perfectly placed for a swipe of our sword to cut off the Indian head! Their military is weakened, demoralized and will be occupied with the cleanup in Mumbai for weeks. Their economy, on the other hand, will never recover from this strike. Watch how all western investment within India disappears over the next year fearing another nuclear attack from the faithful mujahedeen! Mumbai is finished. And so is India for that matter.”
As Hussein finished his tirade, the Pakistani PM stood in silence, stunned. For several seconds both men stared into the eyes of the other and silence filled the room.
“Direct action?” the PM continued. “I fear you chose the wrong words there. You might as well have said unilateral action instead. You have left no doubt today about who runs this country. I should tender my resignation for all the good it will do. At least that way I won’t be judged by history when they review why Pakistan was turned into a radioactive wasteland for the follies of its leaders!”
Hussein smirked and took his seat. The PM continued to stand, looking at the man before him.
“Don’t be overdramatic, sir,” Hussein said with a voice bristling with condescension. “Your country still needs you to help it navigate out of this fearful mess. Caused by the war on terror, of course. Besides, your grateful acceptance of the Indian peace initiatives bestows you with an air of credibility as a man of peace. Use it and we will all come out of this with our heads still attached to our bodies… except the Indians of course!” Hussein smiled as he leaned back in his chair.
“You,” the PM said, then held himself for a couple seconds as he struggled for words and attempted to contain his bursting anger. And then gave up in disgust, turning away from the desk and making for the door. At the door, he stopped and turned around:
“Quite obviously, I am not aware of the inner working of these offices, General. But there is one aspect of all this you have not considered. Your plans are based on certain assumptions. I would not like to be present when they are proven wrong. For one thing, you assume the Indians are on their knees. Over the last several decades, many of your predecessors have assumed the same, sitting behind the very same desk as you do now. And they were wrong. To the last man. For their follies we paid with half our country, Kashmir, our Northwest Frontier provinces and our economy. And contrary to their pre-war plans, India grew big and powerful. I fear that this time we will have nothing but our lives with which to pay for your mistakes. There is nothing else left.”
“You defeatism is noted, sir,” Hussein stated off-handedly. “But unless you have a point to make, I have things to do here! As you can imagine, the Indians are becoming very agitated along our western border. We will mobilize to remind them that such actions are foolish and ultimately worthless.”
The PM let out a breath and looked at the floor before turning back to face the man clearly not interested in what he had to say: “The point, General, is that Mumbai isn’t Kargil and nuclear weapons are nuclear weapons. There is a threshold and it has been crossed. Now what happens is clearly beyond the hands of civilians leaders on either side. On our side you have shown me where my authority stands. But the Indians,” the PM waved his hands out of the eastward facing window, “…are not going to take this laying down. Once they find out where the trail of bread crumbs leads, they will come for us.”
“Indeed?” Hussein said, half amused by what he considered as a civilian playing at things clearly above his head. “And how will they do that? Unlike 2008, the perpetrators for the strike on Mumbai are already dead. LET leaders have already staked the claim on the attack. Its yet another deadly terrorist attack and nothing more. They may lash out at us for action and you, my dear friend, will deliver on the back and forth between Islamabad and New-Delhi. But nothing will come off it. And Mumbai will still become deserted as an economic hub. And the rest of the Indian economy will follow soon enough. After that, the Indians will have far greater local worries to deal with as their country falters!”
The PM grunted, amused at the confidence on display in front of him. “It’s all cut and dried, eh?”
“Unlike you and your fellow politicians,” Hussein said as he put on his reading glasses, “my senior commanders and I work in actual deliverables, not promised ones to a raging mob. Our work is precise and surgical.”
“Precise and surgical, General?” the PM said as he opened the door of the office while Hussein picked up the papers from his desk. “So was Kargil!” the PM slammed the door as he walked out.
The Kargil war… Hussein thought. The PM was right on that score. Several factors had played into Pakistan’s defeat in 1999. Least of which was the underestimation of the Indian response to the occupation of the mountains around Kargil by Pakistan. Despite the overt Pakistani nuclear threat laid out by General Musharraf, New-Delhi had not stopped in its campaign to take back the peaks. Instead, it had counter-deployed its own nuclear-tipped missiles, forcing a nuclear standoff while the conventional war raged, ultimately to Pakistan’s defeat.
The way Hussein looked at it, the problem during that war was the very clear and direct involvement of Pakistan in the fighting. And nothing galvanized the Indian public more than the specter of Pakistan claiming Indian land through military action. In his view, Musharraf and his Generals had a reasonably laid out plan, but it’s fatal flaw was the direct involvement of Pakistani troops and general presence. Such a target was what the Indians could aim their guns at.
But that error has been rectified, hasn’t it?
If very clear ‘non-state’ actors were doing the dirty work, Islamabad could keep its hands clean and point to the mess with sympathy. After all, it was a victim of the war on terror too…
Now the plan required a very visible ‘defensive’ mobilization of Pakistani military to thwart an ‘unnecessarily wanton and aggressive’ New-Delhi from pursuing foolish military plans. Hussein understood that the game was about time. A month or two and the initial Indian fury would lose steam, as it always did. If he and his men could weather the storm that was sure to follow in the days to come, they would come out ahead.
And wouldn’t that be a damn nice change? Hussein thought as he removed his glasses and cleaned the lenses with a small cloth.
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Malhotra sat up on the couch and rolled his legs on to the floor, letting out a deep breath. He rolled his head up to see Sinha standing near the couch, his body silhouetted against the lights in the small break room of the operations center. But he did see the navy officer smiling.
“Don’t you have better things to be doing than waking old men from their beloved sleep!” Malhotra said and then yawned. Sinha walked over to the small kitchen area in the room and picked up two cups of tea from the various kettles lined up there. Malhotra saw that unlike himself, his colleague was immaculately dressed in his crisply ironed navy coat down to the golden stripes rank insignia.
Damn navy! He thought with a muffled grunt. Do they always have to be so stereotypically immaculate?
He got up and grabbed his own coat lined up on the headrest of the couch as Sinha walked over with two cups.
“Sorry to wake you up from your beauty sleep,” Sinha said with a crooked smile, “But things have been happening that need your attention rather quickly.”
“Good or bad?” Malhotra sipped his tea. Sinha cocked his eyebrows: “Considering things, I am not sure what ‘good’ would mean or even look like.”
So true… Malhotra thought as the hot drink began having its effect, though his eyes probably would still be bloodshot from the long and extremely busy day.
“Anyway,” Sinha walked over to the table where his papers were stacked. He put down the cup and removed a couple of files marked with red and black stripes along its borders. He handed it to Malhotra.
“What’s this?” Malhotra opened the files and saw the title at the top of the page: OVERHEAD IMAGERY REQUESTS, AIR HEADQUARTERS, PRIORITY ZULU. He glanced further down to see that the request came directly from the top brass of the air-force. Further down the page were a list of latitude and longitude coordinates for about one dozen locations. From the rough grids memorized to Malhotra now from the China war, he recognized some of the locations…
“Pakistan-occupied-Kashmir?” He said.
Sinha nodded. “Sounds like the balloon is about to go up.” Malhotra re-read the tasking orders and timelines. “And it looks like your boys in Kashmir are going to go clean up the house across the line-of-control.”
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Malhotra said as he reached the last page of the file and then looked up: “Where’s the rest of this stuff?”
“That’s all they deemed for us to know,” Sinha noted dryly. Malhotra sighed and made a mental note to try and call up Air-chief-marshal Bhosale to find out more about these locations. He tossed the closed file back on the table.
“What’s our readiness for this?” Malhotra pointed to the file on the table. “Keeping our commitment to the disaster management teams in Mumbai?” Both men collected their files and papers and prepared to head back into the operations room.
“Two birds,” Sinha noted. “RISATs.”
“Okay,” Sinha said as he reached the door for the operations center and turned to wait for his colleague to catch up to him. “Send out tasking orders for the two birds and let’s find out what is at those coordinates.”
“Yes sir,” Sinha replied as Malhotra opened the door. The silence of the sound-proof break room was instantly flooded by the buzz and chatter of the operations center. Sinha walked out and Malhotra followed behind him, rubbing his eyes to try and stay awake.
* * *
Ansari sat up straight in his seat as the aircraft shuddered after touching down on the concrete runway. The turboprop engines groaned at full power as the air-force AN-32 transport began to slow. Several seconds later the aircraft was rolling off the runway and headed towards the military tarmac. Ansari saw his fellow passengers getting ready to exit the aircraft. There were the soldiers coming back to their units deployed in Kashmir, the odd government employees and even several Ladakh civilians. All were sitting in the forward cargo cabin of the aircraft, communicating to each other above the din of the engine noise through shouts.
Ansari kept his peace, however. He was sitting with his back against metallic wall of the cabin. His only company was the air-force warrant-officer who was the loadmaster on this particular flight from Chandigarh to Leh. Ansari looked at the warrant officer in his green flight overalls and his earphones covering both ears as he listened to the cockpit radio chatter.
Ansari yawned. It had been a long two nights and a very early start to this day. But under the circumstances, there had been little choice in the matter. After his meeting with Basu two days ago, things had moved fast. Perhaps faster than Ansari would have liked. Basu had delivered as he had promised. Ansari had found all his requests for personnel and equipment approved by SOCOM with the highest of authority. On the flight, he finally had some time to review the plans and expectation and make objective decisions about the next steps. He had convinced himself that the broad authority given to him for the job at hand could not have come from anyone other than the star-ranked senior-brass at his parent command. So why the obtrusive secrecy?
Deniability.
The job that he now held was blackest of the black. It had every potential of triggering a full-scale war.
But that wasn’t right, was it? After all, the entire Indian military was gearing up for the upcoming missions inside Pakistan-occupied-Kashmir. And if and when those missions went through, war might break out anyway. But there was also the hope that it won’t.
But if my mission goes awry, there will be no such hopes… He leaned back rested his head against the bare metal skin of the aircraft fuselage.
Ansari wasn’t new to these dirty operations. He had overseen the Pathfinder missions inside Tibet with the aid of his field man and fellow Pathfinder, Colonel Gephel. Gephel had been a Lt-colonel then and overall field commander for the Pathfinders. The Pathfinder missions were themselves based on a firm foundation of revenge. Their design was not so much a sprint as they were a marathon. The idea was to bleed the Chinese inside Tibet until such a point that they were willing to make concessions on how they handled the Tibetans. And in that role the Pathfinders were effective. In fact, they were too effective and ultimately had the net effect of driving both nations to war.
That question of accountability had kept Ansari awake for countless nights afterwards. He had never questioned his mission and strategic objectives when he had acted as the liaison between Basu, Chakri and the others in South-Block in New-Delhi and Gephel and his Pathfinder teams out in the freezing snow and ice of southern Tibet. He had never flinched at the countless lists of death and destruction wrought upon by these missions on Chinese military forces. But the sudden, massive and precipitous Chinese attack on India had caught his conscious off-guard. The war that had resulted the deaths of tens of thousands of soldiers and civilians on both sides. Bhutan had been savaged with nuclear weapons. And northwestern China had suffered a similar fate.
Were all of these consequences of my actions?
Ansari let out deep breath and shook his head to clear his thoughts. The cabin was filled with the whining noise of the cargo ramp opening. He turned to see the bright sunlight reflecting off the concrete tarmac. Sunlight glistened off the shiny new ice patches and a chillingly cold wind swept through the cabin. The loadmaster jumped off the ramp on to the tarmac and Ansari prepared to do the same. He didn’t have to worry about personal belongings; he didn’t have any. His only concern was the winter jacket of his and his beret. He was wearing a regular army beret today instead of his red one that indicated his special-forces lineage. That would only draw unnecessary attention. Especially when the whole of Kashmir was on edge.
He returned the salute from the warrant-officer at the base of the ramp and walked off, looking around the airbase. Leh was abuzz with military activity. He cocked his head upwards to see a bright blue morning sky reverberating with the thunder of Mig-29 fighters on air-defense duties. To his side, a pair of massive air-force C-17 transport aircraft were parked, disgorging tons of cargo, vehicles and soldiers…
Not hard to guess our intentions, is it? Ansari thought as he put on his beret, shielding his thinning white hair from the bitter cold winds. He realized that amongst all this activity lay anonymity for himself. With the massive military mobilization in Kashmir, top brass were moving back and forth. If there was anybody in the pay of the Pakistanis watching the airfield for the arrivals and departures, he or she would have plenty to report. Amongst all that, a lowly colonel could blend in without drawing too much attention.
“Our enemies never learn,” a voice said behind Ansari.
“And command doesn’t know any better!” Ansari replied almost on reflex and then smiled as he turned around. “Gephel! You old dog!”
The bearish Gephel caught Ansari in a hug that left the latter gasping. Ansari looked his friend over, dressed as he was in combat fatigues similarly lacking in special-forces insignia. He didn’t say anything on that and didn’t have to.
“What brings you to these neck of the woods… uh, rocks?” Gephel said, still smiling. “Don’t see too many of you command folks out in the mud with the boys!”
“Yeah, yeah,” Ansari observed and then fished into his bulky winter coat pockets. He fished out a small box of sweets that he knew Gephel liked and tossed the box over to him. Gephel took it with a smile and his eyes lit up.
“I thought you would be missing these out here!” Ansari noted as Gephel wasted no time unpacking the small box. “You don’t know,” he said without looking away from his efforts to snap open the box, “how many air-force pilots I have bribed to try and get them to bring these goodies for me to this god-forsaken place!” Ansari smiled and then looked around.
“Listen Gephel, we need to talk. Any place less open we can go to?”
“Absolutely!” Gephel said, at once becoming serious. He waved to the small Gypsy utility vehicle parked on the tarmac next to the AN-32 and began walking to it. Both men jumped on and Gephel accelerated the vehicle off the tarmac and towards the army base near the airfield.
“So what’s going on?” Gephel said while driving past a convoy of trucks. “I mean besides the obvious, of course!”
“What have you heard?” Ansari asked above the noise of the vehicle engine. He cocked his eyes to the passing convoys: “About all this?”
“Only what the brass deems itself to tell us.” Gephel noted. “And the regular swathe of rumors over drinks in the mess, of course!”
“Of course!”
“But mainly that we are going to be handing major pain-in-a-can to the Pakis for what they did to Mumbai. Some guys are even talking of unrestricted ops across the Rubicon!”
Ansari kept his peace as he absorbed the scent, looks and feel of this place. He missed being in the field.
“But what do you think is about to happen?” Ansari asked again.
“Nothing.” Gephel responded dryly. “Same shit, different day. We mobilize, they mobilize. The winter doesn’t help and ensures that mountain passes remain closed. The brass reports the same to the political chiefs in Delhi and the whole thing is shelved while diplomacy get a new life. And the folks in Islamabad have a good laugh all through and through.”
Gephel pulled the vehicle over to the mess of a Ladakh Scouts unit that was moving into the region. It was as anonymous a place as could be found. Gephel then turned to Ansari: “and until you called up to tell me you were coming, I would have remained convinced that I was correct in my deductions.”
“But not anymore?” Ansari smiled.
“Not anymore! So what do you have for me?”
“Something to make your hair stand on its end!” Ansari said with a crooked smile as both men walked into the deserted mess room and headed outside into the rocky garden. The garden was at the base of the snow-covered mountains that bracketed the airfield. Ansari took a half hour to explain his plans to Gephel. And Gephel nodded silently as he absorbed the whole intent of the plans…
“…Naturally, we cannot be go on this ourselves.” Ansari concluded. Gephel raised an eyebrow: “And why not?”
Ansari shook his head: “No chance. Humping over these mountains here is a young man’s game. That leaves us old geese out. I want your expertise from the Pathfinder missions but you are to go nowhere near the field!”
“Fine.” Gephel relented and then looked at the majestic Himalayas around them. “Can you get anybody from SOCOM for this operation?”
“Give me a name and I will have him deputed. The powers-that-lord-over-us have given me broad authority to acquire whoever we need… within limits of course!” Ansari focused on Gephel. “Why? Who did you have in mind?”
“There is this young major I met over at Vairengte who is teaching special-forces officers on high-altitude special-warfare tactics with his Bhutanese wartime experiences. You will know him. The guy led his team into combat against the Chinese Highland Division forces north of Thimpu during the initial phases of the Bhutanese theater. His small force worked with Warlord and his commanders to hold the reds off until the Paras could secure Thimpu.”
“Oh, I think I know this guy,” Ansari tried to recollect his memorized information on SOCOM personnel. “Didn’t his team get chewed up over there? Himself included?”
“Do you blame him?” Gephel asked. “A nuclear explosion will do that to a man, you know. He got chopped up and barely walked out of Bhutan with a severe leg wound. Only three others from his team survived. But he’s recovered now. I met the boy before I headed over here. He’s perfect for what we need. Grab him before some other task-force does!”
Ansari nodded with a smile, more so at the ease with which Gephel had accepted his task without actually saying it. And also because he realized that has special-warfare team had already begun to grow.
The plan was not theoretical anymore.
* * *
Pathanya thanked the young air-force officer who had dropped him off on the tarmac near the parked aircraft. He grabbed his rucksack from the back of the Gypsy and returned the salute of the driver. The latter accelerated away, moments later. It was already dark at Chandigarh. The last shades of red and orange sunlight were making the western skies look ablaze. He looked around as he saw the airfield abuzz with vehicles, aircraft, soldiers and cargo. The air was alive with military noises.
But down on this side of the tarmac, the activity was more subdued. He saw the two, large C-130J transport aircraft parked a few dozen meters away. Men in green flight-suits were milling about. A fuel bowser was parked nearby and a large pipe was trailing from its side as it headed above into the wing of one of the nearer C-130Js. Pathanya could see the rear ramp of the aircraft lowered and about a dozen men with similar rucksacks standing nearby.
As he walked towards the aircraft, Pathanya saw the pilots in the cockpit adjusting their helmet mounted night-vision goggles. The greenish glow from these optics reflected around their eyes as they settled into the darkened cockpit. It was then that Pathanya noticed that while the night had crept in, the airbase had not lit up as it did under normal circumstances. Lighting was being kept to a minimum. It would do no good for people in the pay of the Pakistanis to keep visual tabs on the happenings of this base, considering the base’s strategic value as one of the lifeline nodes to Ladakh and Kashmir.
“Major Pathanya,” one of the men near the ramp said, “glad you could make it to this party!” The group as a whole turned to face Pathanya and revealed that they had been consulting with small flashlights on the maps held by one of the men. This man then folded the map and stepped forward. Pathanya saw the man was wearing the shoulder ranks of a colonel and dressed as a Paratrooper down to the beret. Pathanya instantly dropped his rucksack on the tarmac and saluted.
“At ease, Pathanya.” Ansari put his left hand out. Pathanya saw the hand and shook it.
“Sir, apologies for my delay!” Pathanya said with sincerity that Ansari recognized. He understood. Logistics were a nightmare for the entire Indian military at the moment, and nobody was exempt from it. No matter how important their task.
“Understood, major.” Ansari said flatly and looked at the chaos on the rest of the tarmac. “Nobody expected to fight a winter war in the Himalayas. Despite the China war, we have yet to bring up our logistics in the mountains to acceptable levels. We are always caught flat footed, aren’t we?” Ansari shook his head and turned to Pathanya: “Well, we will make do. Hopefully we won’t have to go back into Tibet this time around!” He winked and then turned to the rest of the men as Pathanya picked up his rucksack from the tarmac and followed, still not entirely sure why he was here or what the hell he was supposed to be doing.
“Sir,” the group of men turned to see the pilot of the aircraft walk towards them in the cabin, “we are cleared to go in ten minutes! Suggest you get your men and equipment on board right away!”
Ansari nodded and stepped on board the cargo ramp before turning to the men: “Gentlemen, let’s go. This war will not wait for us!”
As the others stepped on board and walked into the large cargo cabin, Pathanya took stock of the equipment that had been loaded inside already. This included a large contingent of small arms, explosives, communications equipment and a number of other Paratroopers and soldiers already sitting further up the cabin, keeping their own company aside from Ansari’s boys. They looked up to see the dozen men boarding the aircraft from the rear and taking their seats but otherwise continued with their work. He saw one familiar face in there. Captain Kamidalla smiled and waved at him from his seat further up the cabin. Pathanya smiled and nodded in response. He hadn’t see Kamidalla since they had all moved on from Vairengte to different wartime assignments handed to them individually. He hadn’t expected to see Kamidalla here. But it was a pleasant surprise. But the details would have to wait for now.
Pathanya took his seat on the side of the cabin alongside the other men and finally saw in the dim red lights of the cabin the ranks of those men. A couple of Captains, including Kamidalla, three lieutenants and the rest were senior non-coms. Pathanya huffed in amusement as he added up the symptoms to diagnose the disease. Ansari heard the suppressed huff. He sat down next to Pathanya just as the ramp was raised by the loadmaster. The noise of the rotating propellers was now audible inside.
“You approve, major?” Ansari removed his beret and ran his hand through the balding white hair, ruffling them.
“Sir, I am not even sure what I would be approving!”
“But you approve?” Ansari pushed. Pathanya chuckled.
“Yes, sir.”
“Good.” Ansari said in conclusion.
Pathanya placed his rucksack on the floor between his feet. “I was told by my commanding officer to report for an immediate flight to Chandigarh and to report to you. They didn’t even tell me where I was supposed to find you in Chandigarh. I had all of three hours to prepare and have been traveling all day since.”
“Well,” Ansari replied, “Join the club, Pathanya. If you think you had a strange day, you should step into my boots for the past week. But to put your curiosity aside, I should mention that you weren’t just picked out of a hat. I am in charge of putting together a very delicate operation and I needed men well versed with the craft, especially in the high mountains. Your experience in Bhutan was mentioned to me by one of my senior officers. Incidentally, you have met the man. Anyway, he told me where you were, I called your CO and here you are.”
Ansari paused as the roar of the engines increased suddenly and they felt themselves accelerating down the runway. A few seconds later they were airborne and the vibrations of the undercarriage rolling into the fuselage confirmed the same.
“As you are now acutely aware,” Ansari continued, “we are gearing up for some major operations in response to the Pakistani strike on Mumbai. I say Pakistani instead of a terrorist strike because we know where the chain ends. Even so, New-Delhi feels that the appropriate response to such a devastating attack is to take out key terrorist targets inside Pakistan. The majority of these locations are inside occupied Kashmir. You buddies are gearing up for supporting the air-strikes should the need arise to send in ground troops to finish the task. But there won’t be a need and they aren’t going anywhere!”
Pathanya cocked an eyebrow: “Why is that, sir?”
“Because the camps and locations we will strike will be deserted of all targets long before we get there.” Ansari let that snippet sink in.
“What?” Pathanya blurted out. “Then what’s the point of all this?”
“Exactly.” Ansari had the air of a man who had realized this sad truth a long time ago. “We are doing this because we have to do something! Else we invite more such strikes on us. At least that’s the working theory in New-Delhi.”
“But we have a different plan?” Pathanya asked with all seriousness. Ansari turned to face Pathanya: “For the record, we don’t have a plan any different from the official plan is.”
“And off the record?” Pathanya queried.
“How’s your Urdu?”
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“It is not our fight. Isn’t that what they said to us three years ago?” Wencang said as he kept walking. General Chen kept his pace alongside him as others in the corridor swept aside to make way for the two senior-most officials of the Central Military Commission. The walls of the corridor were covered with red curtains and portraits of past commanders and leaders of the communist party of China. Wencang didn’t bother dropping a glance on either of them. He was in this building far too many times a day for it to matter anymore. But this time he did stop at one of the last portraits before his office. It was of his predecessor, Peng.
Peng had been killed three years ago as a result of a deadly Indian ICBM attack on one of the last days of the war. He had died alongside a host of other senior party officials and senior military commanders when their arrival at the national command center west of Beijing had been pre-empted by the Indians. Wencang and Chen had survived that strike because they had not been with that group. In fact, they had been put outside that group by Peng himself, although the reasons for him doing so were far from benign.
You bastard! Wencang stared at the portrait You wrought what you had sown!
Wencang sighed and turned to Chen, who raised an eyebrow at his commander, guessing his thoughts. Wencang shook his head and started walking towards his office with Chen in tow. The large hall outside his office door was occupied only by the desks of his office adjutants. The red coloration of the various drapes and carpets in the room were hard to miss. The Lt-colonel who was in charge of the team of assistants immediately got up from his seat, sliding his chair back with a grinding noise. He saluted as Wencang walked by. Chen returned the Lt-colonel’s salute. Wencang didn’t bother. Neither man broke their stride as they walked past the man into Wencang’s office.
“So what do those bastards want, anyway?” Wencang said as he removed his uniform coat. Chen waited as the Lt-colonel closed the doors behind them.
“What the beggars always want,” Chen replied. His eyes followed Wencang as the latter walked around the desk and watched the snow glistening on the grass outside the window.
“Satellite intel?” Wencang said after consideration. Chen nodded. “Indeed.”
“What else?” Wencang asked, fishing into his pocket for the cheap Mongolian cigarettes that he loved. He had picked up the habit when he had been posted at one of the Mongolian border PLAAF airbases so many decades ago. The last decade had accelerated his habit towards it logical end. He now coughed after every cigarette and wondered each time whether the next one would be his last…
“…and additional ammunition supplies to beef up their war reserves,” Chen concluded. Wencang turned to face his colleague and realized he had missed whatever the man had been saying. He looked at Chen and caught his glance. Both men smiled and Chen tossed the file on the massive wooden desk: “You can read the list later if you want. Nothing overtly unorthodox in there. The real question,” he pointed a finger at the closed file, “is whether or not we should provide them any of what’s in here. Not after their betrayal!”
“Betrayal, Chen?” Wencang said as he turned away from the window and moved into his seat behind the desk. He extinguished the cigarette. “You mean self-preservation, no? Isn’t that what all animals do? Look out for their survival?”
“Very well then,” Chen conceded, “like animals. Self-preservation. Whatever! The point is, every gut in my body wants to tell their ambassador and their military attaché to go fuck themselves!”
“The point is,” Wencang said as he grabbed the file and leaned back as he opened its contents, “that like all animals, our friends in Rawalpindi did what they felt they had to do to preserve themselves during our war with India. They helped where they could, but drew the line very clearly when they saw that the war was not going according to our estimates.”
“So how do you explain their current behavior?” Chen asked as he crossed his arms. “Surely this strike against Mumbai is not going to be taken lightly by New-Delhi? Hussein is quite mad if he thinks otherwise!”
“From his perspective, he is quite sane, Chen. He is using the opportunity given to him by a weakened Indian military and economy, a weakened Indian government that has let go of key individuals that helped secure their survival in their war with us and a Prime Minister in New-Delhi who is more inclined for peace even when presented with conflicting evidence regarding Pakistani intentions.” Wencang read through the items in the file and closed the file, putting it back on the table.
He then looked at Chen and continued: “General Hussein and his right-hand man, General Haider, have made their bets on the outcome to this plan. In that respect we can play along as well. If the net result is the further weakening of our enemies in a bloody war, should we get in the way?”
“Agreed!” Chen said.
“There is nothing at all for us to lose in any of this. My friend, I trust you to take care of this with the utmost discretion, of course.”
“Understood.” Chen nodded.
“Very well then,” Wencang said as he glanced at the file on the desk. After a few seconds of silent consideration, he scowled: “Consider all of these requests from Rawalpindi approved! Your command will receive its orders from this office before the end of this day. Time to throttle up the pressure around the Indian necks. Make it happen!”
* * *
NEW CHINA NEWS AGENCY RADIO ANNOUNCEMENT
BEIJING, CHINA
<BEGIN TRANSCRIPT>
“The government announced today that a large scale military exercise by the People’s Liberation Army will be initiated in the Tibetan Autonomous Region to validate warfighting doctrine enacted by General Wencang last year. The doctrine was created after the military action taken against the imperialistic ambitions of our Indian neighbors three years ago.
The spokesperson of the Central Military Commission, air-force General Chen confirmed that the exercise was intended to test refinements made to the fighting abilities of the armed forces and would include a new air-ground concept for mountainous terrain. The exercise will see the deployment of our comrades in the 81ST Airborne Army as well as air-defense troops and other aerial forces over the plateau of Tibet.
General Chen confirmed that the timing of the exercise was not intended to coincide with the recent happenings on the Indian subcontinent and were not designed to be hostile to other nations. However, he confirmed disappointment within the politburo with New-Delhi’s aggressive warlike postures against Pakistan. General Chen noted that New-Delhi was correct to pursue the perpetrators of the nuclear violence in Mumbai but were wrong to think that nations in the region will stand by and watch a blatant attack on a smaller sovereign nation like Pakistan. He hoped that New-Delhi will see the light and conform to diplomatic channels to pursue the criminals behind the Mumbai attack…”
<END TRANSCRIPT>

* * *
The peace and calm over Lhasa was drowned by muffled jet engine noises during the afternoon as the first Chinese transport aircraft began approaching the city at high altitude from the northwest. As the civilians ran into the streets, the blue skies above started to fill with circular white contrails of multi-engine aircraft while other contrails dissipated in a straight line to the north. Those near the airport got to see firsthand as the first Y-20s of the Chinese air-force landed on the concrete runway with their large wing flaps deployed. As one aircraft landed, another took up approach until aircraft were making a line in the skies above. The PLA 81ST Airborne Army had started to arrive into its theater of operations.
* * *
“Care to explain what you are up to?” Ravoof said to the Chinese ambassador sitting across from him. The latter man simply sipped his tea with all the deliberations of a snail. The act was designed to get under Ravoof’s skin. But the veteran Indian minister was not new to the game. With decades of experience dealing with the likes of such state representatives, he could play the game as good as anyone else, when time had not been a factor. Today was different.
After what seemed like an eternity, the Chinese ambassador put his cup on the table and looked up at his host across the meeting room: “I am afraid I don’t know what…”
“Let me just cut to the crux of the matter here,” Ravoof interjected. Sharp enough to cause his opponent to grimace. “Your country is currently in the process of deploying a massive airborne army inside Tibet. Spare me the denials and the faked surprise, sir. We know. You know that we know. So I am asking you directly. What is Beijing’s intention here?”
The ambassador kept his tone neutral: “The scheduled military exercises inside our territorial borders is nobody’s concern other than China’s.”
Ravoof noted that the gloves were now off. “When such exercises threaten the borders of a neighboring country undergoing a tense standoff with your supposed ally, they cease to be the concern only of Beijing, sir!” Ravoof leaned back in his seat and rested his arms on the armrest: “I should remind you that while we don’t particularly relish the idea of going back in time by three years, we will not hesitate to do so.”
The Chinese ambassador shook his head in feigned dejection: “Such a belligerent stance is typical of New-Delhi off late.”
“When we have neighbors who enjoy costly provocations,” Ravoof replied, “it is hardly a surprise, sir, that such stances need to be created.”
The lack of diplomatic tact and civility between Beijing and New-Delhi did not surprise Ravoof. The costly war in Tibet had created deep scars on both sides that were not going to heal easily. Of course, it didn’t help to have a painful neighbor in the form of Pakistan attempting to take advantage of the delicate and precarious peace between the two regional powers…
“This would be so much easier,” the ambassador noted after several seconds, “if your government was to approach this Mumbai matter via diplomacy with Islamabad rather than through military belligerence.”
And there it is… Ravoof thought. The real message had been delivered. “I doubt Beijing would be advocating peaceful diplomacy if this nuclear strike had taken out Shanghai. We have offered to resolve this diplomatically. It has been a week since the attack and we have still held off our military response to allow diplomacy to work. If you expect anything more, I would be inclined to say your allegiance is less to maintaining peace and more to provoke war, sir.”
“Should I take that as a threat?” the Chinese diplomat asked neutrally.
“Take it for what it’s worth.” Ravoof added flatly. “I only represent the government and do not make unilateral policy statements. Least of all on national security matters.”
“So you are only the messenger?”
“If you insist on calling me so.”
The ambassador leaned forward in his chair: “And what is your government’s message?”
Ravoof leaned forward as well for emphasis: “Stand down your military deployments currently taking place in Tibet. Pakistan is not worth it.”
The Chinese diplomat nodded for a few seconds and then prepared to leave, collecting his suitcase by the chair. Ravoof also got up in response.
“I am afraid,” the ambassador noted as he buttoned his coat, “that as much as you are a messenger and servant of your government, so am I of mine. As such, I will convey your concerns to Beijing. That said, I do not think Beijing’s response will be nearly as civilized as mine. The war in Tibet is still a festering wound on the souls of many who now lead both our nations. Don’t you agree?”
Rvavoof nodded slightly. He understood and echoed some of the same hostile sentiment. Even so, he understood clearly his country’s current weakened state more than any military officer. Unlike many in South Block, he actually listened when the senior military brass spoke. He heard from them not what he wanted to hear but what they were telling him. And what they had been telling him was their inability to fight both Pakistan and China at the same time. And from their faces Ravoof had seen the clear-as-day message from the military to the government: keep China out of this.
But as much as Ravoof would have liked to deliver on that, he feared that Beijing would not be so cooperative. They may not go all out, but they would keep India under pressure along its Tibetan border. The Chinese 81ST Airborne army and it’s three divisions were already piling into Lhasa and surrounding airbases. One division and its convoy of vehicles had already been spotted heading west from Lhasa towards the Tibetan border with Ladakh. These units were forcing the Indian military to keep a wary eye on their Chinese front and in doing so, were beginning to sap New-Delhi’s determination to see the issue through to the sticky end.
As Ravoof wished the Chinese diplomat a good trip and walked back to his office, he sensed that Beijing was using the current standoff with Pakistan to good effect. The window for action was fast closing. He made a mental note to call on Basu and impress the same upon him. Ravoof understood that his main job was to buy time for Basu and the military brass to get the job done. He was willing to pay the price to buy this precious entity.
But soon there would be none left to buy.
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As the tires touched the concrete, a puff of smoke rose to the air and was sucked up into the trailing vortices behind. The engine roared as the F-16 pair thundered down the runway. In the cloudy skies above Skardu in Pakistan-occupied-Kashmir, more white contrails made circles in the freezing air as other aircraft prepared to land. While the two F-16s were escorted off the runway into the empty hardened shelters, the engine noise echoed in the valley in dampened thunder. The second F-16 pair was barely rolling off the runway when the next pair began their approach. The aircraft were quickly pulled into the shelters to bring the detachment at Skardu up to its predetermined wartime allocation. These F-16s of the Pakistani air-force were the advanced Block-52 versions of the venerable F-16 fighter design. And as such, their arrival at Skardu to compliment the older generation detachment was as much a signal as was the arrival of many Su-30 and Mig-29 detachments to forward airfields on the Indian side of Kashmir.
Darkness enveloped the valley and the fading sunlight began to silhouette the western Himalayan peaks against the reddish-orange sky. By this time, ten F-16s of the PAF filled up all of the hardened shelters at the base. Inside the shelters, yellow lighting illuminated the aircraft and allowed the ground crews to help the pilots unstrap themselves from the cockpits. These aircraft were quickly refueled and the underwing pylons were fitted with live AMRAAM beyond-visual-range missiles.
Jeeps took the pilots to their ready rooms and the next sorties of transports began arriving. Two C-130 transports landed in quick succession, bringing the requisite backup flight crews and ground crews as well as auxiliary equipment needed to support the much more modern Block-52 F-16s. Two of the PAF’s highly precious IL-78 tankers, purchased from Ukraine, as well as a SAAB turboprop airborne early warning aircraft diverted to Gilgit airport, further north of Skardu and away from the Indian airbases to the south.
Hours later the first of the Indian RISAT satellites confirmed the arrival of the PAF in force. The imagery was enhanced and analyzed. The presence of the two advanced F-16s on the readiness platform as well as the two C-130s disgorging crews and equipment was easily spotted. Rawalpindi had just provided its rebuttal to the Indian government’s threats to strike terrorist targets inside Kashmir. Far from letting the Indians push their aerial strike packages through, the PAF had instead staked its claim to the airspace above its side of Kashmir.
Further satellite passes confirmed more of the same. Endless ground convoys were now beginning to move troops and artillery into forward positions all along the line-of-control. With the mountain passes barely allowing either the Pakistanis or the Indians to surge ground-based logistics and with the Pakistanis now on the alert, Bafna’s plan to release Indian plans before acting on them had cost the Indian military dearly. The element of strategic surprise had now been lost.
* * *
The crowd of Pashtun tribesmen got up on their feet and cheered his speech. Muzammil smiled and waved his AK-47 in the air. The stunning mountain backdrop of Skardu added the backdrop for his rifle. Following the Indian government’s warning to Pakistan to hand over the culprits or face massive aerial bombardment, Muzammil and his followers had responded with a call to jihad from all cadres of the mujahedeen devoted to a free Kashmir. As one of his colleagues standing next to him pointed out the circular contours of the Pakistani air force fighters patrolling the blue skies above, he smiled and recognized that his back was against a very supportive wall. The Indians would be foolish to wage all-out war in their weakened state against a Pakistani military armed to the teeth like never before in history. And if they did, his cadres would wage relentless warfare in the Indian rear lines forcing them to divert troops from the line-of-control. In fact, should they do such a foolish act, they may very well lose Kashmir altogether.
And that was a vision worth fighting and dying for!
Muzammil knew he was under watch, and he used it to his advantage. He spotted several of the local Pakistan news crews filming his moves from the perimeter of the grounds. He wanted them seeing his speech. After all, he was calling New-Delhi’s bluff right on their faces and declaring jihad against the infidel occupiers of Kashmir. He wanted the viewership from South Block to see this… and fear it.
* * *
“Cheerful bastard, isn’t he?” Basu said as he took the remote and switched off the television screen. He turned to see a dozen faces of young and tough special-forces operators standing casually without a word. All of them were outfitted in white combat smocks designed for winter combat. Their faces remained stoic, as though chiseled in stone. If any of them felt any emotions at all from seeing Muzammil declaring jihad against their country, they kept it to themselves. Basu reminded himself that these warfighters were not known for being verbose.
“Indeed he is,” Ansari said for his group and got up from his seat. “That son of a bitch was a key player in the strike on Mumbai. He doesn’t know it yet, but his days are numbered!”
Gephel kept his peace and stared at the television screen. They had ‘requisitioned’ the officer’s mess at the Ladakh Scouts base for the time being despite the growing SOCOM base in Leh. The main detachment of Paras at Leh was drawing too much attention to themselves. And attention was something Ansari and Gephel could do without. However, the more attention the others drew to themselves, the less attention would be given to the two dozen men working with Ansari…
“So Muzammil is our main target?” Pathanya asked.
“Yes.” Ansari stated flatly. “He is currently in the Deosai valley in occupied Kashmir, organizing his jihad army for operations against us. It won’t succeed. These rag-tag buggers are going to disperse like cockroaches when we deliver steel rain on them. However, that’s not your main concern. Leave the bearded foot-soldiers to the rest of the army and your buddies in SOCOM. We are going after this bugger and his field commanders!”
“So we are to take him alive?” Kamidalla asked.
“If we can, we will.” Ansari looked at the others. “But if there is any risk of him getting away, you nail his ass! Understood?”
“Yes sir!” The group responded in near unison. Their actual body language said: “With pleasure!” Ansari smiled and turned to Gephel: “You have the floor, colonel.”
Gephel nodded and got up from his seat. He then paced for a few steps and faced the group of men: “As you are aware, from painful experiences, the biggest issue for any such operation is intelligence and timing. We need both if we are to arrive at the target and take him out when it is of maximum advantage to us and minimum advantage to the enemy.” Gephel then walked to the wall that had now been covered with maps of regions north of the line of control. He took the wooden pointer and poked at a point called Deosai on the map. “This region is where our target individual is spending most of his time these days. We know where he is and he doesn’t seem to mind us watching him all that much. The bugger feels very secure within his army of mujahedeen and the Paki air-force that’s protecting them. For now. South of there, you have the line-of-control and it is heavily fortified with layers of sensors, battlefield radars and observation posts. Very similar to our defensive line south from there. Mr. Basu here,” Gephel nodded to the RAW director, “assures us that when the time comes we will have the location of the target down to a few hundred meters. However, the issue at the moment,” he wave his hand at the maps of occupied Kashmir, “…is to find an ingress and egress route through these massive defenses.”
“Rest assured,” Ansari interjected, “we will figure that out. In the meantime, I want you all to get acquainted with every detail of the target, the terrain and all relevant locations of interest to us. Our RAW friends here are proving very cooperative in helping us orient to the multi-dimensional problem. Use them effectively. Ask questions!”
“And now would be a good time to start,” Basu added with a smile. Pathanya and his men were already spreading out in smaller groups. A few were by the map, others were looking at the profile pictures of Muzammil from the files Basu and his men had brought over. Pathanya walked over to the map, lay his fingers on it and glanced up at the map scale. He frowned.
“Yes, major?” Basu noted the look.
“Sir,” Pathanya turned to face Basu, “putting aside the actual takedown of the target and his entourage, it is going to be near impossible for us to walk in or out for such a distance from the border. Even if we could sneak in undetected, we are going to have every jihadi in Deosai on our heels within an hour after we conduct our strike.” Pathanya looked at Ansari, who in turn looked at Gephel. The latter crossed his arms and nodded: “The thought has occurred to us as well. Rest assured, your team will not be walking into the A-O.”
“Helicopters, sir?” Kamidalla said as he turned away from the map. Gephel nodded. Kamidalla shared a look with Pathanya that said more than they actually needed to. Ansari understood.
“Gentlemen, rest easy,” he said soothingly. “We will find the ingress and egress routes. Count on it. We are not going to send you in without a viable plan here. But as you can expect, all this is being put together faster than we would normally like. Which is why you are all here. Most of you have had extensive combat experience in special-warfare operations against the Chinese in the Himalayas. For all practical purposes, this operation is just more of the same. These new enemies have beards, lack training and battlefield competency, but they make up for it with zeal and determination. But they are no different from any other enemy you have faced before.”
“Sir, what is the timeline on this?” Pathanya asked. “When do we go?”
Ansari crossed his arms, leaned back against the sofa and frowned: “Well, major, that’s the tricky question, isn’t it? Our ingress and egress depends a lot on what the rest of the military does to, shall we say, ‘light-up-the-sky’. When they go, we go. And they may go within hours. So time is a no-shit entity for us right now. Expect to go with little warning.”
“Yes sir.” Pathanya replied, understanding the general operational constraints on this mission. Ansari looked at his wristwatch and nodded to Gephel, who also got up from his seat. The Pathfinders came to attention as the two colonels and Basu left the room. Behind them they left a room full of maps, files and several RAW officers to help Pathanya and his men in putting the meat on the bare bones objective that had now been handed to them.
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“We have inbounds!”
The young air-force officer sitting at his console didn’t flinch as he noted the two popups on his screen. The onboard computer within the belly of the Indian ERJ-145 airborne-radar aircraft went to work. It classed the inbounds as two southbound fighters and provided the estimated speed and altitude in abbreviations next to the inverted “Vee” on the operator consoles. The officer staring at the screen simply had to read off the data into his comms mouthpiece to relay the same to his boss, overseeing the half dozen people onboard over their shoulders.
“What do we have?” the mission-controller said as he walked up behind the operator, looking at the screen over his right shoulder. The operator moved his eyes to the side panel of the screen to see the radar auto-classification for the aircraft type.
“PAF F-16s, scrambled out of Skardu.”
“Well, that didn’t take them long,” the MC said and then straightened himself. After a second he turned to his right to another operator: “Rambler flight still on station?”
“Roger that, sir!” Rambler was a flight of three Mig-29s of No. 28 Squadron out of Leh.
“How long before they are bingo on fuel?”
“Twenty minutes.”
“Good enough,” the MC noted. “Bring them up.”
Rambler had been on station for very little time. But as with all Mig-29s, the Indian ones were very low on endurance. They left a nasty trail of smoke in their wake and had to be refueled often to maintain them on station. The current flight would not be making it home on their own fuel if they decided to go head-to-head with the Pakistani F-16s.
Then next choice would have been a flight of four Mig-21 Bisons out of Pathankot airbase further south. But they were farther away and also less capable than the upgraded Mig-29s relative to the Block-52 F-16s armed with AMRAAMs. And if the long-range missile threat was replaced with combat “in the merge”, commonly known as dog-fighting, the Mig-29s would run circles around the F-16 of any Block model. Despite its fuel-guzzling nature, the Fulcrum was a bruiser of a fighter. Besides, the Bisons would be running into their own fuel and endurance problems. At least the Mog-29s could refuel mid-air…
“Do we have a tanker up here?” The MC asked over his comms, as he carefully made his way further up the cabin. The operators and the consoles inside the Embraer ERJ-145 aircraft took up a lot of space. And the aircraft was small to begin with. The Indian modification to this aircraft had basically taken a standard ERJ-145 and fitted it out with some of the most advanced homegrown radar and electronic-warfare systems. The result was an aircraft bristling with antennae, empennages and bulges. And a cabin that was crowded, to say the least.
“No sir.” A voice on his comms said. “But we do have one on the ground at Srinagar.”
“Then scramble it! Our Fulcrum boys are going to get really thirsty soon enough.”
“Roger!”
The tanker in question was an IL-78 from the No. 78 Mid-Air-Refueling Squadron or MARS. It was the air-force’s only mid-air refueling squadron and was equipped with half a dozen IL-78s. These aircraft were basically modifications of the IL-78 platform that carried Israeli refueling pods. The air-force was extremely short-handed on tankers and it was something that had been glaringly visible for the last decade. But because the situation had not been rectified, the air-force was left very short on tankers. The result was that the controllers onboard the airborne-radar aircraft had to stage-manage the deployment of tankers and decide which aircraft had priority over others for refueling. And not all refueling needs could be met. Those that didn’t get their requirements met were forced to break station and head home, regardless of how bad the threat situation in the skies might be.
The MC made his way into the cockpit cabin where he found the two pilots and the flight engineer scanning the skies. Compared with the cramped, hot and relatively windowless interiors of the main cabin, the cockpit was very comfortable and offered a bright panoramic view of the snowcapped and sunlit Himalayas.
“You guys aware of the situation?” He asked. The pilots turned to face him momentarily and then went back to scanning the skies for activity. He knew they were informed. The data fusion between the radar computer and the cockpits of all Indian aircraft in the skies here, was complete. If something could not be sent via datalink, it was made available via voice comms.
“We are,” the pilot said without looking away.
“So what’s our exit strategy?” The MC asked.
“If the buggers make a beeline for us, I am breaking pattern and diving for the south. Pike flight with their Sukhois are tagged to run interference.”
The MC nodded agreement. There was precedence for this. The air-force had lost one of its ERJ-145s over the border between Sikkim and Tibet during the last days of the China war. A regiment of Chinese Su-27s had decided to make mincemeat out of the Indian early-warning aircraft. In that they had been successful, despite the Indian air-force surging as many fighters it could to get into that fight. The aircraft had been shot down in exchange for large Flanker losses for the Chinese. But it had underscored the point for the surviving Indian crews who manned these early warning aircraft: they were always the main target for the enemy.
Indeed, the air-force had done the same to the Chinese 76TH Airborne Command and Control Regiment during the war. And it was expected that the Pakistanis had learnt from it as well. They had operated closely with their Chinese brethren, flying the ZDK-03 ‘Karakoram Eagle’ early-warning aircraft over the skies of occupied Kashmir. So it was impossible for them not have paid attention to the losses incurred by their allies during the war.
Which begs the question: where is that airborne radar aircraft of theirs? The MC thought. A moment later he got his answer: “Detecting atmospheric bounced signals from a long-range radar!”
Speak of the devil… he brought up the headset from around his neck and put it over his ears. Simultaneously he turned away from the cockpit and headed back in.
“Range?” He walked past the operators to the console where the electronic-warfare officer was sitting.
“Over the horizon. But southbound.” One look at the screen info gave him what the source azimuth.
“Our Gilgit bird?” The EW officer turned over his shoulder to face the MC. It was like a game of chess. These were all set-piece moves in three-dimensional space. The chessboard was the Himalayas.
“Of course,” he replied. “Both sides are setting up their chess pieces on the board. And that,” he jabbed his finger on the screen showing the source azimuth of the PAF radar aircraft, “is the enemy queen taking her place on the board!”
“Rambler is taking position on BARCAP, sir!” another operator said nearby. The MC turned to face the man as the EW operator went back to his tasks.
“They have the two Pak birds acquired?”
“Roger!” The operator replied sharply after a moment.
“Good. Tell rambler-leader to keep his flight on a short leash. No need for antics here that may snowball on us. He is not weapons-free until I say so! Understood?”
“Wilco!”
As the operators went to work, the MC wondered how he was supposed to take the initiative in an air-war where the other side was being handed the initiative by the Indian government. Until twenty-four hours ago there had been very little PAF presence hard-deployed inside occupied Kashmir. Sure, there were constant flights of Mirage-IIIs and even some older-model F-16s over the line-of-control, but these were being staged from airbases inside Pakistan. The amount of time it took to fly from these airbases into Kashmir meant that a proper window of opportunity existed for the Indians to strike from their airbases located much closer to the area. By the time the Pakistanis could have reacted, it would have been all over.
But because New-Delhi had stated its intentions prematurely, the PAF had responded within hours and had deployed fighters to temporary airbases at Skardu and Gilgit. And now this is where they would stay until the threat of Indian action dissipated. As such, these PAF fighters and support aircraft now represented a blocking force that would have to be swept aside before the strike could go through.
If they ever do! The MC reminded himself. He was not privy to what the brass were telling the civilian leaders at the moment. But he shuddered to think of what the civilian leaders might do in light of these new developments. The Chinese were making a lot of military noise now. All in all, the stage was being set to force India into inaction.
Like most men in the unit, he knew people and relatives in Mumbai who had been forced to leave the city as a result of the chaos there. He had been forced to relieve some of his men from operations as a result of their mental anguish. The post-attack devastation had gripped the soul of the nation over the past week and morale had sagged. As commander, the morale of his men was a factor that he never swept aside.
But if the Indian military was forced to sit this one out, as it had been forced to do in the past after every major terrorist attack, he feared the stress would break his men. And that worried him more than anything the Pakistanis and the Chinese could muster against him on the battlefield.
* * *
The massive Mi-26 helicopter touched down on the tarmac at Pune airbase. As the undercarriage wheels touched the tarmac and pressed down against it, the rotor-wash threw up a grass and dust cloud that enveloped the tarmac. Ambulances and fire-trucks were already heading towards it. These vehicles came to a screeching halt next to the helicopter and men dressed in NBC protection coveralls and masks rushed to the ramp and the cockpit side door, carrying stretchers and other emergency equipment…
Verma was standing in his flight-suit inside the control tower, watching the poignant sight. From here, he had a bird’s view of the tarmac. He saw a half-dozen men carry a badly shaking loadmaster on a stretcher off the rear cargo ramp of the helicopter. Medical officers were checking his body for radiation exposure as the closed the door of the ambulance. Another casualty in the tremendous operations to evacuate civilians from the radiation affected zones…
God damn it! Verma swore at the ambulance as its loud sirens died away. He saw the flight-crew of the helicopter disembarking and being scrubbed by the NBC crews, who were taking no chances. Already several vehicles had arrived that would wash off any lingering radioactive material from the helicopter before it would be declared safe to fly again. Another ambulance rapidly sped off with the flight crew.
Finally Verma turned away from the windows and faced the other officers from his staff that had accompanied him here. He nodded for them to get going. Within minutes he was downstairs and on the tarmac walking towards the three Gypsy vehicles. He turned around as they heard one of the tower control officers running to him: “Sir! Urgent call from air-headquarters!”
“I will take it in the tower. Route it via base ops comms for me.”
“Wilco, sir!” The tower officer waved Verma in. A minute later Verma took the speaker: “guardian-operations, guardian-actual speaking!”
“Verma, how are things looking at your end?” Verma recognized the Bhosale’s voice.
“We are holding, sir.” Verma said with after a heavy sigh. “I am taking casualties as we speak, but my boys are getting the job done.”
“Sorry to hear about your boys, Verma. Dirty situation overall, but by every account I have heard, your men have handled it well. Keep it up!”
“Yes, sir!”
“That said,” Bhosale continued, “I need you to pack your bags and get yourself up to Srinagar in a hustle. You know our plans. But I need a man with your experience to be the master of ceremonies when the curtains part. The current man in charge is clearly in over his head on all this!”
“That’s surprising.” Verma noted. He personally knew the man Bhosale was referring to, and that man was a competent commander.
“Not his fault.” Bhosale conceded. “He had family in Mumbai and he hasn’t heard from them in days. The man’s morale has plummeted. I had to relieve him. Can’t have a man in that emotional state leading our guys into combat. Get yourself to Srinagar and take charge. I have notified Ravi that you are to be delegated to his command for the time being. You will get further details from him when you get there. Get moving, ASAP!”
“Roger that, sir! I will be on the way within the hour.”
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“Where are you taking me?” Gephel said as he grabbed on to the rails on the Gypsy.
Ansari swerved around the bend on the road that cut into the Ladakh mountains east of Leh. “You will see.” He replied as they bypassed yet another army truck convoy heading down the road.
Gephel shook his head and looked to the side of the road as they drove on. The relatively flat road was bordered on either side by snow interspersed with rocks, canvassing an otherwise desolate mountain range. The cold winds cut through the thinly-covered fabric skin of the vehicle and made an otherwise arduous journey even more painful.
Gephel wondered how the old silk-route travelers of past centuries had navigated such difficult terrain. There were no roads back then. No satellite navigation systems and no help if you got lost in the endless rolling mountains of Ladakh, devoid of all plant life except in a few valleys. Over the last few decades, the army and air-force had established themselves here. And so had the Chinese in Tibet. The road heading east from Leh was as filled with activity as could be imagined. No civilians were out here except those working with the government. Every few kilometers they would come across a sprawling army camp or a convoy of trucks parked by the road. For Gephel, the valley of Gyantse had once been an ancestral home. But he hadn’t been back there since his family had fled to India. Decades later, he wondered about his cultural lineage. What was left of it, at least. The Tibetan culture, his culture, had been decimated by the Chinese over the past decades. Would he ever even see his home again? He knew Gyantse only from his parent’s and grandparent’s words. Would his children even have access to that small verbal luxury? What use were future generations when they had no access to their own culture?
“What are you thinking?” Ansari asked without taking his eyes off the road. Gephel realized he had been lost in thought for some time. He turned to face his friend.
“Nothing.”
“This place reminds you of home, eh?” Ansari asked empathetically. He knew Gephel and his past. After all, Ansari hadn’t pulled Gephel’s name out of a hat for Basu when they started the Pathfinder missions four years ago.
“Of course it reminds me of home!”
“You ever wonder what it would have been like if your family hadn’t come over in 1959?” Ansari asked as he finally took a turn off the road on to a dirt track and continued driving.
“Not really.” Gephel replied offhandedly and then turned to face the desolate mountains again. “I got to see what my people had to live like over there. I have yet to see such misery elsewhere. I hope I never do. The Chinese will pay for what they did… but perhaps not in this lifetime.”
“We are here.” Ansari applied the brakes and the Gypsy lurched to a halt on the snowy-gravel. Gephel looked around and saw several command-trailers parked on the relatively flat terrain nearby. They were covered with white snow-flake camo-netting through which their many radio and electronics antennae projected into the cold, grey Ladakh skies above.
“We are expected. Come on,” Ansari grabbed his gloves from the dashboard and exited the vehicle. Gephel did the same, following Ansari as they made their way through the freezing, slushy-wet mud towards the command-trailers. They passed several soldiers along the way, all of whom were kitted out in heavy snow jackets. But as Gephel wondered where he was, his eyes spotted the two parked Light-Combat-Helicopters further away, covered inside white painted, modular semi-cylindrical hangers. He saw the sleek outline of the parked helicopters showing as the entrance flaps of the modular hanger were rolled up for some work. He could see ground crews working on one of the choppers.
“Our rides?” Gephel asked Ansari.
“No. Just the escorts. Come on.”
As Gephel continued to follow two steps behind Ansari, he mumbled a comment he knew only Ansari was in earshot of: “sneaky bastard!”
“I know.”
“And who authorized this?” Gephel asked. Ansari did not answer but instead pointed to the several other Gypsy vehicles parked on the other side of the clearing. Gephel noticed a wooden sign pegged into the mud by the locals. It said: ‘FARP ZULU 114-HU’
Gephel now knew where he was. The location was one of several Forward-Area-Rearming-Points, or FARPs, operated by the resident attack-helicopter unit of the air-force in Ladakh. This unit had been formed in-situ during the China war and specialized in the use of the high-altitude Light Combat Helicopters, or LCHs. These helicopters were advanced vehicles designed specifically for high altitude combat. The LCHs were small, sleek and sported advanced digital pattern white-brown camouflage to negate infrared returns. They were capable of operating under all but the most difficult weather conditions and during the war, had proven deadly to both enemy armor units in Ladakh as well as unmanned enemy drones flying above the battlefield. As such, they had developed a deadly reputation amongst both friendly and enemy forces in these mountains. The 114 Helicopter Unit had been in theater ever since.
Ansari opened the door of the large command trailer and waved Gephel in. As both men entered the spacious interiors of the vehicle, they were met there by several air-force officers in their flight-suits, bent over a small map table. Other stations including radios were currently unmanned.
“Colonel Ansari,” the air-force group-captain held out his hand and Ansari shook it. He noticed the senior air-force officer looked much older than his age: yet another veteran of the last war.
“Group-captain Dutt, this is Colonel Gephel. He is my deputy-commander.” Ansari introduced Gephel in the same breath. Dutt nodded and motioned both men to come to the side of the map table. “Gentlemen, welcome to 1-1-4 H-U. I was informed today by the western air-ops commander that my men and I are currently removed from recon operations planned in support of the upcoming strikes and are instead assigned to your SOCOM task force. Does that sum it up?”
Ansari nodded with a smile, so Dutt continued: “Needless to say, my boys and I are very curious to know why we have been taken off the roster just before the balloon goes up and instead assigned to your task force.”
Ansari took the cue and opened his briefcase with the satellite imagery of the target areas. He handed these out to Dutt and the other pilots in the trailer. Dutt frowned as he looked over the color images.
“Forget your precious recon missions, group-captain. I have the kind of mission that will make your pilots drool!”
Dutt looked up from the images to Ansari and then to his other four pilots: “Fair enough, colonel. You have our attention.”
* * *
“What the hell do you mean they are empty?”
Malhotra turned away from the speaker on the table and looked at his officers. He picked up a pair of the satellite images and compared them yet again. “I don’t know what to tell you, sir. But these camps are empty as far as I can tell. These images don’t lie. The camps were active up until three days ago when we threatened the Pakistanis with strikes. Now there isn’t a soul in them. All buildings look abandoned.”
He heard Bhosale’s heavy breath on the other end of the line. He also heard some background chatter. Probably some of Bhosale’s operations officers offering suggestions.
Not that there is much to do… Malhotra viewed the images in his hands yet again. One had been taken by a RISAT bird five days ago. And the other one was from an hour ago. Other images taken in between these two had confirmed the steady removal of personal from all of the Pakistani-operated terror camps inside Kashmir. The enemy had scampered. And it wasn’t hard to guess who had tipped them off.
“This is a problem.” Bhosale added. Malhotra nodded at his end. “Indeed, sir.”
“The babus of South Block have created this cluster-fuck situation. We told those bastards not to reveal our plans to Rawalpindi. What the hell did they think was going to happen?!”
Malhotra looked away from the speaker and eyed the men in his presence, wondering why the big-boss had let his emotion get the better of him in front of all the men. If anything, it was an indicator of how bad things were with the civilian government. And the chief was, after all, only human. In any other circumstance, his emotions would be excusable. But not here. Not when morale was already sinking within the men they commanded.
“Options?” Bhosale said testily. Malhotra heard some of the other senior operations officers on the other side talking about rolling back the scale of the strikes or some such thing. Malhotra was already zoned out and lost in his own thoughts as he reviewed the images, hoping to find some viable solutions…
One thing was quite clear: the strikes would go ahead as planned. The prime-minister and his politically leaning defense-minister had set that in stone as the only means to survive in office. And followed that up with gross incompetence to ensure that the current plans were effectively castrated. If the current operations went ahead as planned, they would strike nothing but mud buildings and empty training grounds. The target individuals had dissipated like water into the rocks.
Or had they? Malhotra realized as he jerked forward in his seat and began scouring through the imagery laid out on the table until he found what he was looking for. Then he looked at the images and smiled.
Of course!
The answer had been available to them all along.
It had all to do with terrain topology and weather conditions, the latter of which was at its worst at this time of the year. Pakistan-occupied-Kashmir was mostly steep mountains and barren high-altitude ridges. These locations were unsuited for habitation in the winter months. But there were locations inside the valleys where the altitude was lower and these valleys were habitable. And if there was one thing that these mujahedeen liked more than anything else, it was creature comforts. In every war since 1947, Pakistan had attempted to use these “warriors” as the tip of their sword for the battles inside Indian Kashmir. And in all cases it had the same net result: the Pashtun warriors were more interested in pillaging and rape than in tactics and strategy. There was a reason why the terror camps were also located in the valleys and vegetated parts of the Himalayas north of the line-of-control.
The image Malhotra held in his hands showed him the consequences of this tendency of the Pashtuns. It showed Skardu before and after the Pakistanis had revealed the Indian threats to jihadists. The camps were deserted. But the soldiers had to go somewhere, right? They certainly weren’t hiding out in the mountains braving the snow. No, that wasn’t their style. And sure enough, Skardu was certainly showing a lot more people this time of the year…
And it is certainly not increased tourism! Malhotra put that image down and picked up another set from the table taken over the Deosai valley villages. Same as Skardu. Lots of “civilian” pickup trucks on the move. Much more than what the region enjoyed at this time of the year. These guys were spread out over the valley in smaller encampments by the look of it. Pakistani army convoys were also visible in the images and the soldiers in these convoys seemed to ignore these roadside camps as though they didn’t exist…
So much for joint operations against terrorism!
“Sir,” Malhotra said finally. “I have an option that you might like!”
* * *
“What’s this?” Pathanya said as he walked outside of the building. He saw several of his team members removing wooden crates and other olive-green metallic boxes from the back of two military trucks that had rolled rear-first into the parking lot.
“Our gear has been released to us.” Kamidalla noted as he walked past Pathanya carrying one of the boxes into the main lobby. Pathanya followed him in as others began bringing in more of the gear. Kamidalla put the box down on the floor and opened it. He then lifted one of the several rifles in the box and shouldered it. Pathanya picked up another one. He noticed straight away that these were the newly developed Multi-Caliber-Individual-Weapon-System or MICWS rifle. The weapon was fitted with the latest optical sights that SOCOM could provide them. The particular rifle that he had picked was fitted with a red-dot sight, but he noticed some of the other boxes were marked according to what they carried: infrared scopes, night-vision goggles, ammunition, under-barrel grenade-launcher attachments and so on. Kamidalla lofted his rifle and checked the red-dot sight as well as the balance of the weapon. Others in the room began doing the same. The click-clack metallic noise in the room was deafening.
Pathanya looked around and didn’t feel he had to say anything. These men were highly-trained, elite operators who had been selected for their intelligence. They knew what they had to do and how to do it. As such, Pathanya’s role as team leader was more unusual than a typical light-infantry unit. His job was only to lay out the plan of action and the next objective. He didn’t have to worry about the smaller details.
Gephel walked into the room a few seconds later and saw the equipment and weapons laid out over the lobby. He turned to Pathanya with a smile: “What have you done to my dinner room?”
“Apologies, sir. We will clean it up again.”
Gephel smiled: “You won’t have the time.”
“When do we leave?” Pathanya asked as activity in the room came to a sudden standstill.
“Tonight.” Gephel responded. “Twelve hours from now, the gears start to rotate. The trucks outside will take you and your team to the airbase at nineteen-hundred hours. Dust off will depend on other elements doing their job so it is likely to vary. But rest-assured, you will not be returning to this location once you leave here, this evening. So make sure your personal belongings are stowed into those same trucks outside. Colonel Ansari is already at operations and I will be joining him soon. I just wanted to wish you all luck and good hunting!” Gephel turned to Pathanya: “walk with me.”
The two men walked into the courtyard facing the snow-capped Himalayas around them. The rare sunlight cut through the clouds and illuminated the Leh valley. Gephel turned to Pathanya: “make sure your men get a good rest today. Mandatory sleep for everyone. They have a long and freezing night ahead of them. Understood?”
“Understood, sir.”
“Good.” Gephel then stiffened his back: “remember the extremely sensitive nature of this mission. Out beyond those lines,” he gestured to the northern peaks with his arm, “you and your team are going to be isolated and surrounded. This is not Bhutan, major. At least there you had the sympathetic population on your side and Warlord and his heavy firepower supporting your every move. Out here, expect to get shot from all sides and from everyone who can hold a gun. We all know what happened to Kalia and his men during the Kargil war.”
“I understand, sir.” Pathanya replied. He had already made his peace with his personal life in case things went wrong later that night.
“That said,” Gephel continued, “this is not Kargil. Here we are going on the offensive and rest-assured, Ansari and I will provide all the support we can muster. If all goes well, you will be in and out within two hours.”
“Understood, sir. We will get the job done.”
“You do that, major! Good hunting.” Gephel shook Pathanya’s hand and then walked off towards his parked Gypsy. In his wake he left Pathanya in silence, staring at the snow glistening on the peaks to the northwest. As he watched the peaks, wondering what lay behind them for him and his team, a pair of Mig-29s thundered across the valley, breaking his reverie. He watched the aircraft disappear across the ridgeline to the south and walked back into the building.
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The tires of the heavy Tatra trucks crumbled the snowy gravel and halted with a jerk. The hydraulic pumps began elevating the three-tube launcher of the Brahmos supersonic cruise missiles to vertical position. Within a minute the tubes were vertical and locked in place as other equipment and comms came online. The Brahmos system was designed to be autonomous in its operations. A decentralized warfare system. All it needed were targets within a three-hundred kilometer radius of the vehicle in any direction. With a supersonic cruise speed of three times the speed of sound, it was a premier first-strike weapon, and a deadly one at that.
These three launchers had been on the move over the past week and had arrived in the Kashmir valley only the night before. The Pakistanis didn’t have satellites but the Chinese did. And it was to be expected that all Chinese information on Indian forces in the Kashmir valley was being passed on Rawalpindi. As such, the autonomous Brahmos system was a key element in keeping the enemy guessing until it was too late. With readiness-to-launch times less than ten minutes and a flight time of five minutes, the missiles could hit targets before they could react or move.
As the infantry convoy accompanying these launchers moved a safe distance away, the launch crews got to work. Target information was fed down to them from the army’s XIV Corps. To the soldiers guarding the vehicles against any surprise attack by the enemy, the nine manmade pillars stretching monolithically into the deep blue night sky was an eerie sight. There were no lights and all vision was through their night-vision goggles. The infantry force commander had informed all of his men to avoid looking at these tubes when the time came, else they would be instantly blinded. This suited the soldiers perfectly, since their job was not to look at the launchers but to scan outside their security perimeter, kneeling on one leg and with their rifles held up at their shoulders. Every several seconds they heard the mechanical noises of the launcher vehicles as the crews inside kept on working and the minutes ticked past…
* * *
“Tower, this is mongol-two, we are rolling.”
The radio squawked in Verma’s earphones as the aircraft began to accelerate down the runway. He removed the headset and put it around his neck. The ERJ-145 rolled down the runway and quickly lifted into the freezing air, climbing away from the night lights of Srinagar. As the small aircraft quickly moved into the air, Verma put on his headset once more to hear the cockpit chatter.
“…Roger, tower. Mongol-two is airborne and entering TAC-1 air control. Out.”
Behind him, the men and women manning their stations got to work. Comms came online and the large airborne radar mounted outside in the form of a beam, went online. The comms chatter increased as the aircraft began establishing its presence over the airspace.
All so familiar… Verma watched the crew at work. When the China war had ended, he had hoped he would never again find himself sending men and women to their deaths in the deadly aerial orchestra of combat. The stress of combat operations against the Chinese had taken their toll on him, both physically and mentally. But fate had other plans in store for him, he reasoned.
First the Chinese. Now the Pakis.
He raised his headset mouthpiece and got up from his seat to face the crew: “All right boys and girls, give me a snappy sit-rep!”
“Pike and lancer flights are airborne and climbing,” the lead radar-systems-operator, or RSO, replied from his console. “Scabbard is on station and holding. Viking-one and — two are departing Agra!”
“Comms?” Verma asked.
“TAC-01 is at op-con ultra,” the comms operator replied. “We are on the grid and green across the board!” Verma nodded and looked further down the line of consoles to the electronic-warfare officer: “what’s the electronic picture?”
“Friendly ECMs are go. ECCM is green. We are radiating at long-range. Friendly radars are up and on the picket line.”
“Threats?”
“Our friends across the border are up as well. Kilo-echo bird is online and radiating!” Verma grunted on that one. He had expected the Pakistanis to be on the alert now. They had been doing so over the past few days and as far as they knew, tonight was no different. A PAF Karakoram-Eagle airborne-radar aircraft had replaced the SAAB aircraft at Gilgit. Known to the Indian electronic-warfare operators as kilo-echo, this aircraft was one of the Chinese-made aircraft based on the AN-12 knockoffs that Beijing liked to peddle to its allies. If anything, the quick replacement of the earlier Swedish SAAB aircraft just two days after its arrival in theater was a clear indication of the electronic intelligence sharing that had been initiated between the Chinese and Pakistani air forces. The Swedish aircraft was not integrated into the Chinese aerial network. The kilo-echo bird, was.
“Any signs of our friends to the west?” Verma asked the EW officer to see if his suspicions could be confirmed.
“No red bird in the air at this time, sir. But I am recovering long wavelength atmospheric scatter corresponding to the kilo-juliet birds.”
“So!” Verma frowned. “Our pals in the 76 ACCR are in theater; just not in the skies at the moment.”
“It would appear so, sir.”
Verma turned his thoughts to the Pakistani problem. Here he had to deal with the most immediate threat to Indian aerial dominance during the punitive strikes against terrorist targets in occupied-Kashmir. This threat centered around the presence of a dozen advanced-model F-16s split between Skardu and Gilgit. Of the two airbases, the bulk of the fighters were at Skardu with only two F-16s seen at Gilgit on defensive patrols. The PAF warfighting concept for this region was clear. The Gilgit based radar aircraft would direct and control the much more forward-based Skardu F-16s plus any additional aircraft flown in from airbases in mainland Pakistan. In theory, they could bring a lot of their forces to bear on the Indians. Reality was different.
Modern air combat is all about temporal-aerial-density. This means that it is less about how many airplanes a nation has and more to do with their ability to concentrate more fighters than their opponent in a given time inside a three-dimensional box in space. If this box is further away from the airbases and consequently the combatant does not have the ability to bring in a lot of aircraft inside this box in a small time, the overall effect of the large number of airplanes is rendered indecisive in the outcome of the air war. Verma understood this doctrine very well and in his mind, the three-dimensional box was spread over Deosai and Skardu. Airbases from Pakistan could allow PAF fighters to fly into this box but they could not do so quickly enough to stop the Indians from completing their strike packages. The PAF was not equipped with long endurance, high capability aircraft other than the very small batch of Block-52 F-16s.
On the Indian side, however, the long-range bruiser was the Su-30MKI. This Flanker derivative had long range and endurance. Other fighters deploying from nearby bases at Leh, Srinagar and so on also meant that aircraft such as the Mirage-2000s and upgraded Mig-29s could and would join the fray as required. And in-flight refueling tanker support was available for those aircraft that needed them to get home.
All in all, the PAF was a defensive force whose only strategic objective was to retain control of their own skies. They weren’t going anywhere else beyond it and they knew it. The deployment of a good chunk of their newer F-16s to Skardu and Gilgit was as much about deterrence as it was about defenses.
Well, we will see how that holds up! Verma looked at his wristwatch. It was time.
* * *
The valley became backlit with orange-white glow as the first of the Block-III Brahmos missiles leapt out of the tubes into the cold night sky. The nine-meter long missiles climbed straight up on an expanding tower of flame and smoke and then slapped to their side using their maneuvering thrusters before accelerating to the north. They climbed above the Himalayan peaks around them. A few seconds later they ejected their booster rockets and the air-breathing ramjet engines roared to life. As the smoking boosters fell to the rocks below on ballistic trajectories, the first three Brahmos missiles created a vapor cone in front of their noses and broke through it just before reaching the line of control. They crossed into Pakistan-occupied-Kashmir trailing supersonic shockwaves that shook the mountains…
* * *
On board the Pakistani Karakoram-Eagle airborne-radar aircraft, the sudden arrival of the Brahmos missiles on the radar screens sent a wave of chaotic comms chatter as Verma’s counterpart in this aircraft attempted to make sense of what was happening. They had two F-16s up on patrol near Skardu and these were ordered to punch afterburners and move into position to try and intercept the incoming cruise missiles. But the Brahmos missile launches were timed for precision alongside the input from the Indian airborne-radar aircraft. And the two Pakistani pilots became aware of this fact as they dived from position and had to reverse back on their flight path. They were facing the missiles coming straight at them at three times the speed of sound. Coupled with their own high speed, the closure rate was enormously high. And as such, there was no time for the two pilots to engage anything successfully. The two AMRAAM missiles they fired flew past their intended targets at a relative velocity of four times the speed of sound.
For their part, the three missiles were heading to their targets oblivious of the Pakistani attempts to stop them. They made it over their target area before a shot could be fired. These Block-III missiles had the ability for steep dives built in, which they put to use as they swept past the massive peaks surrounding Skardu airbase. The missiles passed the peaks and snap-dived into their targets: the Skardu runway.
At such high impact velocities, they slapped into the concrete of the runway at three precisely measured locations equidistant along its length. The inverted cones of smoke, dust and concrete thrown into the air rose up for a split second before the large warheads on the missiles exploded and the symmetrical cones were blown apart by a wall of flames…
Within minutes, the smoke began to slowly take shape in the form of mushroom clouds as the thunder rippled through the valley, echoing for several minutes across the peaks. The shockwave from the massive explosions also ripped apart one of the two F-16s that had been sitting on the operational readiness platform at the end of the runway.
As ground crews began to rush to the site of the strike, the word was passed up the command line: Skardu airbase was shut down.
To the pilots of the two F-16s flying overhead, this was clear as day and they didn’t need any confirmation from command. However it did complicate their lives substantially. It took the leader of the two-man flight only a few seconds to realize what had happened: their main force of backup was now stuck on the ground. This meant there would be no support around for a while until aircraft from Pakistan and from Gilgit could come down to lend a hand. As they scanned the skies above the southern peaks, they began to realize just how lonely they were out there…
“Pike and lancer leaders, weapons-free! Weapons-free!”
Wing-commander Oberoi smiled within his mask as he heard Verma’s message. As commander for the No. 28 Squadron, he had been rearing to get into the fight. His squadron had been flying well south of the maximum detection range of the kilo-echo. He flipped the comms: “pike-leader to all pike elements: punch tanks and move to contact on my mark! Three… two… one… mark!”
The eight Mig-29s comprising pike punched their two external wing drop-tanks in unison and accelerated with afterburners to the north. They now outnumbered the enemy four-to-one inside Verma’s aerial kill-box. The Indians had just acquired a much higher aerial-density in the skies above Skardu.
And Oberoi and his Mig-29 drivers intended to make it count.
* * *
“Bandits turning… heading south. Closure rate at fifteen hundred.”
“Pike copies all.” Oberoi responded to the input from Verma’s boys. He did the mental calculations to determine when the green dotted rectangle on his heads-up-display, or HUD, would turn into a solid one. This rectangle pair represented the input from Verma’s airborne radar aircraft and corresponded to the location of the two Pakistani F-16s north of them.
He noticed that there was sweat inside his gloves now.
So it is real after all!
He turned his attention to the aircraft. The attitude of his Mig-29 was stable: zero roll rates, positive pitch. The rumble of the afterburners reminded him that he was still accelerating whilst climbing. Sure enough, the velocity and Mach counters were registering the gradual increase in his kinetic energy.
The dotted rectangle turned solid with an audio tone in his helmet earphones. Now their own radars had also acquired the two enemy aircraft. Sure enough, the radio squawked: “Mongol-two to pike. Bandits handed over. Kill them all!”
“Wilco!” Oberoi looked left and right to see the other seven Mig-29s flying in a line-abreast formation. All aircraft would engage simultaneously. He switched frequencies: “Pike elements: here we go! Weapons release on my mark. Break the enemy formation and dive for the deck. Do not let the buggers keep you at arm’s length! We do our business better up close and personal!”
“First supersonics!” was the chorus response on the comms. Oberoi smiled. The squadron had really taken to its name with pride following the China war. Back then, they had been one of the first air-force units committed to combat against the Chinese aircraft in Ladakh. Now the phrase had taken had taken on a meaning of identity with the squadron as well as its charging battle-cry.
Like the cavalry leaders of old… Oberoi cycled through the R-77 missile targeting and release. He and the rest of his pilots were seconds away from reaching missile range. Each aircraft carried two of these missiles tonight. They also carried a pair of R-73 close-range heat-seeking infra-red missiles for the up-close-and-dirty work. The innermost pylons were empty now that the drop tanks had been punched…
The audio tone inside his helmet screeched as the diamonds appeared inside the green rectangles in his HUD.
“Pike! Weapons release! Fire!”
All eight Mig-29 pilots depressed the weapon’s release button on their control sticks within split-seconds of each other. And eight R-77s dropped clean off the pylons and fell underneath the aircraft for a dozen feet before their rocket motors ignited. The missiles accelerated from underneath the aircraft and climbed above them washing the parent aircraft with a large smoke cloud. Oberoi’s cockpit glass swept aside the smoke from his launch as he kept his eyes focused on the large exhaust flash of the missile showing up against a green-black background on his night-vision goggles. The missiles were on their way. Eight R-77s against two enemy F-16s.
His helmet audio screeched again. This time it was a more urgent screech. The two F-16 pilots had released four AMRAAM missiles.
Shit!
“Pike! We have missiles inbound! Watch the skies and find the inbounds before you dive! Do not take your eyes off the inbounds!”
Several seconds passed during which he could feel his heart pounding inside his chest. No visuals. Were the missiles smokeless?
I hope not… He continued to focus on the northern horizon as the radar-warning-receivers on his aircraft registered not just the F-16 radar but also their supporting kilo-echo bird much further north.
There! Four specks of light arcing down from the north.
“Pike! I have V–I-D on four missiles! Arcing down at eleven-o-clock high! Break formation and dodge these suckers! Break! Break!”
He rolled his aircraft inverted and dived. The rest of the Mig-29s did the same. All of them punched out metallic chaff shards as they completed their dives and entered into the cloud floor below. Oberoi’s cockpit disappeared inside a muck of clouds and he lost all visibility within a blink. His hands instinctively pulled his aircraft level to avoid running into a mountain at point-blank range. Out here in the Himalayas, this was a real problem.
“Oh shit!” Oberoi shouted as he flipped his aircraft to its side and skipped past a solid rock mountain peak at eight-hundred kilometers an hour. He realized he had dropped significantly in the clouds and not having a ground reference, had not realized it. This needed correction and he pulled his aircraft up into the cloud cover above. His audio screeches confirmed that the missiles had stopped following him a while back. But his radio was alive with the chaotic chatter of his pilots dodging missiles within the mountains.
Time to get up there… Oberoi pushed the throttle forward and pulled the control stick back. Agile as the Fulcrum was, it responded like a sports-car and pitched up to seventy degrees and yet continued to accelerate through the clouds. Within seconds he was above the cover and was staring at the brilliant starry skies above. Of course, now that he was up here, he didn’t like feeling so alone.
“Pike-two! Where are you? I lost visual!”
“I have you at my nine-o-clock, leader!” Oberoi turned his head to the left and saw his wingman’s Mig-29 climbing through the cloud floor, trailing wingtip contrails. He then looked back to his right to see where he thought the F-16s should have been. But there was nothing to be seen there…
“Mongol-two, this is Pike-one,” he opened the comms channel with Verma, “I need a fix on our two bandits right away! Over!”
The response came few seconds later: “Roger. We have one bandit within two kilometers, due west. We have lost contact with the other after he dived behind clouds of chaff.”
To my west… Oberoi scanned the skies as he brought the aircraft heading in that direction. There were large cumulous clouds in the skies showing in his helmet optics as white against the green night sky. But no relative motion suggesting man-made presence. “Pike-two, do you see our prey? I got nothing over here.”
“Roger! I have our prey noon-high within the cloud bank! Two kilometers!” Oberoi jerked his head up and saw the F-16 as it cut through one cloud bank and into the other, looking for its own prey.
“Follow my lead!” Oberoi brought the control stick back into his stomach and felt the aircraft pitch up even more as they climbed. This time they leveled out underneath the clouds and waited for the Pakistani pilot to burst out of the cover. A few seconds later he did and Oberoi saw the clipped-delta silhouette of the F-16 punch through the white cloud embankment. By this time both Indian pilots had switched to their R-73 missiles. Oberoi lined up behind the single-engine exhaust of the diving F-16…
Except the Pakistani pilot had other plans. The F-16 abruptly flipped to its right and dived for the cloud floor below. If he got within it, there would be no chance of a pursuit.
“Pike-two! The bugger has spotted us! Don’t let him reach that cloud cover! Follow me in!”
“Wilco!”
Oberoi punched the throttle forward and felt the sudden burst of acceleration as the three aircraft dived for the clouds below them. The Pakistani pilot was now punching bursts of flares that instantly decimated the night-vision of the two Indian pilots so close behind him.
This guy knows his trade! Oberoi waited for the audio tone confirming his lock. Aerodynamically, the F-16 was no match for the Fulcrum in a close-up fight. And try as he might, the F-16 pilot could only stave off the inevitable for a while…
“I have tone! Pickle one!” Oberoi shouted as the gravity forces pulled him into his seat coming out of another tight turn behind the desperate F-16 pilot. Oberoi always taught his pilots not to panic in combat. And here was a classic example why. In his desperation to stave off the Indian pilots, the Pakistani pilot had punched flares faster than he had probably realized. And now he had none left. He had also let the flares act as a glowing path leading to himself within the night sky. Now he had other Mig-29s converging from all sides. There was no escape.
Oberoi felt the shudder as the R-73 flew off its pylon. Unlike the R-77, its motor ignited simultaneously and flew in a quick clockwise arc into the orange-yellow exhaust of the F-16. The small fireball that ensued enveloped the small aircraft and broke it to smithereens. Oberoi and his wingman flipped in opposite directions and flew on either side of the explosion as the pieces flew past, trailing smoky columns with them…
“Splash one bandit!” Oberoi exclaimed as he pulled his aircraft level near some mountain ridgelines below. But that jubilation was short lived. The aircraft suddenly became backlit by flashes and thunderous rumble of explosions all around. Tracers flew past in streaks and he could hear the whizzes of their flight inside his cockpit. He looked down from the cockpit and saw on either side a ridgeline lit with flashes of anti-aircraft fire aimed at him…
“Oh shit! Pike flight! Climb, climb, climb! We are over a hornet’s nest!” He punched flares and afterburner and brought his aircraft into a near vertical climb above the gunfire. He saw the tracers and explosions falling behind him as he reached above the clouds.
“Pike leader, you all right?” His wingman asked as he pulled level to his portside. Oberoi didn’t respond. His heart was pounding in his chest and he swore that if he relaxed his hands from the stick and throttle, they would start shaking uncontrollably. So instead he grabbed them even stronger.
“Roger, pike-two. All clear. Some dings and scratches but otherwise clean. Wouldn’t want to do that again, though. Where’s the other bugger?”
“No V–I-D on the second bandit, leader. Mongol-two speculates he was shot down by our long-range volley.”
“Right. Our losses? Who hasn’t checked in?”
“Pike-three is down. Took a direct hit from one of the AMRAAMs. Pike-five is trailing smoke and bugging south with pike-six as escort.”
Oberoi looked around and saw the other four Fulcrums apart accounted for. He switched comms to Verma: “this is pike-leader. Skies are clear of the two bandits. We are bingo fuel and egressing south. Over.”
“Mongol-two copies all. Good work. Scabbard is on station and will reinforce. Pike is cleared to egress. Out.”
Oberoi switched off the comms and flipped the aircraft to the side as the five Mig-29s of his flight headed south in an arrow formation. As they cleared the line-of-control, they saw an entire line of flashes on the peaks and tracers and explosions moving back and forth. The muffled thunder from the explosions could be heard even above the rumble of the two engines inside his cockpit.
“You seeing this?” Oberoi asked his wingman and waved down with his hand. The wingman nodded from his cockpit but otherwise said nothing.
Oberoi turned his attention forward and allowed himself to relax his grip as scabbard flight and its massive force of sixteen Su-30s streaked to their side, heading north into Pakistani-occupied-Kashmir.
The realization struck Oberoi yet again: it had begun.
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The six army pilots looked up as the two-truck convoy roared on to the tarmac and accelerated towards them. Lt-colonel Jagat flicked the small red flashlight off and folded the maps. As the heavily armed soldiers began offloading from the back of the two trucks, Jagat stuffed the maps into his chest pocket and zipped up the leather flight jacket.
“Here we go, boys.” He nodded to the other five pilots. They saluted and walked off, leaving Jagat and his co-pilot near the open cockpit of the Dhruv helicopter. Jagat noticed the leader of the special-warfare team heading towards him, with his team in tow. The click-snap noise of the crew-chief checking the side-door mounted machine-gun caused them to jerk their head. Jagat checked his wristwatch and looked at the crew-chief: “Start pre-flight.”
“Yes, sir.”
The co-pilot walked away and opened the side-door of glass cockpit and clambered aboard. Jagat saw Pathanya walk up to him.
“Major Pathanya, reporting as ordered, sir.” Jagat sized the man up. He had never met him before and had never heard about his specific deeds in Bhutan. For Jagat, this young major was like so many others he had taken on dangerous heliborne operations in the Kashmir valley. He conceded that today’s mission was right up “insane creek”, as he liked to call it. And certainly these men in front of him with their faces painted in winter highland camo weren’t his regular customers. But hell, when the mission demanded a quick and dirty airborne insertion, they called on him. This major and his team were just along for the ride.
“Very good, major,” Jagat said as he returned Pathanya’s salute. “Right on time. Get your men and equipment onboard this helicopter and the two others you see there.” He motioned to the two other Dhruv helicopters parked nearby, their fuselages visible only against the bluish moonlight and the main rotor blades oscillating slightly in the chilly winds at Leh.
“Yes, sir.” Pathanya looked back at his team who immediately split into three groups and began carrying their backpacks and personal weapons to the respective birds. Pathanya would fly with Jagat. He walked over and slung his backpack on to the floor of the helicopter as his other team-mates entered through the rear cargo entrance. The distant thunder on the horizon caught his attention. He stepped back from the door and heard the rumble coming from the northwest…
“They have opened up on both sides,” Jagat noted as he walked around the cockpit to the other side. “The line-of-control is lit up nice and heavy by artillery from both sides.”
“It’s all good, though.” Jagat’s co-pilot offered as he put on his flight-helmet and lowered the night-vision goggles. “For us, anyway. Provides a nice little distraction on the frontlines for us to sneak through.”
Pathanya shook his head. It was always the same. Everybody had their own little corner of the war to handle. So it was here. He could only imagine what the soldiers underneath that bombardment were facing. After all, he had endured the same during the battle of Wang-Chu bridge in Bhutan. Was Pakistani artillery any better or heavier than what the Chinese division had thrown at him and his team? He was certainly under no rush to find out! Of course, there was nothing like being knocked over by the shockwave from a nuclear blast…
The pain in his thigh shot up as though to remind him that this was no game. As if he needed any such reminders. There was a small glow of orange to the northeast that silhouetted the Ladakh mountains for a few seconds before the inky black night took over again. The muffled rumbling followed several seconds later. He could feel the first signs of fear somewhere in his otherwise hard outer core. It had to be suppressed if he was going to be effective tonight.
“Sir, what’s our flight look like?” He asked Jagat as the latter flicked on his night-vision goggles. A small green glow reflected back on the visor of his helmet. Pathanya noticed the cockpit was all darkened. There were no lights inside the helicopter except for extremely dimmed ones in the cockpit designed for use with low-light helmet optics. It was certainly eerie to him to see the helicopter turbines coming to life but nothing in the cockpit lighting up to accompany that operation. This was not a cockpit for the uninitiated…
“Standard S-H-B-O, major.” Jagat noted without turning away from his tasks. “We are leaving Leh in a few minutes and will be heading to our FARP, west of Kargil. We will refuel there, meet with our escorts and fly you and your team into the A-O. Once there, we will hold position and let you and your boys do your thing. After that we are to pick you up and be back to our jump-off point within an hour.”
The co-pilot turned back to face Pathanya: “We will be going in hard and fast. Low-level nap-of-the-earth flight in the mountains with only low-light optics and no visual landmarks other than our trusty nav system here.” Pathanya could make out the shining white teeth of the grinning co-pilot underneath the helmet and the visor.
Damned SOCOM pilots! Pathanya moved back into the cockpit and grabbed his backpack and rifle as the turbines spooled up and the rotors were spinning at full RPM. He looked at the three other team-members inside the cabin: “Hold on to your seats, men. And I do mean hold hard! We have some real aggressive pilots up front!”
One of the Lieutenants tucked his backpack closer to his chest: “aggressive special-forces pilots? Oh good god! That’s all we needed!”
Pathanya smiled and pulled his backpack into his chest just as the helicopter leapt off the ground like a panther leaping on its prey. An apt analogy considering Jagat was always assigned the call-sign “panther” by the operations people. Something to do with his past, if the rumors were to be believed. And with what Pathanya had seen of the man so far, he was ready to believe anything the rumors said.
The crew-chief on board made sure their passengers were still there after the violent lift-off and then went back to manning the machine-gun. Pathanya saw him speaking something into his helmet comms mouthpiece but it was inaudible over the rumble of the engines. But he did see a smile on the NCO’s face as he got the response from the cockpit. Probably Jagat had wanted to make sure his passengers were still on board after that liftoff.
Yeah, this flight was going to be real fun… Pathanya put his head back on the metal skin of the helicopter and let the vibrations relax him. Through the open side door of the helicopter, he could see over the shoulder of the crew-chief and saw the Leh valley falling behind as the three helicopters of Panther flight climbed to the northwest.
* * *
The blades of the Mi-17 helicopter threw up a cloud of snow and water droplets as it touched down on the forward helipad. The undercarriage tires pressed against the gravel and compressed as the engine power was reduced and the mass of the helicopter bore down on them. The crew-chief got off the rear ramp and confirmed solid contact with terra-firma. Gephel walked off the ramp and headed towards the camouflaged command trailers a few hundred feet away. He had to hold on to his beret for the first dozen feet for fear of it being ripped off his head by the main rotor blades whipping above his head. He was met by one of Ansari’s operations officers who saluted and hurriedly pointed towards the left-most of the command trailers. Gephel nodded and followed the man.
It was hard to see the ground under his feet out here. The loose gravel and the slushy-wet snow felt like it would give way on the very next step. Gephel frowned as his boots sank into the slush. Leh had been clear with only partly clouds. But out here, the weather had become worse. He frowned as his minds ran over possible implications of continued bad weather. Would they have to hold off? Did they even have that option anymore?
“In here, sir.” The captain escorting Gephel said as they reached the closed door of the command trailer. He grabbed the handle and unlocked it just as a series of light flashes to the north silhouetted the valley. He realized the proximity of their location to the line-of-control a few kilometers north. The artillery duel between the two armies was not far off. In fact, he could see the flashes of friendly heavy tube-artillery firing away to the west…
Gephel opened the door before stepping inside. He saw the small operation room occupied by six men, Ansari included. Three of them were NCOs manning the radios and battlefield computers. Ansari and a couple of his operations people were leaning over the map table. Ansari was on the phone but waved Gephel inside. Gephel walked over and saw that one of the screens inside the trailer showed the black-white feed from one of the air force’s Searcher-II unmanned-aerial-vehicles. The top-left screen data showed Gephel that this was “cougar-two” orbiting above Deosai… Inside Pakistan-occupied-Kashmir.
“The air-force is running SEAD missions along our ingress corridor,” Ansari noted as he put the phone back in its position on the side comms panel. “Their Jaguar strike aircraft just snuffed out a few of the enemy anti-air positions along our path. So now they are backing that up with aerial drones. Cougar-two is one of two high-altitude drones over Pak territory at the moment. And it will be our eyes for the next two hours.”
“And then they want their drone back?” Gephel asked.
Ansari nodded and pointed to the digital map on the table in front of them: “It should be sufficient for our purposes. Panther is in the air and leopard will rendezvous with them at the refueling point.”
Gephel crossed his arms. So far everything was on schedule. But going by past experience, how long would that good luck last?
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As the white flashes erupted to the south, the two pilots inside the cockpit of the PAF kilo-echo airborne-radar aircraft reflexively looked up. The small white flashes were magnified by several orders of magnitude in their low-light goggles. As they watched, the flashes broke into hundreds of smaller fragments of trailing comets. The intensity of their light dissipated away as these fragments went earthwards on projectile paths…
The commander of the aircraft immediately pushed the throttles on all four engines and brought the aircraft to a diving bank. He realized that they had just witnessed the decimation of their two F-16 close-escorts to the south and he wasn’t about to wait to find out why or how. All he knew was that it was his responsibility to protect one of the crown jewels of the Pakistani air-force from destruction. Whoever had destroyed their two escorts was surely after them. And he had to get this aircraft away as far north as possible.
The destruction of the runway at Skardu had trapped eight of the twelve Block-52 F-16s on the ground. These were now at the mercy of the Indian strike jets. The other two on patrol over Skardu had met their fate at the hands of the swarm of Indian Fulcrums. And now the last two F-16s in occupied Kashmir had been literally swatted from the sky with a sickle of death by a massive force of sixteen Indian Flankers charging north into this airspace. As the wreckage of these last two friendly aircraft in the southern skies fell to the earth, the crew of the kilo-echo knew that there were now no more defenses between them and the Indian Flankers.
The sudden abrupt motion of the aircraft caught the radar crew in the cabin by surprise and jerked them within their seats as the aircraft banked and lost altitude. Their radar picture immediately became gibberish. The crew shut down all systems to prevent further damage as the aircraft took drastic evasive maneuvers and egressed north into Chinese airspace. The flight crew knew that the Indians would not dare pursue the aircraft into Chinese territory for fear of triggering a massive Chinese military response…
* * *
“Kilo-echo bird has stopped radiating.” The EW operator added over the comms. Verma took a deep breath and nodded. The Su-30 Flankers of scabbard flight had successfully cleared the airspace over Pakistan-occupied-Kashmir in a deadly swipe. Two more F-16s had been shot down for zero losses and now the sole Pakistani airborne radar aircraft was scampering north in all due haste. He couldn’t order its pursuit despite the pleas of the Flanker pilots. No, the kilo-echo was out of the fight. It wasn’t dead, but the net effect was the same. For now, he needed Scabbard flight to reorient itself and face the incoming threats from the west as Pakistan recovered from the initial element of surprise and began sending up waves of fighters to try and take back control of the skies.
It would have been nice to take out some more airbases in mainland Pakistan. But that was an escalation that was off the cards for the Indian forces. New-Delhi wanted this done surgically and fast. But because they had given away the game before it could begin, Bhosale and Verma had been forced to take out the Pakistani air threat that had been deployed to deter the strikes. But the Pakistani military was not one to take a humiliation of this kind laying down. Now they were scrambling fighters across the board to take back control of lost airspace. Commanders such as Verma at the sharp end of the sword were left to wonder whether that thin red line between strikes against terrorist targets and all-out war with Pakistan had already been crossed when the first Brahmos missiles had disabled Skardu airbase…
Any such distinction, of course, was purely for political reasoning only. As far as those in uniform were concerned, the balloon had gone up. If New-Delhi chose to cover its eyes and ears and allege otherwise, it was because of its own inability to see the adapting situation in front of them. Verma and Bhosale had known for the last week that things would unfold this way and had prepared for it. The prime-minister and his cabinet were probably being briefed at this very instant.
They will realize the truth soon enough… Verma crossed his arms and saw the comms chatter between the Flanker flight leaders and his operators directing them towards two flights of obsolescent Pakistani Mirage-IIIs and another flight of JF-17 fighters scrambling out of Sargodha airbase in Pakistan.
“Are there any other Pak birds over occupied Kashmir apart from the egressing kilo-echo bird?” Verma asked the operators in front of him. He got several negatives in response.
Good. Kashmir airspace is ours.
For now, anyway… he corrected himself.
“This is mongol-two-actual to overlord: the window is pried open! I say again, the window is pried open. It won’t stay that way for too long. So make it count and give them hell!”
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The Dhruv helicopters flared for landing on the gravel. Jagat powered down the helicopter as he and his co-pilot looked outside for signs of life. The swirling dust obscured the view and the wartime blackout conditions didn’t help. It was several seconds before they could make out soldiers running to them across the landing ground. One of the officers wearing military a woodland camo uniform and a contrasting white winter smock ran over to the side of the cockpit, holding his cap with one hand. Jagat opened up the cockpit door.
“How long do you need?” Jagat asked. His crew-chief was already on the ground and helping the soldiers to refuel the helicopter.
“Ten minutes!” The lieutenant shouted his response over the sounds of the roaring trucks and other military vehicles heading down the highway further away.
“Make it fast, son! The meter is running!” Jagat said and then lowered his comms mouthpiece as the lieutenant ran off to supervise the refueling.
“Panther-two, — three: do you guys see our escorts anywhere? I do not see them from where I am parked.” Jagat looked to see his co-pilot who shrugged his shoulders.
“Uh… that’s a big negative, panther-actual,” one of the other two pilots reported. “I got nothing over here. Just some parked vehicles and trailers.”
“Panther-three here: I got negative V–I-D on leopard birds, parked or otherwise.”
“Shit!” Jagat switched comms to get in touch with command. Pathanya moved up behind the co-pilot as he listened in on the chatter.
“What’s the problem?” He asked in a whisper as Jagat began spewing expletives on the comms while the ops people at Ansari’s HQ tried to find out what was going on.
“Leopard flight was supposed to rendezvous with us here.” The co-pilot replied. “But we have no comms with them and don’t see them around. Somebody fucked things up at command or leopard got stuck in bad weather en-route and had to put down somewhere.”
“Shit!” Pathanya blurted out. The co-pilot grunted.
“Yeah. Join the cursing club.”
A sudden burst of rotor noise caught all of them by surprise and Pathanya jerked as four thin, sleek helicopters flew overhead at high speed. Jagat and his co-pilot stretched forward to see the new visitors here as they banked to the south, one kilometer to the west…
“Scratch that request, viper-actual,” Jagat said matter-of-factly, “I think leopard just showed up!” He flicked the comms off and then changed VHF frequencies to match leopard comms: “If you gentlemen are done goofing around, I would like to get this job over with!”
Pathanya saw the four helicopters now returning back to the FARP at much lower speeds and spreading out in a finger-four formation as they flared for landing. Only when they touched down did he see that these were four LCH gunships. All four choppers carried a two-man crew consisting of a weapons-system-operator, or WSO, and a pilot. He also saw the protruding cannons underneath the chin of the helicopters as well as rocket pods and quad pylons for a total of eight Nag anti-tank missiles per bird. This was serious firepower on hand…
“If only we had these in Bhutan when we needed them,” Pathanya blurted out and then stopped himself. The co-pilot heard him but chose not to say anything.
The radio squawked: “apologies for the delay, panther! Give us a few minutes to fuel up and we will be good to go.”
“Roger,” Jagat checked his wristwatch. “Make it snappy, if you would.” They were getting behind schedule already. Jagat looked out the cockpit glass and swore. Pathanya glanced at the co-pilot and then moved back into the cabin to check on his team.
“What’s going on up there?” One of his men asked as settled down next to his backpack and pulled out the maps and images for a final mental dry run. Pathanya looked at the soldier as he removed his small flashlight. “Usual errors in getting the right people at the right place at the right time under combat conditions. Don’t worry about it though. It’s under control.”
Pathanya turned his eyes to the maps spread out on his lap. One of the pictures he pulled out was a copy of the file picture RAW had of Muzammil and his chief operatives in the LET. Each of his team members had a copy of the picture to allow them to positively ID the man amongst all of his bearded cohorts. Pathanya looked at the picture of the man with long, flowing beard and reminded himself that this was the man responsible for the strike on Mumbai. And since then he had been stretching his vocal cords spewing religious hatred and promising renewed jihad against Indian forces in Kashmir and elsewhere. Pathanya heard metallic clanks suggesting that their refueling was complete and that the ground crews were preparing the helicopter for dust-off. Looking at the vast military operation currently in play to punish these militant outfits, it was now anybody’s guess as to what it meant to capture this one man when so much else was going on. Would the capture of this perpetrator even matter anymore as the two nations slugged it out? Was that what this man and the Pakistani Generals had wanted?
There was only one way to find out.
Pathanya tucked the picture inside his chest pocket as he heard the turbines of the helicopter spooling up. He heard Jagat talking to his pilots up front:
“Panther-actual to leopard. You have the lead, we have the tail. Take us to the A-O. Over.”
“Wilco, panther. Leopard-two, — three, — four. You know the drill. Protect panther from all threats, ground and air. Use deadly force as required. Advise corrections to waypoints as necessary. All right, gentlemen, here we go!”
Pathanya saw through the front cockpit glass as the four gunships leapt off the snowy-gravel and over climbed out of view. Jagat turned back to face Pathanya and his men: “Hold on gentlemen. Here we go!”
A few seconds later the helicopter lifted off the ground in rapid acceleration that left Pathanya holding tight. He saw two of the LCH gunships move up front from above and take up escort position as the seven helicopters dusted off the FARP. The flashes of artillery fire were now directly visible to the north from the cockpit glass. Pathanya grabbed his rifle and backpack and lofted it behind his back as his men did the same. He heard the last of the radio messages and recognized Ansari’s voice straight away:
“Viper-actual here. Confirmed target package within A-O and have eyes on you via cougar-two! Good hunting out there!”
* * *
The three Pinaka launcher trucks swerved off the road, one behind the other, on to the patch of even terrain nearby. Once off the road, the two vehicles in the back of the convoy drove off on either side of the lead vehicle so that they were all in abreast formation when they jerked to a stop. The crews of all three vehicles noticed that the ground shook beneath their feet as explosions erupted on the ground they had just been on to the east. The dust cloud from the explosions was now rising into the black sky above…
But that was what the Pinaka multi-rocket launchers were designed for. Much like their bigger Brahmos brethren, the Pinaka launchers were autonomous. They could fire and move to a new location to deny the enemy a chance to counter-bombard them. In the age of weapons-locating-radars, such autonomy and precision meant the difference between life and death. And it had already proven lethal to a lot of men tonight as both sides rolled fire into each other’s fixed tube-artillery positions in the mountains. Unlike the all-terrain trucks on which the Pinaka system was mounted, the long-range guns of the Indian and Pakistani armies were not nearly as mobile. And over the years both sides had meticulously marked out each other’s guns to painful detail. At the moment, the two sides were thrashing each other out. And a lot of the gun crews were having to make their escape from counter-battery fire by the seat-of-their pants.
By comparison, the Pinaka crews were in the very lap of luxury. Sitting inside a protected cabin and having the ability to control most operations via automation, they were extremely quick and highly precise over long ranges. And as Pakistani artillery crews had found to their frustration, extremely hard to pin down…
In these mountains, the range of the Pinaka system was enhanced by reduced density-altitude conditions such that a nominal range of fifty kilometers was achievable. Consequently, the three Pinaka batteries in this sector were laying waste to Pakistani fixed artillery positions, command-and-control centers and logistics. Each new target was handed down via the army’s artillery-combat-command-system. This system networked with the airborne sensors in the form of unmanned drones and manned stand-off sensor systems to find target locations, which were then passed along with other strike information down to the individual Pinaka autonomous groups. The system had worked well during the war with China. And like that war with China, most of the Pinaka crews were spending time taking out the opposing artillery forces during these initial stages.
But these vehicles were an exception to that mission.
The three vehicles shuddered as the launch tubes emptied with the large warhead rockets leaping off their tubes in ripple-fire mode. The vehicles were instantly backlit with the orange-yellow glow of the rocket exhaust before disappearing under their smoke. All three vehicles were engulfed in the back-blast of the rocket exhaust. As the last of the rockets leapt of the tubes, the lead vehicle rumbled to life. It was followed by the other two vehicles as they reformed into a convoy and swerved back on to the road. Two kilometers west, they would meet up with their rearming vehicles and drop the spent tubes and pick up new ones. By the time the Pakistani radars back-calculated their now-deserted launch position and responded in kind, the three vehicles would already be rolling further down the highway, delivering death at every turn.
* * *
Every long-range strike needs damage-assessment to determine its fruitfulness. On the line of control, this was often provided by the eyes of the friendly infantry hunkered down in their bunkers. When possible, the eyes were above the targets via unmanned-aerial-drones.
This one was somewhere in between.
“Kaboom!”
Jagat noted with a wicked smile as they watched the shared forward-looking-infrared, or FLIR, feed from Dutt’s LCH “leopard-one”, hovering further up the ridgeline. The TV view was silent, but they heard the sounds soon enough as the shockwaves rolled down to them.
“Shit!” The radio squawked. Jagat recognized the voice of the crew on “leopard-two”, assisting Dutt’s helicopter on the ridgeline.
“You okay, — two?” Dutt chimed in, voice laced with concern.
“All green, leader. Um… the smoke just ate up my visibility, though. Have to readjust position. Standby.”
“Don’t stray too far.”
“Wilco.”
Jagat ignored the chatter between the two air-force crews, focusing instead on the steady video feed from Dutt while the other LCH maneuvered to a better vantage point. The black-and-white infrared TV showed them what the FLIR sensor on the LCH hovering a half-kilometer ahead was seeing to the north. Such sharing of sensors between cockpits was a result of sensor-fusion enhancements to the LCH and Dhruv helicopter fleets. It was extremely useful for special operations. The LCH being a gunship was much thinner, smaller, more agile and well-designed for an observation platform for friendly artillery units. Up in these mountains where most helicopters struggled to hover or climb gently, the LCH had the horsepower and light-weight design to allow it to climb at rates far in excess of what was needed to avoid enemy detection or fire. It’s thin-frontal cross section and composites cover made it impossible to detect on radar amongst the rocky terrain behind it. And it’s pixilated, digital camo made it very difficult to detect on infrared scanners. If one of these birds-of-prey happened to be looking at you when you spotted it visually, chances were that you were already dead but just didn’t know it yet…
“What do you see, — two?” Dutt’s voice chimed in again.
“Strike highly effective, leader. I see one, maybe two, bunker positions still untouched, though.”
Jagat shared a look at his co-pilot: “Is leopard-two sharing his feed?” The co-pilot nodded and changed the knob setting to a different position. The display shifted from leopard-one to leopard-two and showed the FLIR zoomed in on what looked like an inactive Pakistani bunker on the line-of-control. It was hard to determine whether it was still occupied just by looking at the infrared view. That was the problem: the rockets had lit up the entire southern side of the Pakistani controlled ridgeline. Everything was showing up on thermals! But they had to fly past it into Pakistani territory, so it couldn’t be ignored…
“Is it operational, — two?” Dutt asked.
“Can’t say, leader.”
“We can’t take the risk,” Jagat finally joined the conversation. “Take it out! And make it quick! We are burning precious fuel here!”
“Wilco, panther-actual,” Dutt replied. “Leopard-two, you have the ball. One Nag should do the trick. Aim for the bunker entrance.”
“Roger!”
Jagat saw the view angle of the bunker seen on the FLIR of leopard-two move to the right as the helicopter maneuvered into a proper position. A couple seconds later the view shuddered slightly and Jagat jerked his head up to see a speck of rocket exhaust go up from the otherwise complete dark visibility to his northeast. The radio chimed in for everybody’s benefit:
“Missile is away,” the calm voice noted. “Impact now… now… now!”
The silent display showed the Nag anti-tank missile as it slammed into one of the slit-entrance of the bunker. The explosive warhead detonated in a flash of white-black on the screen and enveloped all of the interior. Flames leapt out of the supposed firing positions within the bunker a split second before the roof flew off underneath an inverted cloud of concrete and dust. The crackling explosion echoed through the valley.
“Good kill, leopard-two,” Jagat said as the FLIR view backed out of zoom. “Leopard-actual, are we clear?”
“Roger, panther. Leopard-three and — four will cover our rear and suppress what we missed. I suggest we go.”
Jagat looked to his copilot and nodded as he lowered his night-vision goggles and brought the helicopter out of hover. The other two Dhruvs did the same.
“Leopard-one, I have you at my eleven position at one kilometer,” Jagat saw the rotating blades and dark silhouette of the LCH near the top of the ridgeline against the greenish sky of his optics. The last thing he needed now was a mid-air collision…
“Leopard copies. We will keep our distance, panther.”
Jagat saw the LCH rise from its pop-up position and pitch down as it disappeared on the other side of the ridge. A few seconds later the three Panther choppers were also doing the same. Jagat felt the weightlessness as the helicopter crested the top of the ridgeline and dived on the other side. They were now directly facing the Pakistani positions on the other ridgeline to the north. But these were now dead. Smoke was bellowing in thick plumes from the bunker complex that leopard-two had hit with a Nag missile. Other positions had dust clouds hovering above them as the seven Indian helicopters flew past.
The radio chimed in Jagat’s ears: “We got runners on the ground below us! Engaging!”
A flash of explosions ripped apart a cluster of trees to Jagat’s left. He turned his head to see the trees burning furiously as leopard-three fired several unguided rockets into them and banked away. Jagat thought he saw several Pakistani soldiers running back to the west, away from the ingress path of the Indian helicopters. Leopard-three’s gunner kept them occupied with bursts of cannon fire, to which they responded with inaccurate small arms fire. Jagat saw the tracers heading into the sky in completely wrong directions…
“Looks like they are thoroughly confused!” Jagat’s co-pilot noted as they crested the ridge past the Pakistani frontlines.
“But it won’t last,” Jagat said as they dived past the ridges and into Pakistan-occupied-Kashmir. “We hit them with superior firepower and a larger force. They are still in shock at the hole we hammered past their positions. Once they figure things out, we will run into organized and heavy resistance. Let’s just hope we can get out before that happens.” He looked at the moving-map-display and the old-fashioned paper maps fitted into the translucent cover pocket on his thigh. “What’s our E-T-A to the D-Z?”
“Um… approximately ten minutes.”
“Good. Spread the word to our operators in the back.” Jagat realized that he had not heard any chatter from any of the four air-force LCH crews or his other two panther crews.
Good… he thought. Panther and leopard were now running radio-silent and didn’t need to be reminded of it. Jagat could see only the faint outlines of the two LCHs to his front, two kilometers down the valley. He had to assume that the others behind him were keeping eyes on him and maintaining distance as well. As they flew into the valleys of occupied Kashmir on their way to Deosai, Jagat looked to the side and saw only the ghostly black silhouettes of the mountains against the greenish skies above…
“Drop zone in the next valley at two-o-clock, three kilometers,” his co-pilot noted, breaking the silence in the cockpit. Jagat transmitted the only VHF comms from the seven helicopters to be picked up by the orbiting Indian unmanned-aerial-vehicle over the Deosai valley:
“Panther is entering the A-O. Out.”
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The splattering of sparks on the ridgeline caused Muzammil and his lieutenants to look up just as the Indian Jaguar strike aircraft dashed out of the valley. The thunderclap from the explosion ripped past Muzammil and his men and left the trees swaying under its force…
One of his lieutenants exclaimed in Pashtu. Muzammil realized he had never gotten used to the language of his afghan veterans despite the years they had been with him. He kept his peace as the other afghan mujahedeen in his group spoke excitedly with each other. Secondary explosions lit up the sky from the Pakistani army ammo dump that had just been destroyed. Tracers were still flying into the sky as the rumble of aircraft echoed through the valleys long after the actual aircraft had left.
“Shut up!” Muzammil thundered, bringing silence within the excited men around him. “Go see to your men!”
“The Indians have taken over the skies!” Muzammil’s aide noted as he made sense of the dozens of back-and-forth conversations over his radio. “We cannot get our men to move on the roads to the border!”
Muzammil frowned. This was the day they had planned for years. Open jihad in Kashmir. And yet, the infidels had seized the initiative and were laying waste to all logistics behind the Pakistani lines. Indian artillery rockets were pummeling prepared positions. And they had decimated Pakistani aircraft stationed in the Kashmir mountains. All in all, it was a staggering escalation of events that neither Muzammil nor the Generals in Rawalpindi had anticipated. The net result of it all was that the attacks were choking the movement of the thousands of gathered jihadists.
“If only we could get to the frontlines, we could overwhelm them!” Muzammil muttered as he unrolled the paper map on the hood of the Toyota truck, parked by the roadside. He unshouldered his Kalashnikov rifle and put it on the hood while his commanders gathered around him. He looked at them: “We must find a way to move forward, despite the cursed enemy aircraft and artillery! We will disperse and move on foot if we have to. They cannot catch us when we are off the roads.”
“It worked in Afghanistan and it will work here,” his Afghan commander noted. Muzammil liked this man. He had had led his cadres alongside the Pashtuns when they had overwhelmed Kabul’s forces along the Afghan-Pakistan border, two years ago. And Muzammil had seen for himself the massacre of those Afghan army soldiers who had the misfortune to being taken alive by these men. It had made Muzammil shudder. And that was saying something, considering the blood on his hands. Muzammil had long since decided to listen to this man for military advice…
“How long you imagine before the men can move through the forests to the Indian positions?” Muzammil said as both men peered at the maps. The maps had been provided to them by their contacts in the Pakistani army, and it showed all Indian military positions and strengths along the border. His commander stared intently at the map and then nodded as he stroked his beard: “I anticipate two days f…”
The splatter of blood on his face caught Muzammil by surprise and he shuddered, utterly shocked, as the body of his afghan commander slumped to the ground.
* * *
Kamidalla lowered his multi-caliber rifle and focused his night-optics to make sure the target was still alive and kicking. He opened comms just as the cacophony of rifle-fire picked up around them:
“Pathfinder-two here. The chicken are all riled up but the rooster is still up and about!”
Kamidalla brought up his rifle and took aim. He could see Muzammil’s men firing in all directions around their parked Toyotas. They had no inkling of who, or what, had engaged them and where from. Three of their commanders now lay in a pool of blood. Muzammil had taken cover behind the open door of his vehicle, not knowing that he was in full sight of Kamidalla, two-hundred meters away in the trees…
Kamidalla put his index finger on the trigger of his rifle whilst putting the red-dot sight on Muzammil’s forehead. The latter was clearly shaking and shivering. Inside his green-black view, Kamidalla could see dark, black stains on the man’s face and on the military jacket he was wearing.
Blood stains.
“What’s the status of the rooster?” Pathanya’s calm voice came through on Kamidalla’s earpiece. He lowered his rifle: “Shaking but alive.”
“Good,” Pathanya noted. “Let him keep shivering for the next few minutes. Keep your eyes on him. And keep us informed if makes a break for it.”
“Wilco.”
* * *
Pathanya and two of the other pathfinders moved past the bushes, three-hundred meters west. They had one arm holding their rifles at shoulder level and were using the other to move odd branches and scrubs out of the way. They took slow, deliberate steps and moved gradually to the east. From his night-vision optics, Pathanya could see the two mud huts directly in front of him. These were silhouetted black against the flashes of white from the rifle fire that Muzammil’s men were firing south of the road just beyond the huts. Save for Kamidalla, whose sole job was to keep his eyes glued on Muzammil, the remaining eight pathfinders were keeping a solid base of fire on the dozen Toyotas and larger five-tonner trucks which made up Muzammil’s command convoy.
It was a basic “whack-the-bush” strategy designed to channel a surprised and scared enemy in a direction productive to the attackers. Kamidalla being the crack shot on the team had delivered that initial shock which had the desired effect on Muzammil. The main Pathfinder force was now directing accurate rifle-fire against the jihadists on the road, south of the mud huts…
“Panther, this is pathfinder-one,” Pathanya spoke into his comms mouthpiece as he stepped over the rocks on a shallow, icy fjord. He saw the two other pathfinders a dozen meters away.
“Panther reads you five-by-five.” Jagat responded as calmly as though running a peacetime exercise.
“Panther, pathfinder is in play and under fire. We have eyes on target in the convoy behind lead vehicle. Do not touch that area. Light up the other vehicles!”
“Roger. Panther is detaching leopard to play merry hell!”
Pathanya tightened his rifle into his shoulder closer and switched comms: “Pathfinder-one here: watch your backs and make sure the infrared strobes are active. Leopard is entering the fight!”
Their first inkling of Dutt’s helicopters entering the battle was when three fireballs rose into the sky and sent three trucks at the back end of the convoy on fire. Pathanya instantly kneeled as the orange-yellow flames of the convoy rendered a hellish glow on the valley. More unguided rockets struck the road soon after. Pathanya heard the rumble of the helicopters as they streaked overhead. Tracers raced after the fast-moving helicopters as survivors of Muzammil’s security force struggled to meet this new and sudden threat above them.
It was a nightmarish sight to behold even for battle-hardened soldiers such as Pathanya. For someone like Muzammil, more used to ordering people to their deaths in battle rather than enduring the same, it was just too much.
“Rooster is moving! Making a run for it!” Kamidalla’s urgent voice came through in Pathanya’s ears. He was almost about to ask for directions but Kamidalla beat him to the punch: “Northwest! Northwest! Northwest! Go! Go! Go!”
Pathanya jerked his head to the see the silhouette of a man run past the orange-black glow of the flames near the two mud huts and into the woods. He immediately got up and splashed past the fjord as fast as he could, breaking branches and slipping over the icy stones along the way. He made quick progress on his evasive enemy. Kamidalla’s voice chimed in again: “Target moving west now! Heading to you!”
Pathanya saw the confused Muzammil run towards him, not knowing that he was being pursued. He finally saw Pathanya and his two men a dozen meters away and stood in shock. Pathanya saw him raise his AK-47 just in time to hit the dirt: “Down!”
Muzammil let the three men have it at full blast, firing the ready AK-47 from the hip. The bullets went on a wide arc trajectories and slapped into trees and branches all around Pathanya and his men, showering them with broken branches and snow. But the frenzied burst of fire and the rough terrain meant that Muzammil count attain no accuracy. In a few seconds his rifle clicked on empty chambers. He looked at the rifle in surprise and instead of reloading, threw it on the snow and began running further up the slope.
Pathanya got up on his feet and ran after Muzammil. He had noticed that he was alone as one of his two pathfinders had taken a bullet in his leg and was down where he lay. The other team member was no-where to be seen…
You are not getting away, you bastard!
Pathanya ran up the hill, sweating as he did so. He heard the whiz of bullets flying past his head and crouched behind a tree trunk to see another of Muzammil’s men clambering up the hill in his salwar-kameez, firing a G3 rifle as he struggled through the snow.
Your boss isn’t expendable. But you are!
He brought up his MCIWS rifle to shoulder level and fired a three-round burst. The bearded jihadi fell face down into the snow with his hands stretched and his back pooling with blood.
“You are going to miss our man! Forget these guys! Go! Go!” Kamidalla’s voice shouted in Pathanya’s ears.
Pathanya let out a breath and forced himself up to see Muzammil further up the slope. It was clear to Pathanya that the man was not nearly in the kind of fitness required to outrun the Indian special-forces soldiers on a slippery mountain slope. He made quick progress on him until he was almost behind the man. Muzammil knew what was in store and tried to turn, but slipped in the process. As he lay on his back, he saw the Pathanya’s sweating face walk up to him.
By now Muzammil was not worthy of Pathanya’s honor. Pathanya pointed the barrel of his rifle to the man’s temple: “You son of a bitch! Do you know how many people are dead because of you? Do you?”
Muzammil realized he was going to be taken alive. This allowed him to recover some of his composure. “Not enough! We will kill you all before this war is complete, as Allah is my witness!”
Pathanya growled, reversed his rifle and let Muzammil have it in the chest with his rifle butt. Muzammil shrieked like he had been gutted and splattered blood from his mouth on to the snow.
“Pathfinder, this is panther!” The comms squawked in Pathanya’s ears. “Do you have the package or not?”
He took a few seconds to catch his breath. He turned to see his other team member helping the third man limp over to his position. To the south, he could see the raging fires from the truck convoy and the Dutt’s attack helicopters streaking through the valley, looking for targets…
“Roger!” He said, still huffing and puffing. “Package is secure and alive! I say again, package is secure! Panther, get us out of here!” He kneeled to help him gather his breathing.
Jagat changed comms at his end: “Panther to leopard: you heard the man. We don’t need you holding back anymore. Kill any and all bastards still alive!
Pathanya heard Dutt’s crews respond by firing salvos of unguided, fin-stabilized rockets into all of the remaining trucks on the road. Most of the vehicles burst to pieces under the impacts, sending shards flying in all directions…
“Pathfinder, get your men and establish perimeter! We are coming to get you! Out.”
* * *
Jagat turned to see the trees and saw the loadmasters of his three Dhruv helicopters running back to their individual helicopters. He turned to his co-pilot and nodded. Moments later the three helicopters were spooling up their main rotors. Jagat turned to the back to see is loadmaster clambering aboard after stowing his rifle.
“All clear out there?” Jagat asked sarcastically.
“All clear, sir. No enemy to be seen.”
“Good. Let’s keep it that way.” Jagat turned back to his controls and lowered his helmet night-optics and locked it into position. The hellish green-scape replaced his bluish-black moonlit view of the Himalayas. He looked around the control panel and then tightened his grip on the controls. He keyed his comms.
“All panther elements we are dusting off!”
“-Two copies.”
“-Three copies all.”
“Leopard copies all,” Dutt added. “Watching for your ingress to primary A-O. Will advise on threat vectors.”
Good… Jagat thought. They would need Leopard to help orient to the terrain. The area-of-operations was just beyond the valley that they had been parked in. They had heard all the explosions and seen the orange-yellow glow silhouetting the mountains. They had even seen random tracers flying upwards from time to time. But the actual positions of Pathfinder was unknown to them. Inside the Dhruv cockpit, Jagat and his pilots could not see the video output from the Searcher-II drones that Ansari and Gephel had access to. So Jagat would rely on the infrared strobes deployed by Pathanya and his men to mark the pickup point.
The Dhruv leapt off the grassy area and climbed out of the valley. Less than a minute later, Jagat was already climbing past the hills. Instantly he and his crews had to readjust their night-optics sensitivity to account for the blazing fires raging all around. The LCH gunships were roving in the valley looking for targets…
“Oh shit!” Jagat’s co-pilot exclaimed.
Jagat lowered the pitch of his helicopter and brought it into hover. “Panther here. We are going to need some visual reference on pathfinder’s location. Are your strobes flashing?”
“Uh… roger, panther.” Pathanya responded.
“Well, I have no visual. Too much thermal interference here from the fires.”
“Leopard here: do you see the burning convoy on the east-west road?”
Jagat looked up to see the blazing fires from the dozen pickup trucks and lorries on the road. “Roger. We see it.”
“Do you see the hilltop north of it?”
“I have it, leopard. Panther is inbound.” Jagat responded and then pushed the throttle and cyclic to bring the helicopter into forward-flight towards the silhouetted hilltop north of them. “Give me a sit-rep on the D-Z!”
“Secure and holding, panther.” Pathanya chimed in. “But we have an inbound convoy of Pakistani troops heading down the road from the west.”
Jagat and his co-pilot saw the burning trucks spewing smoke as the overflew the road and the two mud houses. The view then changed to dark, alpine trees on the slope of the hill all the way to the top. Up on the crest of the hill, they saw a dozen or so heavily-armed men. Jagat adjusted the cyclic control and turned the orientation of the helicopter to the south before lowering collective and altitude. He was now hovering a few feet above the hilltop. He could clearly see Pathanya standing on the ground next to another man. This other man was wearing a jacket above his salwar-kameez and had his hands tied and his mouth taped over. Jagat smiled as he brought his helicopter in for a landing…
Pathanya grabbed Muzammil by his sleeves and pulled him to his feet before shoving him towards the helicopter. Behind him, another of the pathfinders helped his limping comrade towards the helicopter. The commotion in the cabin caused Jagat and his co-pilot to turn back and see Pathanya shoving Muzammil into a seat before helping his wounded man aboard. He then looked to Jagat: “one high-value-individual at your disposal, sir!”
“Well done, major.” Jagat replied. “Get your men aboard the rest of the helicopters. I…”
“Leopard here!” Dutt interrupted on the radio. “We are detecting one Mi-17 helicopter approaching the valley from the northeast! Not friendly!”
Jagat immediately turned to his left to try and see the incoming Pakistani helicopter. He could see the black speck on his night optics against the greenish night sky. He also saw two of Dutt’s LCHs passing over their heads…
“Leopard, take that bastard down before he ruins our whole day!”
“Wilco Panther. Leopard is engaging!”
Jagat saw tracers from the chin-turret cannons of the two LCHs as they laced through the sky towards the evading Pakistani Mi-17. The crew of that helicopter had obviously been taken by surprise. Certainly they were not aware of Indian gunships prowling the valley ahead of them.
Jagat saw the small flash and then heard the crumbling noise as the Pakistani helicopter went down into the silhouetted mountains, trailing smoke. The two LCHs broke off and began turning south. Jagat turned to his co-pilot and Pathanya: “We just lost the element of surprise. That Pakistani crew must have relayed our presence. We are out of time. Get your men aboard ASAP. We are leaving!”
Pathanya nodded and jumped out of the helicopter to organize his men. Jagat saw the other pathfinders clambering aboard and then got a thumbs up from Pathanya outside his cockpit. He nodded and the Dhruv leapt off the hilltop, making way for the next Dhruv to land and pick up the rest of the pathfinders.
A few minutes later the last Dhruv lifted off the hilltop. Dutt’s LCHs also broke off and headed south, covering panther’s back. Jagat saw the fires of the trucks below him in the valley and took a deep breath of relief as they passed the southern mountains. He turned to see the soot and grime covered faces of the pathfinders in his cabin, also tired. Finally he saw Muzammil, his eyes full of fear, unsure of what his future held. The man who had carried out the strike on Mumbai.
Jagat keyed his comms to Ansari: “panther and leopard are clear and we are returning to base. Over.”
“Do you have the package?”
Jagat nodded to himself. “We have him.”
* * *
There was one last thing that was left to be done. Verma looked at the digital clock console in front of him patted the operator sitting in front of him. The lead radar-systems officer went to work: “mongol-two to sword-leader. You are cleared to splash Skardu! Execute when ready.”
The response came in a few seconds later, trailing radio static. “Roger. Sword is executing.”
The Pakistani F-16s blocked on the ground at Skardu were one of the most advanced aircraft in the PAF arsenal. And for now they were at the Indian mercy while their airbase runway was still damaged from the Brahmos missile strikes. Verma and Bhosale had agreed long ago that this force of F-16s could not be allowed to survive the night. The goal of these strikes was to prevent punish the terrorists harbored by Pakistan. But if that failed and Pakistan upped the ante, it would be much safer for the Indian pilots if these twelve enemy aircraft were turned to scrap metal tonight.
It was a long fifteen minutes of pacing inside the cabin of the cramped aircraft before the leader of the group of Mirage-2000s chimed in: “sword-leader here. We confirm seven buried bandits inside their shelters. Direct hits from multiple precision munitions. Two more unconfirmed. Hell of a party you have going here, mongol-two. Sword, out!”
Verma cocked an eyebrow and smiled. He straightened his back. It was time to pull his thinly strung forces back to tighter control over Indian territory. The enemy air-force would not pursue. They couldn’t. The shock delivered to them tonight would take hours, if not days, to heal.
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“Do you know what they have done?” Bafna said sharply as he walked into Ravoof’s office.
“Who?” Ravoof looked up from the desk and waved for his orderly to close the door that Bafna had burst open.
Bafna saw the gesture and waited until the door had been closed before he faced Ravoof again: “The service chiefs! Who else?!”
Ravoof removed his reading glasses and leaned back in his chair. He stared into Bafna’s eyes and saw… what? Anger? Certainly. But fear too?
“You are over-reacting,” Ravoof said finally. “They did exactly what we asked them to do. If the Pakistanis are riled up about it, it is exactly because of the pain we delivered to them.”
Bafna moved to the nearby television screen and took the remote to flip it on. The channel showed the latest news streaming in about the ongoing military operations in Kashmir.
“Have you seen this?” Bafna said as he increased the volume on one of the channels. Ravoof took a deep breath as the CNN crew from Islamabad talked about Pakistani government accusations. Islamabad was frothing at the mouth as they shouted to the world that India had declared all-out-war by striking airbases and military targets inside their side of Kashmir.
Ravoof turned to Bafna: “So what…”
“Wait. Hear this next bit.”
Ravoof sighed and then turned to the screen again. The reporter was talking about the death of a senior LET leader and his major commanders inside Deosai as well as the destruction of more than fifteen PAF combat aircraft. Reports of Indian helicopters operating inside Pakistani Kashmir and loss of hundreds of lives all along the line-of-control. Ravoof exhaled again when the reporter started talking about the massive Pakistani military mobilization as they prepared to retaliate. Bafna switched the television off just at that point and tossed the remote-control on to the couch.
“They exceeded the mandate that we set out for them!” He said finally. “And as a result, we are going to war!”
“Nonsense!” Ravoof snapped. “We may very well be going to war but it is not because of our military operations. The terrorists that struck Mumbai operated on their soil.” Ravoof pointed to the TV as though it were Pakistan itself. “The terrorists were being provided arms by Pakistani military personnel. We had nothing to do with it. We did not want to decimate their military forces inside Kashmir, but they are the ones who decided to use these forces to protect the terrorists. Effectively providing them shelter while Muzammil and his men moved freely declaring jihad against us. That man and his commanders are now dead. We did that! That was the mandate we gave our military. And in that our service-chiefs were successful! Don’t you dare try to pin this war, if it happens, on them!”
Bafna shook his head. “I see I have wasted my time coming here.”
“And what did you expect my response to be?” Ravoof leaned forward. “Did you expect an accomplice to partake in your misguided anger? I am sorry, my friend. But I have long since forgotten the political maneuverings required for survival in this party of ours. But I still retain enough mental faculty to decide in my country’s favor when it is needed.”
Bafna sighed and walked to the door, and then turned around: “do you think Islamabad will listen to reason and understand that we had to strike these terrorist locations after what happened to Mumbai?”
“Islamabad?” Ravoof noted and shook his head. “I think you meant Rawalpindi. And the answer is ‘no’. They knew exactly what they were ramping up when they decided to arm the jihadists with nuclear weapons. This is all a chain of events that is inevitable. Perhaps their expectation was that we would not respond. When we threatened to do it, it upset their plans and they decided to ramp up their forces in Kashmir to deter us.”
“And we struck anyway,” Bafna added neutrally.
“We did. We had to.”
“So what’s next?” Bafna said as he walked back in.
“They won’t back down. No matter what we say or do. It is a matter of ego to them now. They have been challenged and their prestige has been destroyed. The terrorist commanders are dead and their men will demand vengeance. If the Pak army backs down now, they will lose their heads to the sharp swords of their own jihadists.”
“There is nothing we can do to stop it?” Bafna asked.
“If there is anything to be learnt from the past seven decades,” Ravoof said with emphasis, “it is that the Pak army must be defeated on the battlefield in order for it to listen to reason. Don’t expect diplomacy to work on Generals with bruised egos. The young officers in their army who were humiliated in 1971, instigated the 1999 war. Those humiliated in the 1999 war are now in charge of this one. That’s how it goes in Rawalpindi.”
Bafna exhaled in frustration and looked out the windows: “what a bunch of morons.”
“Indeed.”
“What about Muzammil and his commanders?” Bafna said as he faced Ravoof again.
“What about him?” Ravoof said, careful with his choice of words now.
“How did we know where he and his commanders were? How did we kill them?”
“That is entirely out of my domain. I am not a military expert. Perhaps the service-chiefs or Basu can fill us in.”
Bafna nodded. “Yes, I think that would be best. Incredibly precise operation, that! No?”
Ravoof nodded silently. The man was correct. Bafna pounded his fist on the wooden desk: “goddamn it! We are going to war, aren’t we?”
“If not today, then next week. There is no way to tide this over without one!”
Bafna blurted out an expletive and walked out of the office, closing the doors behind him. Ravoof sat in silence collecting his thoughts. He had to anticipate Islamabad’s political moves on the world stage and counteract them to India’s advantage. Perhaps find a way to scare the Pakistanis enough to caused them to back away from war?
Perhaps.
He also made a mental note to try and find out from Basu on exactly what had happened to Muzammil…
* * *
“Is that him?” Basu asked.
Ansari nodded with a smile. “That’s our bastard.”
The two men watched as a group of Paras jumped down from the rear of the army truck and helped a man in salwar-kameez to get down. He was handcuffed and had a cover around his head to prevent him from seeing where he was. Pathanya saw the two senior men standing next to the lowered cargo ramp of the C-130J and walked over.
“Excellent work, major.” Ansari said casually.
“How did it go?” Basu asked out of curiosity.
“As well as could be expected, sir.” Pathanya replied. “We took one casualty. A bullet wound to the leg. He will recover. And we laid waste to a lot of senior terrorist commanders. So I would say it was a good night.”
“Indeed!” Basu added, with slight amusement in his voice. Pathanya turned to see Muzammil being bundled into the back of the aircraft and turned to Ansari: “what’s going to happen to him?”
“He,” Ansari said neutrally, “is going to tell us exactly where he got that nuclear warhead for Mumbai.”
Pathanya understood what that meant. This man had been assumed dead by the Pakistanis as well as by his remaining comrades. Nobody knew he was still alive and in Indian hands. Once Muzammil realized that too, there would be no incentive for him to hold back whatever he knew. He was not a prisoner of war. Neither was he a criminal. So what was he? Nobody. Just an anonymous body of intelligence for RAW and military-intelligence. Considering how many innocent people had died in Mumbai, Muzammil’s interrogators were not likely to be civil with him…
“Sir, what are my orders?” Pathanya asked Ansari.
“Pathfinder is still with us for the moment.” Ansari said as they watched the cargo ramp door being raised. “Depending on what that bastard reveals, we may have other targets to go after.”
Basu turned to face Pathanya: “Indeed. This isn’t over.”
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Lt-colonel Kulkarni rubbed his eyes to remove the sand that had blown in. This seemed to happen almost like clockwork. But what surprised him the most was not the conditions of the blistering desert he had just rolled into, but rather the way his body was struggling to acclimatize. Of course, having spent his last three years in the mountains of Ladakh had changed his acclimatization. He found himself much more readily suited now for the mountains than for the desert.
He was being given a refresher course in desert warfare by the Thar desert which, even in March, felt as though it was somehow closer to the sun than the rest of the planet. He had arrived here a week ago and was still struggling to breathe when the afternoon heat began to boil everything around them. Touching the metal of the main-battle-tanks under his command after about two-o-clock in the afternoon was hazardous. Of course, he realized that in the freezing plains of Ladakh, it had been the same with the ice…
Kulkarni looked up as three Gypsy vehicles drove up to his tents. He saw his commanding-officer and other senior staff sitting in the vehicles. Brigadier Sudarshan smiled as he walked off the parked vehicle and headed for the shade of the tents. He shook Kulkarni’s hand and saw his reddish eyes.
“The sand getting to you?” He laughed.
“No complaints, sir.” Kulkarni said with a straight face.
“Don’t lie to me,” Sudarshan replied with a chuckle. “You are younger to me and all that, but I know how this works. I have been dealing with the desert all my life!”
Kulkarni waved the officers inside the tent. Sudarshan walked in and surveyed the very-basic interiors of Kulkarni’s command-center out here. The swaying cloth of the tent held down by stumps as well as the howl of the desert winds. The tent was filled with banks of radios and battlefield computers, powered by generators outside. A single map-table created from an overturned wood carton filled the rest of the space. Several younger officers in Kulkarni’s command were inside. Sudarshan turned to Kulkarni:
“Spartan as they come, eh?”
Kulkarni closed the cover of the tents. “Only temporary, sir. My real command-center is inside my tank.”
“So,” Sudarshan said as he nodded to his aide. The aide opened the maps on the wooden carton. “We have the plan sorted out for you and your boys.”
“Punjab sector?”
Sudarshan shook his head: “Negative. The desert.”
Kulkarni did his best to keep a straight face, but wasn’t successful. Sudarshan had known his eager tank commander long enough to catch that: “I know the feeling. But the main offensive will be launched by the T-90 units in the Punjab. Not my recommendation, mind you.”
“Considering what happened in Ladakh…” Kulkarni said and then bit off his sentence. It was not his place to say anything more. Besides, he hardly needed to. Sudarshan was there, wasn’t he? The man had lost more men in combat operations against the Chinese than Kulkarni had in his entire command. Entire mechanized battalions had been lost in the massive battles for the frozen plains of Ladakh during the China war. The mountains there were still littered with burnt-out hulks of Indian and Chinese vehicles.
The deciding factor in those battles had been the arrival of the advanced Arjun tanks of the 43RD Armored Regiment in the mountains. Kulkarni’s tanks. The original T-72 force in the sector had been lost in the first day of combat against masses of Chinese T-99 tanks and other armored vehicles. The Arjun tanks out-gunned and out-matched anything the Chinese had. This thin line of tanks under Kulkarni’s command had allowed India to hold on to that territory despite two weeks of hard combat…
As overall commander of the mechanized forces in the sector, Sudarshan had been Kulkarni’s operational commander during the war. In the years hence, he had moved on to other commands. But he had not lost sight of Kulkarni and had taken him under his wing. So when Sudarshan had been brought to the plains of Punjab and Rajasthan to coordinate offensive planning, he had brought Kulkarni with him.
Sudarshan sighed. “It’s not that easy to convince mindsets, Kulkarni. The senior brass wants the T-90s to lead the charge this time around. Based on what I gather, the Arjun tank’s achievements in Ladakh has deeply embarrassed the senior armor brass. Sorry to say this, but your achievements are being dismissed as an outlier to the overall armor doctrine. So the small Arjun force in Ladakh will stay where it is. The rest of your tanks will stay here in the desert. The brass is massing the T-90s for the charge to Lahore.”
“Beg pardon, sir,” Kulkarni said neutrally, “but what the hell am I supposed to tell my boys about what we are to do in this war? Are our capabilities to be wasted attacking isolated groups of Pak armor and outposts?”
Sudarshan motioned Kulkarni to the maps. He took a second to orient himself on the map and then pointed to their current location in the desert. “We are here,” he jabbed a finger on the map. “Twenty-five kilometers east of the border. Further west, we have this strategic highway the Pakistanis call the N-5. Heading northeast to southwest, it passes through Sukkur to the south and Rahim-Yar-Khan to the north before merging into other highways heading to Multan. West of it is the Indus river. We take the highway, and we will sever Rawalpindi’s control of the country in two pieces. You will lead the cavalry charge to the N-5.”
Kulkarni saw that the locations mentioned were deep inside Pakistan and were no place for light-armor units. The Arjun tanks under his command, however, could take care of themselves out there.
“Enemy strength, sir?”
“Hard to say for now,” Sudarshan said. “Definitely units from the enemy II–Corps at Multan. They may even bring in support from XXX–Corps further northeast.”
“So we will meet their 1ST Armored Division in combat?” Kulkarni asked and got a nod in response so he continued: “good. Who are we taking along with us?”
“Who are we taking?” Sudarshan looked to his aide as though it were a joke. “Everybody! Kulkarni, we are taking every tank we can muster between the 43RD and the 75TH regiments, to the N-5!”
Pakistani forces south of Multan were formidable. Discounting the tanks left as reserve in Ladakh to deter the Chinese, the total number of Arjun tanks tagged for this effort was slightly greater than one-hundred.
“Of course,” Sudarshan mused, “…this is all assuming that a war does happen. We think it might. Then again, it may not. Keep your powder dry, Kulkarni.”
“Yes, sir!”
* * *
“What’s the E-T-A on track start?”
“Uh… approximately thirty seconds. White-hot.”
“Main screen please.”
Malhotra turned to see Sinha standing next to him with a cup of tea. He took it with a smile and turned to face the large screen in front of them as it flicked into operation with grayscale imagery. One of the RISAT satellites had just begun its pass on another stretch of the terrain west of the international border between India and Pakistan. Compared with the vast desolation of Tibet, the view here was different. Villages, mud, concrete roads, trees and bushes. Water and canals.
Obstacles.
Malhotra saw the trap being laid out by the Pakistanis to channel attacking Indian forces into kill zones east of the city of Lahore. The analysis would have to wait but even a superficial view of the imagery showed the immense obstacles to an attacking force from the urbanization of the terrain. Not to mention the presence of jihadists amongst the civilians who were already rallying in the streets of Lahore and other Pakistani cities.
“This will never work,” Malhotra blurted out. Sinha looked up from the print-out images in his hand and removed his reading glasses.
“What won’t work?”
“The ground offensive we are preparing.”
“Oh?” The navy man asked. Ground offensives were not his domain. “And why not?”
“Too many obstacles in the way,” Malhotra turned to Sinha: “too many villages that cannot be avoided, too many civilians to search and impound to weed out the jihadists and too many intertwined kill-zones set up by the Pakis. We will lose men and vehicles by the hundreds for the short trip between the border and the outskirts of Lahore. This is not 1965!”
“Army headquarters needs to be able to launch a major offensive against the Pak army if conflict erupts,” Sinha observed neutrally.
“Well, it cannot be in this sector. Hopefully they will agree with me when we show them these images.”
“And if they don’t agree?”
“Then it will be a massacre.” Malhotra replied and walked into his office to make some calls.
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“Take a seat, Basu.” Ravoof welcomed the RAW chief into his office with a smile. Ravoof took his seat after Basu had done the same opposite the desk.
“So I hear Islamabad has withdrawn its officials from its embassy here in Delhi,” Basu noted with a smile.
“They have,” Ravoof replied. “And the war rhetoric is through the roof on the streets in Pakistan. The civilian government in Islamabad is not able to keep it under lids now that the Pak army has been humiliated. If the latter want war to restore their honor, there is nothing the civilian government can do to stop it. Their power, or lack thereof, has never been more apparent as in the last few days. The line-of-control is burning, jihadists are foaming in their mouths chanting war cries in the streets of Lahore and Karachi and the Pak army is mobilizing.”
“Are we optimistic about staring them down?” Basu asked seriously.
Ravoof shook his head: “I don’t think so. Our attacks on the LET commanders has deeply humiliated the ISI. And our air-force has crushed the morale of their air-force. The Pakistanis don’t know how to respond to all this. Not least because they never expected us to carry out our threats to them. I guess past governments had left them with a sense of complacency.”
“Maybe,” Basu offered, “they thought we would shy away from the threat of war in our weakened state following the China war.”
“Indeed!” Ravoof leaned back in his seat. “But in their strike on Mumbai, they under-estimated our response. God knows what their endgame scenario was.”
“Is,” Basu corrected Ravoof.
The latter nodded his agreement to the correction and then leaned forward: “which brings me to a more sensitive matter. How did things go, um, up north?”
Basu kept a neutral expression for several seconds. The room went silent as both men stared at each other. Finally, Basu relented and offered a slight smile, but said nothing.
“Well,” Ravoof leaned back into his chair yet again, “we will need to establish links to the ISI for the strike on Mumbai before we can take it to the prime-minister. We need to prove that the ISI gave him the bomb.”
“Does it matter anymore?” Basu asked. “The Pakistanis are acting like rabid dogs looking for war. Maybe the war will start today, maybe tomorrow, or maybe next week. What difference does one man’s confession make now? Shouldn’t we be focusing on the larger picture instead?”
“Don’t you get it, Basu?” Ravoof asked sharply. “Don’t you see that the war will not achieve anything substantial? The power-players in Islamabad will escape unharmed. So will most of the Generals in Rawalpindi who carried out the dirty strike on Mumbai. The war will cost Pakistan the lives of tens of thousands. But to the ones in power, what is the loss of tens of thousands in a land of three-hundred million poor and destitute? The strike on Mumbai, however, will hurt us. It is already doing so. You have seen the economic projections. This strike will send us back by a decade. In exchange the war will cost Pakistan its economy entirely. But the country is a basket-case ready to be toppled over at any time. So I ask you: is that a fair exchange? The people in power in Rawalpindi and Islamabad will retain their power after the war. No. If this has to have any meaning, we must set an example!”
“What are you suggesting exactly?” Basu was curious. His position demanded clarity. Diplomacy and riddles was not his game.
“I am suggesting,” Ravoof said forcefully, “that we make the real perpetrators of the strike on Mumbai pay for what they have done.”
“Ramp up the strikes further against the last remaining LET commanders?”
Ravoof shook his head: “I mean the real perpetrators. not their proxies.”
“Rawalpindi?” Basu cocked an eyebrow and leaned forward: “Are you insane? How would we even do that? The place is a fortress!”
“You used the limited strikes on the terror camps in Kashmir as cover and almost wiped out the entire senior terrorist leadership, did you not?”
“So?” Basu pressed.
“So, just imagine what you more could accomplish if you had the cover of an ongoing war and the resources of the military…” Ravoof observed.
After several seconds of silence, Basu smiled and got up from his chair: “I will call on you later.”
* * *
Pathanya jumped off the back of the truck and looked up as a massive C-17 roared into the bright blue noon sky above the airfield. He saw the rest of the pathfinders jumping off the truck and grabbing their backpacks and making their way to the open ramp of the nearby C-130J. Kamidalla was the last to get off and he grabbed both his backpack as well as Pathanya’s before making his way to the edge of the truck.
“Where to now?” He said as he tossed Pathanya his backpack and jumped off. Both men walked towards the parked aircraft.
“No airbase north of here, so I assume we are going south.” Pathanya said after a few seconds.
“They didn’t tell you?” Kamidalla asked in surprise. Pathanya laughed: “You know the deal. They never tell us anything. But we will probably find out soon enough.”
“Well, I hope it is someplace warm!” Kamidalla noted as he walked into the rear cabin of the aircraft and tossed his backpack to the side of a seat. The loadmaster on this flight walked past the two officers and put up four fingers.
Four minutes.
“We are one short on the team,” Kamidalla noted as Pathanya took his seat. Pathanya nodded. He knew. They had had one casualty during the operation to nab Muzammil. It could have been worse, Pathanya thought. But while his team member would recover and live to fight another day, it had left the pathfinders one man short.
“Ansari asked me about that,” Pathanya replied. The aircraft engines began spooling up and the loadmaster began raising the rear cargo door.
“And?” Kamidalla asked as the blue interior lights of the cabin activated and left everything inside awash with shades of white and steel-blue.
“And I told him I know just the man to fill that position,” Pathanya continued. He noticed his pathfinders beginning to doze off as the aircraft rolled to the runway.
“Know the man?” Kamidalla stowed his rifle safely behind the backpack. Pathanya removed his battlefield computer from the backpack and powered it on. “Former spear team member. Used to be in the position you occupy now when we were in deep shit inside Bhutan.”
“Aha.” Kamidalla noted with a smile. “Part of the Thimpu shield trio!”
“The man saved my life out there. I would have bled to death on that god-forsaken ridge near Barshong if he hadn’t gotten me out.” The two men held on as the aircraft rumbled down the runway and lifted into the skies above Ladakh.
“Then why didn’t you bring him in for our previous joyride into enemy territory?” Kamidalla asked out of curiosity. He noted that he was perhaps asking one too many questions. But it might be a long flight and there was not much for him to do to pass the time…
Pathanya didn’t look away from his laptop: “SOCOM had him assigned to some other task force.”
“So what changed?”
Pathanya stopped what he was doing and faced Kamidalla: “this war is about to start soon. Our missions is no longer to nab a terrorist leader or some other piece of shit. This is going to get real messy real fast. I want pathfinder reinforced with experienced men before the army’s demand for men begins to start sapping resources at SOCOM.”
“Like last time?” Kamidalla asked.
“Yeah. Like last time.”
* * *
“In here, sir.” Ansari strained his eyes as he followed the soldier into the darkened corridor. He looked around and saw the source of the bleak neon lighting overhead. Closed doors on either side had numbers on them. The one at the very end was guarded by two military-police guards on either side, heavily-armed for the fact that they were inside a secure military facility. Ansari noticed the holstered pistols on their belts. The two guards snapped to attention as Ansari walked up to the door.
The doors and rooms here were supposed to be soundproof. Yet Ansari could hear the muffled guttural screaming of a man inside. He turned to his escort: “What the hell is going on in here?”
The major from military-intelligence kept a neutral face and unlocked the door, motioning to Ansari to enter. Ansari hesitated. Did he want to know what was happening here? At some level he knew what to expect. The counter-insurgency personnel at military-intelligence were not known for kid-gloved methods. Especially when it came to the hardcore members of the Islamic jihad waging war in the valley against Indian forces.
So why was he here to begin with? Surely he could have waited for the disseminated intel to come though? No. Basu had “advised” him to go see for himself the determination with which his service was pursuing the Mumbai attackers. Basu was known to come across as a mild mannered, balding old man with white hair. Almost like a school headmaster. But there had been something deeply menacing in his words to Ansari. And that had gotten Ansari’s interest.
Ansari exhaled and gently opened the door.
The large room behind the door was lit up in the same bluish ceiling neon lights as the corridor outside. Cameras on every ceiling corner focused on the center of the room. Ansari saw a badly bruised and bleeding Muzammil on the floor, laying to the side of his chair, which had also fallen on its side. His spilled blood showed up as bluish-black in the lighting. An army captain in fatigues was on one knee, punching the man on his face with bare knuckles. Four other soldiers stood nearby, their batons and pistol holsters visible. Ansari looked to the side to see some of Basu’s men also in the room, checking their notes. Nobody seemed to be particularly concerned about their source receiving savage blows to the face…
“Okay, captain. That’s enough for now, I think.” Ansari’s escort said as he walked in behind Ansari and closed the door to the room. The army officer on his knee turned around to face the senior officers in the room and got to his feet. On the floor, Muzammil began to crawl away desperately, using nothing but his fingers to pull himself.
Ansari felt disgusted. His face showed it. He turned to the guards standing near the crawling terrorist: “You! Get that man up! Now!”
The soldiers hesitated and looked to the major, who nodded. They moved to pick the man up by his shoulders and put the chair upright. They then placed Muzammil on the chair. It seemed like he would simply fall off it again.
Ansari walked up to Muzammil and stood two feet away, observing the wretched mass of flesh and bones now left in front of him. It took him some time to associate this man with the pictures he had seen of him just days before. This same man had been shouting at the top of his voice for jihad against India. The mastermind of the attempted nuclear strike on Mumbai.
The murderer of thousands of civilians.
“Did you ever think,” Ansari said as he brought Muzammil’s head up with his left hand, “that you would ever see the inside of an Indian prison?”
Muzammil looked at Ansari, his eyes sore and red. But he said nothing.
“No, you didn’t, did you?” Ansari continued. “You must have thought that you would send thousands of your young boys to die by our bullets, but never face captivity. Didn’t you?” Ansari then jerked the man’s head back to its slump state. “Did you think we would just let you get away after what you did?”
Muzammil mumbled something unintelligible, so Ansari turned to his captors: “at least leave the man able enough to speak! Good god!”
“What do you know about god?” Muzammil said finally, barely speaking the words. Ansari turned around and looked at the man, who still staring at the floor. “So. He does speak! I was beginning to have doubts!”
“Allah is witness to my suffering,” Muzammil continued. “He protects the faithful and the pure. Do what you must.”
“Impressive,” Ansari noted. “As it turns out, I am also deeply aware of the Holy Book. And His teachings. And you, represent neither.”
That got Muzammil’s attention enough for him to face up at the man in front of him. He stared at Ansari for several seconds. “You claim yourself a Muslim?”
“I don’t just claim it. I am one.” Ansari stated authoritatively.
“And yet you fight for the pagans?” Muzammil asked in genuine surprise. “Anyone who fights alongside the Hindus and against his Islamic brothers is not a true Muslim.”
Ansari smirked. “Do you honestly expect people to believe that your attempts to wage war and kill innocents are about religious purity? I am a Muslim but I was born on this land and I will fight scum like you to ensure nothing happens to it or the people who live here. You and I will both answer to Allah for our sins in the afterlife. But my faith is not dependent on interpretations of irrelevant mortals. Only He can judge us, lest you forget!”
Muzammil continued to look at Ansari for several seconds and then stared back at the floor. Ansari was about to turn away when the terrorist leader spoke again: “why did you come down here? You could have just left me to your Hindu dogs in this room.”
Ansari turned around and punched Muzammil to the side of his face that shoved him off the chair and to the floor. The man spat out some more blood from his mouth and gasped in pain. Ansari stepped forward over the writhing man on the floor: “You and I may share the same faith. But do not mistake it for a weakness. I came here to see the face of the man who has brought death to thousands of my countrymen. Of all faiths, of all ages.” Ansari then bent on one knee near Muzammil: “I also came here to let you know that we have already killed all of your commanders in front of your eyes. But we won’t stop there. Oh no, we are going up the ladder, my friend. All those who supported you will find themselves next to you. Just you watch.”
Ansari got up to his feet and nodded to the major and walked towards the exit. Stepping out into the corridor, Ansari turned to Basu’s men as they piled out: “just tell me you have the names we want from that bastard.”
“We do,” the major replied.
“That simple?” Ansari asked as he removed his handkerchief and wiped the blood off his knuckles.
“That simple,” the major continued. “What you need to understand here is that it is the same story with all these so-called holy-warriors. When they fall into our hands, they sing like canaries. All of their courage melts away when they realize that they will spend their life in a coffin-sized room unless they cooperate. This one, was no different.”
“And what did you find out?” Ansari asked, impressed with the routine way the MI personnel were treating this case.
“Lt-general Haider is Muzammil’s contact man in the ISI,” the senior RAW man noted. “Our captive met with him repeatedly during the past months while they put together the strike on Mumbai.”
“So Haider’s our man,” Ansari noted. “What about the warhead itself?”
“They received the warhead through Haider’s men. A Brigadier Minhas was in charge of that. Mihas belongs to Hussein’s operations staff but works closely with the ISI and Haider.”
“If Haider and Minhas are involved,” Ansari noted, “then rest-assured, so is the higher offices at Rawalpindi. If your captive sang like a canary, why is he almost on the verge of dying in there?” Ansari asked as the noise of beating and moans from room started again. The major waved Ansari down the corridor as they left the room behind.
“Mumbai is a big city, sir,” the major explained. “A lot of us lost a lot of friends and relatives. Many had to be evacuated. Others are still missing in that mass exodus following the detonation off the coast. Once my men here realized who they had on their hands, well…”
Ansari nodded. He understood the sentiment. He started to climb up the stairs that would take them out of the underground facility. “Which is why it is important that you keep a close eye on the captive and make sure he stays alive. At least until our work is done. Can you do that?”
The major smiled to himself. “Yes sir. But I make no guarantees that he won’t just flop over and die on his own.”
Ansari stopped midway on the stairs and turned to face the military-intelligence officer: “now you listen to me! We went to a lot of effort and risk to get that bastard alive. You keep him that way. If I hear that you let him die, I will make it my personal mission to make sure you are busted down to lieutenant and posted to the freezing Siachen glacier the rest of your career. Is that understood?”
“Sir! Understood.” The major had lost his earlier smirk.
Ansari vented his anger in a sigh and then made his way up the stairs again. He understood the emotions running within the services at the savage attack on Mumbai. With all-out war just around the corner, fear was in the air as well. People under these stressful conditions could and would make mistakes. But the mistakes tended to be costlier when the people making them were in positions of responsibility. He knew he had to keep a short leash on everybody under his command until the situation stabilized to normal again.
If at all it ever did.
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“Where are they headed?” the prime-minister asked as he glanced through the images in front of him. Ravoof turned to General Potgam who responded sharply:
“Pasrur.”
“And where the hell is that?” the PM said as he looked at Potgaml. The latter kept a remarkably neutral face, Ravoof thought as he watched this play out.
“A short distance west of Shakar-Garh. Which itself is across the border from Pathankot.” Potgam replied. The room filled with silence. The images were unanimous in their clarity. Columns of tanks and vehicles on the road were headed east to the border with India. The Pakistani army was on the move.
“What the hell are they playing at?” Bafna asked as he passed the PM more images from the file. “They know they can’t win this, right?”
“By the looks of it,” Ravoof noted, “it looks like they don’t agree with you on that.”
“This,” the PM noted, “goes against everything that their government and the foreign office have given assurances against! It doesn’t make any sense!”
“Unless the analysis model is itself flawed,” Basu noted chillingly.
The PM put down the images and removed his glasses as he looked at the intelligence-chief: “What are you saying? That the civilian government in Islamabad is unaware of all this military mobilization? I know their prime-minister personally. He would never authorize this!”
Ravoof muttered an expletive just a tad bit more loudly than he had anticipated and the PM caught it: “Oh, and you concur with Basu, I take it?”
“I do.” Ravoof replied. He understood that now was not the time to be subtle. His country was being threatened by war by its nuclear-armed neighbor. If what Basu had revealed to him about General Hussein and Haider’s involvement in the Mumbai strike was true, even this assessment was untrue. The country was not being threatened. It was already at war…
“The facts are straightforward,” Ravoof continued, “but the choice is for us to either see them or ignore them. The strike on Mumbai was not a deranged act of a lunatic. It was planned. It was considered. It was analyzed. And Rawalpindi chose to act on it. Why? Is it because they are stupid? No. Nothing that we know about Generals Haider and Hussein over the past two decades show us that they are stupid. In fact, they are anything but. So their decision to allow the terrorists to strike with a borrowed nuclear warhead reveals their inner thoughts and conclusions. Much more so, in fact, than anything their civilian leaders have put out over the past few weeks.”
“They are convinced that we are weak.” Potgam added in a voice teeming with authority that he was known to wield. “They think we are on our knees militarily after the Tibet war and more so psychologically. They think the nuclear fallout from the attacks in Bhutan have left us without the stomach to absorb another such war. A war where the nuclear options are on the table from the get go. They are not convinced they are going to lose, sir. In fact, they think they can win!”
“Of course,” Ravoof added, “our massive strikes against the terrorist camps and commanders was unexpected both to the ISI as well as the terrorist commanders themselves. That was why it caught them flat-footed. The senior terrorists are dead. And the street-jihadists in Pakistan are outraged and rabidly asking for war. I don’t think Islamabad is convinced that they will win. I just think that they see no other alternative at this point. From their perspective, they can wage a popular jihad against us or the same Islamic extremism will topple their precious hold on their country!”
The PM rubbed his eyes and shared a look at Bafna: “everything we have done for peace. All our efforts. And this is what it is coming down to. Is there no alternative for peace at this point?”
Bafna shook his head after a few seconds of consideration. The PM then looked around his war cabinet: “what will it take for Islamabad or Rawalpindi or whoever is in charge over there, to talk peace? Can we give them something, anything, to avoid war?”
“I suppose,” Basu noted in frustration, “if we surrender Kashmir and put down our arms in front of their tanks, it might get them to reconsider chopping our heads off.”
He got a piercing glare from the PM and Bafna stood up from his chair: “how dare you show disrespect for this country’s prime-minister!” Somehow, under the circumstances, the outburst rang hollow in the room. Basu was long past the mental inhibitions that held him to this particular government. When the strike on Mumbai had unfolded, he had decided right then that this time the perpetrators would not be allowed to escape. If war was the medium to deliver on that promise, so be it. After all, what was that saying about nations who could not summon the guts to push back when blatantly instigated?
In this he was not alone. Pakistan was being driven to war by its jihadist momentum. There was no way to stop that ball from rolling. But the Indian response was paralyzed by the top leadership’s inability to face this new threat head on. The PM’s inability to make his stand for his nation was no longer of concern. The war was already in motion. And the service chiefs, RAW and others in the cabinet had surmised the same.
But what was needed was what was known as the “higher-direction-for-war”. Without planning a clean outcome of a war, the end result was always a bloody slugfest of attrition battles with no clear winner. The Pakistani army was no pushover. Propped up by irregular mujahedeen and other mercenaries, and aided by the Indian losses in the China war, the balance of forces was more in Pakistan’s favor than what the Indian military would have liked. And like sharks sensing blood, the Pakistani Generals were pushing for a fight…
“You see these tanks, Bafna?” Basu said, holding up the satellite imagery taken just hours before. “Where do you think these are headed? Hmm? Do you think Islamabad is looking for a peaceful resolution here?!”
There was no arguing the evidence, and Bafna had no response that could override the facts. Basu moved in for the kill: “when these armored columns go over the border on a time and place of Pakistan’s choosing, I would love to hear from you about my supposed insolence in this room. In the meantime, we have a war on our hands!”
The PM bypassed any defense of his senior party member and left-hand man, and turned to Potgam: “what is our readiness to handle a Pakistani attack?”
“We are getting there,” Potgam said. “But there is no strategic advantage to be had now. They have been mobilizing across the board for a week. And we are only now responding. We can probably match them at the border with air-strikes to slow down their preparations. I suspect they will attempt to do the same to us soon. Apart from defeating the momentum of their army, we need to know the larger objective here if we want to ensure that this doesn’t turn into a quagmire.”
“What do you recommend, General?” Bafna asked.
“That, sir,” Potgam said flatly, “is your job.”
The room was silent for several seconds. Ravoof looked around and saw that the PM and the Bafna had missed the obvious objectives of any military action against Pakistan under the current circumstances. It surprised him no end that he, of all people, had to remind them about it…
“I would imagine,” Ravoof noted finally, “that one of the objectives should be to capture or kill the senior ISI leaders behind the Mumbai strike.”
“General Haider?” Bafna asked, surprised.
“Of course.” Ravoof replied.
“Can we even do that?” The PM asked. All eyes turned to Basu, who was just as surprised at how Ravoof had seemingly gotten him legitimate orders for something that he was already prepared to do without orders.
“We can.” Basu replied after a few seconds. “We are keeping a close eye on Haider. He and his men are organizing the jihadist units into combat groups in Lahore. At least, that’s what we think he is doing. The other ISI commanders will need more effort to locate. They will most certainly be embedded with General Hussein.”
“And how do we propose to eliminate these men?” Bafna asked.
“We send a few precision-strike cruise missiles into their command centers!” Potgam replied sharply, causing Basu to turn around and face the Army commander.
“Or,” Basu added, “we send in a special-warfare team to grab Haider in Lahore and bring him back here, alive.”
“Inside Lahore?” Potgam thundered. “Have you lost your mind? I am not sending my men that deep behind enemy lines to try and capture that man! A missile strike is clean and precise…”
“…but for which we won’t know exactly where the target is!” Basu interjected. “Look, you need eyes on the ground regardless. Once we locate the bastard, you can take him out with a goddamned missile! Or half dozen missiles for that matter!”
“Also,” Ravoof added, “bringing someone like Haider on trial, alive, has its own merits! He should be tried as a war-criminal, not a martyr!”
“These are semantics I can ill afford to delve into, sir!” Potgam replied. His voice had that effect of dominating a room that few in his posts before him had managed in a long time. “This is a war we are talking about, not a public court!”
The PM leaned back in his chair: “General, I want this man Haider to pay for his crimes. Find him. Capture him if you can. But kill him only if there is no other choice. I want his head on a platter for what he has done.”
“Sir,” Potgam continued his lonely battle, “you do understand that Haider is a Leftenant-General in their army? He is not likely to work alone on anything. At the very least, he had the blessing of Hussein and other commanders at Rawalpindi. You know where that buck stops! They won’t let him be taken alive!”
“You might be surprised at what we can do, General.” Basu noted neutrally. Potgam shot him a glance but said nothing. He knew what Basu was referring to.
“Very well.” Potgam said in concession. “I can see when the decision has already been made. You gentlemen can bring your plans to me on Haider when you have them. In the meantime, I have an enemy to fight at the border! But I warn you now: plans to kill or capture Haider that depend on allocation of precious military resources under my command leaves me with the final veto authority. If I see a senseless or reckless plan involving capturing that bastard, I will choose to lob a few missiles and kill the bastard rather than risk my men. Is that acceptable to you all?”
“Understood, Warlord,” the PM nodded politely. “That was your call-sign in Bhutan, yes?”
Potgam smiled as he got up from his desk:
“It still is, sir!”
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The fog made things impossible to see. Visibility was down to near-zero. And what should have been a short flight by helicopter had devolved into a long, bumpy ride by truck convoy…
“Goddamn it!” Pathanya picked up his flashlight that had fallen to the bed of the truck as it had braked suddenly to avoid hitting the truck in front. Despite full beams, the drivers could only make out a few meters in front of them. The only thing that pierced the fog were the red brake lights. And when one vehicle braked, it caused a ripple effect all along the axis of the convoy. It made for a bumpy and patently uncomfortable ride.
Kamidalla got up from his seat whilst holding on to the rails on the roof and whipped the back flap of the truck cover aside. Nothing to see. Just the barely discernable outline of the next truck behind them highlighted by its headlights and a reddish-orange horizon to the east. Kamidalla checked his wristwatch while balancing himself. Seven-thirty hours. And they still had not made it to their staging areas southwest of Amritsar. The location they were based at was a hotbed of army activity, near as it was the international border with Pakistan a few kilometers away. And just west of there was the major Pakistani city of Lahore.
Lahore was the prize the Indian army units in this sector were clamoring for. The city was a major enemy hub and was currently working as a collection-center for extremists and jihadists, who were also expecting the fight. The civilians in the city were evacuating in droves to the west while truck convoys herded terrorists and self-declared Mujahedeen into the city. Their aim was to turn the city and its outskirts into a fortress.
On the Indian side, three large Corps were moving into jump-off positions. Nine divisions of armor and infantry were poised to strike hard and heavy into Pakistan with the aim of isolating Lahore from the rest of Pakistan. Lahore was a price that General “Warlord” Potgam had instructed his commanders to aim for. The idea was to force the Pakistani army into a fight they couldn’t ignore. Potgam couldn’t care less whether he captured the city or nuked it. The idea was to seize the initiative and force the enemy to fight a battle on his terms. The strategic objective was to destroy the ability of the Pakistani army to wage war. The tactical objective was to bleed it white, one unit at a time.
All in all, thousands of tanks and armored vehicles were converging into the region from both sides. And it was leading to traffic jams of epic proportions on the roads near the border…
Pathanya turned his head when he heard the distinct slapping sound of someone banging on the outer skin of the truck. The other pathfinders heard it as well and got up from their sleeping bags spread out on the floor of the truck. Kamidalla leaned around the backside of the truck and then turned to Pathanya: “The boss is here.”
Pathanya had just enough time to raise his eyebrow before Ansari walked to the back of the truck and looked inside to see his precious cargo still intact. Pathanya and Kamidalla snapped off quick salutes to which Ansari promptly responded before moving on: “gentlemen, this is the end of the line as far as this road trip is concerned. We are breaking off from the main logistical axis now. Get your gear and board the vehicles outside!”
“Yes sir!” Pathanya grabbed his backpack, rifle and other equipment near his seat. Others in the truck did the same. Kamidalla was the first to jump off the truck with his gear. Pathanya was close behind him. Ansari waved them to the five AXE light-utility trucks standing on the dirt road just off the main highway. It was out here during the early morning daylight that the pathfinders first saw the size and scale of the invasion force Potgam was putting together. The convoy they had been on stretched endlessly for kilometers in either direction. The rumble of fighter jets providing security overhead and the noise of hundreds of vehicles moving men, ammunition and fuel, filled the air.
Pathanya shared a look with Kamidalla and headed to the parked vehicles with the rest of his men. Ansari slapped on the driver compartment door of the truck and waved for him to move on. The truck engines roared and the convoy moved off again, raising dust and grime off the tar-road.
“We are about twenty minutes down this path,” Ansari said as the pathfinders stowed their gear on the five vehicles, strapping what they had to on the sides of the vehicles to make space. Pathanya was in the vehicle with Ansari and Kamidalla. As the vehicles moved off, Ansari turned to the back to face the two young officers: “what is pathfinder’s readiness?”
“Green.” Pathanya replied. “Team strength is still minus one, though.”
“That’s been looked into,” Ansari replied. “Had to pull a lot of strings to get him out, but he’s ours now. Expect your replacement pathfinder to arrive later today.” Pathanya nodded and kept his peace.
“So,” Ansari continued, “what do you make of our presence here?”
“I take it that pathfinder is still on our original mission,” Kamidalla said, “despite all this?” He pointed to the low flying jets overhead and the dust clouds of convoys in all directions around them. Ansari smiled.
“The game just got bigger, gents. We are going after the really big fish now. General Potgam has pulled out all the stops. We didn’t start this damn business. But he is going to put an end to it. Pathfinder, however, will make sure that the pain is felt all the way to the top!”
Pathanya cocked an eyebrow. The idea of working on the enemy’s home turf surrounded by thousands of jihadists clamoring for death did not excite him in the least. But he had a job to do. And that was that, really.
“When is the expected jump-off, sir?”
“Hours. Latest by tomorrow. Potgam isn’t going to wait around with this massive deployment in the field. Once the logisticians sort out the mess we have going on right now, we are moving off. Pathfinder will deploy a bit later once our target individual has been located. You…” Ansari paused as two Jaguar aircraft thundered overhead, “You all should have some time to prepare your men for what’s coming.”
“Sir.” Pathanya replied neutrally. He had expected more time to plan any such mission. But wartime contingencies were at play now.
“I always wanted to go see Lahore,” Kamidalla added with a sheepish smile.
“You will get your wish, captain!” Ansari replied.
* * *
“What is the problem here?”
Kulkarni grabbed the side armor panel of the parked Arjun and clambered up on top of the turret. Two of his regiment’s maintenance officers were kneeling next to the long comms antennae. Other maintenance personnel as well as several crews were standing near the vehicle. One of the engineering officers was a Lt-colonel. He got up and pointed to the comms antennae: “this one is broken from yesterday’s maneuvers. You have got to tell your men to be more careful with their maneuvers in the desert. There are patches of hard areas in the sand next to soft ones out here. If you come in too fast, you are liable to break something important on impact. We are lucky this one was just an antennae!”
“Can you replace it?” Kulkarni asked deferentially. The Lt-colonel nodded and stepped off the turret on to the chassis. “Give me an hour to replace the unit.”
As the engineering officer jumped off the chassis on to the sand and dusted his uniform, he had one last piece of advice for the young armor commander: “these are tanks, Kulkarni. Not sports-cars. Don’t let your crews forget it.”
Kulkarni smiled as he looked away from the departing maintenance personnel and towards his crews standing nearby like school-kids waiting to be punished. He jumped off the tank turret as well.
“Pay attention to what he said,” Kulkarni ordered. “Look for the transition patches in the desert hardness and change your speeds accordingly. If you break your comms, you break contact with the rest of the force. And that puts you out of the fight… or worse. Nothing is more lethal in maneuver warfare than communications. Comms with me, comms with your platoon commanders and comms with your neighboring tanks. These tanks here,” he patted the side of the Arjun tank, “bring an unprecedented level of combat situational awareness to us. But don’t let that get to your head. One mistake and you will pay the price! Is that understood?”
He got a unanimous “yes, sir!” from his men and so he moved on: “one other thing: these may very well be tanks and not sports-cars, as the Lt-colonel said. But I doubt you will get any closer to a sports-car out here!”
* * *
“Beyond those tents there?”
“Yes, sir. Take a left beyond the one here and it should be visible.”
“Thank you.” Captain Vikram “Vik” Taneja grabbed his rucksack from the back of the green-painted Gypsy vehicle and watched the driver head off again on the dirt track towards the main road. He looked around and saw a special operations unit getting ready for war. But it wasn’t just these men here. All through the drive from Amritsar, it had been a similar story. Vikram had seen the exodus of civilians fearing the worst, the massed convoys of army vehicles pouring in and the skies overhead shaking with the thunder of jets of all shapes and sizes. The country was holding its breath to see what happened next. And perhaps the world did as well. The news reports on television and radio were teeming with talks of frantic last-minute diplomacy as well as attempts to get both sides to back down.
But the war was taking another kind of toll on Vikram. Standing here with a rucksack over his shoulder, he had mixed feelings of what it all represented. The place looked similar to the earlier setup he had once seen in the northern hills in the state of Uttar-Pradesh, three years ago. Similar wartime environment. Similar staging areas for forces being prepped to enter Bhutan as part of what had then been the “Joint-Force-Bhutan” under Lt-general “Warlord” Potgam.
Hell, they even managed to match the gloominess and the fog here!
Vikram sighed. That operation had ended in disaster for him and his small team. Following two weeks of near-continuous combat and the Chinese nuclear-strike on Barshong, Vikram and the other team member had carried Pathanya down the frozen peaks to the south where they had been rescued after a few days.
They had managed to survive that war. But many others hadn’t. The Indian paratrooper community had paid a heavy price in Bhutan. And the scars were still there. For Vikram, it represented a baptism by fire, being a newly commissioned lieutenant at the time. Since the termination of hostilities, however, the psychological scars had begun to grow. When the King of Bhutan had pinned on him and his two colleagues, the royal ribbon of “The Thimpu Shield”, it had brought him to tears. A mental threshold had been broken and it had taken Vikram a year of counseling with the army’s psychologists to recover. And he had almost failed to clear their requirements to be allowed to serve again. In the time since, he had recovered to his original physical capabilities and more, but had left his enthusiasm for war alongside the graves of his colleagues on the icy slopes in Bhutan.
Vikram decided that it was time to get on with it. He walked past the tents where he recognized some of the operators from the SOCOM staff. He finally made it to the set of tents beyond a rather candidly marked wooden sign, stuck into the dirt track that said: “Warriors of 1ST Bat, Para”.
Home.
Vikram smiled and shook his head as he tried to figure out who was behind that signboard. One of his former classmates, he was sure. The tent in the center was marked as headquarters so he headed in, pushing the flap of the tent aside as he walked inside. He saw a tent filled with activity as soldiers and officers milled past. Banks of radios filled the side and maps stuck to boards filled the room. He saw a group of solidly-built paratroopers standing around a map board. He noticed a man from his past just as soon as that man noticed him…
“Vik!” Pathanya said as he put down the images he held in his hand and walked to greet his old friend. “You made it!”
Vikram took Pathanya’s outstretched hand after lowering his salute. Pathanya was beaming at the sight of his old friend. Vikram was struggling to keep up as he met the other team members. They all looked at him through the lens of his Bhutan accomplishments. Nobody could see Vikram as the human being he was now. Not within his peers here.
Pathanya led Vikram out of the tent just as the weak sunlight began to break through the dense fog.
“The new team looks sharp, sir.” Vikram noted neutrally.
Pathanya nodded. He understood. “We have to move on, Vik. The job requires it.”
“Fair enough, sir.”
“No,” Pathanya shook his head, “not fair. But life never is. I didn’t ask for this assignment but I did ask for you. Sorry.” He smiled faintly. Vikram left out a deep breath as though shedding his doubts.
“Where are we bunked?” He asked after a moment.
“Two tents down, on the left. Get yourself kitted out and head back here for a briefing on what we are up to.”
“Yes, sir. Any news on the overall situation?” Vik said as he hefted his rucksack over his shoulders.
“The balloon is about go up within hours.”
“God! This war feels like a continuation of the last one!”
Pathanya crossed his arms: “that’s because it is! The Pakis are like sharks sensing blood in the water. They think we are weak right now. And so they are pushing their luck. We will push them into their graves instead.”
“Oh. Before I forget,” Pathanya said as he stopped midway on his way back to the map-boards, “we are call-sign ‘pathfinder’ on this one.”
“Pathfinder it is, sir.” Vikram smiled and headed off.
* * *
Across the semi-arid plains west of Lahore, two-dozen launcher vehicles elevated their quad-missile tubes through the camouflage netting laid over them and pointed east, towards India. Each of the four tubes on every vehicle carried the subsonic “Babur” cruise-missiles. Essentially a clone of the American “Tomahawk” missile, the Babur was capable and lethal. The US government had disabled GPS coverage for both India and Pakistan to deter them from war. As a result, the Babur missiles were relegated to relatively inaccurate inertial guidance systems. But considering the short distance between the border and supposed targets inside India, the missiles were accurate enough. And that was all that mattered to the Pakistani army commanders. As the dust settled around the deployed launchers, the war now stood a button push away…
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The darkness of the night was shattered with streaks of orange flashes as the Babur missiles left their launchers. Their rectangular flight wings snapped out of the fuselage and locked into place as the air-breathing engines roared to life, propelling them to half the speed-of-sound and…
For those in Lahore, the view was visible from the rooftops as small specks of yellow-light to the east. Most of the civilians still in the city were those that had been unable to leave for various reasons. The did not envy what they knew was to follow now. Many of the elders in town remembered when the Indian forces had reached the outskirts of this city the last time Islamabad went to war with India. And as they stared silently at the specks of light heading towards the Indian border. The streets below them filled with jubilation as thousands of jihadists cheered and fired their rifles into the air: their jihad had begun.
* * *
“Mongol-two-five here. Trip-wire engaged. Inbounds, Inbounds!”
“How many?” Verma walked over briskly to the RSO station. He didn’t have to wait for the answer. The screen in front of the seated operators showed a radar screen pointed west on top and north-south shown along the left-right axis. Small, green dots with altitude and speed information were beginning to populate the screen from about twenty odd locations scattered around Lahore…
Here we go! Verma went into mental overdrive along with most of his Phalcon AWACS crew. His first call was not to the air-force’s western-air-command; they would already be getting whatever he was seeing here. And they would be scrambling every available aircraft into the air.
No, Verma’s main concern was the inbound missile threats. With impact time measured in minutes, the three army corps deployed between Pathankot to the north and Amritsar to the south were under imminent threat. The Pakistanis were trying to take the steam out of these forces before they struck across the border…
He spoke into his comms: “mongol-two to picket-fence-actual: I hope you are seeing this!”
The response from the ground-based integrated-air-defense commander came over some radio static: “Roger.”
Verma cocked an eyebrow at that cryptic remark. The man was cool-as-a-cucumber under pressure. Even veterans like Verma were not immune to getting excited when missiles were headed straight that them. But that army man on the ground was completely unfazed!
Either he is oblivious to the magnitude of the threat or has balls of steel… Verma left the defenses on the ground to the army and moved on to more pressing matters: the enemy air-force. “Mongol-two-three, what’s the long-range word?” Mongol-two-three was the EW operator whose sole concern was the long-range threats materializing over the horizon. This was accomplished through the use of long-range wavelength radio waves that “bounced” through the atmosphere.
Over the past weeks, the Indian forces had built up a detailed picture of the Pakistani ground-based radar systems deployed across the border and the airborne systems. Consequently, the possibility of nasty surprises was low. But vigilance was the prime rule of the game.
“Getting crowded,” Verma heard and walked over to the EW station. The operator turned over his shoulder and saw Verma standing there before turning to point at the screen: “atmospheric scatter from multiple ground-based systems are filling the skies. Our friends are powering up all their air-defense systems.”
“For all the good it will do them!” Verma patted the operator on the shoulder before moving up the cabin. He checked his watch and did some mental calculations.
All right, time to shift gears…
Verma understood that the war would belong to the side that took the initiative. Both India and Pakistan had dozens of airbases within striking range of each other and had deployed advanced ground-based air-defenses. Both sides had the same advantages. So the real advantage boiled down to individual weapon-systems, training, and attrition reserves.
This air war was not going to be a chess game. It was slated to be a raw slugfest.
“Picket-fence is engaging.”
Verma turned to the RSO station monitoring the inbound Babur missiles: “those missiles across yet?”
“Negative! Picket-Fence is engaging over the border!”
Verma grunted. Yup. That fell in line with the ground commander’s aggressiveness. The Babur missiles hadn’t crossed the border yet. But the Indian commander controlling the line of aerostat radars and Akash surface-to-air missile batteries protecting Potgam’s forces on the ground was an aggressive bastard. He had his forces deployed in such a manner so that they were practically leaning over the border. It allowed him to strike quicker and harder.
Verma approved all of this, of course. A lot of lessons had been learnt by the Indian military the hard way during the war in Tibet. A major lesson had been the ability to detect and destroy large, saturation missile-strikes by the enemy. The institutional defensive mindset had been shed in light of the sobering losses encountered at the hands of Chinese missiles. The effects of these lessons were visible tonight as contact after contact on the radar screen disappeared from view as the Akash missiles began intercepting targets…
“Leaks!” The RSO shouted. “We have missiles breaking through picket-fence!” Just over a dozen of the Babur missiles moved past the line of air-defenses as the Akash missile batteries cycled to reload.
Verma noted this before the ground commander chimed-in matter-of-factly: “picket-fence here, we have airspace penetration by enemy missiles. I am all out. Over to you, mongol-two.”
Yeah, no shit, genius! Verma noted sourly and turned to his comms people: “get any flight of aircraft with an air-to-air payload in the vicinity of the missiles and vector them in to take out the remaining missiles!”
“Wilco!”
“Mongol-two-five here. Inbound tag-three-seven has disappeared off screen! I… I think it has struck! Tag-three-one is off screen as well. The missiles are hitting their targets!”
Shit! Verma turned to the comms officer as the latter spoke into his headset: “dagger-two, break pattern and engage low-altitude targets on bearing two-one-five! Mongol-two has the ball! Vectors to follow!”
* * *
“Wilco. Dagger is moving to intercept.” Wing-commander Naresh Grewal looked to his port side to see the other three LCA “Tejas” fighters in a echelon-left deployment. The pilots were all equipped with the helmet-mounted night-optics that rendered the world around them in shades of green and black. The cloud cover below reflected the moonlight and was enhanced in their views as a white-colored floor.
“Dagger-actual to all dagger birds, you heard the man. Follow me!”
Grewal flipped his delta-winged interceptor to starboard and dived through the clouds below, followed by his three other pilots. His visibility disappeared and the slick clouds engulfed the cockpit glass from all sides. The aircraft vibrated in the turbulence. All four aircraft broke under the clouds, facing a dark-green landscape below punctuated with a several unnaturally enhanced white light-balls. Grewal pulled the aircraft level and scanned the northwestern skies for white blobs of light moving against the dark background. Of that he found many! Army and air-force helicopters were flying all over the place…
“Damn! Dagger-leader,” his radio squawked, “how the hell are we supposed to I-D the missiles amongst all this?”
Grewal frantically looked left and right as they thundered on. “Roger, — two! Keep your eyes peeled for light-balls moving fast and low, then close in for I-D from the six-o-clock before engaging! Last thing we need is to be shooting at our own guys out here!”
“Wilco.”
The radio chimed again: “mongol-two here: enemy missiles just passed under you! What the hell is going on out there, dagger?!”
Goddamn it! Grewal growled and enabled the transmit: “mongol-two: I have dozens of inbounds showing up here on my night-optics! Somebody needs to pass the message to those army pilots to land their birds or else we are likely to hit our own guys! I need a vector!”
“One-three-five, relative!”
Grewal ignored the curt response from Verma. He flipped his aircraft and brought it about on a easterly heading and dived for the deck. Two of the Babur missile’s engine exhausts showed up on his night-optics as white balls of light…
“Dagger-actual has visual on two inbounds heading south in general direction of Bathinda!”
“Dagger-three has visual on one inbound heading east!”
“Dagger-four also has visual on one inbound!”
Grewal added it up in his head. The numbers came up short. What happened to the other missiles?
Shit! No time. He enabled the infrared guidance on his R-73 heat-seeking missile. It had no difficulty locking on to that massive thermal plume from the Babur missiles in front of him. The enemy missiles were chugging along at a cruising speed, oblivious to the threat materializing to their rear. Grewal heard the audio tone of missile-lock and depressed the launch button on his control stick. The shower of white blanketed his vision abruptly as the R-73 leapt off the rails and fell lower, matching the altitude of the Babur missiles. Two seconds later it exploded behind one of them in a ball of orange-yellow flame, shredding the target into fragments. The fragments struck the farmland below in a shower of sparks as Grewal’s LCA thundered overhead.
As he banked, he saw his wingman destroying the other Babur missile before pulling above the exploding fireball. The underneath of his LCA was momentarily lit up in the glow of the explosion. Grewal rubbed his eyes with his gloved fingers whilst climbing up towards the clouds. His radio squawked: “dagger-three here: we splashed two more targets! No more inbounds to be seen. Over.”
“Roger. Good job, gentlemen!” Grewal shook his head and cleared his vision before lowering his night-optics again. “Formate with me and return to altitude! We are burning up a lot of fuel down here!”
“Wilco.”
Hel then changed frequencies: “mongol-two, we splashed four enemy missiles and are awaiting vectors. Over.”
“Negative on vectors, dagger. We count eight missile strikes against friendly ground units. No more targets to intercept.” Grewal tightened his grip around the control-stick. Despite their efforts, eight missiles had broken through to their targets and struck. Only god knew how many lives had been lost…
The radio chimed in after several seconds of silence: “dagger, what’s your combat status?”
“All green, mongol-two. Dagger is still in the fight.” Grewal checked the fuel and weapons indicators. Yup. All green.
“Roger. Move to vector three-five at ten-thousand feet and hold station.” The four LCAs broke through the cloud cover and were once again staring at the starlit skies above. Grewal could now see numerous sets of lights showing up on the horizon. A lot of friendly combat aircraft were collecting in the skies around him.
“Dagger requesting sit-rep, mongol-two.” He was not one to sit in the dark while the war lit up around his ears. He needed to know what the threat picture was. The onboard radar on the LCA was meant to seek and destroy, not scan the skies like a flashlight in the dark. That was Verma’s job.
“Sitrep is fluid, dagger. Will advise momentarily.”
“Yeah. I guess we will just twiddle our thumbs in the meantime then!” Grewal added after disabling the voice transmit.
* * *
“Mongol-two-three here, two long-range mobile radar sources detected on bearing two-five-two and three-one-five magnetic! Airborne. And coming over the horizon.”
Verma looked up from the comms console and to the EW operator who had called out the warning. He then pressed the transmit button on his intercom: “designation and source?”
“Bandit on bearing three-one-five is inbound southeast. Possible source is Peshawar. Bandit on bearing two-five-two is inbound easterly. Possible source is Multan. Tagging as bandits vortex-one and vortex-two. Beginning track.” Verma saw the EW operator use the control mouse on his console to tag the contacts. The screen panel to the side immediately populated with the two active sources: VORTEX-ONE and VORTEX-TWO.
The Phalcon was detecting these two inbound sources based on their long-wavelength radar signatures over the horizon long before the aircraft emitting these signals was detected. Much like how a man holding a torch in the dark is seen long before he sees what he is looking for, the EW operators on the Phalcon were seeing the light of the torch emitted by these two Pakistani airborne-radar aircraft.
But who were they? Verma mulled that over. Peshawar made sense for the Pakistani air-force. It was far enough behind the border to safely place their precious airborne control assets. But Multan was far closer to border. Pakistani aircraft based there were effectively forward-deployed. It was a risky place to base critical airborne-control aircraft.
They must know where we are the same way we know about them. At least we must run with that assumption… Verma thought.
The EW operator came back on comms: “vortex-two has boosted signal strength to full power!”
They are looking for a fight… Verma concluded and changed comms to the flight controllers: “mongol-two-five and — two-six, be advised that we have inbound enemy airborne-control aircraft to the south and west. Contacts designated vortex-one and — two. They will have strong protection centered around the control aircraft. Vortex-two is the higher priority. I want that bird taken down before we are forced to split resources in two directions. Divert flights as necessary. Out.”
Verma watched as his crew went to work relaying his orders to combat flight commanders whose aircraft were filling up the skies all around him. He felt the sudden sensation of sweat and absently looked at his hands, which had become sweaty. Perhaps a part of him knew what he was committing his fighter pilots to. The Pakistanis liked to overrate their equipment and tactics beyond reality, but they were still deadly. He knew he was going to lose pilots and airframes tonight. But that was war. As commander, his job was to ensure that the losses incurred amounted to something, instead of nothing. Was this a fight he wanted to commit to?
That was a question as old as war itself. Which battles should a commander commit to? Which others to retreat from? Good commanders were those that knew the difference. Bad commanders committed to every fight. The idea was to win. If it required him to withdraw his forces from one front and commit them to the other, then that was what he would do.
This was a fight he wanted to commit to. The Pakistanis only had a handful of airborne-control aircraft. Taking them out quick and dirty would nullify the PAF’s ability to wage war in the skies, leaving the Indians in control. The side that lost its airspace, lost control of the war.
Verma awoke from his reverie and found himself staring at his palms. He wiped them on the side of his flight-suit and took a deep breath as the Phalcon controllers handed the fight over to the fighter flights. He reminded himself that there was, after all, yet another rule to war: once committed, there were no if’s and buts allowed. Finish the fight. Fight to win.
* * *
Grewal copied the message from the Phalcon and took a deep breath. He transitioned mentally to what needed to be done now. He gripped the control stick tighter and could feel his senses moving into hyper-drive. Everything registered in his mind. The smell of the leather straps holding him to his seat. The fabric of the flight-suit. The rumble of the engine powering his aircraft. The individual stars in the night sky above. The bluish-white color of the clouds below.
He switched comms to his flight: “gents, here we go. Over the border and taking the fight to the enemy. We have twelve enemy F-16s and six Mirage birds surging east in front of their airborne radar. Mongol-two has committed us to the fight alongside the Flankers. We are keeping a low profile. Dive for the soup below. Mongol-two will be leading us. We are going under the fight between the Flankers and the enemy birds. Our goal is the enemy airborne radar. Keep a tight formation and follow my lead. Give me an affirm chime!”
“Affirm, dagger-leader”
“Dagger-three copies all.”
“Wilco from dagger-four.”
All right, here we go… Grewal thought. To his north, he saw the sixteen friendly Su-30 “Flankers” of No. 8 squadron in four finger-four flights spreading into a line-abreast formation. They were going parallel to him. This force of heavy fighters was aptly named “warhammer”. A similar group of eight Su-30s to the north, call-sign “scabbard”, was already a veteran of the war when they had led the fighter sweeps during the strikes in Kashmir.
These powerful Flankers would draw fire and mix it with the Pakistani F-16s and Mirage-IIIs. They would not worry about the enemy Erieye airborne-radar aircraft behind. Warhammer and scabbard were the blunt tools of this fight.
I guess that makes us the scalpel! Grewal lowered his helmet-mounted night-optics. The black-blue-white environment around him gave way to the green-white-black hell-scape he had gotten used to. In many ways the analogy of a scalpel was true. The Su-30 drivers had come out of the China war with a sense of pride, their chests swollen. They had been the knife that had been used to slit the Chinese air-force’s wrist over Tibet. And despite losses, they had established dominance both within air-force circles as well as in the hearts of their enemies. Now their pilots exuded confidence.
As if to dramatize that dominance, Grewal saw them pull ahead into a long, line-abreast formation along the north-south axis. He could see the glowing exhausts of their twin-engines. No tactical formations, no flanking maneuvers here. They were letting the Pakistani pilots know who the big dogs were. Wars are often won in the minds even before the first shots are fired. Would the Pakistani pilots see their impending doom and back off?
Perhaps not… Grewal thought as the Flankers punched afterburners in unison and thundered across the border…
“Dagger-leader this is mongol-two. Warhammer and scabbard are committed. Come to bearing two-zero-zero.”
“Wilco.”
Grewal flipped his LCA to the port and dived into the cloud floor. Within seconds the muck hit the windscreen and washed all over his aircraft. He pulled out under the clouds and was greeted with a nightmarish view of the border. White tracers were flying across both sides of the border and artillery explosions were ripping up the border posts on both sides. The flashes were enhanced on all their optics. He saw tracers climbing up towards him and his pilots…
“Dagger! Triple-A fire coming up! Break! Break! Break!”
Grewal flipped his aircraft violently whilst still diving. The tracer rounds snaked past his cockpit and flashes erupted on all sides, rocking his small fighter around. He managed to trace the fire all the way to the source on the ground below. It was then that the horror of the situation struck him: “mongol-two, this is dagger! We are taking friendly triple-A fire from forward-deployed ground units! I…” the thunderclap from a nearby string of detonations jerked his aircraft aside.
“Say your last, dagger! Mongol-two reading you one-by-five!”
No shit! He growled and snapped to low level to evade the consistent barrage being put up in a box around him. The amount of fire from the army guns below was considerable. Grewal thanked his stars that these were not radar directed, else he and his pilots might have been ripped to shreds…
“Mongol-two! Get those friendly triple-A bastards to stop shooting at their own air-force!” Grewal thundered.
“Roger, dagger. Stand by…” the voice trailed off.
Grewal had his hands full. He was still violently evading the ground fire when the explosions stopped just as abruptly as they had started. The last of the tracers flew off into the cloud cover above them.
“Dagger, confirm that the triple-A has stopped. Over.”
“Roger, mongol-two. Ground fire has ceased. Many thanks!” Grewal said without hiding the relief. The last thing he wanted was fratricide. But his LCA did look like a Pakistani Mirage in its silhouette. Especially against a light background and even more so when he was flashing above Indian ground forces. He realized that the army gunners below were probably on hair-trigger mode.
Not an auspicious start… He saw the other three LCAs pulling up on either side of him. All three of them shared black-scars and grime from the explosions. He wondered what his own aircraft looked like.
The cloud-cover above them flickered with light. Their onboard radar-warning-receivers were screeching in his ears as they detected all sorts of enemy threats. Grewal’s heart missed a beat when the radio suddenly squawked: “mongol-two here. Warhammer and scabbard have engaged the enemy. Your target is at fifty kilometers west, twenty-thousand feet. Dagger has the ball. Go get them!”
“Wilco, Mongol-two.” All right.
Grewal powered up the throttle and pushed it into afterburner. The engine rumbled to life and the sudden acceleration of the afterburning fuel punched the aircraft forward. They were eating up fuel rapidly now. But they also knew that the Pakistani Erieye radar crew would pick them up against the ground clutter at any moment considering their close proximity. Grewal could not allow them to escape.
A Pakistani Mirage-III flashed through the clouds as it dived towards the west. Grewal and his pilots saw in amazement as the Pakistani aircraft thundered high above their heads, oblivious to the four small Indian fighters climbing from below. Grewal almost switched to guns to engage before two Su-30s punched through the cloud cover, chasing the lone Pakistani pilot across the sky. The lead Su-30 fired a R-73 heat-seeking missile that flew into the flares and chaff punched out by the desperate Pakistani pilot. But the Flanker drivers were not giving up that easy. The leader and his wingman lined up behind the wildly evading Mirage-III pilot. Tracers filled the sky before some of them found their mark. The Pakistani aircraft turned into a shower of sparks and smoke before it struck the ground in a fireball. The two Su-30s punched afterburners and climbed into the cloud cover, disappearing out of view.
God! These guys aren’t taking any prisoners today! Grewal thought as he climbed into the clouds and continued west. They broke through the clouds and the starry night re-emerged. He saw the wild melee of F-16s, Flankers and Mirage-IIIs behind them to the east. And to the west, the radar blips showed the Erieye and its two F-16 escorts. The Pakistani pilots and crew on board the Erieye were already evading and diving away, having detected the incoming Indian threat. The two F-16s went active on their radars as they attempted to destroy the threat to their airborne-control aircraft.
Grewal had already selected his Astra BVR missile on the inner pylons of his aircraft. The two F-16s became visible on his HUD as dotted diamonds. The audio tone in his helmet changed as he managed a lock. The weapon release was near instantaneous after he depressed the launch button on his control stick. The LCA became lighter and climbed a bit as the Astra missile fell away and lit its rocket engine, propelling it past the launch aircraft. Three other missiles from Dagger flight did the same. Unlike the R-77, the Astra left a nearly invisible exhaust. Perhaps the night-optics on board the two F-16s would enhance it enough to make it visible. But it would still be difficult for the two Pakistani pilots to escape all four missiles…
The Pakistani pilots weren’t far behind, however. Grewal heard the desperate audio tone of his radar-warning-receiver telling him that the two enemy missiles were in the air. Time to evade like hell!
Grewal punched cloud after cloud of chaff and the four LCAs broke pattern and dived in different directions. The Pakistani pilots did the same. At such close ranges and high closure rates, the response time was in seconds. And as Grewal spotted the incoming AMRAAM missile headed straight for him, he dived in front of it and left a cloud of chaff in his wake on a parabolic arc. The radar clutter line was nearly continuous and just enough for the AMRAAM missile to explode in a ball of fire at the very top of the arc, two dozen meters behind the LCA. Explosion fragments ripped through the skies and tore into the skin of Grewal’s aircraft. He felt the jerk and a crash through the cockpit seconds before he saw slight smoke coming near his feet.
A second massive explosion ripped through the skies to his north as the other AMRAAM missile slammed into dagger-two, turning the LCA to smithereens. The debris laced with fire streaked earthward. There was no time for mourning. Grewal recovered his aircraft and saw warning lights going off inside the cockpit. But the controls still felt good. The engine was still running. The weapons were good. The HUD was smashed and the cockpit glass was cracked.
Damn!
Further south, he saw yet another fireball as the flaming wreck of one of the two F-16s disappeared into the cloud cover below. The second F-16 was nowhere to be seen.
“Dagger-three, — four! Get the buggers before they escape! I am weapons ineffective and dagger-two has been blotted out! Go! Go!”
“Wilco, dagger-leader. I am on him!”
Grewal saw his two remaining pilots punch afterburners and launch Astra missiles towards a non-visible target. He felt his control stick shudder. Looking at his starboard wing, he spotted several holes and what looked like fuel splatter. The fact that it had not ignited had probably saved his life. But the list of problems didn’t end there. The fuel indicator was slinking away. Grewal realized he was trailing fuel…
Before he could say or do anything, a flash of light erupted on the horizon and flicker on its way earthward. The radar-warning-receiver changed audio tones as the source of the enemy radar disappeared.
The radio came alive: “splash one bandit!”
“Dagger-leader, this is mongol-two. We no longer detect the enemy airborne-control source on our scopes. Is that your handiwork?”
“Looks like it,” Grewal added. “Dagger-three and — four claimed the prey! Also count two enemy Foxtrot birds in the bag. I am damaged goods over here and dagger-two has been lost. We are egressing the heck out of here!”
“Mongol-two copies all. Good work.”
Grewal pulled his aircraft around and felt the shudder in his controls all the way. Dagger-three and — four took flanking positions on either side of him as he fought to keep his aircraft in the air. As an extension of his body as it was, he could feel the airframe barely holding itself together. He would be lucky if he made it back across the border, let alone get back to base. The fuel indicator was now flashing red. He needed to put this aircraft down. And fast.
“Dagger-one declaring emergency!”
“Mongol-two copies. Proceed to Bathinda.”
“Wilco.”
“Mongol-two-actual here, Dagger-leader,” Verma’s voice chimed in. “You can make it. Put the bird down on the concrete.”
Grewal tightened his grip around the control stick as the aircraft continued to vibrate. The vibration was becoming more pronounced as they lowered altitude just after crossing over the border. Some solace was to be had when the patrolling Mig-21s at Bathinda lined up in a pair to his right just after he lowered his undercarriage. They would follow him in. The runway at Bathinda showed up to the east.
Almost there. Don’t fail me now!
As the runway became much more visibly pronounced and the tarmac appeared underneath on either side, Grewal prepared for the eventuality that his landing gear might collapse. When the rubber of the tires hit the ground and didn’t collapse, he was already breathing a long breath of relief. A few seconds later the engine flamed out. The LCA slithered to a stop halfway on the runway.
He removed his oxygen mask and helmet as several vehicles rolled up to his crippled aircraft. Firemen ran on either side, showering the wing with fire-retardant foam. He turned to the floor of the cockpit and saw the source of the smoke. He used his gloved hand to pull out a piece of metal shard lodged just inches from his left boot. The rubber on his boot had been scarred by it. One additional inch to the right and it could have severed his foot. He glanced at the metal shard in his hand as ground crews snapped open the shattered cockpit glass.
He had been lucky. His wingman had not. The war had already taken a toll on his squadron. And it had just begun.
* * *
Verma took a deep breath. His inner voice may have a point, he conceded. The battle numbers supported it.
Modern war was rarely, if ever, a game of numbers as it used to be in the past century. Quality and training offset massive numerical advantage. The Pakistani air-force was not even close to resembling the strength of their Chinese ally. The PAF had neither the numbers to fight three-for-one against India nor the quality advantage. And propaganda statements to the contrary, its training and efficiency had suffered during the decade long bleeding against the Pakistani Taliban. The latter had attacked airbases over the years inside Pakistan and had leveled many Pakistani aircraft where they sat on the tarmac. In return, Pakistani combat pilots had been busy striking home soil with bombs and rockets. They were in no position to take on a battle-hardened, albeit depleted, Indian air-force.
The battle for vortex-two had already cost the Pakistanis dearly. The gambit of drawing out Indian pilots into combat was a deadly one. The importance of airborne-radar systems if often over-played. And while it was true that in presence of large fighter forces it could prove lethal, there was little that it could do when its supporting aerial forces were weak. And so the PAF had lost one of its Erieye airborne-radar aircraft, eight of its precious F-16s and six of its obsolete Mirage-IIIs in that battle. In return, they had taken down three Indian Flankers, one LCA and had heavily damaged another LCA.
The morale within the PAF commanders would plummet at the near-complete wipeout of their first large-force attempt against the Indians. Verma observed as vortex-one, flying out of Peshawar, had dispersed its assembling fighter force into smaller groups just after vortex-two had gone dark. It was now withdrawing further west, away from the aerial frontlines.
Verma walked over to his seat and strapped himself in as the large Phalcon aircraft turned to port and departed station-keeping to rendezvous with its refueling tanker aircraft further east.
So what is next? Will they stop challenging us in the skies?
Unlikely. Verma reminded himself. This was a war to the end. There was no after-the-war for the Pakistanis after this. If the PAF ran to protect its aircraft and Islamabad lost the war, the first to hang from lamp-posts in the streets of Rawalpindi would be their air-force commanders. No, they wouldn’t give up that easily. They will send smaller groups of aircraft against friendly ground forces as the latter move across the border into Pakistan. That will be their game. No more big battles. But a lot of little ones. They will change tactics. They will adapt.
Verma rubbed his eyes. And so will we!
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Pathanya ran out of the tents as thunder ripped through the frigid air. The cold winds hit him square in the face. He could see his breath condensing before his eyes. The scene outside was utter chaos. Men ran past and vehicles were rolling on all the major logistics routes.
Another thunderclap passed by. This time he knew where to look. North by north-east. Sure enough, a cylindrical booster section of a Brahmos missile arced across the sky as it went transonic. The small flicker of light from its exhaust disappeared to the early-morning fog…
“What the hell was that?” Vikram shouted over the thunder as he and Kamidalla caught up with Pathanya. Vikram stopped mid-syllable as another thunderclap reverberated through the air. Seconds later it too disappeared into the fog on its way to some target inside Pakistan.
Pathanya turned to face his two subordinate team-leaders with a frown laced with a sort of militaristic fait-accompli: “it’s begun.”
Pathanya let that sink and then went into overdrive: “get ready to move out while I figure out our mission status. I want everyone ready to leave with the logistics of our original mission. If that mission still stands, we will execute it. If it has been scrapped, I still want us ready to provide options to the Battalion commander!”
He got two nods and no questions. So he walked past the two men and headed towards the command tent to find Ansari, Gephel and the RAW officers embedded with this task force. If they were going after Haider, now was as good a time as any to get started…
* * *
“Fluids, people. Fuel and Water.” Kulkarni walked over to the large plywood board covered in maps. On it, the friendly forces were marked with pins and units IDs were written on paper tags nearby. He pointed to the dust-off point and then turned to face the hundreds of assembled tank and vehicle commanders standing in the large tent.
“We are going to be pushed hard for resources and reinforcements out there,” he pointed to Pakistani territory on the map. “Our biggest worry is not ammunition for the main guns, but the smaller details. Fuel for the tanks and water to drink. Command advises us that despite their best attempts to keep us hydrated and fueled, we must be prepared for the worst.” Kulkarni looked around at the faces of the men under his command. “And I agree.”
Kulkarni was indeed worried about the logistics of the upcoming offensive. It was always the same. It had been the same when he had been fighting Chinese T-99s in Ladakh. Without fuel, the tanks were simply sixty-ton steel pillboxes, immobile and vulnerable. Without water, the crews who manned them would be in no condition to fight in the desert long before they ran out of ammunition.
In Ladakh, however, Kulkarni and his fellow commanders had had one advantage: they hadn’t been going anywhere far. The PLA had been on the offensive there since the very first day. All Kulkarni’s tank detachments were doing was holding back the tide. They could rely upon whatever logistics made it up to them.
Not so out here.
The Thar desert would sap the strengths of his forces. Native water resources would be scarce until they reached their final objective areas in urban terrain. Same went for fuel. Each Arjun tank had enough fuel to take them on a one way trip down the road for two-hundred kilometers. But that was on a road. And there were no roads here. Besides, even if one existed, Kulkarni wasn’t stupid enough to have his tanks roll on them straight into ambushes. No, they would have to stick to the desert. They could not move in straight lines either. Maintaining tactical formations and strategic flanking maneuvers would dramatically eat up the onboard fuel. So would the rough desert terrain and the incessant waiting on combat readiness. Two hundred kilometers of fuel would translate to only a few dozen kilometers of combat maneuvering once the first bullets went over their heads. They would need fuel. And lots of it.
And that represented the Achilles heel of the whole plan.
For every tank that would move forward, there would be a dozen supporting vehicles that would be needed to keep them fueled, armed and running. Brigadier Sudarshan’s two Arjun regiments had over a hundred tanks on roster. They would require several-hundred supporting trucks and other mechanized vehicles to keep them in the field. But only half of these were available. The Indian army was not equipped for high-intensity operations, especially those involving deep armor strikes inside enemy territory. The buck kept moving down the chain of command to field commanders like Kulkarni, who had to deal with the consequences…
“We will load up the external fuel barrels on each and every tank,” Kulkarni continued. “One pair each. They will extend our range. Use that fuel first, but for god’s sake, remember to punch them off at the first sign of combat! The enemy can’t destroy our frontal armor, so they will aim for those exposed fuel barrels! Understood?”
He got nods from all his officers as they made notes from the briefing. There was a lot to take in. Locations, times, call-signs, radio-frequencies, attached forces, aerial units, artillery, objectives, enemy units, threats and rules of engagement in civilian areas…
“And water. Stack up as many bottles and cans of drinking water you can scrounge from the supply units. Pile them up wherever you can. Under your seat, on the sides or outside. I want each of your crews to be able to survive in a closed-hatch mode for over forty-eight hours on stretch without passing out for lack of water. Keep your men hydrated at all times. We may encounter significant resistance from the Pakistanis once they start realizing the threat we pose. They will aim for our logistics. Expect to go without being supplied with food or water for extended stretches. I plan to have every available space in my tank lined with bottles of water. I suggest you all do the same.
“Moving on to nuclear conditions. The supply units outside have trucks pulling up with N-B-C filtration masks and suits for you and your crews. Disperse them and make sure the sizes work for each of your crew. Don’t expect to get adjustments once we move out. No need to wear the suits when we leave, since our tanks will keep us safe inside. But keep them handy in case we have to step out for repair, rearming or refueling work.” Kulkarni noted the looks amongst his young officers. “Questions, gentlemen?”
One of the captains in the back row of seats raised a hand: “Sir, are we expecting the war to go nuclear?”
Kulkarni nodded. It was a legitimate concern. Why else had the Brigadier asked him to disperse the individual contamination suits in the field? “The Pakistanis armed their terrorists with a nuclear warhead with the sole aim of leveling Mumbai. Thousands are dead as a result of that failed attempt. Now, nearly a month later, we are preparing to roll over Pakistani soil in thousands of armored vehicles and troops. Of course there is a nuclear threat. Corps H-Q has issued a warning. Expect that threat indicator to climb higher as we pummel over the Pakis. They have nothing to lose.”
“We are combating savages!” Another officer noted from a corner of the room. “Let them use their nuclear card! These motherfuckers tried to desrtoy Mumbai and kill millions of my countrymen! We will roll over them!”
“That’s quite enough, gentlemen.” Kulkarni said, bringing the chatter to a halt. He had been quite aware of the low morale amongst many of his men for some time now. Especially those with family or relatives in Mumbai who had been displaced, missing or had been killed in the chaotic aftermath of the tsunami that have struck Mumbai from the offshore nuclear explosion. This was as good a time as any to remind his men of the rules of engagement:
“I want zero screw-ups once we roll over. We will engage and destroy legitimate Pakistani forces without remorse or regard. But once we reach civilian areas, I want the utmost care and restraint in what you shoot at. I want no revenge attacks! Is that understood?”
He got a near-unanimous “sir!” from the group. Only time would tell how that order would pan out. He looked at his wristwatch: “we have a two hours before we jump off. Get your men kitted out and your tanks ready. Dismissed!”
The silence of the room was replaced with the rustle of men as they got up and talked to each other. Kulkarni watched them leave and wondered how many of these men he would bring back, alive.
* * *
Pathanya looked at the heavy backpack he had put together and sighed. It weighed more than him. And that didn’t even include his rifle or the shoulder and thigh-strapped equipment.
Just get on with it already… He told himself and leaned over to pick up the heavy backpack. He lifted it with a grunt and lofted it over his back. He then picked up his favorite boonie hat and fitted it snugly over his head. The INSAS rifle with the under-barrel-grenade-launcher was leaning on the nearby wooden crates. That was one of the last things he picked up. Until now the magazine had been stowed separate from the rifle for safety reasons. He picked the rifle up and slapped the magazine in but made sure the safety was off. Bringing it up to shoulder level, the red-dot sight came up in front of his retinas. All good.
When he stepped outside the tent, he found Vikram, Kamidalla and the rest of the pathfinders lined up and waiting. Vikram had his single-ocular night-scope tilted on its hinge above his head. Kamidalla was armed with his preferred Dragunov scoped-rifle whilst the others had a variety of arms with them suited for their specific role. Pathanya nodded approval and waved to the drop-zone in the open field past the tents. The clearing had been leveled by the army engineers with their bulldozers and was now serving as the helipad for the Paras deployed here. Right now it was empty except for two men in berets. Pathanya immediately recognized them both.
“Pathfinder good to go, major?” Ansari asked.
“Absolutely, sir.”
“Excellent.” Ansari checked his wristwatch: “panther is inbound.” Pathanya nodded. Jagat had taken them into Deosai in Pakistani-occupied-Kashmir when they had apprehended Muzammil and eliminated his top lieutenants. Now he was to take them into Pakistan proper. Pathanya could not think of a better man for the job.
The whipping noise of the helicopter rotors filled the air. Pathanya and the others saw three Dhruv helicopters approaching low from the east. Ansari looked at Gephel who kept his peace. Ansari walked past the pathfinders, holding on to his beret in the rotor downwash. Gephel patted Pathanya on the shoulder as he walked by. No words were exchanged. They didn’t need to be.
As the helicopters landed on the muddy clearing, Pathanya saw Jagat in the cockpit. He turned to his team and waved them forward. He patted Kamidalla and waved to the second helicopter. He did the same to Vikram and pointed to the third. He headed to Jagat’s bird. Boarding through the side-door, he stowed his backpack inside. A minute later the whine of the rotors increased and the three helicopters of Panther flight dusted off and headed west into Pakistan.
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Haider patted the shoulder of the driver sitting next to him, gesturing him to stop. The vehicle, and three others behind them, came to a skidding stop on the tar road heading into Lahore. He opened the door and stomped out, angrily slamming the door behind him. His adjutant, Major Akram, and other soldiers from his security detail looked at each other for a brief second and then jumped out from either side of the vehicles, running after their General.
Haider walked up to a soldier walking to him, silhouetted against the blazing orange-yellow fires in the fields behind. As Haider approached the soldier, he noticed the man’s uniforms were in rags, and blood splattered over his arms. The man walked as though in a daze.
“Good god!” Haider said as the man collapsed in front of him. He ran over and helped the wounded soldier to sit up. Akram ran over and knelt beside the soldier as Haider tried to get the soldier to spit out the blood in his mouth and try to breathe. “What’s your name? What unit do you belong to? Speak up!”
The man mumbled something incoherent before slipping away in his hands. His body had given in. Haider lowered the body on the road and stood up, straightening his digital-camo uniform and sidearm holster. He looked at the blazing tower of flames and smoke to the east. He could make out the charred wreckage of what looked like command trailers and trucks…
“Akram!” Haider thundered. “Find out what unit this man belonged to. And find out what unit that command center belonged to. Looks like a Brigade H-Q based on the type of vehicles, doesn’t it?”
Akram walked over to Haider’s side and saw the blazing fires. He noticed the nearly circular line of fires in the cultivated fields around the vehicles. There was no doubt in his head what had happened here.
“Cruise-missile strike, sir. The Indians decimated this brigade command post. We should report this!”
“Get to it!” Haider ordered.
“Yes sir.” Akram ran back to the parked vehicles. One of the other soldiers walked over to Haider with something in his hands. Haider took what turned out to an identification card from the soldier who had died in his arms. The papers had his current unit information on it.
11TH Infantry Division… Haider went through the papers. The division was part of the corps in charge of defending Lahore and surrounding areas. They were all part of a command whose job it was to prevent the Indians from breaking through whilst allowing other forces to maneuver and strike into Indian territory. In theory.
“They won’t be holding anything when they are fucking dead!” Haider threw the identification paper into the bushes past the road. The soldier who had brought it to him watched the papers of the dead soldier flying off into the bushes. He continued to stand next to Haider, who caught the gesture and looked at him in the eyes: “Yes? Anything else?”
“I… uh, what about the body?” The soldier gestured to the road where the body lay.
Haider looked at the soldier: “we don’t have the space in the vehicles. Push it to the side of the road so the poor man doesn’t get run over by a tank.”
That answer caught the soldier by surprise. His mouth opened to say something about the ignominy of the deceased man who had just died fighting for his country. Haider turned to face him and the other soldiers: “did I not make myself clear? Get rid of the body! I will not be bothered with burials when a jihad is waging all around us.” He pointed to the body on the road: “This man should simply be happy that he fought and died for this country.” His voice then trailed off as he watched the eastern skies lit up by tracers and flashes of explosions.
“Sir! Over here!” Akram shouted from where he stood near the hood of the truck in Haider’s convoy. Haider walked over as the other soldiers picked up the body of the dead soldier by his limbs and carried him past the road and into the bushes. Haider saw that Akram had set up the radio on the hood of the truck. The vehicle’s engine was rumbling away on idle.
“Well?” Haider asked in obvious irritation.
“Command net is going haywire with all sorts of traffic. The Indians struck hard against the 10TH and 11TH Infantry Divisions east of here. I am hearing back and forth chatter filled with chaos and confusion. Supposedly somebody up the line issued orders for the 3RD Armored Brigade to advance to contact in anticipation of Indian forces preparing to cross over on to our territory.”
Haider banged the hood of the truck with his fist: “who passed that order? Find out! Don’t they know what is happening here? The Indians are striking hard against all openly exposed forces. When those tanks move past the outskirts of the city and on to the roads and fields, they will be destroyed before they even get a chance to fire their main guns! The Indians are already taking control of the air!” Haider unstrapped the chin-strap of his helmet before removing and placing it on top of the hood. He ran his hand over the sweating head. It was time to consider options.
“Akram,” he noted after a full minute of consideration, “We need to marshal the irregulars under our control and keep them at bay inside the city. Hussein is either clearly deluded or completely out of touch with what is happening out here. The Indians are going to break through the lines of the 10TH and 11TH Divisions. If not today, then tomorrow or the day after. Let the army bleed the Indians as much as they can, while they can. We need to stay out of it until it is the right time. That will come when the Indians reach the outskirts of Lahore, tired and depleted, hoping for a respite. That is when we will release the wave of Islamic warriors like a tidal wave of death!”
Akram smiled cruelly: “I understand, sir!” Then the smile went away: “but it will be difficult to hold the jihadists at bay, sir. They will not want to wait around in the city while the jihad against the Hindus is waging just kilometers east of them. They are not disciplined soldiers.”
“Valid point, major.” Haider nodded. “But we must convince them somehow. If they charge into the open in front of Indian forces, they will die like flies to little gain!”
“They won’t see it that way.” Akram replied. He knew most of the jihadists would happily charge into Indian armored vehicles with a bomb strapped to their chests. Their only driving concern would be to get to heaven where the promised female companions awaited them. Military gains on the ground and combat strategy were nuisances to them. Mere hindrances on their path to Allah. And certainly they were not going to take orders from the Pakistani Punjabis from the army!
“Akram,” Haider said finally, “we need to head back to the city and speak with the commanders of the irregulars. They must be made to see the flaw in their plans! Else we stand to lose this city!” Haider turned to see the fires in the charred remains of the commander center east of the road. “But if we succeed, then we will fertilize these very fields and roads with the blood of the Indian soldiers! Inshallah.”
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“All section leaders on rhino net, this is rhino-actual.” Kulkarni said as he adjusted his helmet. “Give me op-con status. Over.”
As the various commanders in the armored task-force chimed in, Kulkarni pressed the power button on the small screen installed next to his commander-sights. This was the new Arjun-Battlefield-Management-System, or ABAMS, as his people called it. It was the next-generation force-multiplier that increased the lethality of the Arjun tank beyond its own sixty-ton mass. The ABAMS allowed better command-and-control of friendly tanks from within the commander’s vehicle. Kulkarni had used an earlier version of the same system during the battles in Ladakh. He knew the technology worked. But this would be the first time he would be using it to command a force far larger than any he had commanded.
Kulkarni noticed that the last of the section leaders had chimed in and reported full readiness. Time to change frequencies and call Sudarshan’s people: “steel-central, this is rhino-one. We are green across the board, over!”
“Steel-central copies all, rhino. Jump off as planned. Out.” Kulkarni pulled his overall’s shoulder sleeves back and checked his wristwatch despite having a digital readout on the optics in front of him. Old habits.
Okay. Two minutes to Zulu time.
He grabbed his binoculars, opened the turret hatch above him and pushed himself out. He surprised his loader who was sitting behind his turret machine-gun mount, looking for targets via his night-vision goggles. Powering on the night-scopes of the binoculars, Kulkarni looked into the pitch-black darkness on either side of him to see dozens of Arjun tanks lined up through the vast expanse of the desert.
Kulkarni lowered the binoculars and rubbed his eyes to allow him to adjust to the darkness. After a few seconds his pupils dilated and he saw more of the surroundings. To his east, he thought he saw the first dull-red lines of morning. The timing of the offensive was by no means random. The tanks of his rhino force would assault into Pakistan with the early morning sun riding low behind them. That would enhance the sights on the Indian side and blind the Pakistani defenders facing them.
Hopefully we would be hunkered down at our objectives before the reverse happens to us at sunset… Kulkarni checked his watch again. It was time. He lowered himself back down the hatch just as his loader did the same.
The gunner looked at the two men entering the turret: “Zulu time, sir?”
Kulkarni smiled faintly: “Zulu time.”
As the driver up front brought the rumble of the diesel engines to a roar, Kulkarni plugged into his radio once again: “all rhino elements, this is Rhino-one. Advance! Advance!”
“I see flashes on the horizon!” The gunner shouted over the tank comms. “Twenty degrees positive, off axis.”
Kulkarni looked away from the ABAMS scope and instead looked through his own external optics. He swiveled the sights to the right and saw the whitish flares erupting on the horizon against a jet-black night. They were still too far west for any noise to be heard over the constant rumble of the tank’s diesel engines.
“Ours?” The gunner asked.
Kulkarni backed away from the eyepiece of his optics and looked at his watch. “Can’t be ours. We are still off by five minutes.”
“Well, somebody is lighting up the morning sky out there.”
“I see that.” Kulkarni noted off-handedly as he switched comms for Sudarshan: “steel-central, this is rhino-one. I see explosions to my west; heavy tube-arty. Over.”
As he waited for the reply, Kulkarni peered through his sights and saw the target of the attack, whatever it was, being hammered mercilessly. He moved the optics to the side to see the dozens of other Arjun tanks menacingly silhouetted against the reddish skies of the morning. All vehicles were rumbling in unison towards the Pakistani border…
“Steel-central here. Uh… that’s not ours, rhino. Looks like the border posts are being hammered by Pakistani arty from the west.”
Shit. Kulkarni depressed his transmit button: “rhino-one copies. Those guns need to be silenced, steel-central. They are hammering our border posts into oblivion!” As if to prove a point, there was a massive lightning to the west visible on his thermal sights. It flared and then disappeared as smaller balls of white light fell across the night sky away from the point of impact. This one made its way to the tanks and Kulkarni felt the rumble. Something got hit hard…
“Steel-central copies. Head to L-O-D as planned. Over.”
“Advance to L-O-D. Wilco. Out.” Kulkarni swiveled his ABAMS screen back in front and pressed the zoom button to identify who was on his north-west flank at the border. The blue markers showed up BSF posts, regular army infantry units and others spread along the border in staggered layers… a defense in depth. There were other screen markers as well. To his west were inverted triangles showing rhino’s advance line to the jump-off point, called the line-of-departure or LOD. The screen also showed combat-engineers deployed there. These units would be responsible for creating a safe passage through any enemy minefields. Aside from the elite recon troops, these combat-engineers were the most valued infantry forces as far as Kulkarni was concerned. They would be moving with his force in mechanized columns consisting of BMP-II armored vehicles, bridge-layer tanks, repair vehicles and mine-clearing equipment. Kulkarni had some tanks in each Arjun tank company equipped with mine-ploughs in case they ever had to make their own paths through minefields while under fire. But these were less reliable, slower and hence more dangerous. The explosives-based techniques employed by the combat-engineers to make passages for his tanks were much faster and reliable. The last thing he wanted was to lose tanks to broken treads…
The small blue text on the screen next to the engineers unit was “trishul”. The trishul task-force would be moving alongside rhino. And Kulkarni was glad to have them on board. By the looks of things, trishul was already deployed on the LOD. At their current rolling speed, his tanks would reach trishul in about fifteen minutes.
Good. He noted and pulled out his folded paper maps from his overall pockets. It was already heavily marked with pencils. He could never bring himself to trust the electronics all around him. Old habits die hard.
“Rhino-two here. We are bypassing explosions on our right flank, rhino-one. Does not look pretty!”
“Roger, — two. Command says to ignore it and move on. So we are ignoring it and moving on. Over.”
“Rhino-two copies all. Keeping our eyes and ears peeled for enemy action. Out.” The line chimed off.
As the tank rolled over the sand dunes, Kulkarni had a moment to consider the ABAMS screen yet again. The enemy arty concerned him more than he let on to his subordinates. Unlike the Indian army, the Pakistanis had invested heavily in tube artillery. And what heavy guns the Indian army had were available were earmarked for the offensive in Punjab. Kulkarni did have some heavy-rocket units covering his force, but these were marked for taking out enemy guns and batteries, not providing his own force with non-line-of-sight fire. That represented the biggest weakness in the plans. His force lacked the big teeth of tube artillery that the Pakistanis possessed. If those enemy guns weren’t taken out of the equation soon, they could jeopardize the entire schedule and perhaps even the end result. The border security troops were already suffering under this murderous enemy fire. ABAMS showed several border posts to his north having been removed from the roster as units there pulled back to avoid destruction. Kulkarni hoped that was true and that these units had pulled back and not been destroyed. From inside the congested confines of his tank, he could not be sure.
West of the border, inside Pakistan, ABAMS showed units in green coloration and text: the Pakistanis. Command had added an apt color to match this particular enemy, Kulkarni thought. Somebody up the chain of command had an incisive line of thought.
The biggest threat for Kulkarni’s force emanated from the Pakistani 1ST Armored Division, staggered in a southerly axis from Bahawalpur, south of Multan. That put this enemy force roughly northwest of Kulkarni. It was also his first target of elimination. The Pakistani 1ST Armored was an elite force and manned and equipped with the best tanks and tankers that country had to offer. They would put up a stiff fight for their home turf. Kulkarni found it hard to underestimate their determination and capability. That precision artillery hammering the border only added to his concern.
Most of that threat came from their heavy compliment of Al-Khalid and T-80 tanks. It wasn’t hard for Kulkarni to see why his force was being committed to battle here. These Pakistani tank forces were part of the reserves that the Pakistani high command intended to preserve for counterattacks in Punjab. If they could be destroyed in battle here, they would cease to pose a threat further north. At the very least, threatening the Pakistani southern front would bog down these units and prevent them from moving anywhere, effectively taking them off the table. These tanks within their forces were the only ones capable of surviving on the modern battlefield. Remove them from the list of options and suddenly the Indian armored forces would have a serious advantage on the ground.
Kulkarni looked away from the screen. He saw the face of the loader as the latter stared at him in silence, his face covered with grease and sweat. Kulkarni smiled: “we will be fine.”
The radio squawked: “Rhino-four here. I have several BMP-IIs at two kilometers. I also make out several dozen other trucks and what look like engineering vehicles. Over.”
“Roger,” Kulkarni peered through his own sights. “That will be trishul on the LOD. Weapons on hold. We are passing through friendly lines. Prepare to enter marked lanes. Let’s make this quick. I don’t want to be stuck in single-file columns exposed to the enemy any longer than I have to.”
“Trishul-one to rhino-one,” a grizzly older voice on the comms chimed in. “We see your columns to our rear. Request weapons stowed. We are in your line-of-fire. Over.”
“Rhino-one here. We see you. Weapons are on hold. Requesting sit-rep. Over.”
“Mines, rhino-one. Lots of them. Anti-personnel and anti-tank. Three-hundred meter depth to our north and south. The Pakis went overboard on this one. Almost as if they were expecting us! My boys have secured four lanes through the field and have established a small bridgehead beyond. You are good to go. Over.”
“Rhino copies and sends thanks. We are rolling. Out.”
Kulkarni’s tank jerked to the side as the driver aligned the vehicle axis to match the cleared lanes. The lanes were wide enough to allow one Arjun tank to pass through with ease. Kulkarni swiveled his sights back to see dozens of Arjun tanks lining up by sub-units and columns to pass the border minefields. With four lanes and one tank passing through every minute on each lane, a force of one hundred tanks would need about thirty minutes to clear the minefield. The engineers and other columns coming up behind them meant that they would still be clearing this position an hour from now.
Not good.
Kulkarni chimed into the rhino net: “all elements: let’s make this as quick and painless as we can! I want to be clear of this obstacle and on to the Islamgarh road within thirty minutes! Out.”
Kulkarni noted that his tank was the amongst the first four tanks making their way past the minefield. It took his driver exactly two minutes to clear the path and enter on the other side. As the tank made it past the end of the lane and past the standing combat-engineers, he noted the two BMP-IIs of trishul force parked on the southern embankment of the tar road heading west. The map on ABAMS confirmed it: Islamgarh road.
They had entered Pakistani territory.
The driver chimed in: “stand by. We are climbing over the embankment.”
The tank pitched up thirty degrees as it rolled over the sand embankment and landed horizontal on the tar of the road. Three other Arjun tanks did the same further south. There were now four Indian tanks blocking the Islamgarh road as their turrets swept left and right for targets. All they found was a smoke column one kilometer away where an abandoned Pakistani border post was smoldering. There were no other targets to see except for some villagers escaping on vehicles, west of them.
Kulkarni opened his tank comms: “move forward, two-hundred meters. Let’s create some breathing space beyond the breach point.”
“Roger.”
The tank jerked forward with a rumble. The gunner continued to swivel left and right for targets as the morning sun already began heating up the desert.
“See any targets?” Kulkarni asked.
“No sir. All clear.”
“That’s not good. Where are the Pakis?” Kulkarni opened comms with Sudarshan: “steel-central, rhino is at the LOD and preparing to advance to waypoint baker. No enemy yet. Requesting sitrep on over-the-horizon threats. Over.”
“Rhino, this is steel-central. We copy your advance to baker. Expect enemy infantry positions west, two kilometers. Expect armored and mechanized forces on your right flank beyond three kilometers. We are seeing inbound enemy columns. Out.”
The enemy was on their way to meet him in battle. As other Arjun tanks expanded the breach point and headed towards the road, two tanks from rhino-four rolled past his line on the road and began to take up position north of it. Kulkarni looked through his sights to the west and saw nothing but sand, rocks and shrubs. But the enemy was out there, somewhere just out of sight.
As he watched, three Mig-27s streaked past at low level, disappearing within seconds. Kulkarni hoped they were going after the enemy columns…
“Sir, I see a green road sign, five hundred meters west down the road. Can’t read the language. Is it Urdu?” The gunner asked. Kulkarni decided to take a look. Sure enough, it was a road sign, gathering dust: “it says ‘Rahim Yar Khan road, twelve kilometers’. In Urdu. Written in an Arabic style. Get used to it. You will be seeing a lot more of this in the next few days!”
Kulkarni looked at his watch. Ten minutes since they parked on the road and about thirty percent of his force had crossed the breach point. The minutes were ticking away at a murderously slow pace.
* * *
“Okay, let’s move out.” Kulkarni replied as the last of his tanks began clearing the breach point in the minefields.
The tank rumbled forward on the tar road leading twelve others in a single column. The bulk of the force was spread south and north of the road. The view from his sights revealed a Pakistani border outpost further west, abutting the road from the south. These border posts were evenly distributed along stretches of the road that ran parallel to the border, mirroring similar Indian deployments on the other side. Rhino had breached in a location where the road ran close to the border and was roughly equidistant from the two nearest Pakistani posts. The one to the north was not Kulkarni’s concern. It had been struck by Indian artillery two hours ago and was now deserted. A small column of BMP-IIs from trishul had already reached its perimeters. They would secure and hold that position.
The border post west of the breach point was more in Kulkarni’s direct path and had not been reconnoitered by Indian forces except by airborne drones from steel-central.
This post was Kulkarni’s first objective.
It showed no signs of occupation. He looked through the sights to spot any movement and saw none. It was just the regular group of small buildings and positions painted sand-brown. A small flag post visible on top of the mound in the center of the post was barren: signs that the Pakistani troops here had retreated tactically over the last few hours to better-held positions further west.
Regardless, caution was the order of the day. Kulkarni couldn’t care less about the post. He would roll over it, crush it under his tank treads and move past. He had no intention of making his way through any booby-traps laid by the Pakistanis to “welcome” him on their home turf.
“Any activity at the post?” He asked his gunner.
“Negative. No signs of life.”
“Time to knock on the doors and see if anyone is home. Level those bunkers!” Kulkarni ordered.
The tank shuddered with recoil as the gunner launched a high-explosive shell towards the Pakistani border post. It hit the open slit of a bunker and exploded, sending a ball of concrete dust and sand rolling into the sky. Three other tanks in the front column did the same, decimating most of the buildings at the post.
No enemy response.
Perhaps the position really was deserted… Kulkarni thought. As his tanks rolled close to the post’s perimeter, the smaller dust and smoke columns merged into a haze, hanging above the post against a bright blue morning sky…
“So much for that,” the gunner offered as their tank rolled past the main gates. The driver made it a point to roll over the signpost at the main gate marking the name of the Pakistani unit that occupied this position just hours before.
“All rhino elements, make sure you cover any activity on our flanks,” Kulkarni ordered. “The Pakis here have retreated to better positions west. They will not be giving up these lands without a fight. Don’t get complacent out here!”
Now the road turned northwest, meandering all the way. Eventually it would turn into the Rahim-Yar-Khan road which would take them all the way to the town by the same name and the strategic highway that passed through near it. That was fifty-kilometers away. And right now they hadn’t even made it past the first two. A long way to go.
Kulkarni pulled up ABAMS to see how his other tanks were holding on his right flank. He had just pressed the zoom-out button when the tank shuddered violently and a thunder rolled through the interior of the tank. The ABAMS screen flicked off and then on again as the shockwave dissipated…
“What the hell!”
“Enemy artillery fire!” The driver yelled. “A shell landed just twenty meters on the road in front of us!”
Kulkarni peered through his sights to see what the hell was happening as more shells began impacting around them. The view from his sights was not pretty: Enemy heavy artillery shells were hitting the ground all around his tanks. Inverted cones of sand and dust were erupting over the green shrubbery. The air was a screaming cacophony of inbound shells and exploding thunderclaps…
Kulkarni felt the tank jerk to a stop and he looked away from the sights: “what’s going on?! Why have you stopped? Are we hit?”
“Negative! Negative!” The driver shouted. “I have a huge crater on the road in front of us! The road is destroyed!”
“Then get us the fuck around! Get off the road, damn it!”
The tank jerked again to the side and then rumbled forward, skirting the smoldering crater carved out of the tar road. Kulkarni got on the comms again: “all rhino elements: keep moving! Do not stop! I say again, do not stop or they will bracket us in their kill zones!”
He switched comms instantly: “steel-central, this is rhino-one! We are taking fire from enemy tube artillery two kilometers west of the breach point! We are maintaining advance! Over!”
“Any casualties?” Sudarshan asked.
“Negative, sir. But that won’t last. Somebody needs to go put those damn enemy guns out of commission!”
“Roger, Rhino-one. We are working on it! Ferrite-actual is moving into position. In the meantime, continue the advance to waypoint baker! Out.”
The tank shuddered again as another explosion ripped through the ground nearby. Kulkarni had to hold on to the turret frame to prevent himself from being smashed against the sides. Advancing through the incoming fire prevented the Pakistanis from bracketing Rhino force into a stationary kill zone. It reduced the artillery’s accuracy and chances of scoring a direct hit against the top turret armor. But how long would that luck hold out?
“Enemy positions!” The gunner shouted. “One kilometer northwest! They have optics on us!”
At least that explains the shifting artillery fire… Kulkarni thought as he peered through the sights. He saw optical reflections against the morning sunlight hitting the Pakistanis directly. That was helpful to the Indian forces, as expected. Kulkarni had every intention of grabbing that advantage.
“All rhino elements: enemy defensive lines nine-hundred meters west. Open fire! And do not stop! Fire on the move and roll over the enemy! Force their artillery to either fire on their own troops or to stop fire. Either way, we have nothing to lose! Execute!”
The sound of two-dozen high-explosive tank rounds leaving their barrels was loud enough to drown out the incoming artillery. First the line of Arjun tanks disappeared into a cloud of flame and smoke… and then the Pakistani lines. The high-explosive tank shells slammed into their positions. The smoke from the main guns washed over the ever advancing mass of Arjun tanks as they kept moving, firing tank rounds as fast as the loaders could ready them…
It was all about maintaining fire superiority. It didn’t matter if the tank rounds hit any specific target or not. If they did, that was wonderful. If not, they forced the enemy to keep their heads down and deal with the explosive concussions ripping through their bodies. The vibrations affected their aim and the thunderclaps forced them to lose focus and coherence. War is as much psychological as it is physical. Kulkarni understood that only too well.
Peering through his sights in thermal mode allowed him to see past the clouds of smoke, sand and dust that had enveloped the Pakistani positions. His other sights were already having difficulty from “brown-out”. They couldn’t see through all the particles flying all over the place and threatened to envelop their entire view. The enemy artillery fire slackened off as well.
“All rhino elements! Check fire! Halt! Halt! Halt!”
The tank shuddered to a halt and the guns stopped firing. Kulkarni continued to peer through his sights while his gunner waited for the view to clear. He depressed the button to flick the view from thermal to visual, changing the white-black monochrome view into shades of brown, green and blue of the sky above. For his purposes, however, the view was no better: they couldn’t see anything.
“Rhino-two, — three and — four. Do you have targets?”
“Negative.”
“No targets.”
“Uh… we are brown-out. Can’t distinguish anything!”
Kulkarni realized that they had driven up right in front of the Pakistani infantry lines. He must have been facing perhaps two companies of troops at best. The rest of that Pakistani battalion must be nearby somewhere…
“Rhino-four,” he said without peering away from his sights, “peel off here and flank southwest with your boys. I want to see how far south this enemy defensive line stretches. Rhino-three, do the same to the northwest. Rhino-two, you are with me. We are rolling over these bastards to our front. Rhino-three and — four, rendezvous with us down the road, two kilometers out. Don’t get bogged down. I want you guys scouting, not slugging it out. Understood?”
“Roger. Rhino-three copies all. Out.”
“Rhino-four at your service. Combat recon all the way.”
Kulkarni saw the twelve tanks of rhino-four to the south swiveling to the southwest and spewing smoke and sand as they began rolling in formation. He swiveled his sights to the north and saw another twelve tanks of rhino-three doing the same. That left the bulk of Rhino still staggered around him, and the dust cloud was settling.
He switched frequencies: “all elements, rhino-one and rhino-two: charge on my mark. Engage and destroy all enemy forces. Watch for enemy infantry who might let you roll over their positions and engage you from the rear. Gunners, prepare for a close-in fight!”
As if to prove a point, a Pakistani large-caliber artillery shell landed at the edge of the road, showering his parked Arjun with sand and gravel. The shadow of the airborne gravel drifted over the tank against the blue sky above.
Kulkarni smiled cruelly: “charge!”
The tank jerked into motion and accelerated against the rising growl of the diesel engines. The main guns spoke up again and pummeled what remained of the few Pakistani infantry positions lined with trenches. They were now close enough to the position to see past it. Kulkarni and his crews got their first glimpse of what was behind the Pakistani lines. He could make out silhouettes of trucks and what appeared to be a box-shaped armored vehicle moving behind smoke…
“Gunner! Enemy M113 moving behind the lines! Five degrees off, seven-hundred meters!”
“I have it!”
The tank shuddered and the turret filled with smoke as the gunner let loose a high-explosive round. Kulkarni never took his eyes off the sights and saw the round fly almost horizontally and reach out like a finger of death to the boxy M113 personnel carrier. The latter exploded in a fireball and was shoved to the side of the road before it started bellowing thick, black smoke.
“Hit!” Kulkarni exclaimed.
The driver chimed in: “I see enemy soldiers moving to my left, three-hundred meters! I see some heavy weapons!”
The gunner swiveled the turret to the left. “I see them!”
Kulkarni heard the metallic snapping noises of the co-axial machineguns as they raked the enemy positions. The loader snapped the next high-explosive round into the gun in the meantime. The machinegun fire stopped for a couple seconds and the turret shook as the high-explosive round went on its way. The machinegun fire started up again and the cycle repeated as they prepared to overrun this first line of Pakistani defenses…
Kulkarni had other things to worry about than keeping an eye on his crew. They were a well-oiled team and didn’t need his constant supervision. But the rest of the taskforce did. He saw that several other tanks on his left and right were moving almost parallel to him as they approached the enemy lines. He also noticed that the Pakistani artillery had stopped fire now that rhino was literally on top of the defenders. The sixty-ton Indian tanks had less to worry about getting hit than the Pakistani infantry and thin-skinned APCs here. He noticed trucks behind the Pakistani defenses beginning to roll west with haste, abandoning their soldiers here. High-explosive rounds from rhino-four to the southwest slammed into the truck convoy with lethal effect. He could see the tank rounds slicing across his view left to right…
“Rhino-four, I see you to the southwest. Be careful of your fire! We are on your right, five-hundred meters east of the convoy you are engaging! Over.”
“We see you, rhino-one. No worries.”
Kulkarni smiled. Nothing calmed men in combat more than a simple gesture of calmness from their leaders. Rhino-four units were professionally mopping up the Pakistani rear echelon units.
The driver chimed in: “trenches in twenty meters. Hold on.”
Kulkarni gripped the turret frame tighter. The tank jerked down, hit the other end of the trench and climbed back up, its engines groaning all the way. They were passing through the enemy positions now. The constant clatter of machinegun fire was dying.
A flash of light caught Kulkarni’s peripheral vision. He looked just in time to see an RPG-29 rocket, fired from a nearby group of shrubs, hit the left tread of an Arjun parked to his right. The small explosion ripped through the treads and the tread links flew off in all directions along with two of the wheels. The latter slammed into Kulkarni’s turret with a massive clang before smaller debris showered all around…
The radio came alive instantly: “rhino-one-three is hit! I say again, one-three is hit! We just took a fucking anti-tank rocket to our tread!”
“This is one-seven! Who fired? Does anybody see the shooter?”
“Negative! Negative! I don’t see anybody.”
“Shooter in the shrubs!” Kulkarni shouted. “Near the burning M113! One-fifty meters west!” The damaged Arjun tank to his right staggered to a halt.
“Kill those bastards!”
Five separate tanks fired a combination of tank rounds and machinegun rounds into the shrubbery pointed out by Kulkarni. The latter location disappeared into a ball of fire and dirt. Two other surviving Pakistani soldiers made a break for it from behind the wrecked M113. They were ripped to shreds by a volley of machinegun rounds from the tanks.
Kulkarni noted that the gunners didn’t stop there. They were still hammering the shredded bodies of the soldiers with rounds out of sheer rage…
“Check fire! Check fire!” Kulkarni ordered. “You got them, damn it!” He swiveled his sights to rhino-one-three, bellowing smoke now from its front chassis. “What’s your status, one-three?”
“We are mobility-killed over here, one-one. Driver injured. We need to get him out. Over.”
“Roger,” Kulkarni replied. He looked around and saw no signs of surviving enemy soldiers. Still, it was highly dangerous for the crew of any of his tanks to unbutton their turrets to help a crewmember. It was time to bring up the combat-engineers…
“Rhino-one to trishul-actual. We have one tank immobilized three kilometers east of your position on way to waypoint baker. Also one casevac. Suggest you get some of your boys up here. Over.”
“Trishul-actual copies. Standby for support. Out.”
Kulkarni couldn’t wait around, however. He switched comms back to rhino-one-three: “can you guys hold out here while trishul catches up? What’s your weapon status?”
“We can hold here, sir. Main gun and co-ax are operational. We are a sixty-ton pillbox. Don’t wait around for us. We will catch up with you before you know it!”
Kulkarni nodded to himself as he replied: “roger. Don’t take too long. All other elements, prepare to ro…”
That sentence stopped in his throat as a massive rain of artillery shells slammed into the parked tanks, enveloping them in a dense cloud of dust and smoke. Inside the turret, Kulkarni felt the cling-clang of ricocheting metallic shrapnel.
“God. Damn. It.” He said and then realized the comms were still open: “all elements, move! Now! The Pakis are shelling their own positions! I guess they figured we have already taken it!”
Kulkarni got on the comms to Sudarshan just as his tank rumbled forward, followed by the others: “for the love of god, will somebody please take care of the enemy artillery?!”
* * *
“Up you come, you brute!” Major “Ferrite” Subramanian said as he watched the lead Tatra 8x8 trucks pitch up on the sandy embankment of the road. The truck engines groaned as the front wheels lifted into the air. The driver pressed the accelerator to bring the vehicle forward and it landed back on all eight wheels and tossed a cloud sand backwards. The combat-engineers guiding the traffic off the mine-cleared lane pulled their arms up into a cross when all eight wheels cleared the sloped embankment walls. That was the sign for the driver that their vehicle was clear on the road and free to maneuver.
Subramanian squinted in the sunlight blazing into his eyes and walked back to his parked Gypsy. His radio-operator was sitting in the cloth-covered rear cabin with an embankment of radios: “get me steel-central.”
The radio-operator pulled a phone-like speaker off and checked the comms: “ferrite to steel-central, over.”
“Steel-central copies. Reading you five-by-five. Over.”
Subramanian took the speaker: “steel-central, this is ferrite-actual. Be advised, Ferrite is clearing the breach point and heading into murky waters.”
“Roger. Advise you hurry! Rhino is getting hammered west of you! Out.” The link was replaced with static. The abruptness of that caught Subramanian by surprise. He looked at his headset as though it were a person and then handed it back to the radioman.
“I guess they want us to hurry.” Subramanian frowned. It wasn’t his fault the Pakistani artillery guns were located outside the effective operating range of his systems. He had told the division commander that this was going to happen. The Pakistanis were smart enough to deploy their crown jewels further west, outside the range of the forward-deployed Indian counter-battery systems. His mobile BEL weapon-locating-radars, or “welars”, as his crews called them, had a theoretical instrumented range in excess of actual practical ranges. He knew to deploy his radars with potential targets within the smaller practical ranges rather than the longer theoretical ones. But somebody at command had overridden his suggestions and placed him well inside Indian defense lines for protection against Pakistani air attacks.
Well, that was all fine and good, but what purpose was he to serve with his radars if they were outside the detection range of targets? It had been simple numbers. Command had placed his units a few kilometers inside Indian lines. Rhino was now five kilometers west of that line. And the Pakistani guns were about twenty kilometers west of Rhino! With an effective range of about twenty-five kilometers, how was he supposed to detect anything?
So when the Pakistani shells began raining down, he had found his trucks in the long convoy of vehicles making it through the breach lanes instead of being any help in locating and destroying the enemy guns.
“Somebody seriously fucked up!” Subramanian growled as he put on his sunglasses and got into the front seat of the Gypsy next to the driver, motioning him to drive on. The latter folded the paper maps in his hands into neat squares so that only the next location and the nearby grids were visible on the top-most fold. He put it on the dashboard before attending to the gears.
The vehicle accelerated off the shrubs near the road. Subramanian held on to the vehicle as it pitched up and got on to the Islamgarh road in front of his assembled convoys. He looked back from the side of his vehicle to see the half-dozen Tatra vehicles and several army trucks plus other vehicles revving up behind him. He turned to his driver:
“You know the location we are going to?”
“Yes sir. Two kilometers west from that destroyed Pakistani outpost you see up the road. Rhino moved through here an hour ago. Mechanized convoys from trishul are already ahead of us. We go three-hundred meters north from of the road from there.”
“…and find a place there to set up.” Subramanian finished the thought for his driver. He saw the black smoke bellowing from the abandoned Pakistani outpost up the road. Further on the horizon he could make out other columns of smoke from where rhino had overrun the Pakistani infantry units…
“Good. How long?”
“Ten minutes if we race through!” The driver offered.
“Do it.”
* * *
“Be advised Rhino-one…” Kulkarni pulled away from the optics and closed his eyes to concentrate on the incoming radio transmission: “…incoming Pakistani armor forces due north, three kilometers! Battalion strength. Over.”
“Rhino copies all!” Kulkarni shouted just as the gunner let loose another main gun round.
“Say again, Rhino. Steel-central does not copy your last!”
Goddamn it… Kulkarni repeated: “rhino copies all, steel-central! We are moving to engage! Out.” He then changed frequencies: “rhino-two, you have the ball. Finish these bastards. Rhino-four, move up the road another two kilometers and lock it down. Rhino-two will mop up and merge with you. Rhino-three, you are with us. Disengage and form up on me! We are heading north!”
As the comms became alive with affirmatives, Kulkarni ignored it, opened his eyes and then swiveled the ABAMS screen around as the turret shuddered again from a main gun round. They were just about done mopping up the Pakistani convoy of trucks and M113 armored-personal-carriers that they had run into over here. The latter had been taken completely by surprise by the rapidity of the Indian advance.
Too bad for them.
Kulkarni had other things to worry about now. The Pakistanis were beginning to realize the severity of what was unfolding on the Islamgarh road and Kulkarni could only surmise that they were scared stiff by its implications. And so they were reacting in force. Steel-central had been noting the constant arrival of armored columns from Bahawalpur to the north and Shadadkot to the south. But there was a time and distance gap between the two locations and that meant that they would arrive in theater at different times. That was fine with Kulkarni, for it meant that instead of having to break up his strength into two, he could keep it combined and swing north and smash the Bahawalpur forces before pivoting south and taking on the much weaker Shadadkot axis. All the while continuing to move west towards his objective.
The ABAMS screen showed him what he needed to see. Green markers put there by steel-central showed the inbound Pakistani armored battalion north of him. His other tank commanders were seeing what he saw. And that made it easier for him to swivel his entire force without massive chaos within his formations. On cue, he felt the chassis of the tank swiveling north even though the gunner kept the turret aligned with his targets to the west. That was the power of the Arjun fire-control over all of other Russian designed tanks in the Indian arsenal. The driver, gunner and tank commander were operating independently within the same turret without creating difficulties for one another. Under fire, this fluidity meant the difference between life and death.
Forty-eight Arjun tanks turned north and accelerated across the desert, adding to the already massive dust cloud that was enveloping the sector in addition to the columns of black smoke. The other tanks continued to rampage past the Pakistani survivors. Within a few minutes the Arjuns heading north had aligned their turrets to match the direction and were looking for enemy tanks…
“All right, gentlemen. This is where metal meets metal!” Kulkarni said over the comms. “So far, we have crushed and rolled over all enemy defenses on the border. I guarantee that the Pakistani high command is shaking in their boots on what is happening out here. On what we represent! So they are sending in their best. Makes no difference to me. We will crush them all! Take no prisoners! Rhino-actual out!”
Kulkarni looked away from his sights to see the soot covered faces of his loader and gunner smiling at him. The gunner turned back to see through his sights. The loader didn’t need a cue. He pulled out an anti-armor sabot round from the onboard storage and slid it into the main-gun breech. It loaded with a metallic clang.
* * *
The hydraulic arms swung into action and pushed the square-paneled radar off the roof of the truck, tilting it to nearly sixty degrees off the base. The motors mounted on the truck rotated this radar unit by thirty degrees in the azimuth plane and then stopped with a jerk.
“Okay, let’s go.” Subramanian said as he uncrossed his arms and waved at the soldiers standing nearby with the desert camouflage netting. The netting consisted of sand-colored webbing laced with shrubs uprooted from locations nearby. The soldiers were already clambering on the trucks and spreading the netting over the vehicles. Once completed, the brown-painted vehicles would be damn-near impossible to spot visually from the air.
Subramanian watched and then blinked his eyes as sweat rolled into them from his forehead. His hands instinctively reached his eyes to rub them clear.
Damn heat!
He glanced at the blazing sun. The desert was already turning into a furnace. Well, that was life out here. He sighed and walked back to the command tent, one-hundred meters away. He noticed the buried cables crisscrossing the sand between the different vehicles.
The cables connected the different vehicles. Each welar truck consisted of its own self-contained crew, but drew its power from a different vehicle. Three such pairs of radar and power vehicles were deployed in an arc spread over a kilometer. The idea was to provide high resolution data on inbound projectiles. All of these connected to the tent that Subramanian was walking to. That tent was where the remote display monitors were hooked up and where he would coordinate the operations of the individual crews and Brigadier Sudarshan. The latter would then connect him to any counter-battery systems in the area.
Thus constituted the “ferrite” battery that was tasked to cover both the breach point near the Islamgarh road as well as the advancing columns of rhino. Once rhino moved further west, vehicle pairs from ferrite would leap-frog along with the trishul combat-engineers to extend the bubble of radar detection. In theory, at least.
Subramanian trudged through the soft, hot sand on the way to his command tent. He had thought about the battle plan for his battery long enough… and had convinced himself that it sounded good in theory. In practice, a thousand details could go wrong. A simple communications breakdown between units in this delicate structure would render the plan ineffective. And the Indian soldiers currently inside Pakistan would pay the price…
He pushed the flaps of the tent aside and noticed that his drivers were busy digging air-raid trenches nearby. The one thing that bothered him most was the air-defense coverage of his units inside Pakistan. If — when— the Pakistani commanders realized the severity of this Indian offensive, the Islamgarh breach point would become their focal point for air and missile attacks. Subramanian was under no illusions as to where his own unit ranked within the enemy’s priority lists.
He walked into the tent, lowering the flap of the tent behind him. The tent was a cacophony of voices as his men got into the process of bringing ferrite online. The tables in here were lined with the kind of displays and radio packs that were needed for complete remote operations of the radar units. They had already hooked up generators outside and Subramanian noted the cables laid out all over the place connecting comms, power and displays into a cohesive set.
So far so good.
He appreciated the shade inside the tent and removed his sunglasses before turning to his comms officer: “get steel-central on the comms. Advise them that ferrite is booting up and that we need a status report from bushfire-actual.”
“Yes sir.” The lieutenant got to work.
“Now,” Subramanian walked up behind his second-in-command sitting on a chair behind the remote-display-monitor, “let’s see what the electronic battlespace looks like.”
“Light it up?”
“Light it up.”
The captain brought up the phone-like comms speaker connecting his vehicles: “ferrite-C-two to ferrite-rovers. Send traffic, over.”
The screen in front them lit up with incoming feed from all three radar deployments. The captain switched on the terrain and map overlay with two buttons and it showed them the circular instrumented and priority-coverage zones in white and red colors. Positions of ferrite vehicles were shown as was the ABAMS tracker feed showing rhino forces west and north, deep inside Pakistan. Also lit up were the inbound threat plots of artillery fire that was rocking rhino…
“Sir, I have bushfire-actual on the comms.”
Subramanian turned to face his comms officer and then walked over, taking the speaker: “ferrite-actual here. We are op-con ready. What’s your status. Over?”
“Bushfire has been op-con fucking ready for two hours, ferrite! Steel-central advises me that we are now passed to you. Call the shots, son. Over.”
“Roger, bushfire.-actual. Stand by for targets. Out.” Subramanian handed the speaker back to the lieutenant and then turned to his staff: “okay, just tell me you have some juicy targets for bushfire-actual!”
The captain nodded: “I have targets. Enemy 155 millimeter battery, twenty kilometers northwest. We are resolving now but these are the guys that have been buzzing rhino from the moment they stepped on to Paki soil. My bet is a battery of M109s. Any possibility to confirm?”
“Visually?” Subramanian asked. “Not a chance. Not right now, anyway. Steel-central has other targets to keep an eye on. We will prosecute this one electronically only. Let’s not let the enemy know that we are tracking their every shell from inside their own territory!” Subramanian smiled. “Pass what you have to bushfire-actual immediately. High priority target. Prosecute and destroy!”
* * *
The boxy launcher on the back of the Tatra heavy-duty truck lifted off its bed and rotated up on the force of its hydraulic arms. The six square-shaped doors on the front and back of the launcher remained closed to prevent sand and dust from entering the launch tubes. Four of these vehicles were deployed in a cusp-shape around the breach point being exploited for entry into Pakistan.
This Prahaar ballistic-missile battery was part of the overall counter-artillery forces under the Bushfire codename. Specifically, this was bushfire-three. Bushfire-one and — two were two Pinaka MLRS batteries that would be moving closer behind the advancing forces given their relatively smaller range. Whatever was outside of the range of bushfire-one and — two fell into the range and jurisdiction of bushfire-three. Anything that bushfire-three couldn’t handle, would fall to bushfire-zulu, which was a coded tag for the corps-level Brahmos cruise-missile unit. Bushfire-zulu was not under Sudarshan and reported to the corps commander.
As things stood, the two Pinaka batteries were in transit mode through the breach point into Pakistan and were not available to deploy. That put bushfire-three on call…
The launch-tube doors opened on the front and back of the launcher with snaps. Thirty seconds later the first Prahaar missile thundered from within the launcher, engulfing the launch vehicle in an expanding cloud of brown dust and sand before streaking vertically into the blue skies above. The second launch tube opened with a snap and the next missile followed close behind. Two other launch vehicles to the north, joined the fray as well…
* * *
The rumble of jet engines in the skies above was consistent. But the crews of the twelve Pakistani M109 self-propelled-artillery vehicles were busy mobilizing to move. As the villagers in the nearby fields and on the rooftops watched eagerly, the barrels of the howitzers were lowered and locked into place while soldiers ran about gathering up anything that was left. The diesel engines rumbled as anxious drivers waited impatiently. The smoke and dirt from the last set of artillery shots fired had still not drifted away. Nor had the cheers of the nearby civilian mobs who had come to see their armed forces in action. Under other circumstances the battery commander and the military-police would have kept the civilians away. But today there was no time.
Within seconds the lead M109 had rumbled over its muddy defilade and rolled over to the dilapidated tar road that ran east to the border. As it lined up behind the convoy of resupply trucks, other vehicles were moving into positions as well. Within two minutes this location would be nothing but a chewed up farmland area covered with dirt tracks and expended artillery shells. The media crews from one of the local Pakistani TV channels were here as well. But they were parked much further away. They knew more than to join the mob of crazed youngsters shouting jihad.
The first Prahaar missile streaked in abruptly and detonated above the farmland, exploding in a whitish fireball before being engulfed into a mushroom dust cloud. The other missiles slapped into the area in quick successions of thunderclaps. The dust cloud blotted out the sun and replaced it with a searing red haze. The strike had destroyed the farms and the road and replaced them with large shallow craters of sand. The craters were lined with the blackened and blazing hulls of the M109s…
When the thunder died, there was an eerie silence except for the winds, blowing the dust into the stem of the dissipating mushroom cloud. The mud and cement houses nearby had been obliterated… and so had the crowds of young men.
The Pakistani cameraman got up from the ground and saw blood coming from his nose and ears. He could not hear anything. His equipment was smashed and their vehicle was lying to its side on the road. As his hearing recovered, he heard the first screams of men and women as they ran to the demolished houses. All there was to see now was this light-brown dust cloud quietly dissipating away into the skies above. It was not a nuclear blast, but it certainly looked like one. He got up on his feet in panic and ran away from his car, stumbling past the crowds of people. He had to get to a phone, he reasoned. He had to report the indiscriminate use of Indian nuclear weapons against civilians…
* * *
The respite from enemy artillery fire could not have come at a better time for Kulkarni and the rest of rhino.
“Rhino-actual to all elements,” Kulkarni spoke into his speaker as he swiveled the ABAMS screen in front of him, “looks like our arty friends have just joined the war! Steel-central tells me that the disruption in enemy indirect fire is not temporary! Best damn news I have heard today! Rhino will continue the charge. Update estimate contact to five minutes. Rhino-actual, out.”
They were now close enough to the Pakistani armor force that he was forced to zoom in further on the ABAMS screen to separate his forces from the enemy. Blue markers showed his force advancing roughly north. The opposing green markers were moving south-east. Kulkarni could see that the Pakistani commanders intended to overrun rhino and make a break to the border to reclaim the enlarging chunk of land that had now fallen under the Indian control. And ABAMS showed him that should they succeed in overrunning Rhino, there was not much to prevent the enemy from achieving that goal. Trishul would not survive a frontal attack by heavy tanks…
Kulkarni swiveled the ABAMS screen out of his way and peered into his commander sights: “rhino-actual to all elements: imminent enemy contact! Fix bayonets and prepare for a knife fight! Out.”
“Targets?” He asked his gunner as the tank rumbled over yet another sand dune. He could see Arjun tanks on either side of him doing the same. The way rhino-one and rhino-three were staggered, rhino-three was to his south and was his “right hook”, which would swing down from the east on the enemy’s left flank if such an opportunity presented itself. Of course, if his own rhino-one took excessive casualties, rhino-three was also positioned to provide the second layer of tanks to reinforce his line. It was all about the commander’s options. He wanted to have as many of them as he could when the battle shaped itself…
“Just a mass of dust clouds to the north,” the gunner replied without looking away from his optics. “Our friends are still rolling south.”
“Keep our welcome presents hot and ready!” Kulkarni noted to his loader, who was sweating profusely and showing visible signs of nervousness. Kulkarni worried about his driver and loader more than his gunner. His gunner seemed to thrive on the chaos of combat and had ice water in his veins and had seen armor combat alongside Kulkarni in Ladakh. His other crew members were raw and had no prior combat experience. This would be their first battle.
Their baptism by fire.
“Contact! I have contact! Three kilometers at twelve-o-clock!” the gunner shouted, causing the loader to jerk.
Kulkarni calmly peered through his optics: “wait for a clear shot! Rhino-actual to all elements: contact! contact! Maneuver offset by forty degrees east! Take your shots!”
On that command, the twenty-three Rhino-one tanks swiveled by forty degrees to east, but kept their turrets aimed north on independent stabilization. This presented the enemy with a sideways moving force which was harder to adjust for in the fire-control than a head-on target. To further complicate matters, Kulkarni had his force follow a zig-zag maneuver where enemy gunners could not apply a constant lead on the sideways motion when aiming. For its part, the advanced fire-control computers on the Arjun compensated for the motion, stabilized the turret and evaluated the motion leads without too much hassle for the gunner. It wasn’t as easy as point-n-shoot, but it was close…
Kulkarni felt his tank shudder and the turret filled up with slight smoke as the main gun recoiled and dumped an empty shell casing inside.
“Shot away!” The gunner shouted.
Kulkarni watched the round rip up the sandy terrain as it flew horizontal and low and went into the front glacis armor of the incoming Pakistani Al-khalid tank. The shot splattered into a fireball of sparks and smoke and then dissipated. The enemy tank shuddered to a halt. Moments later the engine compartment of that tank started spewing smoke.
“On target! Move-on!” Kulkarni confirmed. The turret was already swiveling to the left. His optics flared white as the next shot shook the tank and went on its way. It missed its intended foe and flew over the latter’s turret.
“Too high! Compensating!”
Kulkarni turned his attention to other matters. He swiveled his optics left and right and saw that a massive tank battle was now underway. Both sides were trading shots and the cohesiveness of rhino-one was dissipating. As expected under the conditions…
“Hold on,” the driver interrupted. “We are going over a dune!”
Kulkarni and three Arjun tanks to his side went over the dunes almost in formation. As they came over the dunes and went down the other side, the gunners got back into action again. The Arjun tank furthest to the north exploded in a fireball. Its debris flew radially in all directions.
“Oh god! Rhino-one-ten is gone! I say again, one-ten is burning up!”
The comms were instantly alive with the shocked voices of novice tankers. The hardened veterans just kept their heads down.
Kulkarni turned his optics north just as his tank shuddered again. The smoke and smell inside his turret was becoming unbearable. But what he saw outside was even worse. There were now seventeen pillars of black smoke from burning tanks rising into the blue skies. Dust was everywhere and the ground was a churned mush of tank treads. Visibility was fast diminishing amidst the smoke and dust and his initial initiative was giving way to a chaotic melee. He swiped the sweat dripping into his eyes.
As he watched, a Pakistani Al-Khalid tank rumbled around the burning chassis of another burning Pakistani tank and made its way past of the bellowing smoke… straight in front of Kulkarni’s tank and another to his right. Kulkarni’s gunner was aiming the other way to engage some other target…
Kulkarni shouted the warning: “Gunner! Enemy armor contact point-blank! Twelve-o-clo…!” The sentence was killed midsentence by the fire of the main gun on the Pakistani tank. A split second later the forward chassis of the Arjun tank on Kulkarni’s right exploded into pieces and showered the entire area with debris. The burning Arjun tank shuddered to a halt with the main gun bent at an awkward angle.
Kulkarni turned in horror to see the Pakistani gunner swivel the main gun on their tank to point at his tank. His gunner did the same around the same time. He expected death to come instantly. The turret shuddered and the Al-khalid tank fell backwards against the momentum of the point-blank sabot round. A second later it exploded from the bottom up and the turret fell to the side amidst a tower of flame…
“Target destroyed!”
Kulkarni allowed himself to breathe again and could see his heart pounding against his ribcage. That was too close!
He turned his optics right and saw that they were now leaving rhino-one-five burning behind them. The two enemy tanks three-hundred meters north were burning into blackened hulls as well. But the smoke from these tanks and all others was obscuring visibility. A brown haze had now replaced the blue skies. The scenery reminded Kulkarni of the Kuwaiti battlefields from the first Gulf war. The only light that seemed to enter this haze was from the flashes of main tank guns.
That was where ABAMS came into its own. Kulkarni could see all of his tanks against a terrain overlay. Those that were alive, anyway. The Pakistanis had no such capability. This allowed Kulkarni to maneuver his force regardless of outside visibility, detrimental as it was to his gunners. He could, if he wished, extricate his force from chaos and regroup further away.
Had that moment arrived?
That was the key question. And Kulkarni couldn’t say one way or the other. He had lost six tanks so far, based on their absence from ABAMS. Four others were mobility-killed and were fighting as standing-pillboxes. Three others were reporting minor damage.
The enemy was doing much worse. One of the features in ABAMS was the ability for each crew to mark targets for the others. That way, all tanks connected to the net could coordinate target strikes. Right now the ABAMS screen was only showing a handful of enemy targets marked. Could it be that in the heat of battle, his tanks were not updating the net?
Kulkarni opened comms: “rhino-actual to all rhino-one tanks: mark targets and status! Out.”
He turned back to the screen and saw that the status was reiterated as before, but of the five remaining enemy tanks, only three got marked. It was clear as day now: they had destroyed this enemy armor force.
There was another battalion of the 1ST Pakistani Armored Division to his east. And they had no clue what had knifed through their sister battalion on their left flank. Could he now dig into this second enemy battalion from their rear by cutting north? Maybe. But first, he needed to extricate rhino-one from this mess.
“Driver, traverse north. Get us out of here!”
He felt his tank shudder to a halt and then swivel north, raking up sand all around. He switched comms: “rhino-actual to all rhino-one tanks: follow my lead. Those that are mobility-killed will hold positions. All others, form up! Rhino-three: bring yourself up. Rhino-actual is taking over — one and — three. Over.”
“Rhino-three copies all, leader. All yours.”
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Ravoof muttered an expletive as he watched the video feed from the Pakistani news channels showing massive clouds of dust rising from Indian missile strikes near Rahim Yar Khan and other places near Lahore. The Indian military was at work dismantling the Pakistani armed forces…
The one thing that was always a card with the Pakistanis was the nuclear one. If nuclear weapons would be used was not really a question. When and how will they be used? The how was not on Ravoof’s mind. The when was.
What would be the trigger? The threshold? The invisible line in the sand beyond which there was no turning back?
Could this be one? He thought as he watched the Pakistani media channels fixated on the largish mushroom clouds that had flattened the outskirts of a village east of Rahim Yar Khan. Some of his army contacts had confirmed these as tactical missile strikes inside Pakistan by forces in Rajasthan. But that was the point. They were large conventional tactical missiles. Not nuclear ones. The Pakistani news channels, however, were whipping up a frenzy calling these as nuclear detonations…
And that, Ravoof reasoned, was fucking dangerous! Not least because there was as yet no sign of the Pakistani prime-minister. There were rumors that the Pakistani military had taken over and had detained him. Perhaps he had been killed in one of the Indian air-force strikes in Islamabad and Rawalpindi. Perhaps he was choosing to stay low and keep his head down. Either way, he was out of the picture. Hussein was now the man to watch. And he was shrewd and ruthless. What was his nuclear trigger?
Ravoof walked over to the phone on the desk and dialed a number from memory. The number rang two times before going through the secure encryption tag noises. Few seconds later a familiar voice came on the line.
“Basu, are your people watching what the Pakistani media is spewing?” Ravoof asked calmly.
“We are,” Basu noted and then let out a deep breath. “It’s not good. They are whipping up a lot of rabid jihadis across the streets of Pakistan with this stuff. The demand for the deployment of nuclear warheads against us is growing on the streets there.”
“Well, can’t you shut them down?” Ravoof asked incredulously.
“Not with express orders to do so, no…” Basu’s voice trailed off and got replaced with background chatter.
“You there?” Ravoof asked impatiently.
“Yes, I am here. Look, I got things to do over here, so unless you have something specific for me in mind…”
“Look,” Ravoof asked, rubbing his forehead above the phone as he put his other arm on the desk., “assume for a second that we get you the authorization to shut these channels down, can you do it?”
“Maybe,” Basu replied after consideration. “These guys are using commercial satellites and other towers too numerous or risky to take down. But take down the power and we take down everything. Communications, television and the internet.”
Dear god! Ravoof thought. “Can’t we do anything short of shutting their entire country down?”
“Not really,” Basu stated as matter of fact. “Maybe you should talk to the army brass and see if they have any ideas. I sure as hell don’t! What is your hesitation anyway? The Pakistanis are already used to having only few hours of electricity a day. Shut them down completely or not is not really that much of a stretch! The power grid takedown is an economic target which has direct military relevance. I suggest you consider it.”
“I will.” Ravoof nodded and made a mental note to do that via the prime-minister and General Potgam as soon as he was done here. “Now, what about this Hussein fellow? How’s he going to respond?”
“With everything,” Basu replied, “that we have been able to gather about the strike on Mumbai points to the complicity of that son of a bitch. He was involved. He knew. In what capacity? We have no idea. But his hands have felt the feel of nuclear warheads deployed against the infidels. He will not hesitate to use them again to stop us. Not when we are at the outskirts of Lahore.”
“So why wait? Why haven’t they used them already?”
“No idea. Maybe they thought they could keep us in check without resorting to nuclear weapons. Maybe they are struggling to maintain command-and-control. But now that these strikes by the army are progressing deep into Pakistani soil on all fronts, the timer has started.”
“What the hell do you mean by that?” Ravoof asked as a chill went down his spine.
“It means,” Basu said patiently, “get your people out of New-Delhi. Now!”
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“Sparrow-two-two, this is pathfinder. Target is lit. You have the ball.”
Pathanya turned to see Vikram talking on the radio as he operated the laser-designator pod. The sounds of jets above was now nothing more than background noise over Lahore. Along with the brutal artillery detonations to the east and the tank fire now easily heard from the city, the place was a blistering cacophony of military noises. Pathanya rubbed his eyes with his gloved hand to remove the sweat and then watched as columns of smoke rose from what had been the Allama Iqbal International Airport in Lahore. Now it was nothing more than smoldering wreckage following the Indian air and missile strikes. He could see the black and brown pillars of smoke on the horizon.
The battle for Lahore was in full swing. Indian army units were pushing gradually towards the city. Although he couldn’t see any of that action from where he was, Pathanya and his men could swear that they could see the battle between armored vehicles raging on the horizon. He was out southwest of the city and west of the important N5 highway that ran to Lahore from the south. The Jhok forestry reserve was an obvious vantage for the pathfinders. It was west of what the Pakistanis were focused on, had large vegetation and relatively less urbanization. All of which meant lesser chances of discovery. Additionally, it allowed Pathfinder to stay in sight of the N5 and also to be in a vantage point to whack any high-value targets that came this way.
“Pathfinder, this is sparrow-two-two,” the radio crackled in his ears. “I have your marker. Stand by.”
Pathanya brought up his binoculars and focused on the N5. The highway was a mass of clogged cars heading southwest, away from the city, as civilians were leaving in droves. But the other side of the road was cleared and was a highway filled with incoming convoys of military vehicles: trucks, jeeps, tanks and artillery. The Pakistani army was throwing everything at the Indian army in this sector. Striking any of these military targets would kill civilians in their hundreds on the other lanes of the highway. But that couldn’t be helped. There was a war on. And right now Pathanya’s sights were fixed on the convoy of twelve T-80 tanks rolling up the highway…
“Sparrow-two-two has one away… and two away. Steady on the marker. Sparrow-two-three has the ball.”
Pathanya tightened his grip on the binoculars. He had seen this show before. Kamidalla shifted in his concealed position within the trees and looked up through the scattered shadows of the leaves.
Three seconds later he caught the faint glimmer of the fins of a laser-guided-bomb as it slammed into the lead T-80 tank on the road. The explosion was catastrophic and the T-80 was shredded underneath an inverted cone of flames and smoke. Chunks of concrete flew off in all directions along with inverted civilian cars by their dozens as the shockwave expanded out. The second bomb slammed into the fourth T-80 from the lead and similarly disappeared inside another massive detonation…
The twin shockwaves dissipated as they expanded out whipping past the pathfinders. The trees ruffled with the pressure wave and swayed. The smell of burning metal and petroleum came with it. Vikram spat out the dirt that made it into his mouth.
“Goddamn it!” He said and spat out some more.
Pathanya ignored the others and focused on the mission as he keyed his comms: “sparrow-two-two, this is pathfinder. Good drop. Extensive damage to convoy. Seven T-80s destroyed. Multiple secondaries. Additional ancillary damage to convoy. Pleasure doing business with you!”
The radio crackled: “Likewise, pathfinder. Have a nice day. Sparrow-two-two is bugging out.”
Pathanya continued to look through his binoculars and surveyed the damage. It was extensive. He could see the bright flames furiously churning their way through what was left of the first six T-80s in the convoy. The seventh one was intact but spewing smoke. He could see other Pakistani soldiers from the trucks rushing up to get survivors out. Civilians were running about in chaos from the site of dozens of burning cars. Bodies and body parts were strewn all over.
“Dear god!” Kamidalla added as he saw the carnage.
“Didn’t you say to me at Vairengte that you wanted to see combat?” Pathanya slowly crawled back from his position into the small depression behind them and towed away his binoculars. “Well, here’s your fucking combat!”
Kamidalla didn’t respond. Neither did Vikram, who was quietly stowing away the laser-designator between himself and another soldier. Kamidalla finally swallowed.
Pathanya noted it: “you have something to add, Captain?” He asked brutally.
“Have our rules of engagement changed? We just ended up killing a lot of civilians out there.” Kamidalla asked hesitantly. Pathanya hefted his rifle closer to this chest: “the enemy didn’t ask the citizens of Mumbai what they wanted. They just nuked them. So spare me your sensibilities about the enemy’s civilians. I find that I just don’t give a damn.”
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Grewal walked into the underground pilot’s ready-room and instantly the idle chatter ended, replaced by the noise of chairs grinding on the floor. The seven other pilots in green overalls stood at attention and saluted, which Grewal returned: “at ease, gentlemen.”
As the pilots took their seats, he walked over to the projector and powered it on. The screen came alive with a true-color, daylight satellite image of a complex of whitish-brown buildings. The center of the image was dominated by the near-vertical image of a large cylindrical structure. The bottom-right corner of the image was indented: CHUSHMA NUCLEAR REACTOR COMPLEX, PAKISTAN
Grewal looked at the screen and then the pilots to let that image sink in. He saw the slight shifting on the seats and the exchanged glances amongst the senior pilots. The body language amongst his pilots was aggressive. Good.
“As you are aware, the primary strategic objective for us has always been to punish Pakistan for the attack on Mumbai. That has translated to surgical strikes against terrorist encampments, infrastructure and support elements within the Pakistani military establishment. But Rawalpindi has retaliated with full-scale mobilization for war. We have preempted them and the chain reaction has brought us here today. The air-force has been directed to take apart the enemy air and missile capabilities. This we are aggressively prosecuting. The Pakistani air-force has been pushed back from the border and is being stretched to breaking point. Soon it will snap, not with a bang, but with a whimper and disappear into the background noise. We realize this. And as such, certain elements are now already transitioning to phase-two to include strikes against specific Pakistani national infrastructure. We are one of these elements.”
“Okay,” he said as he pointed to the screen showing the satellite image, “this right here is the Chushma nuclear complex, two-hundred kilometers inside Pakistani territory. It is heavily protected and is one of only two functioning reactor complexes in Pakistan. The second location is near Karachi. We won’t worry about that one. The navy is going after it with gusto tomorrow. We will focus our attention on this target right here. Other elements will strike other coal and hydropower plants across Pakistan. Questions?”
Grewal looked around and saw three raised arms. He nodded to the first pilot in front of him: “sir, are Pakistani civilian infrastructure now allowed as legitimate targets?”
“Not across the board. Selective only. All civilian infrastructure hits must be authorized by command. Do not consider them free-for-all secondary targets!” Grewal saw the suppressed smiles within his pilots. He noted the morale, which was high despite the three pilots they had lost so far in the squadron. He nodded to the next pilot behind:
“Sir, Why are we striking these targets at all? Why not just launch missiles at them from a safe distance?”
“Good question,” Grewal noted and turned to the screen. He pressed a button that moved the image out and showed the red-circled locations around the complex like a star pattern. “These,” he gestured with his hand, “are battery locations showing the Spada-2000 medium-range SAMs deployed northeast and southwest of the complex. Further east, between the complex and Lahore is this one HQ-9 long-range SAM battery. The reason these are alive and active is because we haven’t had the chance to go after them yet. But rest-assured, we will. The HQ-9 is a Chinese copy of the S-300s and we have plenty of experience of taking those down from the China war. The HQ-9 is not as effective: lesser range and lesser reliability. But it is still lethal.
“So it will be taken down by air-launched Brahmos missile strikes. We will trail behind flights of Jaguars who will nail the Spada battery near the nuclear complex. Once the battery is down, they will initiate a strike against the nuclear complex. We,” Grewal turned to the pilots, “will provide overhead security to the Jag boys.”
“What’s the airborne threat picture there? We are going to be deep inside bad-guy territory here.”
“Expect limited resistance from the PAF survivors at Peshawar and Multan. The Flanker boys are going to be sweeping north and south of us to keep the enemy hunkered down while we do our job. However, any enemy aircraft that slips past the Flankers is fair game. We are going in with eight birds in two flights of four. Call signs: dagger-alpha and dagger-bravo. I will lead dagger-alpha. Ramesh, you have dagger-bravo.”
“Air-to-ground?” Ramesh asked speculatively.
Grewal looked back at the screen and thought about that for several seconds. Their job was not air-to-ground on this one, but the opportunity could present itself. And it wouldn’t be good to be caught without options.
“That sounds reasonable. We may get some targets to mop up,” Grewal nodded. “Say, one bird each flight, two thousand-pounders with guidance kits and a offset-centerline designator each? Keep all other birds loaded for air-to-air and centerline tanks.”
“You read my mind, sir.”
“Okay,” Grewal sighed, “other questions?”
He looked around the room and didn’t see any other raised hands. So he walked over to the podium and sorted through his papers: “the usual suspects here for you to memorize. Call-signs, airborne radar and tanker coverage, friendly assets on the ground and in the air. Departure times and time-on-stations etcetera.” He then looked at his wristwatch and then back at his audience: “We are wheels-up at nineteen-hundred.” He waved the papers: “so get to it!”
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The skyline in the eastern part of the city was already awash with black smoke. The sound of merciless artillery and tank fire was deafening. And as the sun began to set, casting long shadows over the war-torn city, the blazing fires were beginning to casting sickening hues of yellow and orange to the thick smoke clouds…
Haider stood on the rooftop of a former apartment complex near the center of the city. He could see the eastern parts of the city being torn asunder. A barrage of fireballs ripped into a section of buildings near the international airport, causing them to implode and collapse under a dark-brown dust cloud. The whump reached him in a few seconds.
Haider held on to the sidewall as the shockwave dissipated past the building. Akram, lowered his binoculars.
“Well?” Haider asked curtly.
“Precision rocket-artillery fire. Looks like they struck northeastern of the airport. 10TH Division territory.”
“Likely some battalion headquarters just got levelled,” Haider noted with disgust. The war was not going well. The Indians had made it to the edge of the city despite heavy losses. There just was no stopping the Indian juggernaut east of Lahore. Now the airport was almost inside mortar-fire range. And reinforcements weren’t making their way into the city as Haider had hoped. The loss of control in the skies above had been swift and decisive. The PAF had been swatted away, leaving this city and its defenses at the mercy of Indian airpower. And the latter had been decimating convoys of armor that were trying to fight its way into the city. Haider knew that organized resistance by the Pak army here was no longer an option. With mass exodus of the city’s civilians clogging every possible road, the logistics were crammed…
He sighed as he unstrapped his helmet chinstrap and wiped the sweat off his brow with his arms: “if this doesn’t work, we will to lose control of this city. Where are they?”
Akram waved over his radioman standing behind them and took the speaker. Haider waited patiently for news as the smoke clouds rose silently into the darkening, pink skies. The rumble of jets overhead caused him to look up and see white circular contrails: enemy jets looking for targets. He wondered whether they could see him. Maybe not. Could they instead home-in on his communications and hit this rooftop while he stood here? Would he even know if that happened in the very next instant? Would Allah be merciful and understanding of his actions against the kaffirs? Could he not take responsibility for the death of thousands of unbelievers in Mumbai as his contribution to the jihad? Had he done his duty to Allah?
“Sir,” Akram said forcefully to get his commander out of his reverie. Haider terminated his thoughts away and stared at Akram standing next to him with his palm over the radio speaker. He nodded to him to continue. “The Ghazi group is in play. They report a force of Indian armor vehicles approaching the road past one of the outskirt villages. They are about to move.”
“Get some eyes overhead,” Haider ordered.
Akram nodded and then removed his palm from the speaker and gave some terse orders. A few seconds later he handed the speaker back and looked at Haider: “done.”
“Let’s go then,” Haider walked past the men towards the staircase. He walked down the six flights of stairs and reached the bottom floor where several dozen officers and soldiers manned his field command post. This was now the beating heart of his defenses. What the rest of the army did outside the city was not his concern, but everything inside the city, was his jurisdiction. And this center was where he ran the show. The place was alive with chatter and men running back and forth. Chaos reigned.
Outside, the city was made to look as normal as possible. The streets were deliberately devoid of all military vehicles for one block in any direction. Haider had even forced the civilians to be made to stay visible in the streets to ensure the Indians continue to believe that this block of houses was nothing special. One block away, the field hospital was overflowing with casualties. A day ago it had been possible to fly in helicopters to the rooftops. But the swift demise of the PAF had meant that helicopter pilots were now no longer allowed to fly into the city. Haider himself had placed that order after he had seen an army liaison helicopter blasted out of the sky by a strafing Indian Su-30. The charred wreckage of that helicopter still lay inverted between the gaps of two buildings, a kilometer away…
“Sierra-two-two is active.” Captain Saadat said as Haider and Akram walked up. Saadat was in charge of the unit operating the short-range, unmanned-aerial-vehicles.
“You have the feed yet?” Akram asked.
“Hold on,” Saadat said as he spoke into his comms mouthpiece and then flipped open his battlefield computer. He talked through its boot-up process and then turned to the senior officers: “the boys just sent up a hand-held drone a kilometer away from the road that the Ghazi group is going after. It will have limited endurance so there might be down times when we recover the birds and rearm the batteries.”
“Understood,” Haider noted. “It will have to do.”
Saadat turned back to face the screen as it lit up with a birds-eye view in thermal monochrome lighting. They could see the road and what were dark, black blobs of tanks driving, turrets swiveling on either side: Indian T-90s. The screen also showed blobs on the marshy fields on either side of the road and much smaller heat blobs showing humans moving tactically alongside the tanks.
“Go white-hot,” Akram ordered.
Saadat pressed one of the buttons on the side of the screen marked “B/W-HT” and inverted the monochrome color. The thermals were now white. The coloration changed just as one of the leading blobs let loose a tank round and the screen flickered. Saadat zoomed out and saw a building sidewall blown to smithereens. A battle was on. The Indian soldiers were shepherding away civilians caught in it.
“Wait for it…” Akram said, holding his breath.
The screen flickered again as the group of Indian soldiers and civilians disappeared in a massive flash of white that faded to black. The battlefield turned into an instant chaos with surviving civilians running in all directions while other Indian soldiers ran towards the smoking remains of half-a-dozen of their comrades. In all the confusion and chaos, some of the civilians ran towards the Indian vehicles…
One of the Indian tank commanders caught on when he saw a jihadi dressed as a civilian run up to his tank. He shredded the imposter with his machinegun fire. But there were a lot more of the jihadists now. One of them ran to the side of an Indian T-90 a split-second before a terrific explosion ripped through his body. Pieces of metal and the tank wheels flew in all directions.
Other Indian soldiers were now engaging the jihadis in civilian clothing and were engaged in hand-to-hand combat. Some of the jihadis pulled out rifles from underneath their dresses and mowed down two Indian soldiers who had taken them to be civilians. The jihadists took out grenades and began tossing them on the other tanks nearby.
One T-90 gunner fired a continuous volley of machinegun rounds on a group of jihadis who had run out of a small hut and were clambering atop one of the BMP-II personnel carriers. The fire riddled the top of the vehicle with sparks as the jihadis were ripped to shreds with their war-cry still lodged in their throats. A moment later a rocket-propelled-grenade slammed into the T-90 turret and detonated the reactive armor panels. The shrapnel from the explosion cut down several Indian soldiers in close proximity to the tank. As the chaotic combat continued, the Indian tanks and other vehicles began rolling backwards, engaging their newfound enemies as they did so. They left behind three burning T-90s and one disabled BMP-II. The jihadis scrambled on top of the disabled vehicle covered with the remains of the their comrades and dragged out the body of a dead Indian crewmember. They began to behead it with a curved knife on top of the turret. They never did get there, as one of the retreating T-90s fired a high-explosive round into the BMP-II and destroyed it in a massive fireball.
The screen in front of Saadat blinked off. He took a breath and then turned behind: “our bird lost power. We are recovering it now.”
Haider patted him on the shoulder and gestured to Akram as he walked away, leaving Saadat stroking his beard and feeling satisfied.
“That went well,” Akram muttered sarcastically once they were out of earshot.
“You disagree with the results?” Haider asked curiously.
“Well it certainly wasn’t a glowing success,” Akram responded. “The idiots are more savages then soldiers. They could have inflicted a lot more damage with the surprise element if they had just shown some discipline.”
“Perhaps.” Haider ceded. “But perhaps that brutality will petrify the enemy from entering the city, if they know what awaits them around every corner. This war is as much psychological as it is real. And while I don’t disagree with your assessment, I will add that you shouldn’t underestimate the impact of what we just saw. The Indians just retreated under the brutal surprise. A few more attacks like this will blunt their invasion far more effectively than anything else we could throw at them!”
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The thunderclap rippled through the room. Grewal and his pilots instinctively looked up to see mounds of cement dust fall off the roof.
“What the hell was that?” One of his pilots asked the group. Grewal didn’t have time to answer. The klaxons were already whining away on the airbase.
“We are under attack!” He grabbed his papers and maps. The other pilots saw their leader in action and sprang to it as well. Grewal turned to his pilots: “stay here! If we are indeed under attack, I don’t want you all running into the open and getting fragged! Ramesh, you are with me. We need to find out what’s going on. Let’s go!”
The corridors outside were abuzz with ground-control officers and NCOs rushing past each other. Two more loud booms rippled through the underground center. Grewal looked to see if he could grab someone who he might know what was happening. But his squadron was only a temporary guest at this base. He didn’t know enough people here…
Oh to hell with it! He grabbed the nearest squadron-leader who was rushing past him. Before the man could utter a word, Grewal was in his face: “what’s the word? Who’s attacking us?”
“We are getting hit with cruise-missiles. The base is taking severe damage! Sir, I need to go!” The man resisted the arm grab that Grewal had placed on him. He was on his way somewhere within the base-operations facility, but Grewal needed information too.
“Hold on!” Grewal responded angrily, “any news on damage topside?”
“Two hardened shelters have taken hits. The control tower is destroyed. And we have more inbound missiles!”
“All right. Go!” Grewal released his hold and the man ran off. Grewal turned to Ramesh: “we need to find out if any of our birds were burned and if the runway is still operational. We need to get the hell off this airbase before it is completely wrecked! The bastards will have us by the balls if the runway is destroyed and we are stuck on the ground. Those Jag boys are going to get stuck deep inside enemy territory with no friendly air-cover!” He looked at his wristwatch. “We are already getting late! Let’s go!”
They ran through the corridors, bypassing various people heading the other way. They turned and entered a narrow corridor that led to the nearest of the two hardened aircraft shelters. It was a claustrophobic place to be especially with the threat of imminent collapse. A few moments later they emerged on the other side where the frigid air blew through the domed concrete shelters housing two LCAs. Grewal recognized his bird and saw his ground crewmen running about. He ran and squatted underneath the delta wing to see the drop tanks, Astra missiles and the R-73s already mounted. His bird was also outfitted with a low-optics designator on an offset pylon next to the centerline fuel tank.
This LCA was ready for war.
He and Ramesh walked past the aircraft and headed to the taxiway that led past the concrete protection walls for the shelter. The open view from there revealed that Ambala airbase was ablaze. Fires were roaring where the control tower used to be. All he could make out was a blackened carcass of the building amidst the licks of flame. Further east he could see fires within the bellowing smoke from a destroyed aircraft shelter. That section of the base was occupied by a gaggle of Jaguars from the No. 5 “Tuskers” Squadron. Unless they were out somewhere on a mission, they had just been dealt a body blow.
The sounds of jet engines overhead caused Grewal to look up. There was nothing to see in the darkness except for small clouds silhouetted against the moonlight. The corner of his eye caught a flash and he instinctively turned away just as another Babur cruise-missile detonated above the end of the runway. The spherical flash of white light turned yellow, then orange and then disappeared behind a mushroom shaped dust cloud. The shockwave swept over the curved tops of the hardened shelter and ricocheted off the protection walls. A wall of dust and the smell of petroleum swept past him. Grewal spat out the dust on his tongue.
“Okay,” he said as he shook Ramesh and the latter got up from his prone position on the concrete, “we need to get out of here. Our birds are fine. Get the rest of the boys moving. I am going to spool up and get base operations to get us permission to leave.” He saw Ramesh still a bit shaken from the rapidity of the strikes taking place. Grewal shook Ramesh by his flight-suit: “Hey! You listening?”
“Yeah. I got you. Get the boys, get the planes. Leaving this place ASAP! I heard you!”
“Then move!” Grewal released his hold on his flight-suit as Ramesh got up and ran back towards the tunnel.
Grewal turned to see a warrant-officer waiting with his helmet that had fallen on the floor: “ready, sir?”
The senior NCO had white hair and a smile. Grewal returned it as he took the helmet: “yes, warrant-officer. Time for us to go do our job. I see you have already done yours!”
The two men walked up to the parked aircraft as Grewal fitted the helmet on his head. A ladder wasn’t necessary. Grewal simply hoisted himself up the side and into the cockpit. Despite his seniority, he made sure he retained his fitness. He looked around the cockpit. This was his aircraft for the moment. His earlier one had been damaged on the first night of the war.
Oh yes… he remembered and looked at his boots to see the scarred leather from the shrapnel that had missed him. A reminder to be careful and aware at all times, for death was always just one mistake away.
Time to get to business.
He went through the spool up of the systems. Within a minute the tiny aircraft’s engine turbines were rotating, making a gradually increasing whine. He turned his head on either side to see the ground crewmen pushing aside all equipment. Another of his pilots rushed past the entrance to the shelter on his way to the second aircraft. So Ramesh had passed on the word and his pilots were moving.
He plugged in his oxygen mask and took a deep breath to ensure it was working. Then the night-optics, which he lowered from their mount on the helmet and locked it in front of his eyes. The green-light of the sights reflected off his visor. The engines were already making a din. Finally the comms: before he could leave, he had to make sure that their original mission had not been scrubbed by recent events. The complex operation needed the closest of coordination. Failure of one element might have ripple effects elsewhere…
“Dagger-actual to mongol-two: dagger is preparing to depart. Requesting sit-rep, over.”
There was static on the comms for several seconds during which Grewal all sorts of doubts raced through his head. Was mongol-two still alive? Given the savage attack dealt here, had other airbases suffered a similar fate?
“Mongol-two here. We copy, dagger. Understand you are in the hot seat at the moment. Confirm status. Over.”
“Dagger is fully operational, mongol-two,” Grewal said whilst nodding to the warrant-officer outside. The latter gave him a thumbs up gesture. “We are preparing to roll. The tower is out, so we are switching control, pending departure.”
The comms were again filled with static for several seconds. Grewal was convinced that Verma would be getting confirmation from Ambala operations center that the runway was still operational. The latter would probably have some guys on a vantage point with some thermal optics to survey the damage…
“Roger, dagger. We have you cleared to depart. Get yourselves up here and report to I-P Satin as per original flight plans. Out.”
Okay. Grewal realized he had already told Verma that his flight was operational before having actually checked to make sure. He just didn’t want to provide any excuse for getting themselves fragged from the current operation. He could always make up a story about engine problems if any of his boys failed to depart…
Thankfully, the other seven pilots chimed in and were ready to roll. Grewal changed frequencies: “dagger-actual here. We are rolling for immediate departure. Over.”
“Roger… dagger-actual. You are cleared. Watch for debris and damage to primary runway. If in doubt, abort departure and return to shelters immediately. Over.”
Like hell! “Dagger-actual copies all.”
He powered up the engine and released the brakes. The LCA’s nose emerged from inside the shelter to find the airbase in complete blackout conditions. The moonlight was reflecting off the concrete. As he cleared past the shelter walls, he could see the full scope of the damage. It made him feel somewhat vulnerable inside the cockpit. The sooner he was off the ground, the better he would feel. To his side he saw the other LCAs moving out of their shelter. The flames from the tower were beginning to die down. His enhanced night-optics vision also showed him the black silhouettes of point-defense Mig-21s flying overhead.
As he reached the runway and began to align the nose of the aircraft with the centerline on the concrete, a brilliant flash of light erupted over the main tarmac.
He had to close his eyes because the flash was enhanced a hundred-fold in his optics. Bringing his shoulder in front of his eyes as a shield was instinctive. The LCA began to roll to the side and he corrected it before the aircraft drifted off the concrete and into the adjoining grass!
His comms came alive: “the bastards are trying to nail us on the ground! They won’t get us so easy!”
Grewal kept his peace. Ramesh was correct, though. The Pakistanis were launching strikes in staggered times so that the defenders could be lulled into thinking the strike was over, step outside and then get hammered when they were most vulnerable. There was a reason, after all, why this last explosion had smashed the apron that would normally be used to house aircraft if the shelters were full. Now that apron was a smoldering crater, but the strike had failed to knock out aircraft on the ground.
Grewal’s LCA began rolling down the tarmac. The LCA had good short-field launch capability. It allowed the pilot to take off from small stretches of the runway that were intact. It was being put to the test tonight. Grewal powered up the afterburners, released the brakes and the aircraft ran down the length of the runway. The aircraft lifted into the air much before it reached the crater on the runway. He smiled at that and got down to business.
* * *
The international border was visible even at night. Both Amritsar and Lahore were dark, but the former was dark because of mandatory lights-out conditions. Lahore didn’t have a choice. Its power supply sources had been hammered into oblivion the previous day. But the battles raging in and around the city were visible like a thousand fires.
Grewal looked to the side of his cockpit and down and saw the green-black landscape of the city and the surrounding countryside peppered with white balls of light that flickered in and out. Verma had given Grewal and his pilots a clear berth from the artillery trajectories mapped out by the Indian army for targets in Lahore…
“You seeing this?” Ramesh’s voice crackled on comms.
“Yeah,” Grewal noted. “Lots of our boys won’t see the sunrise tomorrow down there. Perspective, daggers. It’s all above perspective.”
Did that even make sense? Probably not. The others weren’t privy to his thought process. They would probably just put it down to “one of the old man’s musings” and let it be. The radio crackled again: “mongol-two to dagger-actual.”
Grewal flicked comms: “dagger-actual here.”
“Dagger, we copy you approaching I-P Satin. Hold there while warhawk arrives. Airspace west is under enemy ground-to-air control and should not be ventured into for now. Will advise. Over.”
“Dagger copies all. Holding until you say otherwise.”
Grewal looked to the side and saw his other LCAs staggered in two “finger-four” formations. Ramesh’s flight was northeast. They were currently northeast of Lahore and continuing west, deeper into Pakistani airspace. Operation Starlight was aptly named by the air-force. Once it was done, astro-luminance would be all that the Pakistanis would have at night. Starlight’s objective was the decimation of Pakistan’s power and energy facilities. The strike on Chushma Nuclear Complex was Grewal’s little piece of that pie.
He looked below and to the sides, hoping to see their charges coming up to the rendezvous point. The Brahmos missiles heading west to take out the HQ-9 missile battery west of Lahore would be happening already. His only indication of the strike would be the termination of the noise being made by his onboard radar-warning-receivers when the long-range surveillance radar of the battery was destroyed. They weren’t even get close enough to see the impact from the missile strikes. Too bad…
But he did see his charges: three flights of four Jaguars each were approaching from the northeast: “dagger, this is warhawk-actual. Be advised, you have friendlies approaching from your five-o-clock, three-thousand feet below.”
“We see you, warhawk.” Grewal responded.
“Glad to hear it, dagger. I understand you boys will be our escorts for this milk run?”
Grewal grunted. A heavy enemy suppression mission against a guarded nuclear-reactor complex is a milk run? He wondered what hell these guys had seen during the China war to make them feel this way…
“Roger, warhawk. dagger has your back.”
Grewal noted that the enemy HQ-9 radar was no longer active. And that meant only one thing. Time for civilities was over: “mongol-two to warhawk and dagger: Starlight is in play. I say again, Starlight is in play. Warhawk, you are clear to proceed. Dagger, be advised, warhammer and scabbard flights are sweeping south and north respectively. Hold station until warhawk has suppressed enemy defenses and then move to cover. Warhawk-actual has the ball. Out.”
Grewal saw the Jaguar pilots instinctively diving for the deck. Their flight of twelve aircraft dived away to the west to do what they did best: flying low amongst the weeds and shocking the enemy with their appearance. But he found himself holding station while everyone else got to play. It wasn’t fair. LCAs weren’t designed to be long-range fighters. That was what the Su-30s were for. No, his job was to fly escort and that is what he would do while the Su-30 and Mig-29 drivers were slashing across Pakistani skies looking for PAF scalpels. The only scalpels he would get would be leftovers…
He sighed.
The Jaguar pilots were already out of sight. He would cruise at high altitude to preserve fuel. They were currently burning the fuel in the centerline tanks so that it would be the first thing they dropped off if they made contact with the enemy. But their slow cruising speeds meant that the Jaguars had already accelerated ahead of them. They would be going after the Spada-2000 missile systems defending the Chushma complex. Grewal checked his moving-map-display and saw that he was scheduled to arrive over the target just as soon as the Jaguars had suppressed the enemy defenses… in seven minutes.
These were long and boring seven minutes. Nothing to do but scan the comms, the skies and their radar screens. The comms were alive with Jaguar pilots talking to each other as they smashed the enemy’s defenses. He could also listen in on the chatter between the Su-30 pilots to the south as they tangled with whatever fighters the PAF could muster into the air to defend their nuclear reactors. To the north the Mig-29 pilots were doing the same with a pair of Pakistani JF-17s. But their own radar screens were clear. No enemy had made it past the screens of Indian fighters around him.
The radio crackled: “well, this is shaping up to be the most boring escort mission ever!” Ramesh said for everyone.
Grewal said nothing. The man was right. If things kept going as they are, they just…
“Contact!” Grewal said abruptly as his radar showed him something at extreme range. “You see it, dagger-two?”
“I have it! “ Ramesh responded. “Must be something large to even show up here. What the hell could it be? Not a fighter, surely!”
Grewal went through his mental checklist: the contact was too large to be a fighter. But what else could it be? An airliner? No, all airlines had ceased operations from Pakistan days ago. Could it be a transport aircraft? Certainly a multi-engine aircraft. Either way, a juicy target!
“Dagger-two, maintain cover for warhawk with dagger-bravo. Dagger-alpha: on me! We are going after this contact!”
The four LCAs punched off their mostly-empty centerline tanks and punched afterburners. Grewal was pushed into his seat as the nimble aircraft accelerated, gaining momentum and closing range on the contact. A few minutes into the chase and he had a clear contact: a multi-engine aircraft with two escorting fighters. The group of three aircraft was heading northwest, into Afghanistan. His curiosity was spiked even more. The two escorts guarding the enemy aircraft were breaking formation and diving towards his LCAs. Some Pakistani ground radar was vectoring them…
“All right boys,” Grewal switched for long-range Astra missiles, “spread out for a long-range shot at the two bastards protecting that transport aircraft. One long-range shot and we are in the merge. Take them down!”
The four LCAs spread out from a finger-four formation to a line abreast. The Pakistani pilots fired off two missiles before the LCAs did. But with the fast closure rate and the conditions for the shot, the two missiles swept past the diving LCAs and did not turn back.
Two of the Astra missiles did the same. But the last two slammed into one of the fighters and it was blotted out of the sky in fragments, disappearing from all radar screens. The other Pakistani pilot flipped his aircraft to the side and dived past the LCAs.
Grewal saw the Mirage-III dash past his cockpit and lose altitude. He flipped his aircraft and did the same. His wingman followed him like a shadow. The pilot of the Mirage-III was experienced and was weaving in three-dimensional space. Grewal had to call on all his skills to stay behind. All the while, the Pakistani pilot was maneuvering into position behind one of Grewal’s LCAs that had dived to avoid the initial missile salvo…
This guy is good! Grewal could feel the sweat inside his mask and the dryness in his mouth. He had to get this bastard before he got one of his boys. The skies was lit up with tracers as the Mirage-III pilot began to rattle the novice pilot in dagger-alpha-two.
Grewal tried lining up for an infrared shot with an R-73. But the Pakistani pilot kept avoiding him. He would make a violent maneuver just as Grewal would try to get a shot off, dumping chaff and flares in his wake. These represented a kind of hazard in their own way, considering the close distances between the Mirage-III and the LCA. Grewal knew he must be dealing with a senior Pakistani pilot here. He was keeping four LCAs at bay with his outdated Mirage-III!
All Grewal needed was one mistake from this enemy pilot. And it happened a split second later when the man maneuvered yet again. He slid across Grewal’s gun optics and Grewal let loose a long salvo of cannon rounds. The tracers ripped into the Mirage-III from above like a deadly scythe and the aircraft detonated into a fireball. Grewal had to maneuver violently to avoid passing through the debris. He barely managed to avoid it.
As he pulled away to the west, he saw the flaming debris of the Mirage-III disappear into the white clouds below. He didn’t see a parachute. Grewal made a mental note to find out who it was that he had killed tonight. It certainly had been no average PAF officer…
But that was for later. Right now, they had to catch the enemy transport. Where was it? He checked his radar and found that the transport was making a dash to low altitude under the clouds as it headed north towards Peshawar. Grewal opened comms: “dagger-alpha: regroup on that transport! Don’t let it escape!”
He checked his fuel and found he had enough for no, so he punched afterburners and dived through the cloud cover. The enemy contact was not far, and he could see the unmistakable silhouette of a Boeing-777…
“What the hell?” His wingman blurted out. “What’s a civilian airliner doing here? And why was it being protected?”
“I have no clue, dagger-alpha-four.” Grewal responded. “Dagger-alpha elements: standby. Do not kill this bird. We need to call this one in.” He changed comms: “mongol-two, we have a bit of situation up here! A Pakistan-International-Airlines Boeing-triple-seven is in the skies and we intercepted it heading west out of Pakistani airspace under fighter protection. We nailed the two experienced fighter escorts. There is something going on. We require instructions. Over.”
“Uh, roger, dagger-actual. Can you force the aircraft to comply? Over.”
Grewal pulled up alongside the B-777: “out here in the middle of enemy airspace? That’s a big negative. This aircraft is heading to Peshawar. It diverted course as we showed up!”
There was several seconds of silence on the comms. Grewal took that time to look closer at the airliner flying parallel to him. The windows on the side began opening and he could see passengers inside.
Good god. Could this be an evacuation flight? “Mongol-two, there are possible civilians on board! Over.”
“Roger, dagger-actual. You are advised to let the aircraft go. I say again, let it go. Over.”
“Mongol-two, understand that this aircraft may have originated from Sargodha airbase. This may be an evacuation flight. Out.”
Grewal gave the aircraft a last look and pulled away, not exactly sure what he had just seen or what it meant. Scenarios ran through his mind. Could it be families of senior Pakistani military officers? Could that explain the escorts and the determined efforts of the two Mirage-III pilots? Were they fighting to protect their families? But why not evacuate by road? Granted that any association with the Pakistani military was liable to get a person killed in the tribal hinterlands, but why not try to bribe their way out? The sea option was not possible now that the Indian navy was laying siege in the Arabian sea. The aerial route had been desperate and risky. But why do it at all? Why not just leave them where they were. Surely they would be safer in their homes? The only reason the Pakistani command might be wanting to get their families out using such a high risk way was because staying where they were was considered by them to be riskier…
Grewal felt a shiver go down his spine. As his aircraft flew over the burning remains of the Chushma reactor complex, his mind was occupied by that realization. The blazing reactor buildings below and the sweeping jaguar strike fighters strafing what remained was just a sideshow to him now. A dreaded feeling took over as he wondered how close they were to pushing Pakistan over the edge…
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“Surely you are not surprised?” Potgam asked blandly.
The room went silent as all eyes focused on the prime-minister. He looked at the army commander: “just that it is all going down so fast! It is cascading out of control!”
Potgam nodded. And so did Ravoof and several others.
“The decision to strike their power complexes and nuclear reactors was correct and the execution has been successful,” Bafna said as he reviewed his notes. “Pakistan is dark. Our armored forces are deep inside Pakistan in the desert and the Pakistani line-of-control defenses have been smashed.” Bafna cleared his throat and then looked at Potgam: “the strike across the Punjab border and near Lahore is proving costly…”
“It is.” Potgam said flatly. “The advance to the city has been stalled thanks to the jihadis. But mark my words, the city will fall. If not tomorrow, then few days from now! We will not allow that cesspool of jihadists to remain standing. Our artillery is already turning the city to rubble. The airport is already destroyed. And…” Potgam stopped as Ravoof jabbed his finger on the table and leaned forward.
“And what happens after the city falls?”
“What do you mean?” Potgam cocked an eyebrow.
“I mean, what is the end-game scenario here? Assume for a second that we reduce the resistance in the city to ashes and march in. What happens? How will the Pakistanis react?”
Potgam sighed and leaned back in his chair: “I am not Hussein. I cannot imagine what he will do next.”
“On that note,” Bafna turned to Bhosale: “what’s the debrief on your pilot who intercepted the escaping Pakistani-airlines aircraft?”
“What’s this about?” The prime-minister asked worriedly.
Bhosale nodded slightly: “yesterday, our combat aircraft intercepted a Pakistani-airlines aircraft escaping out of Sargodha airbase in Pakistan. This airliner was being escorted by two enemy aircraft which our boys destroyed. The airliner turned north and flew out of the combat zone.”
“And why is this important?” Ravoof asked.
“It’s important,” Basu interjected, “because we believe the Pakistani high-command was ferrying their families out of the country.”
“But why?” The prime-minister asked.
“Isn’t it obvious?” Basu replied neutrally, as though teaching a bunch of students. “The Pak army doesn’t want their families to be on the ground when all hell breaks loose with nuclear weapons. This is the surest sign. We are getting indications of this from all our intelligence sources.”
“Good god!” The prime-minister said and let out a breath as he stared at the table.
“My god, man,” Bhosale said angrily to Basu, “how about you boys let us in on things like this as you get them?! I would prefer not to get these snippets of information as a fucking ‘by-the-way’!”
“What the hell are you shouting at me for?” Basu retaliated and then looked at Potgam: “if your military-intelligence boys weren’t shutting us civilians out of the loop, I would be much more happy to share what my boys are gathering deep inside enemy territory! And what the heck is your vaunted M-I doing, anyway? How is it that this is the first you are hearing about Pakistani nuclear plans?”
“Gentlemen! Please!” Ravoof interjected with a wave of the hand before the seething service chiefs could pounce on the diminutive RAW chief. “We are all on the same team here! Check your inter-departmental rivalries! Coordinate with each other or we are all going to be dead by end of the week!”
“So what do we do?” The prime-minister asked. “Should we let the Pakistani government know that any use of nuclear weapons will be responded in kind?”
“They already know all that!” Basu said irritably. “Why do you think they are trying to get their families out?”
“Besides,” Ravoof continued, “who would you even talk to? All our indications are that the Pak military in charge now. That means Hussein and his cronies. The government has been shunted out. Considering the jihadist fervor on the streets, there isn’t much even the Pak army can do now.”
“So what are you saying?” Bafna asked.
“I am saying that Hussein has already demonstrated that he is not above using nukes against us. Just ask the citizens of Mumbai. I don’t think he is going to stop now. Especially with us pounding down the door on Lahore and putting the entire country in darkness. This has only one outcome.”
“My god…” the prime-minister muttered under his breath as he rubbed his hands on his face. Bafna looked at him and then to the service chiefs: “what are our nuclear contingency plans in case this entire thing goes south?”
“The usual,” Potgam stated. He had been through all this before. He still remembered the dusty mushroom clouds over the snowcapped mountains of Bhutan…
“All missile-defense batteries went live around the major cities ever since the strike on Mumbai. StratForCom is online and the aerospace command is monitoring missile sites in Pakistan. On the defensive side,” Potgam turned to the navy commander: “admiral?”
The latter looked at the prime-minister, who was still holding his face in his hands: “the Arihant nuclear-ballistic-missile-submarine left its dock weeks ago. It is now in the Bay-of-Bengal, armed with long-range ballistic missiles capable of targeting both Pakistani and Chinese mainland cities from its launch positions in the bay. I…”
“Wait!” The prime-minister looked up abruptly: “why the hell are we talking about China now?!”
“Well,” Potgam replied, “considering their massing troops in the Tibetan plains, we have to assume that they are going to side with their Pakistani allies in all this.”
“But why?” The prime-minister pressed. “Islamabad left their Chinese allies hanging high and dry during the Tibet war. Why would Beijing come to their aid now?”
“The enemy of my enemy is my friend.” Basu said to no-one in particular, but all heads turned to him, so he continued: “Wencang and his crony Chen are no fools. They know which side of the bread to butter. They are already sending much-needed arms and ammunition to the Pak army via the northern mountains. They are almost certainly sharing electronic and satellite intel with Rawalpindi. How else do you explain the precision strikes the Pakistanis are launching against our airbases? Beijing is deploying its fleet to the Arabian sea to protect their merchant shipping assets. But if push comes to shove, they won’t hesitate to attack our ships blockading Pakistani ports. The port of Gwadar is a good example. One strike there from us and that is all the provocation Wencang will need to pile into this war. But whether he will join the nuclear fight? We don’t know.”
“But we have to be prepared,” Potgam stated. “Hence the defensive measures by the navy to provide Beijing some pause should they consider some nasty plans.”
“A cheerful thought.” Ravoof said as he leaned back into his seat.
“What can we do to prevent Chinese help to the Pakistanis?” Bafna asked.
“Short of declaring war on China?” Potgam replied. “Not much. We just have to roll with the punches on that one. We just don’t have the capability to take on both countries at the same time.”
“We should put some strongly-worded statements to the media, warning Beijing to stay away.” Ravoof suggested.
“I agree.” Potgam replied with a nod.
“Will it do any good?” The prime-minister asked.
Ravoof grunted: “not in the least. Wencang will ask for peace and yet continue to arm the Pakistanis. But we should at least make them uncomfortable.”
“What about us here in New-Delhi?” Bafna asked, his self-preservation kicking in.
“We should consider evacuating all of the senior government officials. Nuclear command protocol needs to be invoked,” Potgam stated, looked around, and then faced the prime-minister: “and that’s a decision that needs to be made now.”
The prime-minister pushed back his chair as he got up: “We are leaving.”
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A ball of white light disappeared into the green background. The thunderclap passed through the tank seconds later.
“Hit!” Kulkarni’s gunner exclaimed.
“Target destroyed, rhino-one! Good kill!”
Kulkarni was lost in other thoughts. He eyes were away from his commander’s sights and focused intently on the paper map unfolded on his thigh. The scribbled comments and highlighted routes were visible in the dim interior lights of the turret. He compared the ABAMS moving-map coordinates and followed it through on his paper map, traversing the route they had taken so far.
Islamgarh road from the breach point till here. His marker followed up the road on the map. Now coming up… Rahim Yar Khan road. He jabbed the center of the circle with the pencil and then folded the map and stuffed it to the side of the seat. He then pulled himself up to the optics, rotating a full azimuth…
His tanks were staggered in a wide area on either side of the Islamgarh road, visible as manmade silhouettes against the flickering green horizon. Their turrets moved slowly, deliberately and menacingly. To the east, behind them, he could see columns of vehicles making their way to and fro on the road. These were the engineers from trishul. They were bringing up supplies and evacuating the wounded from his tanks.
As he shifted the sights to the west, the view changed and he could see columns of smoke rising into the sky. Flashes of white flickered in and out of existence as the air-force pounded a Pakistani column on their way to meet Kulkarni in battle. The way he saw it, the more vehicles destroyed by the air-force, the less there would be for him to fight through…
“Rhino-actual, this is steel-central. Over.”
“Rhino-actual reading you five-by-five. Over.”
“Rhino, what is your status?” Kulkarni recognized Sudarshan’s voice straightaway. His demeanor stiffened instinctively.
“We are refocusing our forces at waypoint purple. Preparing to move once trishul catches up.”
“I see that, rhino-actual! I have you on visual!” Sudarshan had his unmanned drones in the skies above. “If I can see you, the enemy can too. They have drones up here. Count on it. And our anti-air boys haven’t delivered on clearing the skies as they were supposed to. I don’t want our tanks sitting in the open if the enemy starts lobbing cruise-missiles. Refocus your fighting elements and push on!”
“Roger. Rhino-actual copies all! Proceeding with all due haste!” Kulkarni said and the link chimed off.
Okay… Kulkarni peered through his sights. The town of Rahim Yar Khan was visible on the horizon. The main issue now, though, was what to do with this town?
It was a question that had plagued planners in army headquarters ever since offensive had been planned. Assuming they got to the outskirts of the town, then what? The assumption had always been that the battles here would be one of attrition, designed to bleed the Pakistani army before advancing to the highway and cutting it off. Either the war would be over by then, or the capture of the town would become insignificant once nuclear weapons were deployed. Nobody had anticipated Kulkarni’s tanks reaching the town before any of those two events…
Taking the town by force would require the kind of infantry support that was not available this deep inside enemy territory. Same for the artillery. The artillery that was available was the precision kind, designed to strike specific military targets and command centers with missiles. To level each house and building in order to take this town would require immense blunt force firepower delivered by guns that weren’t available. It was at times like this that Kulkarni lamented the lack of self-propelled artillery guns in the armored forces. While even the Pakistanis had these, the Indian forces did not.
The only option left was for Kulkarni to bypass the town along its perimeter, leaving a screening force along their flanks and dash to the highway west of the town. Kulkarni had decided to do that from the south. Rhino-one and — two taskforces had suffered heavy casualties in the past days. Enough to force him to roll them into a single entity under his command as rhino-alpha. Rhino-three and — four had also been coalesced into a single force and were now tagged as rhino-bravo. The farther they went into Pakistan, the thinner the rhino columns became…
How long before we are rendered ineffective for further advance? Kulkarni thought as he swiveled the screens: “driver, take the road in front of us to the junction and take the left axis on to Rahim Yar Khan road.”
“I see it.”
Kulkarni looked around and saw the grime, soot and sweat-covered faces of his crew, exhausted after two days of combat and scared. Tired of seeing their colleagues die after the other. Tired of this war…
But they had done well, Kulkarni knew. The Pakistani 1ST Armored Division had been severely mauled. It’s main combat element of modern tanks had been destroyed in the sands east of where Rhino was now. The enemy forces being thrust into battle against him now were, at best, second-line tanks. And the Pakistanis knew better than to throw them into battle head on. No, the Pakistani commanders were playing defensive now. They were digging in their forces inside Rahim Yar Khan and were determined to hold it.
“Rhino-actual to all elements,” Kulkarni said into his speaker, “we are moving on to waypoint red. Rhino-bravo: take the flank. Rhino-alpha is leading the charge. Expect heavy resistance. Kill any Pakistani foolish enough to try and get in your way! Civilians or otherwise. You all heard what the jihadists are doing against near Lahore. Expect the same here! Do not allow any Pakistani to come close. Kill anyone who does. Rhino will not be denied the objective! Out!” He changed comms: “driver, push on!”
As the tank rumbled to life and jerked forward, Kulkarni collected his thoughts. He was only too aware of the kind of war the Pakistanis were waging in Lahore. The jihadists were leading the assault against Indian forces. It didn’t take much for him to anticipate the same sort of battle for Rahim Yar khan. As his tanks rolled up and on to the tar of the Rahim Yar Khan road, the battle for Islamgarh road was officially over.
And the battle for Rahim Yar Khan was just beginning.
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“Sir, wake up!” Akram shook Haider as he slept in his sleeping bag. Haider mumbled something and turned around, his eyes barely adjusting to the pitch darkness.
“What is it?” He said finally as rubbed his eyes and tried to read the watch on his wrist. Removing the headphones he had confiscated from the kid’s bedroom in this house to help him sleep, he could once again hear the muffled thunder and rumbling outside.
Akram kneeled beside Haider, realizing the man was still dazed from sleep deprivation: “sir, a convoy from Sargodha has just made it into the city. They have something that you need to see right now!”
Akram’s tone struck Haider. He had known Akram a long time and this tone was reserved for only grim situations. Haider instantly rotated himself off the bed. A series of flashes from some artillery strike to the east provided just the illumination he needed: “all right, major. Let’s go.”
The two men walked out of the bedroom of the apartment that now served as a rest area for Haider’s command-staff. They tiptoed around the various sleeping bags sprawled around. It never ceased to amaze Haider how his men could sleep with all that was happening around them in this besieged city. But sleep deprivation and exhaustion put even the most scared individuals to sleep.
One floor below, the radios were alive with chatter as men rushed back and forth. Signs of exhaustion and fear were written on their faces as the battles to the east invariably brought bad news. The question on everyone’s mind, Haider saw, was how long before it was all over?
Haider wasn’t as worried, however. The bottom-line was that there were more jihadists inside Lahore than the Indians could possibly kill. And while he agreed that the lack of formal military training in the cadres of the mujahedeen ensured that the losses in manpower were colossal, the general effect it had on the Indian forces was worse. The momentum of the Indian army had been drained. The regular Pakistani troops were doing what they could and providing flanking security, logistics and indirect fire-support, but the main resistance were the holy warriors willing to strap explosives around their waist and run into an Indian tank. The Indians were being forced to level each and every building in order to advance. And that was unsustainable.
Haider had to concede that eventually the city would collapse. Once the flanking Indian columns north and south of the city met up to the west, they would choke off all logistics to the city. And then the battle would be lost. He hoped that the war would be over by then. After all, how long could India resist the international pressure to declare a ceasefire?
Haider followed Akram out of the apartment and into the cold winds raging through the streets, carrying the smell of blood and spent ammunition. He spat out the taste in his mouth and then followed Akram towards a group of soldiers standing by their parked trucks, down the road. Haider saw some M113 armored-personnel-carriers, some jeeps and a large group of soldiers gathering their weapons and equipment. Moonlight reflected off the shiny metal of the vehicles in the otherwise dark street. One of the officers conferring in a group saw Akram and Haider approaching and saluted.
Haider returned the salute and then cocked an eyebrow to Akram, who took the cue: “sir, these are reinforcements from the 6TH Armored Division at Gujranwala. They were sent here to bolster our defenses on orders from army command.”
Haider was surprised at that. He looked at the new faces and then back to Akram: “You woke me up for this?”
“No, sir,” Akram replied. “It’s what these men have brought with them that I woke you up. Come with me.” He walked past the assembled men to the special trucks parked farther down the convoy. Haider followed, in turn being followed by the new officers. Haider saw the trucks marked with ambulance signs on their sides and top. But the large number of well-equipped soldiers standing nearby pointed to something much more sinister…
Akram got up into the back of the lead “ambulance” and folded the flap over the top. Inside were specially marked containers that Haider knew only too well. In fact, he had handed one exactly like these to Muzammil a month ago…
“What the hell is this? What is going on here?” Haider turned to the assembled officers, all of whom were shaken by the thunderous outbreak of the General. “Who is in charge of this convoy? And where did you get these warheads?”
One of the young captains gathered the courage to speak: “that would be Brigadier Rashid Minhas, sir. He was attached to our convoy along with these vehicles by headquarters, 6TH Armored.”
“And where the hell is the Brigadier?” Haider thundered.
“He’s dead.” Akram said flatly as he jumped from the bed of the truck on to the tar road. “Killed in an airstrike on the convoy thirty kilometers north of the city. This,” he waved at the trucks and the convoy, “is all that made it. It is hard to get anything into the city anymore without it being mauled by Indian airstrikes.”
Haider sighed and considered the situation. He removed his helmet and ran his hand through the white hair.
“Akram,” he said, putting the helmet on, “get this cargo away from these trucks and this open road as soon as possible. There is no telling when we might get hit again. And for god’s sake disperse those armored vehicles. Don’t send them into battle to the east. We may need them intact soon enough. I am going to make some calls. Understood?”
Akram nodded and waved to the other officers nearby who sprang to life. As vehicle engines rumbled to life, Haider fixed his helmet chin strap and walked back forcefully towards his command center. Once inside, he walked up to Saadat: “get me General Hussein. Now!”
Saadat turned around in surprise and then picked up his radio comms. As he went through the motions, Haider considered his thoughts. First and foremost on his mind was to determine what Hussein was planning. Minhas was Hussein’s right-hand man. At least he had been, Haider corrected himself. If Minhas was involved, it meant Hussein was involved. Considering the cargo at hand, it wasn’t that acute a deduction, of course. But why now? Yes, the war was going bad for the Pak army. Yes, the situation out here was dire. But that bad? Had they run out of all other options?
“General Hussein’s headquarters on the line, sir.” Saadat said as he handed the speaker to Haider.
Haider was blunt as he spoke into the speaker: “what are you doing?” He waved Saadat and the others out.
“What am I doing? I am trying to win the war. I take it that Minhas has filled you in?” Hussein replied.
“Minhas is dead.” Haider said flatly. “Died in an airstrike while fighting his way into the city.” There was no sympathy in Haider’s voice. “So I guess we will never know what he had to say. You might as well fill me in.”
“I rather not,” Hussein replied. “At least not over these comms. Minhas was supposed to fill you in on the plan. I take it that at least some of his cargo arrived intact or else you wouldn’t have been calling me right now?”
Haider took a deep breath. “It did. What the hell do you want me to do with it? We are holding this city. Send me more men and supplies instead!”
“The city is lost and you know it.” Hussein replied fatalistically. “If not today or tomorrow, then the day after.”
“And I disagree.” Haider countered. “I can hold.”
“You don’t get it. It’s not about whether we hold this city or not. It’s about what the Indians will do to the city when they realize they cannot take it. And then what we will do to them in return. Are you following? If we use first, we are all dead.”
We already used the nukes on Mumbai! Haider checked his words. He knew what the words meant and if this conversation ever leaked to the outside world, the outrage would be uncontrollable. The world community would just stand back and let the Indians turn this country into a radioactive wasteland. No, the Indians had to be seen to be the ones who used the first nuclear warheads in the war. Mumbai would remain a terrorist strike in the eyes of the world. And if the Indians attacked Lahore first with nuclear warheads, then Pakistan would have to respond. With all its might. The losses incurred by the Indians in Mumbai and outside of Lahore would be enough plausible reason for New Delhi to resort to nuclear weapons, no?
What was it about believing a lie when it was shouted enough times? Haider understood finally what Hussein was saying. And his resistance to it was futile. The decision had already been made. That he had been forced into the sidelines by his own inner circle was a question that still simmered in his mind, but it would have to wait. His next questions were more practical: “when?”
“Tomorrow.” Hussein replied. “Indian tanks have reached the outskirts of Rahim Yar Khan and are poised to advance towards the N-5. We are attempting to stop them. If we do sap their strength, you will receive my abort orders.”
“And if not?” Haider said as he sat down.
“Then do what you must do for this nation, my friend. Remember Allah’s promise to his warriors after they reach the heavens!”
“Spare that for the mujahedeen!” Haider cut in forcefully, and then checked his words: “but I will do what I must. Out.”
As he placed the speaker back on its holder, he remained lost in thought. He walked outside the room and nodded to Saadat and Akram, who had arrived back. As the comms people rushed back into the room to take up their stations, Akram stood with crossed arms: “well, sir?”
Haider rubbed his hands on his facial stubble and then shook his head. The situation was so unbelievable even to his mind. He walked past them and left the room. Akram and Saadat looked at each other and then followed him out.
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The phone rang on the bedside table several times before Wencang got to it. He shuffled across the quilts and switched on the lights before picking the it up.
“Yes?” He cleared his throat and went for the glass of water nearby. “General Chen on the line for you, sir. He says it is extremely urgent.”
“Put him through.” Wencang drank the water as the secure comms encryption made noises and connected to the operations center at the CMC. A few moments later Chen’s voice came online over the background noise of his operations center.
“You need to get up here right now! I am sending a car!”
“Pakistan?” Wencang said as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes.
“Yes.” Chen replied.
“What the hell are they up to now?” Wencang said as the doors to his bedroom opened and his orderlies walked in with his uniform and some medicines.
“I would rather not say over the phone.” Chen replied. “How soon can you get here?”
Wencang looked at his watch and then at the pressed uniform laid out on his bed: “I will be there in twenty minutes. Give me a summary.”
“Very well. We just got a message from Hussein via the Pakistani military attaché here asking us to get our people out of Gwadar and other places in Pakistan. Whoever is left.”
Wencang jerked wide awake at that. That message meant only one thing…
“I will be there in fifteen minutes. Increase readiness for our combat forces! Warn the air-force and naval commands that a forced evacuation through the Indian blockade for our citizens may be required. I want plans and options by the time I get there.”
“Yes sir. I have the command staff coming up with our options already. Twenty minutes?” Chen asked.
“Is it doable, Chen?” Wencang asked.
“In the midst of a shooting war on such short notice? I don’t think so.” Chen replied, his voice laced with anger. “This warning is not much and Hussein knows it. He just wants to cover his ass! That son of a bitch!”
“Indeed,” Wencang added grimly. “They are certainly in a desperate situation, aren’t they? He knows that if he gave us enough warning, we would act on it and the Indians would see it exactly for what it was and prepare themselves. This way, there will be no warning whatsoever. The real question is whether we should play along and risk what military people we have in Pakistan or try and get them out.”
“A difficult choice.” Chen added.
“Is it, my friend?” Wencang continued. “Is it really a hard choice? If the net result of our inaction is the unleashing of full-scale nuclear war against our enemies, isn’t the lives of a few of our men worth it? This is what they signed up for, after all! We all signed up for this job. Considering the lives lost in the great war three years ago, what’s a few more?”
Chen remained silent on that. It was not his call. His concerns for his people, he kept in check.
“Do what we can.” Wencang said finally. “Get the word out to our men to get as far away from potential targets without raising too much of an alarm. We don’t know far Hussein has spread his plans yet even within his own commanders. For our own forces, increase readiness but otherwise do nothing. We will see how this plays out and determine the best time for us to step in and finish the job.”
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A TOW missile slammed into the engine compartment of the Arjun tank and ripped it apart, tossing debris in all directions as the massive hulk of the vehicle caught fire and shuddered to a halt. Fifty meters behind, Kulkarni’s tank also came to a halt.
“Oh shit!” Kulkarni let out the expletives as the chaotic comms chatter lit up all across the net.
“Where did that come from?” His gunner screamed as flames leapt out of the burning tank’s hatches, turning it into a fiery coffin for the crew…
Another thundering crash rippled through the tank from the rear and Kulkarni turned around to see another tank towards his rear emitting smoke and flames. Its crew leapt to safety out of open hatches. His brain caught up with the flow of events: “we are under attack from enemy helicopter gunships! Deploy smoke cover now, now, now!!”
“Roger!” His gunner replied just as a tube of sparks and streaking tracers flew horizontally from his south as the Tunguska anti-air vehicles went into action. The initial gunfire from these vehicles was supposed to be a distraction for the Pakistani cobra helicopter pilots; to get them to evade and lose track of their missiles. As the tracers went their way, one of the Tunguska vehicles ripple fired three of its anti-air missiles from the turret-side tubes. The missiles arced across the early morning sky and accelerated west…
Kulkarni didn’t get to see where they went, however, because his optics were instantly obscured by aerosol smoke clouds. His optics disabled temporarily, he pulled up the ABAMS screen and saw that three Arjun tanks were no longer registering their onboard handshake protocols.
“Goddamn it!”.
His tanks were reversing through the smoke. He could hear the rumble of distant explosions… as well as nearer ones. With no vehicle-to-vehicle connection between rhino and trishul, there was not much he could do to see how the anti-air forces were doing. He pulled himself to his optics and saw the manmade fog clearing…
“Breaker, breaker. Trishul-actual to rhino-actual: skies are clear. Out.”
“Rhino-actual copies all.” Kulkarni added as his heart tried to punch out of his chest. And to his driver: “stop reverse. Bring us out of this smoke.”
“Roger.”
The vehicle stopped and then rumbled forward. Within a few seconds they were out of the dissipating aerosol smoke and rumbling past the viciously burning Arjun tank that had been in front of them. Kulkarni saw through his optics the burning remains of that tank crew as they had attempted to leave their burning vehicle.
It could have so easily been us… a voice in his head said. He noticed his hands shaking. The turret swiveled to the side.
“Looks like we aren’t the only ones who took losses,” his gunner replied.
Kulkarni swiveled his sights to see a burning Tunguska vehicle to the south. Some supply trucks drove past it. Another Tunguska had already taken over and was now keeping pace with rhino. The only solace for Kulkarni were the two smoke columns on the western horizon indicating downed enemy helicopters…
“Be mindful of the enemy,” Kulkarni ordered. “We are the lead tank now.” He go a nod from his gunner.
He wondered how weak his voice sounded. He had to grip the handles for his sights tighter to prevent them from shaking. Why? This wasn’t his first time in combat. Hell, it wasn’t even his first war! So what was this? War weariness? Whatever it was, he concluded, he couldn’t let it take control of his body. Not right now. His men looked to him for stability in the midst of all this madness and chaos. He could not let them down. He could not let himself down.
“Rhino-actual, this is rhino-bravo-actual,” the radio came alive. “We are encountering increasing numbers of civilians evacuating from the town towards the highway. Indications exist that the highway may be clogged with civilian traffic. Suggest you proceed accordingly, over.”
Kulkarni nodded. “Agreed, rhino-bravo. Stay the fuck away from the civilians and shoot to kill anyone, and I mean anyone, who comes close to your tanks. We will do the same. Out.” The link chimed off.
“You heard what I said?” He asked his gunner.
“I did, sir. Shoot first, shoot to kill. Ask questions later.”
“Good.” Kulkarni then switched to the driver: “we should have sight of the highway soon enough. There will be civilian traffic. Proceed with caution and watch for mines.”
“Roger.”
Kulkarni then went back to his optics. The sky was just slightly pink and red to the east now. Yet another day of the war was starting in earnest. The western skies were still greyish-black. Night optics were of no use under such “twilight” conditions: just enough light to ruin night optics and not enough light to see anything with the naked eye. Wonderful conditions for a…
The streak of tracers from a cluster of houses nearby flew over his turret. Several of them slammed into the turret with metallic clangs. Kulkarni opened unit-wide comms as his gunner swiveled the turret to bring the main gun to bear on those houses: “rhino-actual is taking fire from the cluster of houses on the south-west edge of town. Trace back the fire for target position! Follow my tracers if required. Engage and destroy!”
The turret shook violently as the main gun recoiled and the spent sabot round fell back to the turret floor. The round slammed into the walls of the cement building from where the enemy fire was emanating. The sabot round is designed for tank combat. Against a cement and sand structure, it just passed through without much damage. It did leave a gaping hole in the wall on the second floor. The loader now put in an high-explosive round more suited for urban combat and it caused the entire second floor to erupt in a cloud of smoke and cement dust.
“Target building is destroyed!” The gunner exclaimed.
“Good kill!” Kulkarni replied.
“Why are the Pakistanis engaging us with light guns?” The driver asked. “What did they expect to happen?”
“These are the amateur jihadists.” Kulkarni replied. He had made a similar observation. “Or a rear-echelon unit caught unawares by our advance. Expect more asymmetric warfare from the enemy from now on. They will try and fight us the way the Taliban did in Afghanistan. Mines and suicide attacks coupled with regular army forces like those helicopters we encountered earlier!”
The sound of tank fire to their rear ended the conversation. The gunner began searching for new targets. Kulkarni rotated his optics to their rear and saw friendly tanks firing main gun rounds against enemy infantry within the civilian buildings inside Rahim Yar khan…
“Rhino-bravo is engaged in combat,” Kulkarni added for the benefit of his crew, who couldn’t see what he was seeing. As he watched, over a dozen Arjun tanks engaged a cluster of buildings inside the town. An entire line of buildings disappeared in balls of fire, smoke and dust. A few of the buildings collapsed. Enemy mortar fire erupted around the slowly moving Arjun tanks, but these could not possibly do any damage except perhaps to the tank treads. The tanks of rhino-bravo were moving east to west along the road and were flanking Kulkarni’s tanks. They moved sideways with their turrets swiveled at ninety degrees to engage targets. The tanks were following up main gun rounds with the rattle of co-ax machinegun fire, ignoring the mortar explosions.
The mortar fire worried Kulkarni, though. Time to call in a favor from Sudarshan: “rhino-actual to steel-central. We are encountering indirect mortar fire from within Rahim Yar Khan. Requesting counter-battery support. Over.”
“We see it and are working on it. Steel-central out.”
For Kulkarni, this battle was like a roadside show. He could do little other than to watch as it played out and trust the training and caliber of his men to ensure they came out on top. He almost missed a heartbeat when an enemy tank round slashed from between some buildings and just barely missed the front of an Arjun tank rolling sideways to the threat. The latter Arjun crew got into action and brought their front armor to face towards the yet unseen threat. A Pakistani T-80 tank rumbled between the narrow buildings to the north. Both it and the Arjun tank fired at each other simultaneously and the two tank rounds hit their targets. On the Arjun side, the enemy round hit square bang into the center of the Kanchan composite armor plating on the turret and the Arjun literally shuddered backwards behind a cloud of sparks. The T-80 received a round straight into its reactive armor panels and the latter exploded, jerking it aside.
The T-80 was clearly disabled. Its crew scampered out of the turret as smoke began appearing out of the engine. The Arjun tank on the other side of the road, however, shrugged off the hit and despite a nasty scar on its turret armor panels, rumbled back on the road. It fired a second shell and this one passed straight through the detonated reactive panels on the T-80 and demolished the tank in a fountain of sparks and smoke…
There were other T-80s hiding in the town. And rhino-bravo tanks all maneuvered to bring their frontal armor to bear on the besieged town. This was no longer a minor skirmish. It was now a major battle.
Kulkarni knew that there was no way he was sending his tanks inside Rahim Yar Khan to engage the enemy in a cat and mouse game. No, the enemy had to be hunted in a way where he could not respond. Kulkarni thought about talking to Sudarshan but noticed that the latter had already come to the same conclusion when the first air-force AH-64 Apache gunship helicopters flew over his tanks…
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“What am I about to do?”
Haider had repeatedly asked himself the same question for the past day. He rubbed his hands on his face. He still had no clear answer to it. He sighed and looked to the side of the table to see some picture frames laying on the floor. He pushed his chair back and picked up one of them, blowing the dust off it. It was the picture of a young child who had once stayed here in this apartment…
Where are you now? A voice asked him. Did you make it out of here in time? You probably did. Inshallah.
The picture of the boy seemed to speak to him as though the boy himself was standing in the room. Perhaps a manifestation of his conscience? He looked at the boy as though he were real.
Forgive me for what I must do to your house and that of so many others in this great city of ours. Perhaps Allah will understand that we did it for the safety of your generation against the Hindu threat to our way of life. Perhaps he will have mercy on those of us who shouldered this grave responsibility.
He put the picture back on a wall shelf and adjusted it so that it looked as it should. The boy reminded Haider of his own kids. His family were on a truck convoy heading to the Afghanistan border via Peshawar along with other families of senior Pak army commanders.
Will I see them again? Haider thought. Do I deserve to?
I doubt it.
He frowned and his eyes narrowed. He turned and picked up his sidearm and helmet stacked on the table and stormed out of the room. The chaotic noises enveloped him. The serene thoughts were gone. Time to get the job done.
“Akram!” He shouted over the chatter in his operations center and waved the major over. Akram had been conferring on the map table with the colonels and majors commanding the surviving units around the city. The officers all turned to see Haider and saluted from where they were. Haider returned the salute but did not bother walking over to the table. He knew that these unit commanders had their own evacuation plans to enact. Haider’s plan was to withdraw his forces out of the city within the shortest possible timeframe, leaving only the jihadists to fight blissfully until the end. They had one final role to play before they went to meet Allah, and it was to provide the Pak army time to evacuate from the city.
“Akram,” Haider said as he held the man’s arm and took him aside, “it is imperative that we coordinate all of our forces and pull back uniformly. The jihadists mustn’t expect a thing! If they do, they will drop their weapons and run, and the Indians will overrun all our retreating columns. It will be a massacre!”
“I understand, sir.” Akram said grimly. “The battalion and brigade commanders have been notified to that effect. And the 6TH Armored Division northwest of the city are notified to expect our columns withdrawing from Lahore.”
Haider nodded. “Good. What about our special cargo?”
“Captain Saadat and his men are setting it up near the field-hospital. They just need the go ahead.”
“Excellent.” Haider looked at his wristwatch: “time to start moving, then. Let’s go.”
“Yes sir.” Akram turned to face the room: “everyone: time for us to leave. Let’s go! Let’s go!”
As Haider watched, the room became an instant flurry of personnel and equipment. The radiomen started packing up their equipment and antennae. The battlefield computers were shut down and closed. The maps on the table were rolled and swept off. Within minutes, the room was already semi-vacant. Haider put his helmet on and snapped on the chin buckle. Akram walked over after slapping a full magazine into his M-4 rifle. Haider slipped his sidearm in his thigh holster and nodded to Akram, who led the way out. Haider followed him out along with his bodyguards.
Outside, a slight fog hovered above the streets. The sky above was turning dark blue and the topmost floors of the buildings were reflecting the red-yellow sunlight. In the street below, dozens of army trucks and vehicles roared as they drove past, leaving dust hovering in the air. Haider took all this in as he stepped out of the building.
The rumble of Indian artillery to the south reminded him that this city was nearly surrounded. Only the western and northwestern roads remained in Pakistani hands. And the 6TH Armored division to the north was manning them. This unit would receive Haider’s columns as they pulled out.
“Sir! This way!”
Haider turned to see Akram waving to him across the road. He looked both ways and then ran across, following Akram as he led them down the street. They found the field-hospital next to what used to be a civilian emergency care-center. Parked ambulances occupied the streets and wounded and bloodied soldiers were being loaded on them. The wounded soldiers were being hurriedly evacuated under Haider’s orders. It was a poignant sight as the tar of the road had blood spots everywhere. Haider’s only solace was that he wasn’t leaving these men behind.
Away from these ambulances, three of Brigadier Minhas’s “ambulances” were parked. Heavily-armed soldiers stood guard nearby as Haider and Akram walked up. They found Saadat kneeling beside the nuclear device inside one of the vehicles. He got up and saluted.
Haider quickly returned the salute: “all set?”
“Yes sir,” Saadat said as he stroked his beard. “The brigadier’s men set this up and sent us the remote-detonation codes. We can detonate via the Chinese SATCOM link.”
Haider exhaled as he glanced at the nuclear device and then nodded, first to himself and then to Saadat: “Good job, captain.” He then turned to Akram: “Are we ready to leave?”
“Ready when you are, sir.”
Haider jumped off the bed of the truck and back on to the road just as the rumble of jet engines spread through the area. All soldiers and officers instinctively looked up. Of course they saw nothing in the dark-blue skies. No contrails. No silhouettes. Nothing. But the sounds were very familiar to each and every one of them. Haider turned to say something to Akram just as the first thunderous explosion ripped through the air and the shockwave knocked them down behind a wall of dust…
When he woke up, Haider found himself covered with dust. The painful ringing in his ears would not stop. He saw that he was sprawled across the road next to an overturned ambulance. Soldiers ran past, helping the wounded. He saw one soldier in front of him screaming as his legs lay crushed under the overturned ambulance. But Haider couldn’t hear the screams over the ringing in his ears. It was a surreal feeling. All these years of waging war against the Hindus from behind the desk and he had never imagined them fighting back like this. He had underestimated their rage. And here and now was the price for his mistake…
“Sir!” He heard that noise and recognized it. Akram ran over and was kneeling beside him: “are you all right?”
Akram helped Haider up on to a sitting position and looked around for his helmet. It had fallen a few meters away and the chin-strap was ripped. Akram handed Haider took it shakily.
“What…?” he said and then shook his head forcefully to clear the headache. “What happened? Who got hit?”
Akram helped Haider to stand up: “Indian bombers dropped some precision munitions from high-altitude against our former command-center. We were lucky to leave when we did!”
Haider looked at Akram if he were crazy. He had been inside that building just a few minutes ago. He had known that it was possible that the Indians would triangulate his location based on all the comms chatter emanating from it. But he had expected that to take longer than it had. Perhaps he really did have nine lives?
“Major, let’s go. We have tested our luck enough!”
Akram nodded and motioned Haider to follow him towards the parked trucks forming the medical convoy. They would follow the ambulances leaving this place and hope that the Indians would let the convoy leave on humanitarian grounds. Abusing the Geneva conventions was not new to Haider. In fact, he relied upon them for survival against a vastly more powerful enemy. And today was no different.
As the convoy pulled off, they passed the street where his former command-center had been. Now it was enveloped in a dust cloud and the debris of collapsed buildings filled the street. Haider saw two M113s buried in the concrete. One of them was burning furiously. Soldiers were still pulling their comrades out of the rubble…
Haider shook his head and thanked Allah for his luck. It was every man for himself now as they abandoned Lahore. He leaned back in the seat and closed his eyes as the trucks finally pulled clear of the street and began rolling past the few civilians watching them from the roadside. Haider didn’t want to see their faces. Not now. It would only make more difficult what was to inevitably follow by his orders.
* * *
Grewal looked to the side of his cockpit and saw the city’s eastern and southern outskirts enveloped by pillars of smoke. Fireballs were erupting below. With his target-designation pod hanging underneath the belly of his LCA, he could see buildings collapsing under fire from Indian tanks.
But over the past twenty minutes, he had been seeing a dramatic turn of events. By all indications, it was clear that the Pakistani defenders were withdrawing. Under other circumstances it would have been joyous news to him. But it didn’t add up. The Pakistanis and their jihadi compatriots had been fiercly defending Lahore, inflicting heavy casualties on the Indian forces outside the city. And while it was true that the Indians had worked their way around the city, Lahore’s defenders had not been beaten. They could have kept this fight up for a few more days. So why were they withdrawing?
Grewal and Ramesh had been on station as escort for a flight of Mirage-2000s from No. 7 Squadron on bomb-truck duty. Two single-seat Mirages were dropping laser-guided-bombs under the guidance of a third two-seater Mirage with a laser-designation-pod, similar to the one he carried. Grewal and Ramesh were standing away from the area and were operating north of the city at high altitude, watching for PAF interceptors.
But the skies were clear. The radar confirmed that the PAF was not in the skies around Lahore this morning. Their capability to do so had been sapped by heavy-handed Indian counter-air operations. The aerial battle for Lahore had ended in India’s favor within the first few days of the war.
But Grewal had that feeling in the pit of his stomach telling him to expect the worst…
“Tinder-two: good hit. Switching designation to that northern building with the ack-ack battery on top. Tinder-three: you are up.”
“Confirm, Tinder-leader. I have the ball.”
The radio chatter was keeping Grewal aware of what the Mirage boys were up to. The morning sunlight was glimmering off the wings of the Mirages as they banked to the side, a thousand feet below him.
He moved the lens of the target designator on to a convoy of vehicles heading north. He confirmed that it was a convoy of ambulances based on the medical crosses painted on top of the trucks. He wasn’t going to strike an ambulance convoy. He wasn’t that desperate for ground targets.
* * *
“Any news?” Haider asked Akram as the latter sat with the radiomen in the back of the vehicle.
Akram shook his head in dismissal: “nothing yet.”
Haider’s heartbeats increased. He nodded and then looked forward to see the ambulances driving in front. They were driving through the northwestern outskirts and the sounds of the fighting had fallen behind. They were passing through roads being kept clear by the military-police. The civilians were being shuffled to the side in hordes to make way for the military vehicles to pass. Even so, the chaos and confusion on the faces of the civilians was palatable.
Haider wondered if they were far enough away yet. Technically, they were almost out of the lethal zone. But not out of the zone enough so that when the explosion did occur, the shockwave would rip through their convoy like a hot knife through butter. No, they had to drive further out of the city. Another few kilometers.
Which was just fine to him, of course. The more time they took to get away, the more time Hussein had to call off this monstrous order. Maybe the battle for Rahim Yar Khan and the last stand of the Pak army units there would be enough to finally sap the Indian momentum. Maybe this order will be rendered irrelevant by a call for a ceasefire.
But even he didn’t believe in that. What would he do if he were in the Indian shoes right now? If he was in a position of such a decisive victory, would he stop and let the enemy recover? Never! He would drive on until they had vanquished the enemy once and for all. And that was what he expected the Indians to do as well. For that matter, considering the stakes, wasn’t it his duty to do everything in his power to prevent the Indians from succeeding?
His face contorted as he finally came to terms with what had to be done. Instantly, the hope that Hussein would call this off, became irrelevant. He chastised himself for being so defeatist in the face of this decisive jihad against the Indians. Now it didn’t matter. Hussein may call or he may not. Pakistan could now hope to win this war only if it went nuclear. And if it required sacrificing a half abandoned city to make it look like Indians had used nuclear weapons first, then so be it. He could rely on Hussein and the civilian government and even the Indian media to spread the doubt of culpability on New-Delhi. And then the pressure would be on the Indians to put a stop to this madness…
And a nuclear war was one Pakistan could hope to win. Haider was sure of this. It was the only option now standing in between them and yet another humiliating defeat.
No! This defeat had to be staved off. Now!
* * *
“Ahh!”
Grewal squinted as the flash of light blossomed over the eastern part of Lahore. It rapidly expanded and enveloped three-quarters of the city. The brightness was intense enough to completely blind and disorient Grewal and Ramesh. Their fighters rocked back and forth as both pilots instinctively jerked their controls.
By the time Grewal had reached for his helmet-mounted visor and snapped it over his eyes, the expanding ball of fire and light had turned into a white mushroom cloud with a base of hellish orange-yellow. It was so intensely bright that the visor didn’t help much. He tried to bring his arm up to shield his eyes…
Grewal knew that a massive shockwave was heading towards them an invisible stone wall. He went for the comms, not realizing that they were of no use “dagger-two! Get the fuck out of here! We are about to…”
The shockwave struck the tiny LCA like a tsunami, despite it being highly dissipated by the time it reached their altitude. But it was enough to knock the aircraft aside like a piece of paper in the wind. The LCA was swept aside and the port wing sections sheared off, causing an uncontrolled roll at a phenomenal rate as it plummeted from the sky.
Inside the cockpit, all possible alarms and warnings were blaring and screeching. Grewal tried some controls and found that they were non-responsive. The engine had flamed out. No hope of relighting it under these conditions. There wasn’t much to do.
It was time to leave.
Grewal pulled himself into his seat as best as he could do under the centrifugal conditions and pulled the ejection handle. The physical forces exerted on his body under such conditions were massive. He was knocked out instantly and everything turned black.
* * *
Malhotra leapt up from his seat inside the operations-center as the screen from one of the radar-imaging satellites over Pakistan registered a color-filtration flicker and then a blip appeared over the overlay marked: LAHORE.
A deadpan background voice from a speaker confirmed it: “warning: possible nuclear event registered at the following coordinates…”
Someone muttered a “good god”, but Malhotra was zoned out already. He reached for the phone to call StratForCom operations and confirm what he had just seen…
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Grewal woke to find his parachute tugging and dragging him with the wind. He tried to get his bearings and then snapped open the harness, causing the parachute to drift away with the dusty winds. He looked around and saw that he was half-immersed into the waters of a filthy lake. Two-dozen meters of drag marks in the mud followed away from his feet along the lake perimeter. His flightsuit was ripped in several places and he had bruises all over. But his sidearm was still nearby. He grabbed it urgently and checked the pistol. It had a full ammo clip and it cocked with the right amount of click. That made him feel a little better, even if it were mostly psychological. A pistol with a single clip wasn’t going to prove much help in the midst of enemy territory if he were found…
And then it hit him. He scampered around a full circle and finally spotted it. The massive mushroom cloud to the east was rising peacefully into the blue skies. The clouds nearby had been parted into a clean circle by the shockwave. The smoke and dust was gradually shifting into the winds, oblivious to the terror unleashed to those it had touched.
Grewal knew he needed a radio to get in touch with friendly forces. He also needed to get away as soon as he could. If his parachute had been spotted descending into this area, the enemy would be out looking to skin him alive.
He picked himself up and staggered towards the shrubs nearby. His mind was running on hyper speed: maybe they might be distracted by the nuke enough to…
The nearby waters of the lake rippled under the impact of rifle bullets and the distinctive whump noises of supersonic rifle rounds passing by told him that his hopes for evasion were already dashed. The distant crackle of rifle fire showed him where the threat was. He saw a several civilians and soldiers approaching him from the other side of the lake. The civilians were armed with what looked like knives and machete-like weapons. The soldiers were advancing towards him and taking shots.
He ran faster than he had in his entire life, despite his injuries. Fear gave him wings. He had no illusion of what would happen if he was caught by this frenzied mob looking for a scapegoat for what had just transpired in Lahore.
It was easier said than done. He was on an open field near the lake and the nearest trees were a hundred meters away up a gentle climb. Maybe if he got into the trees, there was a chance. But run up that slope and he would be easy target practice.
Anything was better than sitting here, however. He was about to make a run for it when a rifle bullet sliced through his thigh and another through his left arm almost simultaneously. He heard the distinctive crushing noise of bullets shattering his thigh bones. A split second later he was smack on the ground and tasting mud. His vision blurred.
He tried to crawl away, but it was no use. He changed his orientation and saw the mob running up to him, frothing in anger, waiting to tear him limb by limb with their knives…
“Like hell!”
He pulled out his pistol and took aim with his right arm and pulled the trigger. The two soldiers closest to him were taken by surprise by what they thought was a dying prey. The lead soldier took two rounds straight in his chest and fell on his back, splattering blood on the civilians behind. The other soldier took one round straight to the cheek, flipped and fell into the water of the lake with a splash. The others ran for cover and took up firing positions.
Grewal knew the end was near. He prepared for the impact of heavy rifle bullets. Horror gripped his soul.
The massive series of whumps caught everyone by surprise. The civilians charging up to Grewal were the first to receive multiple bullet hits. They went down like a sack of coal around Grewal’s prone body. One went down on top of him because of his forward momentum, causing Grewal to moan in pain.
The Pakistani soldiers nearby immediately turned their attention to the other side of the lake. Two of them went down before ever being able to identify their foe in the trees. The flash of gunfire and the rifle rounds slicing through their bodies with wet thumps was music to Grewal’s ears. The Pakistanis returned fire. Branches and leaves fell from that, but the shadows obscured their enemies. In their haste to capture the cornered Indian pilot, they had run across the very same open field that had exposed Grewal. And now they were being hunted, with no place to hide.
Several more bursts of fire and the last of the Pakistani soldiers was silenced. For several minutes, Grewal struggled to get the body of the dead civilian in salwar-kameez off of him. But it wasn’t easy with only one good arm. He groaned and moaned in his efforts but the dead body wouldn’t budge.
He heard the clearest sounds in Hindi that he would forever remember from that day on. It was then that he knew he was in the presence of friendlies. A few moments later he saw the camouflaged face of an Indian special-forces trooper hovering over him. The soldier lifted the dead Pakistani and tossed his body aside. Grewal could not control his tears as the soldier offered his gloved hand to help him up:
“Come on, sir. Time to get you out of here.”
Grewal took the offered hand and got up, hobbling on his one good leg. He scrutinized the special-forces team members around him but could not spot any national markings or insignia on their uniforms. But the Indian-made rifles and comms gear were clear enough. As was their chatter in Hindi and English as they walked around the dead Pakistani soldiers, firing pistol rounds into whoever had survived, civilian or otherwise.
“Who are you?” Grewal asked sheepishly.
The medic tending to him did not reply. But one of the taller soldiers walked over, wearing his boonie hat. His face was camouflaged in streaks of green and brown just like the others, but he seemed to be carrying gear meant for a team-leader. His posture confirmed this assumption: “you are in the company of friendlies, sir. And you are extremely lucky that we happened to be in the neighborhood. We saw the explosion and your chute descending about the same time as these bastards did,” he kicked the dead Pakistani on the ground next to his feet. “Looks like we got here just in time now, didn’t we?”
Grewal breathed a sigh of relief. His heart was still pounding away in his chest and despite the cold weather, he was sweating: “I owe you my life! If you had been a few seconds late…”
Pathanya nodded and smiled sympathetically. He had no illusions about the barbarians they were dealing with here.
“What’s your name?” Grewal asked. “SOCOM?”
“Can’t share any details, sir. And we need to get out of here right now, but I am Major Pathanya. And these are my men. Welcome to the pathfinders!”
* * *
Haider walked past the soldiers sitting in the stairwell of the house and on to the roof. He found several of his guards as well as some of the staff officers perched there with their binoculars. They were staring silently as the brown-grey mushroom cloud dissipated into the winds.
This rooftop was a clear vantage point for the area, being the highest one around. Some of his communications troops had already set up VHF antennae here to allow them to talk securely with the 6TH Armored Division unit north and east of here. Haider found Akram and Saadat kneeling besides some battlefield computers that they had set up on the terrace.
“Well?” Haider asked as he walked up behind them.
“Comms established with the 6TH Armored,” Akram said without looking away, “and they are patching us through to corps command links. We should be online shortly.”
Haider crossed his arms. His next moves weren’t exactly clear at this time. When he had been tasked to hold Lahore, that had been a clear objective which he had hoped to keep on until the end of the war. Now, that order had been superseded by the one he had just executed. And that had left him without a clear purpose. He had just terminated the lives of thousands of jihadists, civilians and enemy soldiers and had flattened and irradiated one of the most culturally symbolic cities of his country. But he was purposeless, and left hoping that the plan would work.
If it didn’t work, he would be left sitting here in the dust covered villages while the full-scale nuclear war raged. As the commander who once led the ISI, he was not a passive man. He needed to control the flow of events. Sitting here in a random village and cut out of Hussein’s inner loop was a bit too much of a reversal in his fortunes for his liking.
The problem was that he couldn’t just get on the phone with Hussein and ask him “what next?”. Plausible deniability was the name of the game now. The news outlets and world media were already reporting the nuclear detonation in Lahore. And it was clear that nobody could claim decisively on who carried out the attack. Both sides were already blaming each other. And until a forensic analysis was done to determine that the fissile fuel used in the detonation came from Pakistan, the charade would continue. Now the Indians would have to respond either by declaring a ceasefire to prevent a worse outcome, taking the destruction of Lahore as retribution for Mumbai, or they would continue the fight. If they did the latter, Hussein could claim nuclear provocation and strike. The international community would be too busy demanding both sides to back down to actually do anything. After all, he was only defending his country against a massive invasion by its much larger neighbor.
But what it meant for Haider was what he wanted to know. He wasn’t going to allow Hussein to leave him hanging out to dry when all this went down. Maybe he had wanted Haider to die in the explosion instead of pulling his units out. After all, it would have been more convincing if Pakistani civilians and military defenders had died in the explosion, no?
Knowing what he knew, both about the strike on Mumbai as well as the detonation inside Lahore, Hussein clearly expected him to martyr himself, ensuring that his secrets would never make it into Indian or western hands.
But Haider had other plans. He wasn’t about to martyr himself for Hussein or for anyone else. The only question was: how would Hussein react when he found out?
* * *
“All units, this net: this is steel-central! Condition red! Condition red! Nuclear warfare conditions are declared. All taskforces report N-B-C red-con status! Over!”
Kulkarni’s heart missed a beat. At first he thought it was a mistake. It had to be! But this was no mistake.
They were now in a nuclear war.
All sorts of questions raced through his mind overriding the combat enveloping his forces at that moment. Had the Pakistanis nuked Indian cities? Or Indian forces? How bad was it? Or was it just a warning for what was about to happen?
The metallic clang outside his turret and the recoil of his main gun reminded him that this warning would have to wait. The battle for Rahim Yar Khan was in full force. And nuclear warfare or not, Kulkarni’s biggest threats were the hand-launched anti-tank missiles and the lurking T-80s inside the town. He did check that ABAMS showed all of his tanks were reporting “buttoned-down-and-sealed”. He pulled his comms speaker just as the shadow of an Apache helicopter momentarily covered his sights and the whump-whump-whump of its rotors dissipated away: “rhino-actual to steel-central: reporting N-B-C red-con active across the board. Over.”
That message caused his gunner and loader to share looks before they went back to fighting. Whatever it was that had caused the nuclear conditions to be declared, it would have to wait. The enemy inside Rahim Yar Khan had to be crushed first.
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“They did what?” Ravoof said as he leaned forward.
“You heard me the first time.” Potgam said from his operations center. He was on one of the monitor screens in the conference room on board the air-force’s Boeing-737 BBJ airborne-command-center aircraft. This aircraft was currently carrying the top cabinet and military commanders of the Indian government. A nuclear attack was expected by everyone; that it had struck Lahore, was not.
“General,” Bafna said from his seat, his face showing a mask of fear, “did we do it? Was it one of our commanders?”
Potgam’s face contorted to rage: “how dare you?! My men died out there! In the thousands! How dare you insinuate that it was one of us! May I remind you, sir, that this is the Indian armed forces we are talking about!”
“We are not Pakistan, Bafna.” Ravoof said before the situation exploded. He knew Bafna to be a petty man who would not take his ego being struck down in this manner. He also knew Bafna had crossed the line and there was no excuse. Not when the stakes were this high.
“But why would they destroy their own city to stop our forces?” The prime-minister asked, his voice shaking despite his attempts to hide it.
“Plausibility for a first-strike.” Basu said flatly from another screen. He had not evacuated from New-Delhi when the others had left for the safety of the skies. His work was better done from where he was. Cooped up inside a small cabin in the skies radically restricted his options and control of RAW operations. And now those operations were more critical than ever.
“Care to explain?” Ravoof said on behalf of the others.
“Makes sense that they would do this, no?” Basu continued musing. “Put yourself in Hussein’s shoes. They are losing this war. On all fronts. Our army has reached the critical highways deep inside their country. We are besieging all of their border towns and villages. The rampant call to arms for the jihadists has rendered thin the army’s control on the country. We have indications that the jihadists are looting and pillaging Pakistani towns and villages now. And all this scares the hell out of Hussein, Haider and the others. But if they launch the first strike, they are finished. Aren’t they?”
Potgam nodded: “we will crush them if they did that!”
“Exactly,” Basu continued. “And so would the rest of the world. Pakistan would cease to exist.”
“So what’s your point?” Bafna asked irritably.
“What if we were the ones who struck first? What if they made it look that we struck Lahore because we were unable to take it by conventional means? Or that we struck it in retribution for Mumbai? The waters get muddy very quickly at that point, don’t they?”
Ravoof muttered an expletive as he understood what Basu was getting at: “this is a frame up for a full-up nuclear strike!” The prime-minister just sank back in his seat.
“Or they are offering us a way out,” Basu added. “Lahore for Mumbai. Take it and quit while you are ahead. That’s what Hussein and his henchmen are saying to us.”
“Should we take it?” Bafna asked, turning to the prime-minister, who looked like he had aged immensely since this crisis had begun a month ago.
Not getting anything other than silence, Bafna turned to Ravoof, who shook his head: “take a peace deal under a nuclear threat?” He said to Bafna, “Is that really the message you want us to tell our citizens?”
“We are not bartering for our cities.” Potgam said flatly. “We didn’t buckle to the nuclear threat with the Chinese when they had missiles aimed at every one of our cities and even used them. And we are sure as hell not going to buckle to this two-bit Hussein and his generals.” His voice carried an authority unusual to those in the cabinet. But then again, Potgam was a battle-hardened veteran: he was not easily fazed. His sense of purpose stood like a rock wall in the face of a wave of doubts. In a way it affected all those in the room. Ravoof and Basu both noted this effect.
“Let’s talk response.” The prime-minister said finally.
“StratForCom is fully online.” Potgam replied. “We are at full launch readiness across the board. Nuclear warheads have been mated with delivery systems and we have strike packages ready. We can choose to strike any or all targets depending on the level of escalation desired.”
“Now hold on,” Bafna jumped in, “you are talking a nuclear response! What about continuing our conventional attack? Wasn’t that the point of all this? To destroy Pakistan’s ability to wage war? At what point did we start talking about destroying that entire country?”
“Sir,” Potgam added menacingly, “that threshold was crossed by the enemy two hours ago. Whether you like it or not, we are now in a nuclear war and we need to destroy the enemy before he destroys us!”
Ravoof shook his head: “We are in reaction mode here. And that can be dangerous. We need to consider this objectively. So far, we have suffered a few thousand dead in Lahore. Yes it has blunted our offensive, but we are still penetrating deep on the other fronts. And the Pakistanis just destroyed their own city! Their own city! Not one of ours, discounting Mumbai for a moment. If we are to strike, let’s strike towards our objective. The Pakistani air and naval forces are decimated. Their army is putting up a fight but is losing ground. Their defenses in Kashmir are in shambles. We have struck their nuclear and conventional power plants and have broken their back. Isn’t this correct?”
Potgam nodded very slightly, frowning because he could not tell what Ravoof was driving at.
“So,” Ravoof continued, “shouldn’t we stay the course and take out the senior Pakistani leadership? Shouldn’t that continue to be our endgame scenario? With the assumption, of course, that if the Pakistanis escalate with additional nuclear strikes, we can destroy their country to the last city and town? If there is even the possibility of preventing further nuclear detonations in our neighborhood, shouldn’t we try it?”
Potgam sighed: “I don’t fully agree with you, sir. But I do see your point.”
“So what the hell happened to Haider?” Bafna asked. “Wasn’t he the commander in Lahore? Basu, didn’t you have plans to locate and nab him?”
Basu leaned back in his seat: “before this mess, we had a team near Lahore poised to try and locate Haider and his officers and if possible, to terminate his command. That plan is still in play.”
“To what end?” Ravoof asked. “Surely Haider is dead in this explosion in Lahore?”
Basu shook his head. “If I know that son of a bitch, he will not allow himself to die that easily. He is used to sacrificing others for achieving goals. But he draws a clear line when it comes to self-preservation. He would rather let his nation fail miserably in the war but will not sacrifice himself to win it. He will toss as many bodies into the fire as needed, however. It’s just his character.”
“So he is probably alive?” Bafna asked.
“I would bet on it.” Basu added. “He has probably bugged out of Lahore before the detonation. He may even be hiding somewhere near Lahore.”
“But you are not sure.” Ravoof stated it for the group.
“Correct. This is pure speculation on my part.”
“Is there any way to confirm it?” Bafna asked.
“Only if that bastard tries to talk to someone over military comms,” Potgam replied. “With Pakistani skies under relative control, Bhosale and his electronic-warfare and signals-intelligence crews are working with Basu’s ARC boys over Pakistan. If Haider tries to talk to someone in Rawalpindi, we might be able to get a sneak-peek into his whereabouts.”
“That’s rather thin to go on.” Ravoof said neutrally.
“It’s all we have.” Basu said before Potgam could. “But Haider is not one to sit out the war on the sidelines. So expect him to make some noise. We just have to trust that bastard to stay true to character.”
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“Not much of a conversationalist, are you?” Grewal said and then winced in pain from the bullet wounds. The medic treating him was not being gentle. Pathanya stood nearby and watched impassively. Grewal looked around and saw the other men on perimeter security in this wooded area. Vikram and a couple others were fixing the smudged camo face-paint streaks on their cheeks under guidance from each other. The early afternoon sunlight was casting rays through the windy leaves above them. No one said anything beyond what was required.
Grewal sighed. He understood from what he saw that these men were very exhausted. Staying on constant vigil inside enemy territory will take its toll on anyone. The strain of combat compounded the exhaustion.
Not to mention a wounded air-force pilot to take care of. He was painfully aware of his inability to keep up with the pathfinders even under what he considered was his “peak condition”. With a broken shoulder and a bullet wound in one leg, he had no doubts that he was a hindrance to whatever these men were doing out here. At lease he considered himself better armed now, having picked up one of the G3 rifles and some extra magazines from the dead Pakistani Rangers.
“Major Pathanya,” Grewal said finally to the towering figure standing near him, “before you rescued me, I was unable to get in touch with my people. I am pretty sure they think I am dead or captured. Perhaps if we can send a word out, they can come get me and you and your men can return to your existing mission?”
Pathanya bent down on one knee and tucked his rifle the other way on his chest: “sir, our original mission doesn’t exist anymore. Not after this.” He cocked his eyes to the hanging dust clouds over Lahore. “We will arrange a pickup as soon as possible. But I intend to get all of my men out. There is nothing left for us here. Not anymore.”
“What was your original mission?” Grewal asked, half-expecting to be ignored.
Pathanya sighed and got up on his feet, pulling his rifle closer: “sir, our mission was to kill or capture a critical individual responsible for orchestrating the nuclear attack on Mumbai. This individual was also in charge of the jihadist forces inside Lahore. Our secondary objective was to cause general mayhem within the enemy logistics in conjunction with the air-force.”
Grewal smiled: “so you were our eyes and ears behind enemy lines, eh? I was flying escort missions with my squadron protecting the same bombers that you were helping to guide in. Small world.”
“Small world, indeed.”
“This nuclear detonation in Lahore,” Grewal said as he pulled himself up into sitting position against a tree trunk, “was orchestrated by the Pakistani high-command. Trying to implicate us before using their first strike options or giving us a backhand way out.”
“An eye for an eye?” Pathanya said as his smile gave way to something more sinister. Grewal saw it in his eyes. The Pathfinders weren’t looking for an eye. They were looking for heads on a platter. He could only wonder whose command they were under and what their mandate was…
“An eye for an eye.” Grewal nodded. “A few nights ago, I was on a mission deep inside Pakistani airspace when we found that the Pakistanis were attempting to use airliners to fly their civilians out of the country. That could have only meant one thing.”
“So we knew this was about to happen?” Pathanya pointed an arm towards Lahore. Grewal could only tilt his head in a way that said: probably.
“And then this morning,” Grewal winced again as the pain shot up in waves from his thigh, “I saw on my designator pod that the Pakistanis were moving large medical evacuation convoys out of the city, twenty minutes before the detonation in eastern Lahore.”
“What did you say about the medical convoys?”
Pathanya smiled in that weird way that Vikram and Kamidalla quietly recognized to mean: son of a bitch!. Grewal looked at the others but didn’t see any answers there. Pathanya knelt beside him and removed a folded paper map from his thigh pocket and unfolded it over Grewal’s legs.
“Sir,” he said after handing Grewal a small pencil, “can you show me exactly where you saw the medical convoys heading before you were shot down?”
Grewal looked at Pathanya, then Vikram and then Kamidalla as they strode over and knelt beside the map as well. They stowed away their rifles and removed their own paper maps. Grewal shrugged and then took the map from Pathanya, studying it and acquainting himself with the orientation and scale.
Several quiet seconds later he pointed to a location in western Lahore: “right here,” he rounded the location using a pencil, “is what we believe was their command center. That was determined using triangulation of comms signals over the past few days. We bombed it using laser-guided-munitions thirty minutes prior to the nuclear detonation. And right here,” he moved his pencil on the translucent paper by one block north, “is where I spotted what I believe was a field-hospital operated by the Pak army.”
Pathanya nodded as he studied the locations being marked by Grewal. “And the convoys leaving the area?”
“They were,” Grewal said and then peered closer at the roads leaving Lahore, “right along here. Heading north.”
“The bastards bugged out of the city before the explosion!” Vikram blurted out. “I wouldn’t have expected anything less from that bastard!”
Grewal looked at the camo-painted faces talking around him. “Gentlemen, forgive me for breach of protocol here, but was your target Lt-general Haider? Is that why you are here?”
Vikram raised an eyebrow at Pathanya but said nothing. The latter simply lifted the map from Grewal’s legs and folded it into neat squares. Vikram and Kamidalla took the cue and did the same.
Pathanya realized, however, that he couldn’t just treat the air-force officer this way: “yes sir. We have reason to believe that he was involved with arming the terrorists that struck Mumbai.” He let that sink in for a moment. “And I also believe that Haider is not only alive, but is hiding with his entourage within these medical convoys you saw.”
“That’s a breach of the Geneva convention!” Grewal blurted in anger.
“Wouldn’t be the first time for that bastard,” Vikram noted before Pathanya shot him a glare.
Grewal knew the answer, but asked anyway: “So what does this all mean for you?”
Pathanya took a deep breath: “just that our mission is still alive and kicking somewhere northwest of Lahore. And we are going to get him!”
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HUssein’s plans were taking shape on the world stage through the media. Images released by the government of Pakistan via their embassies in the United States, the UK and over the social media showed up-close-and-personal images of the nuclear detonation in Lahore. The enveloping mushroom cloud bought back recollection of a similar event over Mumbai just over a month ago. And as there, Islamabad was quick to point out the human tragedy that was just unfolding. Islamabad released a press note stating that an Indian nuclear warhead had been detonated over Lahore and civilians in the city had suffered staggering casualties.
In the media, the Pakistani foreign-office spokeswoman refused to state the military situation in the city. She also reiterated that Pakistan would not be on the receiving end of nuclear terrorism by India and reserved the right to use its own weapons in self-defense. When asked about India’s ‘no-first-use’ policy on nuclear weapons, the spokesman stated in thinly veiled anger to “ask the citizens of Lahore who’s families and livelihood has just been destroyed by Indian nuclear aggression”.
With official government websites and media remaining hacked for a second week, the Pakistani government accused the Indian military’s cyber-warfare command for causing the breakdown in essential government communications to its citizens, leading to social chaos and anarchy.
And the Indian media became unwitting proponents of the Pakistani plan as they lead the charge against New Delhi for what they called a “war of aggression” against a “misguided” neighbor. Protests in New-Delhi against “India’s war” turned violent as protesters clashed with nationalists in the streets. Riot police resorted to the use of rubber bullets and tear gas as similar protests spread to other cities.
The Pakistani ambassador in Washington D.C. stated that the nuclear strike on Lahore was India’s way of “reaping revenge” against innocent civilians in Pakistan to cover up New-Delhi’s failure in apprehending the real culprits. He also added that an attack such as the one in Lahore would “not go unanswered”. He asked New-Delhi to put an end to this ceaseless violence and pull back its forces across the international border and denied to respond to questions from the media on whether this attack on Lahore would lead to a nuclear counter-response from Pakistan. He said that since New-Delhi had “triggered the nuclear option”, Islamabad could not be held responsible if it felt it had to do the same to protect itself…
* * *
“As I have stated previously, the notion that we had anything to do with the nuclear detonation in Lahore is ludicrous!” Ravoof repeated for what he felt was the hundredth time in this press conference. “The Indian armed-forces had nothing to do with the attack. We can only presume that the explosion in Lahore was done by the same individuals who carried out the attack on Mumbai. The patterns are the same and so are the radiological signatures. Let me make this very clear:” he paused for effect, “this was not an Indian bomb. Period.”
He looked around to see the faces of the massed media personnel and cameras pointed to him and hoped that his body language was convincing. It had to be. Any indication of doubt on such a stage would take a life of their own. He did not want to get into a shouting contest with Pakistan with accusations and counter-accusations in spite of the facts.
“Yes.” He pointed to a raised hand from the journalists. It was one of the western correspondents.
“Can you comment on the rumors that India has carried out this nuclear attack in response to the massive resistance its forces have been encountering from the jihadists and the Pakistani army inside Lahore?”
Ravoof shook his head and tried to control his anger. Some in the western media were running with Islamabad’s version of events. “I have no comments on the military situation in Lahore. I doubt our military press conference in an hour will have anything else to add either. But as far as India is concerned, I should remind you that we have taken casualties in this explosion. The numbers are still rolling in and the list is long. So while self-infliction of wounds might be a strategy that Islamabad allows, we don’t do that. If this had been our handiwork, it would have been far more surgical, I assure you!”
Ravoof chided himself internally for that last remark. His tongue had slipped due to anger bubbling inside. Some in the media were out like ravenous wolves looking to implicate the “big-bad-neighbor” India. The Pakistanis were masters of lying through their teeth on the world stage. India wasn’t nearly as good as them. The smile at the corner of the western correspondent confirmed to Ravoof that his mistake had been caught…
“Next question.” Ravoof said, trying to move on. But the damage was done. The hands in the room raised in a flurry. He picked one at random. An Indian journalist this time: “what is the Indian government’s stand on withdrawing its forces back across the border, as Islamabad has demanded?”
“We will not respond to threats!” Ravoof stated flatly. “Our objectives are clear. The Pakistani military under the leadership of General Hussein has taken the onus of harboring and protecting the terrorists who struck Mumbai. They armed them with nuclear weapons to wreak carnage on a civilian population. They will be made to regret this decision. Our forces will destroy Pakistan’s ability to harbor terrorists as instruments of state policy. We are not after land or territorial gains here. But we will destroy Pakistan’s military threat. If the Pakistanis want to prevent this, they need to hand over the remaining survivors of the group that planned and executed the attack on Mumbai. We know the senior ISI commanders who were involved. Unless they are handed over to face trials for nuclear-terrorism and murder of innocent civilians, there is nothing left to say to us that will get us to back off from achieving our objectives our own way.”
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“Rhino-alpha tanks! We are pushing on, on my mark!”
Kulkarni changed comms to his own tank: “ready?”
The driver chimed back: “ready, sir.”
“Then push on!”
The Arjun jerked and moved out of its position by the side of the road. It pitched up as it crushed over some abandoned civilian cars and then landed back on the road. Kulkarni was holding on to the rails through all this. Once they stabilized, he pulled up rhino comms again: “rhino-alpha tanks: execute! Bash on to the highway!”
He checked his sights and rotated it a full circle to see other tanks behind him taking position in the convoy on the road, merging in one behind the other to form a long line of tanks and other vehicles, moving west like a snake.
Kulkarni would have liked to spread the tanks out over a wider front than this road, but in this urban environment, the terrain prevented it. One thing was sure: they could not wait for the battle in Rahim Yar Khan to end before pushing on to the N5 highway, west of the town.
They were out of time.
The nuclear threat had materialized on the Punjab front with the detonation in Lahore. It was only a matter of time before it might happen here. And Kulkarni wanted to reach his pre-war objectives before the Pakistanis sapped his strength with nuclear weapons. He wanted his tanks straddling the highway to remind the enemy that this strategic lifeline had been cut by the Indians.
Kulkarni and Sudarshan also hoped that keeping the residual enemy forces inside the town in close proximity would force the enemy to refrain from nuclear warheads. Pak army units inside the town could not challenge Kulkarni’s heavy armor west of it, but they served as useful hostages to help prevent any nuclear strikes on rhino and trishul.
In theory. Kulkarni reminded himself.
His tanks were now operating in NBC conditions. The tank’s crew compartments were sealed and all radiological and chemical sensors were active and running. The turret was also now operating at a positive air pressure to prevent outside particulates from entering. His turret would remain closed now until the war was over.
A loud, cyclic whump noises overhead increased and then decreased. Kulkarni peered through his sights to see three air-force Apaches flying past them as they swept ahead of his columns. These would act both as recon as well as anti-armor assets in the battles to come.
“Those air-force boys are having a fine day!” His gunner responded. Kulkarni could make out a tint of jealousy in the man’s voice. That brought an increasingly-rare smile on his face, but he kept his peace. So the gunner continued for the benefit of the other crewmembers: “they take out the fun targets and leave us to sort through the shit for nuggets!”
Kulkarni knew this to be partly true. The Apaches had gone hunting for enemy T-80s inside Rahim Yar Khan. They had encountered severe anti-air gunfire and two Apaches had been destroyed. So now the air-force had changed tactics. The Apaches were streaming far and wide over the open terrain west, north and south of the town, striking enemy rear columns and inbound convoys while the air-force’s strike aircraft went above the town looking for hiding enemy tanks.
“I can’t complain,” the loader added sheepishly. Kulkarni thought his voice had an innocent honesty to it.
The gunner conceded: “neither can I.”
And neither could Kulkarni. As overall rhino commander, he appreciated any help that was given to him by sister units and services. Even the air-force, he admitted to himself, as though the impossible had happened. But now that his own tanks were depleted from combat attrition and half his remaining force was bogged down besieging the town, the actual force he was leading to the highway numbered no more than twenty tanks and about two dozen supporting vehicles from trishul…
He realized if someone had offered him this force strength to hold the strategic target prior to the war, he would have questioned the competency of the officer involved. But here he was, trying to pull it off. Of course!
“Approaching the objective!” The driver said.
Kulkarni spotted it through his sights almost at the same time as they cleared around some mud houses and headed to the highway.
The gunner’s response was instantaneous: “shit!”
Kulkarni had to agree. The highway was clogged with civilian vehicles and massive numbers of civilians, making their way away from approaching Indian forces…
The civilians saw the approaching Indian tanks at about the same time and a panic spread through the crowd. Rumors had been spread by the jihadists that the Indians were massacring civilians and that nobody was safe. Kulkarni had heard this report from military-intelligence folks an hour ago. It was a recruiting tool for the jihadists, plain and simple. The Jihadists — and the Pak army- were saying to the able-bodied men and women in the town to join the jihad to protect their families from certain death.
The net result of that was massive chaos and panic all along the highway as Kulkarni’s tank convoy began spreading out on their approach. The tank turrets were sweeping left and right for possible targets in the mass of people in front of them. He saw as people abandoned their belongings and vehicles on the jammed highway and ran. He also saw what looked like television media vehicles parked a kilometer north on the highway, stuck in traffic…
“All Rhino-alpha tanks,” Kulkarni keyed his comms, “watch for enemy combatants within the crowds here. Destroy what targets present themselves, but for god’s sake don’t shoot civilians. The media is filming the whole thing!”
His tank shuddered to a halt about thirty meters from the concrete of the highway.
“Driver, why are we halted?”
“Sir the road is clogged with vehicles.”
Kulkarni cocked an eyebrow: “so? Crush them! No better way to block this road than to have crushed vehicles and a sixty-ton tank sitting on them!”
“Uh… copy! Hang on.”
The vehicle rumbled forward and accelerated towards the empty cars on the highway. The tank pitched up and then landed on the roof of a car with a massive crash, smashing the small sedan to pieces under its treads. Pieces of the car flew in all directions as the Arjun accelerated over it to the next vehicle. Kulkarni could only imagine the smile on the driver’s face up front. It was not every day that he got to do what he was doing now and had probably wanted to do for a long time.
Kulkarni rotated his sights north and saw civilians running away. He even saw what looked like some soldiers removing their uniforms near a bus and changing into civilian clothes while being jeered by civilians nearby. Many youngsters were busy taking pictures on their cell phones as other Arjun tanks followed Kulkarni’s lead and smashed and crashed their way on to the highway. Kulkarni’s own tank rumbled to the other side of the highway and jerked to a stop. The gunner swiveled the turrets to look for Pak army or jihadist targets but found none.
“Rhino-actual to steel-central. Over.”
“Steel-central copies, Rhino-actual. Send traffic. Over.”
“We are at waypoint red and have secured it. We are holding. Over.” Kulkarni was surprised at how anti-climactic this whole thing was. He might as well have been radioing in his food and water requirements…
“Good job, rhino-actual. Steel-actual sends his regards. Secure objective and standby for further orders. Out.”.
“What do we do now, sir?” The gunner asked casually.
“Good question,” Kulkarni muttered. “I guess we hold this place until told otherwise. If you see any targets, you light them up, of course!”
“Of course.”
Kulkarni swiveled his sights and saw the other tanks also doing the same over a one-kilometer stretch of the highway. He pressed buttons on the ABAMS screen to pass movement orders to his commanders. He wanted to orient part of his force north and south, facing down the length of the highway while his platoon of tanks faced west into the desert, towards the Indus river. He saw the Apaches as they flew past the highway heading east. And to the north, the flash and rumble of artillery reached him. Sudarshan was busy hammering targets north and south of where rhino was.
That made for a lonely and boring afternoon. This was bad for many reasons. Not least of which was that it gave the initiative to the enemy. It pushed rhino from being an initiator to a responder. It also strained his crews, who were wound up like a spring, ready to uncoil on the enemy. Now they had to sit and wait. And that could cause them to break.
As the Tunguska anti-air vehicles moved into position around the highway, assorted engineering and recon troops began pulling up. Kulkarni saw explosions rocking the center of the town, behind him. He could hear the crackle of machine gun fire punctuating the air and tank rounds leaving their barrels. Swiveling his sights north, he caught sight of the media, two-kilometers away, talking in front of cameras pointed towards his tanks. He knew the Pak army commanders would be seeing all this. And the media would be reporting in short order that Indian armor forces had penetrated deep inside Pakistani territory and cut off the strategic N5 highway, splitting the defenses along the border into two. These two segments could no longer communicate physically along this north-south highway. They would either have to fight through rhino or maneuver further west of the Indus river and skirt around this blockade, adding to already over-blocked roads and highways. The ball was now neatly in the other court. And the reality of it all would settle into the Pakistani minds soon enough.
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The Gulfstream-III aircraft landed gingerly on the concrete runway, creating puffs of smoke from the landing gear tires. As the nose wheel pitched down and touched the runway, the two engines roared and the aircraft slowed. Within seconds it had rotated off the busy runway and moved on to the taxiway which would take it to the tarmac meant for aircraft operated by the RAW under the ludicrously generic title “Aviation Research Centre”, or ARC.
This particular aircraft specialized in signals-intelligence or SIGINT. As such, the aircraft was outfitted with a mass of specialized electronic signals collection and processing equipment. The aircraft was flown by former air-force pilots, but during wartime, all ARC aircraft were integrated into the air-force surveillance network. Nobody operated alone on the modern battlefield. The days of daring and freelancing ARC missions were long over.
Even so, the ARC maintained a remarkable amount of independence and flexibility. This aircraft was no different. While official military-intelligence units were collaborating resources on collecting data on the enemy, this aircraft and its crew were on a different and secretive tasking. All that the pilot of this aircraft had said to the airborne-radar operators was their operational and flight requirements. The air-force crews on the AWACS hadn’t asked any more questions; they were ordered not to. And that had preceded yet another six-hour mission monitoring enemy signals whilst flying over enemy airspace. It takes special courage to fly unarmed, modified business jets over enemy airspace during wartime. But the ARC crews were no novices. Both pilots on this aircraft were former wing-commanders in the air-force with thousands of hours of military flying experience between them.
As they switched off equipment on board and the engines wound down, the crew in the cabin behind them were rubbing their eyes and stretching their arms and legs. These long missions could take their toll and fatigue level was high. The ARC didn’t have dual crews for each surveillance aircraft like the air-force. After all, the ARC was not the air-force. It wasn’t meant to fly continuous combat missions. But as with each war in history, this one was different. And they had been requisitioned.
A small, gray van, painted to look like a standard air-force crew-transport vehicle, pulled up alongside the aircraft just as the crew began walking out in their green overalls and small personal bags. The tiredness in their eyes was apparent. They wouldn’t be flying again for the rest of the day today, they hoped.
Other vehicles were already pulling up to refuel the aircraft, remove the massive amount of data onboard and take it to the ARC data-processing center. While the crew went to bed, the RAW data-analysts would get to work. And their work would lead to a new mission later that night.
The departing crew noticed the speed with which their data was being collected by the analysts. Well, that made sense… they reasoned. After all, their aircraft had been airborne south of Lahore just before the nuclear explosion.
But what the crews didn’t know was that their data was being used to determine the whereabouts of someone very special to RAW. And if that someone had gotten on the Pak army communication networks during the time this aircraft had been aloft, his whereabouts might just be hidden in the data. Like a needle in the proverbial haystack…
* * *
Ansari followed his civilian escort as they made their way through the building to the underground floors. This section of the RAW operations-center was almost always hidden from the outside world. Ansari momentarily paused to look over the sudden change in the architecture in this section of the building. The interiors in here were far more modern and contrasted heavily with the colonial design of government buildings just one floor above. The lighting changed to slight blue-white, hidden in the ceilings. Sliding glass-doors designed for acoustic and electronic signal suppression replaced the wooden doors. And centralized air conditioning compensated for lack of windows.
Ansari was led by the civilian escort so that Basu could meet him in here rather than in his office upstairs. That office is all that Ansari had seen in this building during the secretive Tibetan operations. He hadn’t seen this even in the weeks past when he had been running mayhem against the jihadists in Kashmir. He could only imagine what other secrets Basu kept close to his chest.
“Here we are.” His escort turned a corner and reached a frosted-glass door that had the word ‘operations’ engraved on it. There were two heavily-armed police guards outside, standing on each side of the door. Another man sat behind a desk, waiting to grant them access. As Ansari handed his ID papers to the officer behind the desk, he glanced at the two armed guards. Not military, he surmised. Police or para-military personnel or simply RAW’s own security force?
“You are cleared,” the man behind the desk said. The two doors parted aside. Ansari took his papers and entered.
The internal room was much larger than the corridors had suggested. There were large screens on the walls and a large conference room segregated by the rest of the room through glass doors. A couple-dozen people were moving back and forth between the conference room and the row of secure comms and other computer equipment. Ansari stood there, admiring the impressive setup. He was the only one in army fatigues here…
“Ansari, over here!”
Ansari turned to see Basu waving him into the conference room. He walked over to find the diminutive RAW man in a brown suit standing near the table as younger members of his team leaned over maps and paper printouts of what looked like transcripts. Ansari smiled: RAW doing what it did best.
“You made it,” Basu offered his hand, “good.”
“Quite a setup you have here,” Ansari exhaled. The RAW man smiled in that typical schoolmaster way of his. It irritated Ansari to no end.
“All new, my friend.” Basu replied, still shaking Ansari’s hand. “They gave us all this last year. The government felt we needed to have a more centralized setup for us to work smoother and more efficiently. But for old-timers like me, this is over the top. These younger men here,” he gestured to his staff, “they will be able to make far better use of all this when I am retired… or dead.” He winked.
“So, why am I here?” Ansari couldn’t hold his curiosity any longer. It wasn’t every day that Basu had him flown to this holiest-of-holy places for an idle chit-chat. Especially not when a war was raging outside.
Basu waved the man over and pointed to the map on the table centralized around Lahore: “we have a possible location for you.”
“Haider?” Ansari asked as he leaned over the maps.
“Haider.” Basu nodded. “Our aircraft intercepted chatter from what we believe is his current headquarters, north of Lahore. Near this place called Muridke.”
“The bastard escaped before he nuked the city, didn’t he?” Ansari asked, his voice teeming in contempt. He had read the file on Haider many times.
Basu nodded. “Indeed he did. True to his character. And now he has made his way here,” Basu pointed to the location marked Muridke. “Northwest of Lahore but well outside of the blast radius.”
“What is he doing?” Ansari glanced at the transcripts.
“We don’t know,” Basu conceded. “His conversations suggest that he might be trying to marshal his remaining jihadist forces. Or he might simply be waiting for orders from Hussein. Perhaps even waiting to wrangle some excuse to head west before we all start nuking each other.”
“That bad, eh?” Ansari asked. He had seen the news on his way here.
Basu crossed his arms: “we may only have hours before Hussein feels he cannot hold off a defeat. Our ground forces have secured large tracts of Pakistani land in the desert and near Punjab and have cut off the strategic highway in the desert. It is all over local Pakistani media and panic is everywhere. Their cities are on the verge of breakdown with no power, jihadist rallies in the streets and our jets thundering in the skies above. The navy has cut off all sea access and Hussein knows this. They nuked Lahore as a backhanded way to get us to back off… and also as a way to cry victim.”
“But why Lahore?” Ansari asked. “The city’s value to the Paki Punjabis is immense, symbolically and otherwise. Why not lash out in the desert somewhere? Or in Kashmir?”
“Because it had to be a city,” Basu noted. “With the rapid successes of our military forces on all fronts except for Lahore, there would be no way to sell this as an Indian strike to the world. No one would buy it. It would make no sense. But Lahore, a city held stubbornly and bitterly by jihadists and Pak forces? An Indian strike to break that resistance makes sense. Couple that with the equality that our own people impose between us and the Pakistanis, and the world is able to believe that we struck Lahore as retaliation for Mumbai. Only later will the contents of the nuclear explosion reveal their source. But the Pakistanis will make sure no one gets any access over there. Ever.”
“And even if they do,” Ansari said as he tossed the papers on to the table, “it will be far too late by then.”
“Exactly.”
“So we are still going after Haider?” Ansari asked.
“We are.” Basu replied. “If we can take him alive, we can put that bastard on trial. Maybe even get him to confess everything.”
“Will he?” Ansari asked dubiously.
“He is intelligent. He knows when his cards are gone. He will fold to prevent himself any harm.”
“And what if we can’t take him alive?”
Basu’s face turned grim: “then he will answer to Allah, and we will take him off our target list and move on to the next one above him.”
* * *
Ansari unbuckled his seatbelt and got up just as the other passengers did the same. The whining noise from the four turboprop engines outside became visibly lower and changed pitch as they wound down. The air-force warrant-officer walked past them wearing his headphone. Towards the rear of the cabin he activated the controls and the hydraulics went into action, lowering the ramp. Ansari was the first one outside as he jumped off and hoisted his personal baggage over the shoulders.
He smiled as he saw Gephel walking over from his parked Axe vehicle: “how long have you been waiting?”
He had to shout over the noise of the C-130J. The background chaos of Chandigarh airbase didn’t help either. All aircraft were flying without their navigation lights. The airbase was shrouded in darkness except for whatever lights the ground vehicles had on.
“Not long,” Gephel shouted just as an IL-76 lifted off the runway and disappeared into the darkness. “we arrived an hour back. The other birds landed fifteen minutes ago and are being offloaded. We should be ready to leave in another half-hour.”
“Excellent.” Ansari replied as Gephel waved him to the parked vehicle. “I want us up and away as soon as we can arrange it. We are extremely time critical on this one.” He hoisted his baggage into the vehicle and jumped in the rear. Gephel took the seat next to the driver, who took the cue and drove on.
“Where are we going?” Ansari asked.
“Other end of the airbase, next to those C-17s over there,” Gephel pointed. Ansari looked through the front glass and saw two parked C-17s with a lot of activity around them. He made out the silhouettes of two LCH gunships being offloaded. Two other helicopters were parked behind the aircraft and ground crews were busy installing their main rotor blades and stub wings. Ansari also saw several parked Dhruv utility helicopters in the grass beyond the tarmac.
“Those are our guys?” Ansari pointed at the choppers.
Gephel nodded: “Jagat and his panther boys. Our ride from here back to our forward operations center.”
“Who’s leading the gunships?”
“Our old friends,” Gephel smiled. “Group-captain Dutt. They just got airlifted in from Leh.”
“What?” Ansari blurted out as the driver brought the vehicle to a stop some distance away from the nearest C-17. “Why are they being airlifted in? Aren’t they needed for Ladakh? What if the Chinese step in?”
“Didn’t you hear?” Gephel asked as they disembarked the vehicle. “Our boys are clobbering the Pakis on the Siachen glacier. They always held dominant positions there and don’t need much help. The reasoning is that if the Chinese do step in, Dutt and his crews will get airlifted back. The twenty-odd Apaches and the two-dozen LCHs we have are stretched far too thin. This was the only way.”
Ansari was not satisfied, but nodded anyway. Wartime decision-making was always ad-hoc. The Indian military was just not prepared to fight intensive wars on two fronts simultaneously. One front had to be cannibalized to beef up the other. Just the nature of things.
The two men walked over to where Dutt and Jagat were conferring with maps. They turned to see the two special-forces guys approaching but otherwise kept going. Ansari shared a look with Gephel and spotted what he thought was a brief smile. All services of the armed forces share a common trait: the shared mistrust of the black-ops guys…
“Gentlemen, how’s it looking?” Ansari asked the pilots.
“Proceeding.” Dutt said flatly. “We will be dusting off within minutes. My boys and I are just making sure we know precisely where we need to be. Jagat and his pilots are far more acquainted with the geography here than we are.”
“Good.” Ansari replied and turned to Jagat: “are we flying with you?”
Jagat nodded and gestured to the parked Dhruv nearest to them: “right. That bird there. We are fueled and ready to leave just as soon Dutt and his pilots are briefed and their choppers loaded with fuel and weapons.”
Dutt folded the maps and shook his head: “no. We are all set. Don’t wait up for us. Considering the conditions of this war, it is not safe for all of us to be sitting here, clustered like this. I suggest you get your birds in the air. We will depart soon enough behind you. The C-130 airdrops for the FARP will go ahead as planned, so we will bring our own gear.”
“Fair enough,” Jagat replied with a single nod and then began walking to his parked helicopters. His crews saw him coming and he rotated his lead finger in the sign of start-them-up. The pilots and crews dispersed. Ansari and Gephel followed behind Jagat. Ansari saw that the other two Dhruv helicopters were loaded with what looked like Nag anti-tank missiles and crates of equipment. He could only surmise how much the Indian government had staked on this operation. Basu and SOCOM had pulled out all the stops.
Several minutes later, Jagat’s Dhruv lifted off the grassy field and dove to the southwest, flying fast and low over the airbase. The other two helicopters took position behind Jagat. The three helicopters disappeared into the darkness within moments, but left the lingering rotor noise echoing at the airbase. Dutt crossed his arms as he and his pilots watched the last of the four LCHs being offloaded on to the tarmac.
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Haider looked at the sky above to see white contrails of jet fighters. The rumble of their engines was all around. Two black columns of smoke to the west indicated some Al-Khalid tanks from the 6TH Armored Division that had just been struck by bombs dropped by these aircraft. He turned to see the swishing trail of a shoulder-fired surface-to-air missile as it leapt into the sky. It would never get that far up. Haider interpreted it as a sign of frustration by the anti-air troops. Having struck down the long-range missile batteries with Brahmos missiles, the high-flying Indian fighters and bombers were under no real threat from below. The days of flying low with unguided munitions were long past. Even helicopters these days had the range and common sense to stay away and launch attacks using guided-missiles. Both the sides of this war were learning this the hard way…
“How far out are the Indians?” Haider pulled up his binoculars and looked east. They were standing atop one of the buildings serving as a field-hospital for the battered defenders of Lahore.
“About twelve kilometers, due east,” Akram said without looking away from his own optics. “The 6TH Armored is putting up a stiff fight. The Indian armored columns are taking losses.”
“Hardly surprising,” Haider said as he lowered his binoculars and rested them on the sidewall. “We knew the strengths of their Russian-supplied tanks and other vehicles for a long time now. The 6TH Armored is almost equally powerful to any of its Indian counterparts. And our artillery is superior. But the Indians have more men and tanks.”
“And control of the skies,” Akram noted sourly.
Haider shook his head as though it was unbelievable how this had come to pass: “yes, it appears that they have. And so our men will eventually be overrun and defeated. But it was inevitable and we have known this for years. Which is why we have nuclear weapons. What I cannot understand, however, is the rapid reversals in the desert. How are the Indians penetrating so far and wide out there?”
“No idea, sir.” Akram said. “The Indian forces there are using Arjun tanks and their crews are all battle-hardened veterans of the China war. Compared to our inexperienced crews, I believe the Indians in the Rahim Yar Khan front have a crucial advantage.”
“Perhaps,” Haider conceded. What he really wanted to know was how Hussein would respond. But cut off from the happenings in Rawalpindi, he could only speculate.
“We will strike with nuclear warheads, won’t we, sir?” Akram asked in a whisper. He knew the operational plans for the Pak army for such dire conditions. He never did get a response from his commanding general. Haider simply picked up his optics and hung it around his neck.
A thundering crash to the north caused everyone to jerk their heads in that direction. They turned just in time to see several black balls of smoke rising into the sky, several kilometers away. Licks of yellow-orange flames appeared within the smoke before they rose into thick black columns. From the northeast, Akram spotted two black spots heading towards them…
“Sir, look out!” Akram leapt and tackled Haider to the floor just as the air around them was torn apart by fast-moving flashes of sparks and fire. Two Indian Jaguar strike-aircraft flashed overhead, being chased by massive amounts of small-arms fire from the streets below. The two aircraft flying at treetop level passed south without too much ado. The strafing attack was over just as abruptly and violently as it had started. The small-arms fire stopped and shouts and screams filled the air.
Akram rolled over on his back, shearing off chunks of concrete from the walls that had fallen all around them. The smell of spent gunpowder was in the air. He checked to see if all of his limbs were still attached and was relieved when they were. He turned to the side and watched Haider doing the same. That led to another relieved exhale and a small laugh brought on by the adrenaline in his body.
That was when the moaning from behind reached his ears. He turned around to see Saadat squirming on the floor, his left wrist missing from his arm. Clumps of blood were everywhere where his hand should have been. Two other soldiers behind him had been shorn in pieces by the cannon rounds. The rooftop was spattered in blood and body parts.
“Saadat!” Akram leapt to his feet and slid next to the wounded man as medics ran up to the roof.
Haider was still gathering his bearings. He walked over to the sidewall of the roof and saw that it now had large holes punched into it. He looked at the streets below and saw soldiers running around with stretchers. An ambulance was ablaze. He could also see another ambulance with the windshield shattered and the driver’s compartment splattered red. He winced and turned away. His own rooftop was a bloody mess. He saw Akram and two medics trying to calm down a rabid Saadat who could see his wrist missing and was reacting in horror…
“So the gloves are off,” Haider muttered. He realized that the strike on Lahore had cost the Indian military a lot of lives. And they were out for revenge. Their own government would not allow them to strike first with nuclear weapons. So they were out seeking revenge the old fashioned way. Even field hospitals were not secure anymore. It never crossed Haider’s mind that he himself was using this military hospital as a shield. Hypocrisy ran deep in his psyche to a point where he never even recognized it anymore…
“Sir!” One of his radiomen ran up the stairs to the rooftop and looked around. He glanced at the blood and shattered bodies and was instantly silenced by the gore.
“Well?” Akram asked from where he was, holding Saadat down. “Speak, boy!”
The radioman tried to speak but instead just vomited and fell on his knees.
“Goddamn it!” Akram got up on his feet and walked over, grabbing the radioman by his shoulder harness and pulling him on his feet. “What was your message? Is this how you contribute to this jihad? By vomiting at the first sight of blood? Call yourself an Islamic warrior?!”
Haider sighed and raised his hand: “major, please. Let the boy speak.”
The two officers looked at the radioman who was clearly overwhelmed. He closed his eyes and tried to recollect his thoughts: “sir, I… we just lost contact with the 6TH Division headquarters. We are hearing complete chaos between the field units. What should we do?”
Haider gritted his teeth and turned to Akram: “those explosions we saw before the Indians strafed us. That must have been the divisional headquarters. The Indians decapitated that division just as it was moving into battle!”
“Sir, what are your orders?” Akram asked as he released his grip on the radioman, who fell again on his knees and vomited some more.
Haider shook his head as he considered his options.
“Major, get your comms people together and send the word out for any surviving 6TH Division staff and logistical columns to make their way to Muridke. We are establishing an ad-hoc command center here. And inform them that Lt-general Haider is taking command for this front. It’s time we put a stop to this rout!”
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“Sir! Warning message from Mongol-three. We have inbounds heading towards rhino!”
Sudarshan and his senior staff looked up from the map table to see the projected map on the digital screen showing vectors provided by the Phalcon airborne-radar aircraft controlling this sector. The vectors had speeds and altitude provided, and they were inbound and converging on the section of the highway controlled by Kulkarni’s tanks. The vector also showed what they thought these contacts were: AH-1 Cobra gunships of the Pak army. Further west, another eight vectors were overtaking the slow-moving choppers. These the computer identified as Babur cruise-missiles launched from Quetta, in western Pakistan. Sudarshan knew this for what it was: a strike to weaken his defenses. This corroborated well with what his long-range unmanned drones were already showing: two columns of T-80 tanks, one heading north and the other south and both converging on Rahim Yar Khan.
All in all, a formidable Pakistani counterattack.
But one that was hardly surprising to him. He knew what his armored taskforces had taken from the Pakistanis. He knew they would try to take it back. He also knew that the quashed resistance by the Pakistani forces inside Rahim Yar Khan would have reminded the Pakistani commanders that time was running out. The question had been when and how. Both answers were right here on the screen in front of him.
He turned to the staff around him: “all right gents, here comes the counterattack. We have prepared for this. Make the bastards pay!” He pounded the table with his fist for emphasis. The staff ran in different directions as though struck by lightning. He walked over to the comms personnel: “get me Lt-colonel Kulkarni out at waypoint red.”
“Steel-central to rhino-actual, over.”
After three seconds of static: “rhino-actual here. Send traffic. Over.”
One of the comms officers handed Sudarshan a speaker: “this is steel-actual. Be advised, we are detecting massed enemy movements towards you. You have inbound cruise-missiles and enemy attack choppers. And we are detecting mechanized columns of T-80s heading out to you from north and south.” He paused for that to sink in.
“Roger. Uh… rhino-actual copies all.”
Sudarshan noted the hesitation. So he decided to make things clear: “listen to me clearly, son. We can see all of these buggers moving in and we are not about to sit here wriggling our thumbs. We have anticipated this. Rhino is ordered to dig in. Finish off whatever we miss. But do not let the enemy take control of the highway. Is that understood?”
“Understood, sir. We will make our stand here.”
Sudarshan nodded: “good. Steel-actual, out.” He handed the speaker back to the comms officer. “Now this show is in the hands of the air-force. We better hope they pull it off, or rhino is dead meat.”
* * *
The airspace in western Rajasthan had been crowding up ever since mongol-three first detected the Babur cruise-missile launches near Quetta. Since the war had started, the unique radar signature of the ground-launched Pakistani missile had been passed around between all airborne-radar aircraft. This allowed for earlier warnings, as was the case here. Mongol-three had spent the warning time to bring up interceptor aircraft. They had also alerted the ground-based anti-air units of the army near Rahim Yar Khan. The latter would work as a second-layer defense, mopping up whatever the air-force fighters were unable to get.
The first set of aircraft that dived from altitude were a trio of Mirage-2000s from No. 1 Squadron. They would go after the inbound Babur missiles. The quartet of Su-30s at high-altitude switched afterburners and accelerated west to ensure that the PAF did not intervene. An indicator of how high this battle ranked in the Pakistani mindset, three F-16s were detected as they lifted off from Quetta. The Su-30s would ensure that they posed themselves as a solid wall between the F-16s and the diving Mirage-2000s. Considering the state of the PAF by this time in the war, the use of their remaining fighters as top cover for ground forces was noted by the mongol-three crew and passed on to commanders on the ground.
Further east, five Mig-27s thundered over the international border in the desert.. They would concentrate on the inbound enemy attack helicopters, forcing them to abandon their attack and retreat. Sending fixed-wing aircraft after low-flying helicopters was an iffy business. The best counter for an attack helicopter was another attack helicopter, especially in terrain where the attackers could stay out of range. Ideally, the Apache gunships would have gone after the Pakistani Cobras. But the Apaches were already moving into positions to play hell with the inbound T-80 columns.
To support this aerial armada, two IL-78 refueling tankers entered the cold skies above the Indian desert. They would stay in their patrols here waiting to refuel whoever was thirsty after combat. The airborne-radar however, had to be closer to the events. The Phalcon entered Pakistani airspace, trailing behind the fighters. It was technically over Indian controlled Pakistani land, but this marked the first time an Indian airborne-radar aircraft had penetrated enemy airspace.
And it wouldn’t be the last.
* * *
The Pakistani army was learning the hard way, what it meant to fight in skies controlled by the enemy. Their ground and aviation forces were paying the price. For the army-aviation forces, the reversals in the skies above had proven extremely costly. Amongst all elements that made up the army, the highest attrition rate had been within their helicopter squadrons. They had gone into battle armed with French puma transports, some American Huey transports and cobra gunships, Russian Mi-17 and Mi-35 gunships as well as an assortment of utility helicopters. Almost all of these had now been ravaged to the point of extinction.
The Mi-17 units had been used exclusively in Kashmir. They had the endurance and power to be able to fly in the very high-altitudes of the Himalayas. The UH-1 Huey units were being used in Punjab and Jammu along with the handful of Mi-35s in a gunship role.
Out here in the desert, however, the puma and cobra units were in play. Pakistan had a fleet of heavily-used and somewhat-outdated Cobra helicopters provided to them by the United-States in the 1980s. They had been used heavily against the Pakistani Taliban when they were fighting the Islamabad government. The two major units operating the helicopters were deeply-experienced in counterinsurgency combat, almost to the point of weariness.
But that experience didn’t necessarily translate into experience against a technologically-advanced enemy. And the initial mistakes made by the cobra crews against Indian defenses had cost them nearly a third of the overall fleet in the first few hours of the ground war.
Of course, that was when their air-force was putting up a stiff fight against the Indians. But as that cover had eroded, hour by hour, to the point of ineffectiveness, the cobra units had begun to feel the effect. What was, at first, a straight trip from the helipads to the battlefield had now degenerated into long, arduous and winding paths, avoiding the attention of Indian fighters above and airborne radars to the east. Flying had become an art of hop, skip and jump from cover to cover. And if they did somehow make it to the frontlines, the threat of anti-air units firing at them from all directions added to the stress. Finishing that, it was a similar trip back to the rearming point. Not only did all this dramatically increase the time between turnaround flights, reducing their presence and effect on the frontlines, it also exhausted the crews and wore down the machines. The resulting attrition was enormous. And the cobra units had become a nearly spent force.
This counteroffensive against Rahim Yar Khan required the units to muster all available machines. This force, once an awe-inspiring sight of dozens of machines, now represented just five helicopters. It was a sobering sight to the senior pilots and gunners as they had made their way to their parked helicopters.
One thing about fighting over home turf: the crew recovery from downed helicopters was relatively high, though there had been casualties. As a result, the units now had more pilots and gunners than they had machines. As a result, only the senior crews were going out on missions to maximize what little effect they could make…
As the five helicopters came to a hover over the trees on the west bank of the Indus river, their gunners were scanning for targets. There was no way to tell if the eastern bank was now occupied by the Indians or not. Chinese satellite pictures had shown fast-moving columns of Indian reconnaissance platoons. That meant that if the cobra crews got shot down on the eastern bank, there was no guarantee of recovery.
The pilots saw specks of light amplified by their helmet night-vision optics as the Babur missiles streaked over the river, some kilometers north. These missiles would then turn south to hit important targets on the Indian logistical lines before the tank columns engaged in combat.
An abrupt flash of light reflected off the waters of the Indus and disappeared. The cobra pilots continued to hover, being unsure of what they had seen. The deep rumble of the explosion passed through their cockpits, rocking them sideways. And then another explosion further west…
Against the greenish night sky they spotted the clear delta-shaped silhouettes of Indian Mirage-2000s intercepting the predictably-flying Babur missiles. The explosions showed the cobra crews that their attack was already going wrong.
They had to push on, regardless of the obvious threat around them. Under the command of their squadron commander, the five cobras moved out of hover and flew low over the waters of the river. The gunners kept a close eye on the maneuvering Indian fighters to their northeast, guiding the pilots into cover whenever one of them came close. Neither did, so within minutes the helicopters were doggedly making their way east. They were now within a few kilometers of sighting the Indian armor on the highway…
The fast-moving flight of Mig-27s caught them all by surprise, including the Indian pilots, who could not spot the hovering Pakistani helicopters against so much clutter. They flew past their prey and crossed the river. They then began to make a slow arc around.
The Pakistani pilots now knew that they had been spotted on Indian radar. There was no other way to explain the precision with which these enemy pilots were visually looking for their targets out here. They must have been vectored here.
As the Mig-27s again flew within three-hundred meters of the cobras without spotting them, the latter decided they would have to fight their way out. All five helicopters carried with them a pair of stinger missiles. As two of the Mig-27s broke pattern and climbed up to get a better view, the other three aircraft swept over the river again, north of where the cobras were.
The Pakistani squadron commander brought his helicopter around and pitched it up. This instantly put the burning exhausts of the Indian jets in clear contrast with the cold night sky. The first stinger missile leapt off its pylon and arced across the night sky, chasing its target…
Now the game was up. The arcing trajectory of the missile showed the Indian pilots exactly where the cobras were. The five mig-27s broke pattern and dived in different directions, lighting up the entire night sky with a massive pattern of flares. It rendered the entire terrain in flickering shades of orange and yellow. It also destroyed what night-vision anyone had. The stinger missile was an outdated design by modern standards. It flew wildly into the flares and kept climbing until it ran out of fuel before dropping out of the sky like a rock.
But the battle had just begun. All five cobra crews scattered in different direction as the Mig-27s made strafing passes. The helicopters were slow, but maneuverable. Their gunners were busy lacing the night sky with gunfire.
A burst of cannon rounds tore into the tail boom of one of the cobras, instantly shearing off the tail-rotor and sending it into an uncontrolled rotation. The tracers from its chin turret were flying in a circular arc as the helicopter spun and lost altitude. It splashed into the waters of the Indus near the eastern bank and its rotor blades flew off wildly in all directions, twisted and broken.
Three more stingers raced for the sky above. This time one of the Mig-27s flew past and was caught in a tri-lateral threat. The pilot pulled his control stick into his stomach and the aircraft went nearly vertical, climbing on fully power and punching flares behind it. But gravity was against the aircraft and the missiles were much faster and lighter. Two of the missiles struck in quick succession against the flaming engine exhaust and detonated. The pilot ejected just in time as the aircraft shattered to pieces and lost vertical momentum. The burning debris began falling in all directions.
The explosion also lit up the sky. The flickering shadows of the rotating blades instantly became visible. Three of the Mig-27s dived from high altitude and followed their tracer fire into their targets, their rounds impacting the helicopters on the top. It was a deadly place to get hit because that was where all the cockpit glass was. Two more helicopters lost control as the blood-splattered bodies of their crews coated the glass. They flew into the trees east of the river. The fourth helicopter detonated under the impacts and disappeared into a fireball amidst some houses nearby.
By the time the four Mig-27s recovered at higher altitude, two of them were already dangerously low on fuel. The other two pilots went to work protecting their downed comrade like hawks until a Garud search-and-rescue team made its way there. The surviving cobra pilot made good his escape and lived to fight another day, flying west at so low an altitude so as to shear treetop branches with his skids…
* * *
Twelve Apache gunships flew over the desert bushes and dunes. The Gladiators, as the unit was called, were out on a hunt tonight.
Painted almost jet black, the two-man crews of the deadly attack helicopters were doing exactly what the cobra pilots had been trying to do to the Indian presence on the highway. But the Apaches didn’t have to fear any enemy aerial interference. The skies above them were under dominance of the Indian Su-30s.
Their target was the northbound convoy of Pakistani armor, heading towards Rahim Yar Khan. It represented the southern jaw of a north-south pincer maneuver that the Pakistanis hoped would break the Indian chokehold on the highway. There were forty-five T-80s in this force and twice that number of mechanized personnel carriers, ferrying infantry to the battle. A smaller force of T-80s was inbound from the north of Rahim Yar Khan. Against all this were just twenty Arjun tanks and a gaggle of infantry units holding the blockade on the highway. The Pakistanis were throwing in everything they had.
But the gladiators were out here to lend a hand to the Kulkarni’s tank crews. The helicopters each carried sixteen hellfire missiles. For twelve birds, that made for more missiles than there were targets. Unlike the TOW missile carried by the cobras, the hellfire missiles were modern, fire-and-forget designs that did not require the Apache crews to expose themselves. The missile would guide itself to the target after launch.
The only real threat that the gladiators faced out here was not the enemy anti-air capabilities, but rather the low-visibility telephone and power cables that crisscrossed the villages and towns. These were extremely had to detect when flying at high-speed, at low-altitude, and during daytime. At night, it got even worse with the limited field of vision of the helmet night-vision optics. Of course, pay too much attention to these and you might miss something important, such as a silently waiting anti-air gun mounted on some rooftop, or a perimeter shoulder-fired missile crew…
The twelve Apaches caught up with the enemy convoy a few kilometers south of Rahim Yar Khan. They flew in from the east and caught the entire convoy trying to move north along the highway. The urban environment had the same funneling effects on these T-80s as it had on Kulkarni’s columns. Both sides were forced on to the roads. And that made for neatly lined targets for the Apache gunners.
Within seconds, they began launching hellfire missiles in a free-for-all target environment. The gunners simply moved the target-tracker boxes from one tank to the other as they ripple-fired their missiles…
* * *
The explosions showed up on Kulkarni’s optics as white flashes of light against a green-black horizon. They couldn’t see the enemy tanks just yet, but the enormous volume of light flashes and the deep thunder under their feet was clear enough.
He considered his plans. Sudarshan had kept his word and had brought in every available combat element to bear against this enemy counterattack. But Kulkarni had to deal with whatever made survived this aerial onslaught and reached his tanks.
He moved his sights around and saw the flickering of light and white-grey columns of smoke rising into the sky from the town to his east. Further southeast, a thick column of smoke rose into the night sky where a Babur missile had struck the Indian “Ferrite” counter-battery radar unit. It was now permanently offline. Luckily for Kulkarni, the other missiles had been intercepted by the air-force. He also thanked his stars that the enemy attack helicopters that had been stopped and turned back. And to his north, Indian Jaguar strike-aircraft were busy hitting the southbound column of enemy armor.
There would be survivors from both these columns. And they would be looking for a fight when they got here.
Kulkarni knew this. But he had to make up his mind. Should he go after the northern column, since they were far more likely to survive the Jaguar strikes? Or should he wait here for them to come to him? The southern column was another story. He hoped that the Apaches would lay waste to that column so much that they would be delayed in their coordinated attack with the northern column and at best, realize the hopelessness of the cause and retreat further south before the Apaches returned with more missiles to finish them off.
He brought up the comms: “all rhino-alpha elements, this is rhino-actual. We are moving to contact against the northern column of enemy armor. Alpha-three will hang back and hold the line against anything that the Apache drivers miss to the south. Hold your ground until we return. Everyone else, prepare to move in five minutes. Out.”
He looked at his crew: “questions?”
The gunner and the loader shared a look and then shook their heads. The silence from the driver’s seat was his answer. Kulkarni nodded and muttered an “okay” to himself before bringing the ABAMS screen around: “driver, we will lead the charge. Bring us out of this defilade and on the west side of the highway, facing north. We will lash out to the northwest towards the Indus river and then swing back east, hitting the enemy column on his right flank. Hopefully they will be expecting an attack on the left flank and that will buy us some tactical surprise.”
“Understood, sir. Ready when you are.” The turret vibrated as the engine came alive. The loader removed a sabot round from the storage and pushed it into the gun breech. The latter closed with the clang.
Kulkarni looked at his loader: “how’s our supply?”
“We have enough for this battle, sir. But after that we have to rearm.”
Kulkarni made a mental note of that and went back to his sights. They had been using up their high-explosive rounds at a much higher rate in this urban terrain than they had accounted for. Sabot rounds were well within pre-calculated usage predictions. As always, the army had been caught preparing for the last war. The urban combat being encountered by Indian tanks all along the border from Punjab to Rajasthan was soaking up the resupply logistics…
“Rhino-alpha, move out! Rhino-actual has the lead!”
The tank lurched forward and pitched up as it climbed over the sand embankment created by the trishul combat-engineers and then down the other side. As they became horizontal, the gunner moved the main gun to auto-stabilization. Kulkarni went to his sights, rotating it around to see fifteen other tanks following him. At the moment all of his tanks were staggered randomly. He would have to change that to create some sense of unit cohesion. He pushed some commands on the ABAMS screen to indicate to platoon commanders where he wanted them to be, relative to his own tank. Within minutes, he saw the other tanks making abrupt changes in their motion…
“Steel-central to rhino-actual, over.”
“Rhino-actual, receiving five-by-five. Send traffic.”
“Rhino-actual, this is steel-actual,” Sudarshan’s voice replaced the earlier one. “Care to explain what you are doing?” Kulkarni noted the irritated tone in his commander’s voice and internally muttered an “uh oh”.
“Steel-actual,” he shouted over the increased rumble of the tank engines, “we are moving to contact, sir. Rhino will not sit idly and wait for the enemy to attack. We have the advantage of fighting on the move better than the enemy and have the tactical surprise. And we intend to us it! Over!”
“I hope you know what you are doing, son,” Sudarshan noted. But he understood, being a former tank commander himself. In Kulkarni’s shoes he would have done the same. And that was all there was to it. Sudarshan was not one to second-guess his field commanders in the midst of combat…
“Roger, steel-actual. Rhino will engage surviving elements of the enemy column. Suggest you pass the word to the air-force. Rhino is moving to infrared beacons for I-F-F.”
“Right. Good luck. We have you on our view. Out.”
The comms link chimed off.
Okay… Kulkarni exhaled and relaxed his mind. The infrared beacons on top of the Arjun tanks would ensure that friendly fighter-bombers above would be able to tell the difference between friend and foe tanks. Hopefully. If the Pakistanis switched on their beacons too, it would be chaos and the bombers would have to abort their attacks and leave the fight to rhino to finish.
“Flashes,” the gunner announced, “to the north.”
Kulkarni brought his sights around. He had noticed during his talk with Sudarshan that the gunner had rotated the turret off axis and was now pointed seventy degrees off to the right of the chassis. The driver was leading the tank to the northwest, and the gunner was facing north.
“Range?” Kulkarni asked.
“Hard to tell, sir,” the gunner replied, “too much obstruction from houses and trees.”
“And zero depth-perception on the optics,” Kulkarni added. His own sights were having the same problem. He saw the flashes on the horizon just as the gunner had indicated. It was clear that the air-force Jaguars were busy causing mayhem and carnage. Kulkarni hoped that Sudarshan had managed to warn those pilots about the sixteen rhino tanks.
Kulkarni checked his ABAMS screen with its moving-map display and brought up his comms mouthpiece: “driver, enough westward motion. Bring us due north for roughly two kilometers. Then we turn east and will take positions.”
“Roger.”
As the differential track motion of the tank caused everyone inside to hold on, the gunner brought the turret in alignment with the front of the chassis. The flashes on the horizon were now to their northeast… and subsiding in frequency.
“The Jaguars are leaving,” the gunner remarked.
“We must be closing in on the enemy,” Kulkarni added and then corrected his assumptions: “or they are leaving to rearm and refuel. Can’t tell just from the flashes.” He then looked at his paper maps to see where a good place might be for them to turn east and wait for the enemy. What he needed was a good line-of-sight for his tanks. Something to open the volley with. After that, they would move to contact and engage the enemy at close range…
There… he found what looked like enough of a gap between the nearest clumps of houses and tree clusters to allow at least ten of his tanks to fit in, facing east. He then looked up at the ABAMS screen and pushed in the coordinates of the grid so that it would show up as a marker on the respective screens of all of his tanks as a rally point. He knew his platoon leaders were smart enough to see what their commander’s intent was without him having to spell it out.
He then checked his own tank’s position relative to the position he had marked: “driver, keep moving for another two-hundred meters. Then traverse right and bring us facing east in that clearing.”
“Roger, sir.”
Kulkarni liked the fact that his crew operated with the bare minimal of doubts or questions. It was like they were of the same mind. Either that or they just mindlessly trusted him. Either way, their lives rested on his conscience.
And on my decisions… he folded the paper map back into neat squares. He then pushed it back into his overall’s zipper pocket. He won’t be needing this map now.
The vehicle jerked to a halt and then turned right, bringing the turret to face straight through the opening Kulkarni had intended. He rotated his sights to see other tanks also moving into position in a line. Nine of his tanks took up position as the first line, followed by the remaining seven in the line behind them. The formation was spread over three-hundred meters, north to south.
It represented a firing squad.
Kulkarni smiled at that realization and gripped the sights close to his eyes. His tank was the northernmost tank in the formation. His gunner was already swiveling the turret to the northeast as they waited for enemy movement. Kulkarni flicked on the thermal view on his sights. The view instantly changed from the green-black to a white-grey-black monochrome. The thermals registered on his sights as black. And cold objects were being rendered white. That was his personal preference setting. This view instantly showed him the black-grey columns of smoke from the Jaguar strikes, one kilometer northeast of them…
“There!” He exclaimed as the first black blob on his screen moved in jerks that only a tank crew understood. Then two more. And then half a dozen. All heading south. The Pakistanis appeared to be reorganizing their formations following the Jaguar strikes. As Kulkarni expected, the center-of-gravity of their formation was to the southeast: the direction they expected the enemy to be.
“All rhino-alpha tanks,” Kulkarni shouted, “hold fire until we have enough of the bastards for our first line gunners!”
The last thing he wanted now was a premature initiation of his ambush. Once that first sabot round left a tank gun, the surprise would be gone and the enemy would reorient towards them. He had to take maximum advantage of his surprise while he had it. Besides, there was no way to tell how many more targets were behind these ones…
“Come on… come on…” he muttered as more black blobs began aligning themselves across their line-of-sight. “Keep coming, you bastards!”
He counted off the blobs as the seconds ticked.
Ten. More than the guns in his first line…
“All tanks! Fire!”
The night was instantly shattered with the orange-yellow flames erupting from nine Arjun tanks. All nine gunners fired simultaneously. At less than a kilometer separation between them and the Pakistani T-80s, the sabot rounds reached their targets in a second…
Kulkarni watched through his sights as smoke from his gun dissipated and seven explosions erupted in black coloration within the enemy column. Three catastrophic detonations occurred in quick succession as some of the T-80 turrets fell aside their blazing chassis. Four others shuddered to a halt or stopped dead in their tracks, smoke and flame spewing from all hatches. The three surviving T-80s drove past the explosion and instantly disappeared behind smoke clouds as their commanders went into evasion mode. Kulkarni saw other enemy tanks further behind these ones. They were reorienting to face his tanks.
“Rhino-alpha! Advance! Advance! Advance!” He shouted into the comms as his gunner fired another round: “fire at will! Kill them all!”
All sixteen Arjun tanks rumbled forward, firing main guns. Enemy mortar rounds began impacting around them as the enemy infantry started supporting their tanks. The remaining three T-80s began moving east in full reverse. They fired their main guns through the smoke cloud in desperation. But the smoke obscured everyone’s visibility. The Arjun gunners kept calm and focused on secondary targets.
As they made their way through the drifting smoke, the Arjun tanks went into free-fire mode. The Pakistanis had several Al-Zarrar tanks supporting their T-80s, but these were obsolete tanks more suited for infantry support operations rather than toe-to-toe combat with enemy armor. Based on the Chinese Type-59, the Al-Zarrar was upgraded with reactive-armor systems and a better fire-control. But they were still old designs and could not fight on the move the way the Arjun could.
So while the Al-Zarrar crews halted their tanks to take aim, the Arjun tanks kept moving. This made it even harder for the enemy gunners but did little to hinder the Arjun gunners. Two-dozen sabot rounds flashed back and forth in the darkness, lit by the orange glow of fires and explosions. The Al-Zarrar crews did not stand a chance. Their only hope was to hit the Arjun lower in its chassis and hope to kill its mobility. Or a chance shot in one of the few weak areas in its Kanchan composite armor panels. In the darkness and against moving targets, it was a slim hope…
Kulkarni watched as his gunner rotated the turret as they moved past a burning T-80 chassis. Center in that view was an Al-Zarrar facing them at point-blank range. It fired its main gun before anyone could respond. The enemy sabot round slammed straight into the right, frontal Kanchan panel on the turret and sparks and smoke flew in all directions. The sixty-ton tank was dragged aside by the momentum of a point-blank sabot round. Then another explosion rocked the interior of the tank and smoke and sparks lit up the interior.
Kulkarni shook his head and saw blood dripping from his forehead. He had a severe headache. His arms and legs ached as well. The radio was blaring away in chaos as the battle raged outside. Inside the turret, however, there was the sounds of shuffling as the crew moved back into their seats. All were suffering from concussion, but they were alive. And that was all Kulkarni cared about for the moment.
“You guys all right?” He asked as he ran his fingers to his forehead and saw that they had turned bloody. He must have a gash somewhere. But there were no mirrors for him to see it in. He felt around the wound with his fingers and realized it to be just a gash. He must have hit something when the explosion knocked him off.
He heard the muffled voice of his driver on the comms. Looking around, he noticed his helmet headphone laying by the side of his seat. He pulled it up and put it back on. The voices became clearer: “sir, are you okay back there?!”
Kulkarni gave the others a look: “we are fine. How does the vehicle look?”
“The gun stabilization is off and the turret is off to the side. Left track is damaged but we should still be able to move. Right track is fine. Engine is fine. Looks like we took a round straight on the turret armor panel!”
Kulkarni pulled himself back to see his ABAMS screen disabled. He muttered an expletive and pulled his sights around: “gunner, is the main gun responsive?”
“Stand by,” the gunner tried moving the gun. It lifted jerkily and locked into its default stowage. “Looks like the gun is still responsive, sir.”
Kulkarni rotated his optics and saw that the Al-Zarrar that had fired on them was still there. But its turret seemed tilted and flames were leaping out of all its turret hatches. The roar from its fires was heard even over the battle.
“Looks like the bastard got hit before he could finish us off with a second shot,” Kulkarni noted dryly.
On further rotation of his sights, he saw that the turret-mounted machine gun was dislodged from its position and there were scorch marks everywhere. The main barrel of the machinegun was bent backwards…
“And we lost our external machinegun,” he noted for the benefit of his crew. He also noted that the ABAMS antennae was destroyed. That was the end of his network-centric operations for the rest of this war.
He lowered himself back in his seat and winced at the pain on his forehead. But he also felt rage. His tank was severely damaged. His networked fighting abilities were gone. The only good news here was that his mobility was still alive and so was his tank’s primary armament. And luckily, and most importantly, his radio was still working.
The tank’s engine rumbled to life. He hadn’t even noticed that the driver had switched them off to prevent a source of secondary explosions in case the damage had been worse. He exhaled and cleared his head.
“Okay, gents,” he said, “time to get back to the fight. Driver, get us moving. Gunner, check your main gun while I try to see what the hell is going on!” He switched comms: “rhino-alpha, this is rhino-actual. My networks are down. Give me a verbal sit-rep, over.”
As the other tank commanders started filling him in, he pulled out his paper map and stuck it in the gap between the ABAMS screen buttons. This map would be his main tool now. Time to do this the old fashioned way, he told himself.
Looking around, he saw that the battlefield was ablaze. Four of his tanks were damaged, including his own. Only two tanks had been completely destroyed. Ten Arjun tanks were fully operational and had hammered past the last remaining Al-Zarrar and T-80s. They were now rolling north under command of rhino-alpha-two. The latter had taken command assuming Kulkarni to be dead or incapacitated. And while they were relieved to hear his voice, Kulkarni had no intention of breaking their momentum to retake command. Not from inside a damaged tank, at any rate.
So he let them continue their charge as they overran the rear-end vehicles of the Pakistani column, about a kilometer north. He would take over and nurse the three other damaged tanks back to the south where trishul had its engineering elements.
He opened comms to Sudarshan: “steel-central, this is rhino-actual, over.”
“Steel-central copies, rhino-actual.”
“Rhino-actual reports destruction of enemy armored and mechanized columns north of waypoint red. Enemy has been overrun and rhino is in pursuit. We have two dead tanks and four more bruised, but mobile. We are returning to waypoint red. Requesting medical evacuation for six crew members. Confirm receipt of message, over.”
“Steel-central copies all. Good work out there.”
Kulkarni sighed. He could feel the adrenaline causing his body to shake uncontrollably, but forced himself past it: “roger. Requesting sit-rep on the southern enemy column.”
“Southern column is in retreat, rhino-actual. They have incurred massive losses following strikes by gladiator. Gladiator will rearm, refuel and pursue the enemy. Rhino needs to return to waypoint red upon destruction of north column and fold back into the defenses there. Over.”
“Wilco,” Kulkarni said half-mindedly. He realized he was very much in concussion. That was to be expected given that they had been inside a metal box that had just been rattled by a fast moving projectile. He found himself having to shake off the blurry vision in his eyes…
“Rhino-actual, do you copy? Over.”
He forced himself to be attentive: “Wilco, steel-central. Rhino-actual copies all. Out.” He then changed comms: “driver, we are heading back to waypoint red and are leading three other damaged tanks. Get us on a direct heading and move out.”
“Sir,” the loader said as Kulkarni fell back into his seat, “you have a gash on your forehead that is bleeding.” He got up from his seat and handed Kulkarni some bandages and painkillers from the turret’s first-aid kit. Kulkarni nodded his appreciation and took the bandage just as the tank reversed its orientation to the south and accelerated back to Rahim Yar Khan.
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The line of seven Al-Khalid tanks moved obliquely, their main guns fired as they advanced. Two kilometers west, the green-white flashes of their guns saturated the night-vision optics on his binoculars, so Haider lowered them and let his eyes adjust. As he watched, a distant crackle of fireballs indicated artillery shelling on some poor souls…
Haider turned to see Akram standing behind him, watching silently. His low-light goggles were push up above his forehead on to his hair. Neither men said anything, but the silence was punctuated by the chatter of several radiomen and staff officers running the army units. Haider finally walked up near Akram and rubbed his eyes.
“This front is stabilizing,” he said, his voice filled with exhaustion. “Looks like the 6TH Armored will hold its ground. For now, anyway.”
“Yes, sir.” Akram said quietly. A stabilized front was hardly the desired outcome for officers of his generation, brought up on the humiliation of defeat from previous wars. Haider patted the man on his shoulder. He knew how it felt. He turned to face the young major: “this is not how this was supposed to unfold.”
He looked his young aide in the eyes. He knew they had all seen and heard the state of the war as it stood tonight. The Indians had reacted to the strike on Mumbai with shocking force. And the results of all that had landed them here. But living in the past was something Haider could ill afford.
“I need to get some sleep if I am to function,” he said finally. “Wake me up if something happens.”
Akram nodded and muttered a “yes, sir”. Haider walked past him and the radiomen towards the houses that had been requisitioned from their owners to serve as his command center, at least until the Indians found this one too. But he was not going to sleep out here in the mud and cold. He needed a bed. A Pakistani general sleeping in the mud with his troops? Unthinkable. Even under the circumstances.
He walked past dozens of soldiers and civilians resting on the streets outside the house. Some were eating food and others were sleeping. These men belonged to the units he had gotten out of Lahore. Most of these units were exhausted, expended and disorganized. The battle for Lahore had proven very costly. One part of him wanted to wake these men up and send them off to the frontline. After all, that was what their comrades in the 6TH Armored Division were doing. But he was too exhausted from the efforts of the day, trying to keep the 6TH Armored from disintegrating. A voice inside him wondered what would have happened to the defenses if he hadn’t stepped in?
Perhaps his inner voice was trying to find justifications for his exhaustion. Maybe all his body wanted was some sleep. A few hours. After that he would determine what had to be done next. He walked into the living room of the large house and found the stench of soldiers, officers, equipment, blood and food to be nauseous. He winced and walked past the soldiers to the second floor where a room had been kept aside for him. He walked in and went for the helmet chin strap, before realizing that it had been broken since his time in Lahore.
God! Was it really just two days ago? He asked himself as he sat down on the bed. It felt like it was months!
He fell back on his back on to the mattress and instantly fell asleep.
“Sir!” There was a knock on the door.
Haider muttered some choice Urdu expletives and then composed himself: “go away! I told you to leave me alone!”
But the knock persisted. “Sir! Please open the door!”
Haider picked up his sidearm from the bed and then walked up to the door. He opened it to find one of his radiomen standing there, holding a phone-speaker: “sir, incoming call from army headquarters! For you!”
Haider scowled and then took the phone from the man, extending its coiled cable as he walked into the room.
“General Haider, here.”
“General, please hold for the army commander!” A bland voice replied.
Haider cocked an eyebrow. He wondered what Hussein wanted now…
“You still alive?” Haider recognized Hussein’s gruff voice. And also his tone. Haider’s facial expression contorted, but he kept his voice calm.
“Alive and fighting,” he managed to say without anger seeping in. “No thanks to you, though.”
“Where are you now?”
Haider let out a deep breath: “commanding units north of Lahore. The 6TH Armored in particular. The Indians decapitated its leadership just as it moved into the line. I was in the area and took over.”
“Good!” Hussein replied. Haider noted the change in tone. The man sounded genuine on that one. “Had you not stepped in, it would have been chaos and the Indians could have penetrated deep into our defenses. I was told that the 6TH Armored was fighting hard. I should have guessed you had something to do with adding steel to its spine.”
“I appreciate that,” Haider sat down on the mattress bed. “How bad is it?”
He heard what could only be a long sigh. Haider knew that well enough: Hussein wasn’t sure what to do. That sigh had always been his placeholder whenever he wanted advice but didn’t want to ask for it.
Haider looked at the floor: “that bad, eh?”
“Did you hear about the debacle near Rahim Yar Khan this evening?”
“I heard some rumors,” Haider lied. He knew a great deal more about that failed counterattack from his ISI commanders, but he wanted Hussein to say it the way he saw it. Because that was more important…
“The Indians routed us from there, plain and simple.” Hussein said, surprising Haider with his uncharacteristic bout of honesty. Pakistani generals never admit defeat as a matter of principle. They couldn’t. Doing so meant public humiliation and ridicule and the termination of any further prospects in Pakistan. They hadn’t admitted a defeat even when ninety-thousand soldiers had surrendered to India in East Pakistan in 1971. They even celebrated the loss of land in 1965 to India as “victory day”. And the humiliation of Kargil and Siachen were ignored altogether. Under such a culture, it was highly surprising when the top general admitted a defeat in candor such as this.
Hussein continued: “they have taken the entire stretch of land from the border all the way to the Indus river. The 1ST Armored Division has been destroyed. So have several Infantry divisions. They have chopped our control of the country into several pieces. The northern forces are now fighting independently of the southern ones. And units west of the river are being funneled, thanks to the river obstacle!”
“But we can still move forces across the river.” Haider added. His mind was working in overdrive now: “and the concentration of our forces in the north means that we do not have to worry about the Rahim Yar Khan capture as being overly strategic in…”
“Isn’t it, though?” Hussein interrupted. “Do you know that the Balochis are using this as the time to launch their own drive for independence? How are we to move forces into the area when the Indians are making strategic movement impossible?”
“Right,” Haider said after a couple seconds.
“Our control on the country is hanging by a thread, Haider.” Hussein said flatly. And once again, he sounded genuine. That scared Haider to his core. Haider was a master of conversations, but he felt even a lieutenant out of basic training could see where this conversation as going. Once the country’s fate had been invoked, there were no limits on what methods they could use to defend themselves…
“And the Indians haven’t stopped,” Hussein continued. “If Lahore wasn’t a clear enough sign for them about our seriousness, then nothing else will. Perhaps the Mumbai atta…”
“Let me stop you right there,” Haider interrupted his commander. There was only so much he would be caught speaking over a phone. He wasn’t about to hand the Indians any evidence. Not now. “The country’s fate is hanging in the balance, sir. We need to pull ourselves together and do what has to be done!” He let that emphasis sink in, before continuing calmly: “and you need to get out Rawalpindi.”
After a very long minute of silence, he got his response:
“Yes.”
It was the most chilling one word reply Haider had ever heard. In it carried the acceptance of fate. His own fate and that of his country. Acceptance of his past actions. And a determination to see it through. All summed up in one word.
Both men knew what had to happen now.
The link cut off. Haider looked at his phone as though it had offended him in a deep way. But really it was his reflexes kicking in while the mind processed what his immediate next steps needed to be.
“Sir?” The radioman said as Haider handed him the phone. But Haider was already in self-preservation mode. He grabbed his helmet, sidearm holster and pushed the scared radioman aside as he walked out the door.
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Malhotra sipped what must have been his sixteenth cup of coffee for the past two days. He sipped from the steaming cup and took warmth from the cup, wrapping his wrists around it. He always felt cold inside the operations center no matter how much climate-control they did in there.
There was a light knock on the door. Malhotra knew who that was: “come on in!” He took another sip.
Sinha walked into his office with his own cup and a smile. Noting the cup in Malhotra’s hands, he raised his own cup in a sign of “misery loves company” and then took the seat opposite the desk.
“Couldn’t sleep?” Sinha asked as he glanced at the blanket and pillows on the small couch in the office.
“Could you?” Malhotra replied. “What with all this going on? My body wouldn’t let me sleep. Hell. We don’t need sleep to see nightmares, my friend. We are living through them these days!”
Sinha nodded: “a shrewd summary of our woes!”
Malhotra smiled faintly, but even that gesture seemed to be against his body’s seemingly-perpetual inertia to scowl. After all, what was there to smile about?
“How’s the analysis on the Lahore detonation looking like?” He asked, getting back to business.
“Pakistani warhead as far as we can tell,” Sinha replied. “No inbound missile or aircraft delivery. That thing was driven over to the city and detonated on the ground. All according to our initial assumptions. Our young civilian experts from the DRDO are putting the numbers together.”
“So the bastards did it to themselves,” Malhotra stared at the desk. And then shook his head. “Maybe they were offering us a way out?”
“Or maybe they were showing us how serious they are,” Sinha said grimly. “A message perhaps. Plus it halted our offensive on the city, so they gained something out of it.”
“I still can’t believe it though,” Malhotra replied. “The Chinese tried doing it to us when they were about to lose the war. We were lucky that we detected that when we did. And Pakistan is no China, sure, but a week? Two, if you include our strikes in Kashmir? That’s how low their threshold is?”
“Remember,” Sinha said as he lowered his cup, “that their urban centers are far closer to the front lines than what the Chinese had. All China had to lose was face and perhaps some desolate land in the faraway mountains. But the Pakistanis are having their entire country split thanks to this war. So yeah, their threshold is lower.”
Malhotra nodded. “You know, I…”
The office door slammed open as one of the air-force wing-commanders from the operations center ran in: “sir! Trouble. One of our radar birds just detected the launch of two ballistic missiles from one of the Pak army StratForCom locations near Mianwali!”
“My god!” Malhotra said as he pushed back his chair and moved around the desk. All three men ran out into the operations center. The giant screen in the center of the room was centered around the monochrome image of a dissipating white smoke cloud on the ground. The indents on the side of the screen showed that the feed was live and also showed coordinates of the location as well as the orbital parameters of the satellite involved.
Malhotra turned to the operations staff: “who all have been notified?”
“Our Phalcon aircraft over Punjab detected the object as it climbed above horizon. StratForCom has been notified and they have sent out a threat warning to all commanders and the government!”
“Where the hell is it going?” Sinha asked. Malhotra turned back at the screen and saw the orientation of the arcing column relative to the compass.
“South!” He said louder than he realized. “South of Mianwali. What the heck is south of there? Mumbai? Some city in Gujarat?”
“StratForCom thinks it is a short-ranged Shaheen-I missile, sir.” The wing-commander replied. “It doesn’t have the range for Mumbai or any city in Gujarat for that matter.”
“Rajasthan?” Sinha wondered. “But why only two missiles? Why aren’t they just launching their primary strike across the board?”
“Shit!” Malhotra said as he realized what the intended target was: “Rahim Yar Khan.”
* * *
The engineers from the EME whistled as they climbed aboard the Arjun to inspect the battle damage Kulkarni and his crew had suffered. It was also the first time Kulkarni and his fellow crewmembers were seeing what the outside of their tank looked like. And he had to admire the vehicle for not only being able to move, but also be operational.
He could see the scorch marks and dents to the armor plating on the turret. The point of impact where the sabot round from the enemy Al-Zarrar tank had hit the composite armor plate was completely blackened. A crater had been gouged out within the plate. The turret was a mess of broken antennae, bent machine-gun, damaged and blackened optics and equipment. The rest of the chassis was covered in grime and soot. The original desert-brown camo paint was scorched off at several points. A lot of dents from impacts of debris, shrapnel and small arms rounds…
Kulkarni ran his hand through his hair as it all sank in. He felt he owed this vehicle his life many times over. The other three damaged tanks parked in a column behind him fared no better. The infantry men were already calling it the “the Sardargarh ambush” for the location where Kulkarni’s tanks had mingled with the enemy columns north of the highway. And word had spread of what the combined 43RD and 75TH Armored regiments had accomplished on Pakistani soil during the last week.
“So how does it look?” Kulkarni asked as the engineering officer jumped off the chassis and on to the road.
The man glanced at the tank and shook his head: “sir, I don’t know what to tell you. This baby here is out of the fight. The main gun and the co-ax machinegun are operational, but I would not recommend taking this vehicle back into the line.”
Kulkarni crossed his arms: “so what the hell do you recommend we do, major? Have it towed back to our side of the border? Is there a replacement tank hiding behind your trucks I should know about?” Kulkarni let the engineering major stand there for several seconds with the rhetorical question. He then winced as the pain spiked from the emergency stitches to his forehead gash. He turned back to the engineering team a few seconds later: “just fix what you can. Especially the ABAMS equipment. After that we are taking the vehicle back to the highway.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good.” Kulkarni clambered up the chassis to go pick up his rifle and some food he had laying on his seat inside the turret. From the top of this sixty-ton machine, plus his own six feet of height, he could see a long distance. He was also a perfect target for a sniper right then. But he couldn’t care less. He reminded himself that perhaps the war was making him complacent…
The massive white flashes caught them all by surprise.
The entire night sky was replaced with the light of two manmade suns. The blackness of the night was instantly transformed into what felt like bright daylight…
Kulkarni spotted the flashes to his east and west. The balls of light and flame were rising into the skies. His mind processed the explosions and he knew that the Pakistanis had struck with a nuclear warhead on the highway blockade point north and west of where he was. They had also struck the breach point on the border.
His first thought was for his men in and around the city. But his second thought pertained to the expanding shockwaves approaching him. He turned to face the crew and saw that they were already clambering aboard the tank. The engineers were running for their vehicles too. But there was no time.
Kulkarni jumped into his hatch and closed the top just as the shockwaves ran through the clearing on the road like an invisible rock wall travelling at high speed. The thunderclap was ear-shattering and it rolled over all the parked vehicles and slammed the hatch shut with an unnatural force. The blackness enveloped him and his crew as the world outside sounded like a cacophony of thunder, clanging noises and the howling noise of dust traveling at high speeds…
* * *
Malhotra put his arm behind his head as the entire staff at the operations center watched the two mushroom clouds erupting east and west of Rahim Yar Khan. Unlike Kulkarni, the men and women in the operations room of the aerospace-command in Bangalore had a silent, clinically detached view of the whole event. They watched as the two nuclear detonations announced the death of a Pakistani town and hundreds, perhaps thousands of Indian and Pakistani soldiers. The detonations also announced to the world the end of the Indian conventional military offensive in the Pakistani desert. And the start of the nuclear one.
Malhotra shared a look with Sinha and his eyes said it all: there was no holding it back now.
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“We have objects climbing above the horizon!”
That grim shout caused Verma to turn away from the comms console he had been monitoring. He ran over to the radar operators and bent down to look over the shoulders. The operators quickly glanced at who was behind them and then pointed to intermittent radar tracks on screen.
“Radar caught these objects as they climbed high into the atmosphere and came up above our horizon,” the lead operator said. Verma knew what this was.
“Pass the intercept information to StratForCom operations. Now!” He patted the operator on the back before turning to the comms console: “get a flash warning out to all the usual suspects! We have a Pakistani primary nuclear strike underway! We have missiles leaving the atmosphere and heading to targets!”
He also muttered a “god help us” when no one was looking.
* * *
“Oh my god!”
Ravoof ignored the prime-minister’s reflex response as he pushed back his chair and ran over to a phone on the side of the room. He knew the number he was dialing. After several seconds, he heard a familiar voice:
“Basu here.”
“You need to get of New-Delhi! Now!” Ravoof said loud enough for everyone in the room to turn their heads.
“That’s not happening, my friend,” Basu replied calmly. “I can’t just run and leave my people here. You know that.”
Ravoof rubbed his hand against his forehead, but he understood. Even so, his instinct to save his loyal friend was overriding his logical reasoning…
“Besides,” Basu continued, “we have our anti-ballistic missile-defenses around the city waiting to knock the enemy missiles out of the skies. We will be fine. Just you watch!”
Ravoof could only admire the man for his calmness in the face of immediate danger: “you do know that the defenses might not be enough,” Ravoof said in a voice that was beginning to crack. “The Pakistanis have focused a good portion of their missiles against…”
“If they do get through,” Basu interrupted, “then so be it. Just make sure to finish what they started. Don’t let them get away with this. And you need to be there to help guide the others. Don’t worry about on old man who has lived his life to the fullest. Worry about the ones whose entire future hangs in the balance…” he paused a second for emphasis, “and in the decisions you will now have to take.”
“Goodbye, old friend.” Ravoof said with whatever courage he could muster. “I will see you when this is all over!”
“Absolutely.” The line clicked off.
Ravoof turned to see the room in chaos. The military commanders on the screens began the solemn process of walking the civilian leadership through the retaliatory nuclear strike scenario. A target list showed up on the screen with the type and number of missiles that will be targeted against them. Ravoof saw the list include every major city, town, airbase and port in Pakistan listed in there. He also saw the type and size of nuclear warheads that would be detonated over them. Once this was completed, there would be no Pakistan left to speak of…
He walked back to his chair absentmindedly, as though in a daze. For what was happening now, his input was hardly needed. The military commanders from the StratForCom were already walking the prime-minister and the senior service commanders on how this would play out. The only thing he heard amongst all of that was when the general commanding the StratForCom interrupted the nuclear counterstrike briefing: “the anti-missile batteries around New-Delhi have begun engaging targets!”
* * *
The first Pakistani missiles to arc over and dive down into the skies above India had been under track by the ballistic-missile defenses deployed around the major cities in India. A literal web of massive, ultra-long-range radars tracked dozens of inbound missiles diving into India.
These radars sent their information to a series of missile batteries that stored the kinetic-kill missiles designed to hit and destroy inbound enemy missiles in a direct collision. For the last five years, the Indian military had been placing increasing numbers of these missiles, launchers, radars and equipment for just such an eventuality as this. Even so, the numbers of missiles required for an effective defense of even a single city meant that the coverage was limited to the major cities. But as things stood, the worst case scenario for the requirement of this defense had been realized far before the defenses had been deployed countrywide…
As the first of the Pakistani Ghauri-II missiles entered Indian airspace above New-Delhi, several of them were shattered out of the skies in violent explosions. The exo-atmospheric counter-missile missiles went into action. Two of the warheads were skimmed by their intended bullets from below and sent off track, heading down, but not on the city.
For every one warhead that was being struck down or deflected, several more were making it past the defenses. Within seconds it was clear to the StratForCom commanders that the Pakistanis had launched a bulk of their long-range missiles against New-Delhi. It was a tactic of attempting to overwhelm the defenses by launching more missiles than the defenders could stop. In this case, the Pakistanis had launched thirty-one of their Ghauri-II missiles against New-Delhi. There was no way to tell whether all of them carried nuclear warheads or whether some were conventional meant to be decoys. Nuclear warheads are costlier than the missiles they are carried on.
On the other hand, Hussein and his commanders could not hope to have a lot of decoys in the off chance that only the decoys made it through. So a sizeable chunk of the inbound warheads had to be nuclear. Considering that the entire Pakistani arsenal of nuclear weapons was less than one hundred warheads, this was a sizeable chunk. On the Indian side, they had to treat each missile as nuclear. All in all, eight warheads were struck out of the sky by the first layer of exo-atmospheric defenses.
As the remaining twenty-three Ghauri-II warheads began heating up within the atmosphere, the next layer of defenses went into play. The endo-atmospheric missiles slammed into twelve targets within seconds, littering the skies northwest of New-Delhi with flaming pieces of debris that glittered like stars in the night sky. The remaining interceptor missiles hit another seven targets a dozen kilometers above the city.
By this time it was too late to stop the others.
The last four warheads flew past the expended defenses and struck New-Delhi…
Further south, a similar game of destruction was under way above Mumbai, Pune and Bangalore. Twelve missiles each targeted against the three major metropolitan centers of India were considered enough by the Pakistani high command, given that the defenses around those cities were less intensive than the ones around New-Delhi. Added to that was the limited size of the Shaheen-II missile arsenal that the Pakistanis had to play with. Twelve missiles against each of those cities was all they could spare.
In a crude twist of irony, the defenses of Mumbai held up against the threat for which the city had been prepared, even though northern Mumbai lay abandoned after the terrorist strike. All twelve missiles targeted against the city were destroyed. The batteries around Pune managed to do the same. Bangalore eliminated nine of the missiles aimed at it. But as was the sad truth with nuclear warfare, even a single missile was one too many to pass through the defenses.
Other cities with no defenses at all had no chance. Most of the major cities in Punjab, Rajasthan and Gujarat were struck with one or more warheads and destroyed in a series of airborne detonations…
* * *
The Indian counter-response was far more devastating. Indian missiles had massive range and were stationed well beyond the reach of Pakistani missiles. And the Pakistanis had no defenses against such an attack. The Indians could strike virtually any target they wished. And right now their list included every location greater in size than a village.
As Indian Agni missiles left the ground for their targets, all Indian aircraft and helicopters vacated the skies over Pakistan. The Indian forces near potential targets were already evacuating under emergency conditions.
The Indian warheads flew a clear and unopposed trajectory to their targets. Islamabad, Rawalpindi, Karachi, Peshawar, Skardu, Multan and half a dozen other cities disappeared under nuclear detonations within the first strike. What was left of eastern Lahore was also struck again. The barrage of missiles struck all major military airbases and ports. By the time the third barrage hit tertiary targets, much of Pakistan was already dotted with dusty mushroom clouds. The entire country had been devastated in under an hour…
By that time, the Indian military was coordinating with the StratForCom commanders for the liberal use of tactical battlefield nuclear weapons. The price for their usage had been paid in the blood of a hundred million civilians on both sides. But General Potgam’s orders to his commanders were clear: they were to lay waste any clustering of military targets until none remained. There was to be no phoenix rising out of these ashes of Pakistan.
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It was the most surreal thing he had ever seen. It was supposed to be pitch black with stars in the night sky. But instead there was this extraordinary orange glow on the horizon everywhere he looked. It appeared as though the entire country was on fire…
Haider stood by the side of the army truck as they observed the latest explosion in Lahore. He saw the rising mushroom cloud as it climbed thousands of feet into the air. The dissipating shockwave from its explosion flew past the parked convoy of trucks like a sudden burst of wind and dust. Haider winced away as the dust flew into his eyes. He rubbed them with his fingers, cursing profanely as he did so. Akram and the other officers held on to the ends of the paper maps and other equipment to prevent them from flying off the hood of the truck.
Another flash of light disappeared into a mushroom cloud from the direction of Muridke, where they had all been, just a few hours ago. The Indians had destroyed what was left of the Pak army defenses on the Lahore front…
“There it goes,” Haider said flatly. He couldn’t feel anything. Not for the soldiers of the 6TH Armored who he had abandoned to their fate, not for the civilians of Lahore or anyone else for that matter. His only concerns had been for his family, who he had just heard, had moved across the border into Afghanistan. His other major concern was for himself. And that still needed sorting out.
“Any news?” Haider asked Akram as he walked over to the truck. He sighed and then added: “from anyone?”
Akram shook his head. “Military comms are offline. Rawalpindi is offline. Command net is offline. It’s all offline, sir!” He pounded his fist on the hood, causing everyone around to flinch. Akram then turned to Haider: “it’s all over, isn’t it?”
Haider looked at his young aide: “it’s not over until it’s over. The Indians have destroyed Pakistan, but we will rise back up again. To do that, this country needs leaders who will help guide it back on its feet, decades from now. Which means men like yourself, Akram. You see all this,” he gestured to the numerous mushroom clouds on the eastern horizon, “all of this is just the start of the jihad against the infidels. And you and your men will carry the torch.”
“But first,” Haider put his hand on Akram’s shoulder, “we have to survive. We need to head west and meet our colleagues on the Afghanistan border. The mountains there will provide us the cover we need until all this settles down. You understand?”
Akram nodded: “yes, sir. I understand. Do we start gathering straggling units if we meet them?”
“No.” Haider said flatly. “Any collection of military units larger than a few vehicles will invite a nuclear attack from the Indians. We stick with our convoy of ambulances and move alone. Once the dust settles, we will begin collating stragglers into a fighting force again.”
Haider got into the back of the truck marked as an ambulance. Akram waved to the others as they got their maps and equipment together and moved to their respective vehicles. They knew they had to put as many kilometers during the night as possible before daylight made it impossible for them to move.
“What about General Hussein?” Akram asked as he took a seat opposite Haider in the back of the truck.
“What about him?” Haider replied conversationally as he removed his helmet and ruffled his white hair. The vehicle rumbled forward, followed behind by the others.
“Do you think he made it out alive?”
Haider exhaled as he considered that question. His last conversation with Hussein had given him the impression of fatality. Hussein hadn’t sounded like a man who saw himself escaping the city like a fugitive, like…
Like we are? A voice inside Haider’s head quirked.
“No major,” he said, shaking off his self-recriminations as though it were a nuisance. “I don’t think he did.”
There was silence for several seconds between the two men. Akram broke the silence after a while: “he died for his country and his religion.”
Haider wanted to ask the young officer in front of him whether he truly believed what he had just said. But now was not the time. Haider kept his peace. If his countrymen chose to remember Hussein as that fearless leader who had taken them into battle despite all odds, then so be it. All Haider had in mind was to get to the safety of the Afghanistan border before the Indians found out that he was still alive and came after him. From there he had pre-arranged plans to smuggle him out to Tajikistan and from there to Saudi Arabia. He would leave the future of Pakistan, such as it was, in the hands of men like Akram, but his own war was over.
He finally looked Akram: “yes, major. I believe he did.”
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Kulkarni regained consciousness to find himself staring at the pitch black interiors of his tank turret. As his mind cleared and the senses recovered, he heard the howl of the wind outside.
But how can that be… he wondered. The turret was sealed.
Wasn’t it?
He looked to the front to see the gunner and driver positions covered in dust and soot. A lifeless body lay on the main-gun breech in an unnatural angle. He moved his eyes and saw that his own turret hatch was sealed solid. But the other hatch seems to be letting some moonlight in. He realized his eyes were now adjusting to the darkness. The rays of moonlight from the open turret was lighting up the airborne dust particles inside the turret. Other than that, he couldn’t see any motion.
He tried to move his arms and legs and found them responsive, despite the aches all over his body. He had been laying there in the corner of the turret ever since he had been flung there by the shockwaves of the nuclear explosion. He recalled that he had managed to get inside the tank just as it been hit. He had seen his crew doing the same, hadn’t he?
Had they not made it all the way in?
That would explain the moonlight he saw from the other hatch, he realized. As his mind began playing the implications of what was around him, a sense of panic began to overcome him. His heartrate increased to a point that it was the dominant noise he heard. He had to get out. He had to get out of here before it was too late!
He grabbed on to the rails next to his seat to get himself up. It was a painful experience even to get himself into a seated position. After a minute of struggling, he finally made it into his seat. He finally looked around as he was used to, from his commander’s seat. And the view wasn’t pretty.
The turret was entirely destroyed from the inside. His ABAMS screen was cracked in multiple places and was shut off. There was no electrical power that he could see, but there were the occasional sparks. And the dust covered everything like a blanket.
He looked up and tried to open the hatch cover above him. But the thing would not move. Not even a little. It felt as though the hatch had been slammed shut with so much force that it was stuck. He would have to leave through the other hatch if he wanted to get out of here.
He managed to move himself by sliding down into the space where the gunner would be. He saw the tank still armed with ready-to-use sabot rounds in the storage. He sighed and then looked further. He saw the dead body laying by his side over the breech and moved it over so that he could see who it was. He dreaded what he might see, even though he knew exactly who it was.
“Ahhh!” He shrieked as he rolled over the body of his gunner. The latter’s chest had caved in from the pressure wave. Kulkarni’s cries in agony filled the turret for several minutes. He pounded helplessly on the side of the turret. The metallic clangs echoed through the turret as well. But when they died away, it was the same howl of the winds…
I have to get out of here… I have to get out! Kulkarni pulled himself up and forced his tears to stop by sheer willpower. He was not going to die out here. Not like this. Not now. He put the body of his gunner down on the floor of the turret and clambered past the gun and into the open hatch. He put his arms around the rim of the hatch and pulled himself up until he was seated with his body outside the turret and his legs hanging in.
The sight that accompanied his seat felt as though it were after a volcanic eruption. Dust swirled over the entire town at very high velocities. There were fires in a few places, but everything had either been burnt to cinders or the flames had been extinguished by the dusty winds. There was an ungodly brown glow to the entire night. Looking up, there were no stars and the moon appeared slightly brown.
Kulkarni took a deep breath and looked closer at his tank. The road they had been on was still there, although it was now covered with concrete debris from all the destroyed houses. Behind his own vehicle, he saw one of the three damaged Arjun tanks that he had ferried here prior to the explosion. It’s turret was swiveled at fifty degrees from the chassis and the main gun was pointed to the ground. The turret and driver hatches were open and covered in dust. There was no sign of life there.
Kulkarni noticed that the other two tanks behind this one were missing. All four tanks had been parked in a column before the explosion. So where were they now? Had they survived and left? Or had they been stolen by the enemy? Certainly they couldn’t have been pulled away by the shockwave. If the shockwave hadn’t pulled away the first two tanks, it couldn’t have done the last two. Where did they go?
He got up on top of the turret and looked around. He saw the unmistakable churning of mud where the other two tanks had been: tank tracks. The other two tanks had survived…
That gave Kulkarni some hope. But it still left him with the question of what to do. Where should he go? He was out here, seventy kilometers inside enemy territory and now everything was gone. All comms. All friendlies. His crew was gone too. And his tank was destroyed…
Perhaps if he had a functional radio, he could try and get word out to nearby friendly units. His mind raced through the possibilities: had Sudarshan survived? What about the rest of his tanks? Had India been nuked?
He looked at the second tank and saw that its turret looked badly damaged but the tank chassis otherwise looked operational. Maybe if he could get it rolling, he could drive his way out of here and to the Indian border.
It was a plan as good as any other his mind could come up. And he had nothing more to lose. He forced himself up and then checked his uniform’s thigh pockets. His folded paper map was still there. That further increased his hopes. A functional tank chassis and a map and he had all the essentials to make his way towards friendly lines. He also needed some protection. He jumped back into his turret hatch and looked around for their emergency equipment. He found his duffel bag stowed near his seat. He pulled it out and opened the zipper. Inside was his carbine version of the INSAS rifle, some extra magazines for the rifle, packaged food, some flares and smoke grenades and some personal belongings. Each crew member in the tank had carried such a bag for just this kind of contingency. He also removed the demolition charges pack and checked it for usability. He had no intention of handing over this tank to the enemy.
He checked the contents of the bag, removed the rifle and slapped an ammo magazine into it but kept the safety on. He zipped up the rest of the bag and pushed it over the rim of the turret to the outside and stowed the rifle around his neck. He gave a final look to the inside of the tank and had to fight back his tears. But he shook it off and then pushed himself out of the turret. He then set the demolition charge and tossed it back inside the turret before jumping off and running to the other tank behind his. He clambered aboard the driver’s hatch and got in.
It had been a long time since he had had to drive a tank. But he was trained in it and remembered where everything was. It did take him a few seconds to orient himself, but it came back to him much faster than he expected. The main issue was whether the tank’s engines still worked. He held his breath in anticipation and engaged the diesel engines.
The tank rumbled to life.
And Kulkarni allowed himself to breathe again.
“Okay! Okay!” He talked to himself. “Let’s see if we can move!”
He reminded himself that the turret behind him was pointed away from the chassis and that the gun was pointed down. He would have to be mindful of the navigation issues pertaining to that when he had to turn in tight corners. But the first thing to do was back away before the demolition charges in his own tank destroyed what was left of his own former Arjun. He moved his new vehicle backwards and the tracks engaged as they threw up dust in all directions. The tank began to back up along the road, increasing the separation between the two vehicles.
It was when he was about thirty meters away that he saw the flash of flames and sparks coming out of the turret of his earlier tank. Moments later the top of the turret blew up into shreds and debris flew off in all directions. The flames lit up the debris filled streets with flickering shades of yellow and orange.
Kulkarni heard the metallic debris hitting his vehicle on the outside. But he ignored them as he pulled out his paper map and determined which path to take. He had no intention of driving through the city or near the airport. He would skirt around the perimeter of the city and then make his way back towards the general direction of Islamgarh road. Once there, he would be on the main Indian logistics route. And he hoped he would meet some friendly faces there.
He tucked the map next to his seat and maneuvered the tank around. The barrel of the gun hit one of the destroyed engineering trucks laying nearby and pushed it out of the way as well. Once aligned with the road, he drove on, causing the tank to climb over the debris on its way out of Rahim Yar Khan.
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“Is it a question of fuel?” Ansari asked the aviators.
Jagat shared a look with Dutt, who shook his head: “not really, no. Fuel is plenty at least as far as where their current position is.” He pointed a finger to the position on the map where Pathfinder was currently holed up. “But beyond that is where the question mark comes in.”
Ansari looked at Gephel and then back to the pilots: “well that’s a problem then. Because for all we know, our target has been on a convoy making his way west while we are debating logistics.” He sighed. “What do we need to do get the fuel in there?”
“We can do a para drop for fuel the way we do for a rapid-deployment FARP,” Jagat suggested. Ansari saw that Dutt was nodding his head. That was good. “That way,” Jagat continued, “we can refuel on the way back. Can the air-force spare a C-130 for this?”
“They can,” Dutt added flatly. “But we will need some security for the location. The pathfinders will have to leave some guards there, or we will have to carry our own guards when we go.”
“No,” Ansari replied, “they can spare a few men for the refueling point. The final assault won’t need that many men anyway.”
“Hopefully.” Gephel added.
Ansari nodded as he put his arms around the edges of the table and leaned over the maps: “we are time critical on this one, gentlemen. The more time we spend discussing this, the more time our target gets to move further away from us. We need to end this… now.”
“I agree,” Dutt said as he folded his own maps and stuffed his pencils in his flight-suit’s pockets. “Let’s get rolling, folks. Ansari, you have the ball for our logistics. You have as much time to make it happen as its going to take us to get airborne and out to the pathfinders and then beyond to the A-O. Jagat and myself are taking flight. Get word to the pathfinders on how this is going to work and we all will make it back alive with the target’s head. No screw-ups, please.”
“Just so long as that head is still attached to a body,” Gephel reminded the air-force pilot.
Dutt scowled: “no guarantees.”
“Okay,” Ansari agreed as he pounded his knuckles on the table. “Let’s get this done!”
Jagat and Dutt walked out of the tent with their other pilots and gunners towing behind them. The two SOCOM commanders watched them leave. Once the last pilot had lowered the flap of the tent behind him, Gephel turned to Ansari: “any news on New-Delhi? Chandigarh?”
Ansari shook his head. His eyes did not meet Gephel’s.
“What about Basu?” Gephel persisted. “And the others? Wasn’t your family in…”
Ansari scowled. “I don’t know! I just don’t know, okay? They are all dead for all I know!” He instantly regretted losing his temper and then rubbed his eyes.
“Look,” he said after a few seconds, “they may still be alive. But without any sort of comms, we have to assume that they are dead. Or incapacitated. At the very least they are off our grids and therefore not relevant just this second. And that applies both to the higher brass as well as our families and friends. There will be enough time to dig through the rubble when this is all over. Believe me!”
“Indeed.” Gephel crossed his arms. His voice thinly disguised his anger. But Ansari knew it wasn’t directed at him. He had known Gephel a very long time for that.
The rounds of the rotors spooling up outside forced the conversation to an end. Ansari turned to face Gephel: “we have work to do. If we don’t get that refueling D-Z set up on time, the Pathanya, Jagat, Dutt and the others are going to find themselves in hot water deep behind enemy lines. Hindon and Chandigarh have been destroyed. Where’s the nearest C-130 based right now?”
“That would be,” Gephel flipped through his notes, “Agra. All C-130J aircraft that survived the nuclear strike have been relocated there for now.”
“Can they spare one?” Ansari leaned over the maps.
“I think so,” Gephel replied. “Need to make some calls for that, however.”
“Confirm it,” Ansari ordered. “And make sure they know our requirements. Fuel cells for six helicopters, single return flight over the distance specified. And we need it now!”
“I am on it,” Gephel walked away to the other tents that housed the radios. After his colleague was gone, Ansari continued to stare at the locations and routes that they had decided on over the past hour. He knew this would be their last chance to do this. Any delays or screw ups and Haider and his henchmen would be beyond the reach of their surveillance and radius of operations. At that point it might take years to find and kill him.
And that won’t do… Ansari’s face contorted in anger. Haider had to pay for what he had wrought on both countries and the hundred-million people who had been slaughtered. That number struck Ansari for the first time just then: one-hundred million was the conservative estimate for the casualties. It was too early to tell, of course. The mushroom clouds hadn’t even dissipated yet. But even if that number was mostly true, General Hussein and Lt-general Haider were now the single biggest mass-murderers in human history.
Bigger than Hitler and Stalin…
They simply could not be allowed to escape justice. And while Hussein had been killed in Rawalpindi, having refused to evacuate into the hinterlands, Haider was still alive and on the loose.
But not for long. Unbeknownst to Haider, his comms had been zeroed in by a laborious effort by the military-intelligence and RAW personnel. And thanks to input from Pathanya and wing-commander Grewal, they knew that the medical convoy they had seen as the source of the signals was, in fact, accurate.
All the pieces were in place for the final strike.
Ansari thought over the plan and didn’t feel like they had missed anything. The sounds of the helicopter rotors was deafening. The walls of the tent were swaying under the manmade winds from the rotors. He turned over the flap of the tent and stepped out to see seven helicopters parked on the makeshift helipad. Three Dhruv utility helicopters and four LCH gunships. The latter were armed with rocket-pods and Nag anti-tank missiles on twin launchers. The gunners were already swiveling their chin-turrets as they made sure the helmet-gun-slaving was accurate and responsive.
A few moments later Dutt’s LCH lifted off the ground and leapt into the air at full power. The helicopter flew over the trees further away and headed west. The other helicopters lifted in quick unison and followed their leader. Within minutes, all Ansari could see were the distant silhouettes of the helicopters against the pink-red skies of the morning.
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The Arjun tank rumbled to a stop at the junction of the dirt road. Kulkarni looked around and then consulted his map. He had been navigating purely by compass and his mental knowledge of the terrain for the last hour. He had kept a general direction to the east and kept away from urban areas. The last thing he wanted was to be ambushed by a swarm of jihadists out here. Inside the driver compartment of a single tank with no crew, he wouldn’t stand a chance. It was all the more important for him to make as much headway towards the east as possible before the sun came up and the visibility made his tank stick out like a sore thumb, attracting the wrong kind of attention. The ongoing chaos and darkness of the night were his friends.
He saw the pink skies to the east and then checked his wristwatch. Sunrise was imminent. By that time he had to either be within friendly lines or as far out into the eastern desert as possible. Either way, he had to get out of these urban areas. They were death traps.
The road in front of him headed east-west and looked suspiciously like the Rahim Yar Khan road. His tanks had rolled on it on their way towards the town two days ago. If he continued east on it, it should merge with the Islamgarh road and that would take him all the way east to the Indian border. But without any road signs, he couldn’t be sure this was the right road. Besides, out here all roads looked the same. Same trees and bushes scattered around them. Same dirt covering everything. But he reasoned that if he got on the eastward heading road, he couldn’t go wrong.
He accelerated his vehicle forward to the road junction and had to jerk on the breaks almost as fast. An army truck came out of the swirling dust clouds with their headlights on full beam. It nearly smashed into his tank from his blind corner. The truck was only about five meters away from the Arjun when it shuddered to a halt. The headlights of the truck were illuminating the Arjun and blinding Kulkarni.
Kulkarni was overjoyed to have finally run into some friendlies. But that joy was short-lived as he overheard chaotic chatter in what he made out to be Urdu. His heart skipped a beat as he realized that he had run into Pakistani soldiers!
For their part, the Pakistanis were survivors who were also lost and were trying to make their way out of the town. They obviously had not wanted to run into an Indian tank, of all things. Their fear and confusion was mirrored to that of Kulkarni, who thought that he had run into a large force of enemy infantry who would soon realize their numerical superiority over the disabled and undermanned Arjun.
To his surprise, Kulkarni saw the soldiers jumping out of the truck, taking their rifles with them. He thought quick and swiveled the Arjun around to face the Pak army truck head on and then accelerated. The Arjun crashed into the truck and its left track climbed over the flattened truck cabin, pitching the entire tank up. But Kulkarni kept accelerating until the tank had completely crushed the vehicle and moved off it. That truck would never be anything more than scrap metal. He heard the metallic clangs of small-arms fire ricocheting off the tank as the soldiers returned fire.
Kulkarni realized there was no time to mess around here. He swiveled the tank back to the east and drove on. A grenade exploded a few meters behind his vehicle and the small explosion threw gravel and dirt. He ignored the attack and kept driving off. Kulkarni was sweating and hoping that the soldiers wouldn’t think about giving chase to his tank on foot. After two minutes, he was sure that they hadn’t. The chaotic shouts in Urdu and the clatter of rifles died down as his tank continued towards the brightening eastern skies.
It took him another ten minutes of driving before he saw what looked like a blockade on the road, two kilometers away. He brought the tank to a stop to observe better what was down the road. He pulled out his binoculars from his duffel bag and focused on the road…
He let out a uncharacteristically loud shout of excitement.
The blockade he saw was by an Arjun tank parked on the road with its turret swiveled towards him. There were other military vehicles parked on the side of the road and a lot of Indian soldiers waving at him to come towards them. He put the binoculars away and jerked the vehicle into motion. Five minutes later he was sure. The tanks were rhino. The white infrared-visibility diamond painted on their side was unmistakable. He was excited to know who it was. But it also occurred to him then that he only saw a handful of Arjun tanks by the road. He passed by some more tanks and BMP vehicles that had been abandoned by the roadside, but that was it. The rest of the dozens of vehicles he saw were from trishul and other infantry units. This seemed to be a regrouping point for all Indian forces that had made it out of Rahim Yar Khan…
Of all the hundreds of vehicles he had taken in, was this all that had survived?
As he passed by the parked tanks on guard near the road, overjoyed members of his unit were already clambering aboard in joy at seeing their CO alive. Kulkarni pulled to a halt fifty meters past the perimeter defenses and switched off the engines as troops from his unit swarmed next to his driver compartment. He stepped out of the hatch and was greeted by a major from trishul.
“Do we have comms with steel-central?” Kulkarni said as he got down to business.
The major frowned: “negative, sir. Steel-central was wiped out by a nuclear detonation. The original breach point is heavily radiated as per the reports of our N-B-C recon vehicle crews. The engineers are making another breach point further south and we will route through there with all our heavy vehicles and gear as soon as it is open.”
“What do you mean route through there?” Kulkarni asked just as the sounds of an army Dhruv helicopter drowned him out. The helicopter flew overhead as it headed west towards Rahim Yar Khan.
The major pointed at the departing helicopter: “we are under orders to leave the area and pull back into Indian territory, sir. Corps command sent us helicopters to find as many survivors as we can, but with all potential military targets in the region already nuked, corps H-Q feels we are at risk of radiation exposure out here for little gain. We are to complete our evacuations by the end of the day, today.”
Kulkarni muttered an expletive, but nodded at the officer standing next to him. Orders were orders. He looked around to see the general hectic activity: “what else do I need to know?”
The major pointed behind him. Kulkarni turned to see an air force C-130J transport coming to land on some airstrip further south of where they were. The two officers watched as it touched down further away and sent a cloud of dust rising around it. The sounds of its turboprop engines momentarily drowned everything else.
“The air-force is doing medical evacuations of critically wounded personnel from the Sheikh Zayed airstrip nearby. We had been using it as a secondary logistics node before the nukes started flying. Now it is our primary operations center until we pull out.” He waved an arm at the tank Kulkarni had driven in on: “do you have any wounded personnel that need to be evacuated? Additional survivors?”
Kulkarni stared at the soot covered tank he had driven in on and said nothing.
The major understood. “All right, sir. I will leave you to it.” He waved down the road: “our field ops center is down the road, five-hundred meters. All surviving staff from trishul and whoever was lucky enough from steel-central staff to not have been there when the nuke hit, are now operating from there. We could certainly use you there, sir.”
As the officer walked off to do his job of coordinating this chaos, Kulkarni walked over to a nearby truck and sat against its wheel. His mind had been in overdrive processing so much information that his body could not keep up with the stress. He had lost crews before. This wasn’t his first war, as he kept reminding himself. But what horrified him was that the number of crews that had survived under his command were less than those that had been lost in all of the battles against the Chinese. The list of killed and missing personnel was so long that his mind could not process it. All his body could do was stare blankly at the sand in front of him. His job required him to be impassive and stoic. Especially now as the survivors looked to him for decisions to help them get back home.
He saw some of the surviving rhino tank commanders walking up to him. He forced himself to get up and shake off the tears. The young lieutenants and captains assembled around him. He saw their soot covered overalls and faces. As he stood there in silence, they all shared looks with each other before one of them spoke up: “sir, what are our orders? What is rhino tasked to do now?”
Kulkarni looked at the captain as though the man were insane. Even after all that had happened, they looked to him for orders…
“The war is over, captain.” He said finally, his voice cracking under the strain of saying the words.
“Sir?”
“I said, the war is over,” Kulkarni said more forcefully. “All military targets worthy of attention have been or will be nuked by our side. The Pakistanis have been scattered like cockroaches. We need to get more specifics from corps, but rhino is no longer tasked with any strategic objectives.” Kulkarni looked around the faces of the officers to see that most of them had come to the same conclusion at some subconscious level. “So, gents, in light of this, army command has determined that there is nothing but radiation hazard left for rhino and trishul inside Pakistan. And we want none of it. So they are pulling us out.”
The officers looked at each other and Kulkarni saw many of them nodding agreement. One of them finally blurted it out: “so we are going home, sir?”
Kulkarni nodded. He noticed that, to his soldiers, crossing the international border in the desert and entering India felt like entering through the front door of a home, leaving the harsh storm outside. It was a feeling that had been earned in blood out here.
“Yes,” Kulkarni finally replied. “We are going home.”
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“Friendlies inbound!” Vikram announced over team comms from his position up in the tree. Down below, Pathanya turned to Kamidalla: “deploy red smoke.”
“You got it.”
Pathanya watched as Kamidalla took out the smoke canister from his backpack, armed it and tossed it past the trees and into the farms beyond it. Within seconds the red smoke was climbing past the height of the plants and gathering volume. By then the sounds of the helicopter rotors were increasing. Pathanya turned to Grewal as he limped over with the medic: “you ready to go, sir?”
“Major,” Grewal replied, “I owe you and your men my life. I will never forget this.”
Pathanya smiled: “it’s our job, sir.”
Grewal nodded and limped over to the edge of the trees where Kamidalla waited for them. Pathanya shouted over the sounds of the helicopter engines: “Kamidalla, deliver our guest to the birds! And then get to team-two!” He then turned to face the others around him: “the rest of you, we are leaving! Team-one with me. Team-two with Captain Kamidalla! Let’s go!”
By now the tree branches were swaying in the rotor downwash. The first of three Dhruv helicopters landed within the wet mud of the fields. Their landing skids sunk into the slush as they came to rest. Pathanya waved the pathfinders forward. Eight pathfinders advanced from the tree-line just as the red smoke was dissipated by the rotors. Kamidalla and the medic lifted Grewal by the arm and legs and ran with him to the third Dhruv helicopter. The crew-chief of the helicopter swiveled the side-mount machinegun out of the way as they loaded Grewal onboard.
Pathanya walked at a slower pace than the others. He had his rifle up at shoulder level and pointed away from the helicopters and towards the houses further west. He saw several occupants on the rooftops there observing the action. But so far no attacks. He wanted to keep it that way.
He looked at Vikram clambering down from his treetop observation post: “Vik! Get your butt down fast! Stop monkeying around!”
“Coming!” Vikram shouted over the noise. “Don’t leave without me!”
Vikram jumped on to the ground, picked up his rifle and hoisted his backpack. The Dhruv helicopter carrying Grewal lifted off the farm and headed southeast towards the Indian border. Pathanya saw the four LCH gunships flying in a large circle: they were looking for trouble and drawing attention away from the vulnerable Dhruv transports…
“Pathfinder-actual, this is panther-actual!” Pathanya pressed his comms earpiece closer into his ear as Jagat chimed in: “get your asses on board! Now!”
“Roger!”
Pathanya waved to the others and patted Vikram as he ran past. Within seconds they were boarding. Jagat saw them from the cockpit glass and got the confirmation nod from his copilot that everyone was aboard. He increased power and the helicopter lifted off the ground and pitched forward as it picked up speed. The second helicopter did the same, moment later.
As the LCHs began taking position ahead and behind the transports, Pathanya saw the friendly face of Jagat’s copilot giving him a thumbs up sign from the cockpit.
“Nice to see you too,” Pathanya muttered and waved back. He changed comms to Kamidalla: “you remember the deal?”
“Roger,” Kamidalla responded from the other helicopter. “I remember you leaving me to guard some godforsaken piece of land with half of pathfinder while you and Vik go get some fun! Thanks!”
Pathanya shared a look with Vikram, who smiled. Pathanya responded: “if you don’t keep that FARP secure, none of us are going home. Just remember that.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Team-two copies all!”
The pilots chimed in: “panther-actual, this is panther-two. Looks like this our stop. We are departing for the D-Z. See you on the way back. Over.”
“Wilco, panther-two,” Jagat responded. “Keep alert and radio-in anything that looks out of our playbooks. Out.”
As the second Dhruv and two of the LCHs peeled off, Pathanya moved up the cabin and poked his head between the two pilots: “what’s our E-T-A to the A-O?”
Jagat checked his map displays: “fifteen minutes. Get your men ready. I will sound the warning when we are two minutes out!”
“Roger!” Pathanya said as he moved back from the cockpit. He found the crew-chief manning the side-mounted machine gun leaning out of the entrance into the wind to detect threats below them. It was an unenviable job. Especially in winter. The crew-chiefs had to be dressed in thick thermal gear, face-plate helmets with oxygen masks and a harness to prevent them being thrown out by sudden turbulence. Add to that their helmet-mounted night-vision optics and they looked positively alien. Except for their arms, they showed no discernable human emotions behind all that paraphernalia…
As Pathanya watched, the crew-chief made some sudden motion and then aligned his machinegun against some target and let loose. The entire cabin reverberated with the vibration and noise of the heavy-caliber machinegun barrage. A few moments later they heard the deadly whizzing noises of tracer rounds flying close by…
As Jagat made violent evasive maneuvers, the copilot turned to the passengers: “we are taking fire from Pak army remnants below! Hang tight! We are evading!”
Vikram grabbed the side frame of the helicopter with both hands as he summarized the situation as understood by the pathfinders: “Oh shit!”
* * *
Haider, Akram and the other officers looked up from their breakfast table as the distant sound of heavy machineguns echoed around them. It had come from the east. They got up from the wooden chairs they had been sitting on at the roadside restaurant and looked to the eastern hills. There was nothing much to see.
One of the captains nearby turned to Akram: “maybe it was just some jihadists doing what they…”
“Quiet!” Akram ordered. “Listen!”
Haider walked past Akram and waved to the drivers and other soldiers: “we are leavi…”
The new sounds of helicopter rotors echoed through the eastern hills and was persistent. All doubt was instantly gone. Akram began shouting orders for everyone to get on board the trucks and move. But Haider was smarter. He had already clambered into the back of his truck and had gathered his G3 rifle, maps and other items. He jumped out of the vehicle as Akram ran past.
“Sir!” Akram said in surprise. “What are you doing?”
“It’s too late, Akram!” Haider shouted. “They know we are here! Send the convoy on the road and follow me! We will use the trucks as decoy and make our way into the hills!”
Akram understood his commander’s intention instantly. He muttered an expletive and patted on the side of the truck cabin, ordering the driver to drive on. But the soldiers around them were no fools. Once they saw what the two senior officers were doing, they also began abandoning the trucks…
“You fools!” Haider shouted as he clicked the safety off his rifle and pointed it at the driver who was panicking in front of him. “Get back into the truck and start driving!”
“Sir!” Akram shouted as he watched Haider point the rifle at his own soldiers. “What are you…!”
Akram’s shout was interrupted mid-sentence as a Nag anti-tank missile slammed into the rearmost ambulance in the convoy. The vehicle exploded into fragments. The shockwave ripped through the area and sent everyone around tumbling.
When Haider regained his composure, he found himself thrown into one of the wooden tables they had been using for breakfast just minutes before. As his vision moved alternatively between blurred and clear, he saw the rearmost truck in his five truck convoy burning and spewing black smoke. Cannon rounds were exploding within the other trucks as Indian LCH gunships streaked overhead, spewing flames from their chin-turrets…
He got himself up, only to have to take cover behind a small mud wall as another line of cannon rounds punctured the ground and headed towards two of his officers returning fire from their rifles. Both men were shredded by the impact of the cannon fire and died with agonizing shrieks in their throats. Further away, on the other side of the road, a single Dhruv helicopter landed and he saw Indian special-forces soldiers disembarking. The helicopter lifted again within seconds and flew off. He saw the Indian soldiers making their way to the trucks and knew time was running out.
Haider removed his sidearm from his thigh holster just as a few more of his surviving soldiers took up similar positions behind the same wall. They pointed their rifles over the top of the wall. Haider looked to see where Akram was but didn’t see him anywhere. Maybe he had been killed, he reasoned. In any case, it was too late now to matter.
He looked at the handful of remaining soldiers under his command: “kill these infidels invading our country! Show no mercy!”
The group opened fire just as the Indian soldiers took cover behind the trucks. The Pakistani defenders were returning a fusillade from behind the mud walls. The pathfinders, on the other hand, returned fire in single rounds or bursts. Within a few seconds, two of the five Pakistani soldiers fell backwards from bullet impacts to their heads. Haider scrambled to pick up the rifle of one of the dead soldiers and then considered making a break for it into the trees. But the gurgle of a dying soldier next to him, drowning in his own blood from a gunshot to the neck, convinced him otherwise…
By the time he picked up the rifle with the intention to return fire, two more of his defenders lay collapsed over the mud walls. And an explosion from an under-barrel rifle grenade against the outer side of the wall sent him and his last surviving colleague diving for the ground as concrete debris fell all around them. Haider put his arms above his head to protect himself from the falling concrete.
As the dust cleared, he heard clear chatter in Hindi as well as the moaning of his colleague. That moaning stopped with the crack of a single rifle round from one of the Indian soldiers. And that meant only one thing. As he rolled over in the debris, he saw silhouetted against the grey skies above, the camouflaged face of an Indian special-forces man wearing a boonie-hat.
As Haider squinted against the daylight, the special-forces man knelt down and smiled: “well, well, well! Look what I found!”
Haider watched in horror as the man stood up again and reversed his rifle butt: “oh, I have waited a long time to do this, you son of a bitch!”
“No!”
The rifle-butt came down on his stomach with enough force that Haider’s view instantly went dark.
* * *
The pathfinders turned away as Jagat landed the Dhruv in the farmland south of the road. The gunships continued to patrol near the hills. The grass and dust was being whipped around. Pathanya walked over to where Vikram and two others were standing. Haider lay on the ground, unconscious. He had been moved up against the tire of one of the trucks and his arms had been tied behind his back.
“We missing anything, Vik?” Pathanya looked around.
Vikram shook his head. “Negative. No others left alive. At least no one we care much for.”
“Fair enough,” Pathanya said and pressed the transmit button: “panther-actual, we have the target individual and are inbound.”
“Roger. Make it snappy. Out.”
Pathanya waved to the pathfinders: “we are egressing.” He patted Vikram on the shoulder: “Vik, you carry the asshole here. I have the rear.”
Vikram shifted his rifle over to his back and then leaned down to hoist Haider’s body over his shoulder. Pathanya picked up his rifle and hoisted it at shoulder level and moved backwards in short steps as they fell back to the helicopter. Vikram ran over to the side of the cabin and the crew-chief helped pull Haider’s body inside. Vikram then took position with his rifle. That was Pathanya’s cue to fall back. Within moments the pathfinders were all aboard.
Jagat powered up the helicopter engines. The Dhruv lifted off from the grassy farmland and turned east, leaving behind the charred remains of the truck convoy as well as the bodies of the soldiers and officers in Haider’s entourage. Within minutes the echo of the rotors dissipated away and calmness returned to the area.
* * *
In the gentle hills west of Lahore, Kamidalla and four other pathfinders patrolled the tree-line overlooking open farmland. Parked in the grass near the trees, was the other Dhruv, “panther-two”. Its flight crew were also walking in the grass near the cockpit whilst the calm winds moved the rotor blades ever so gently. A mist was hanging in the trees, greatly reducing visibility and increasing concealment.
Kamidalla looked at his wristwatch and then back at the blue skies above. They had a few minutes before their part of the mission went into play.
After what felt like several long minutes, the skies above finally filled with the droning noise of aircraft engines. Kamidalla head it first and ran out into the clearing beyond the trees. Staring up, he hoped to see the air-force C-130J that would be bringing their packaged fuel to allow the six helicopters to refuel and get back to Indian soil…
He waved over the radioman. The latter ran over and handed him the speaker: “pathfinder-three to angel-one, over.” Kamidalla and the four other pathfinders of team-two looked to the skies.
“There!” One of the pathfinders was the first to spot the low-flying C-130J as it flew past the hilltops.
The radio came to life: “angel-one reads you five-by-five, pathfinder. Suggest you mark red smoke to indicate the D-Z. Over.”
“Roger, angel-one. Standby!” Kamidalla made the hand signals to one of the other pathfinders in the tree-line. That man tossed the smoke grenade on a parabolic trajectory into the middle of the open field. Within seconds the red smoke was ballooning out of the grass…
“Smoke deployed, angel-one.” Kamidalla said into the speaker. “Confirm you have visual? Over.”
There was no reply for several seconds. Kamidalla wondered if the mist and fog were interfering with the pilot’s visibility near the ground. Finally the radio squawked: “I see it, pathfinder. We are banking around and will make a drop over the smoke. Prepare for recovery. Over.”
Kamidalla put his hands over the speaker as they waited patiently for the C-130J crew to bring the aircraft around. Big as that aircraft was, a turn like that took time. Kamidalla’s heart pounded away as the seconds ticked. He hoped that there wouldn’t be some straggler Pak army unit with anti-air capability within reach of the lumbering Indian aircraft…
The C-130J flew straight and level over the hills to the north and then came in murderously low with its cargo-doors open. As it pulled up above the smoke marker, several pallets of cargo fell clear from the ramp. Parachutes blossomed behind the pallets to slow them down as they struck the field and slid for several dozen meters. The C-130J pulled up into a steep climb into the blue skies, dropping dozens of flares.
“Good drop, angel-one!” Kamidalla replied.
The response was magnanimous in its tone: “pleasure doing business with you, pathfinders! Angel-one, out.” The link chimed off and was replaced with static.
Kamidalla handed the speaker back to the radioman and saw the C-130J in the distance as it continued to climb, heading southeast into the puffy white clouds. He waved the pathfinders forward just as helicopter noises filled the air. He turned to see the four LCHs and one Dhruv heading towards them. They reached the fuel pallets just the first LCH flared for a landing, followed by another. The other two helicopters remained in the air on over-watch. Jagat’s Dhruv came to a hover a few meters away from the nearest fuel pallet that Kamidalla was running to. He got on one knee as the helicopter flared and landed, whipping grass and dirt in all directions. He saw Pathanya and Vikram running over along with the crew-chief. The latter was already directing others to help with the refueling.
“You got him?” Kamidalla asked as Pathanya patted him on the shoulder. The smile on Pathanya’s face gave Kamidalla the answer he was looking for.
“Good.” Kamidalla noted. “So now we can get the hell out of this godforsaken country!”
“Indeed!” Pathanya replied. “Come on!” He motioned as they ran to help move the fueling lines to one of the landed gunships.
A half hour later, the four helicopters on the ground lifted into the air and joined the other two on over-watch before all six helicopters made their way back to India.
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Kulkarni watched as the engineers towed his tank away behind an armored-recovery-vehicle. He had wanted to drive it over as it was, but they couldn’t take the risk of it breaking down on the road, clogging up the entire convoy. He sighed and then walked over to the utility truck on the side of the road. The driver was waiting for him with the engine on idle. Before he got in, Kulkarni looked back and saw the other dozen Arjun tanks moving into a convoy along the road. Their crews were sitting with open hatches. The commander of the lead tank behind him stepped up above his hatch holding an Indian flag that he then tied to the comms antennae. Kulkarni smiled at the gesture and then got into his seat in the truck.
“Ready to go, sir?” The driver asked.
Kulkarni nodded. “Yes. Take us home.”
The truck pulled out in front and the remaining convoy of tanks started moving behind them as rhino and trishul returned to the Indian border along with the rest of the Indian army units in the desert.…
* * *
The sun had set and the skies above were a deep red with shades of black. The increasing darkness was beginning to hinder the search. The soldiers had already begun to use flashlights and the lights from their vehicles to assist them in combing through the charred remains of the convoy and the houses nearby. They had been collecting bodies from the location for the last twenty minutes.
As they gave up hope to find any survivors here, one of the soldiers walked around the debris of the house and heard what could only be muffled moans of a man buried alive under the rubble. The soldier shouted to others and frantically began to start moving pieces of concrete and wood away. As others joined in, the pace of clearing up increased until they could clearly hear the voices of a man speaking in Urdu. After about a minute, they got together and pulled Akram out. He was heavily bruised and covered in dirt. But the uniform of a Pak army officer was clear to the soldiers. They put him on a stretcher and took him to the truck waiting near the road. The medics took one look at him and knew that he had to be taken to a field-hospital immediately. His life hung in the balance by a thread…

EPILOGUE

The doors to the room opened and Haider looked up from his seat behind the plain desk. He saw some faces he had now gotten used to seeing daily. He also saw one face that he had not seen in person. But he knew who this new person was.
“I believe you know who I am?” Ravoof asked as he took the seat opposite from Haider. Colonel Ansari continued to stand behind Ravoof, but crossed his arms. Haider leaned back in his chair and tried to cross his arms, but was prevented from doing so by the shackles holding him down.
“Dr. Ravoof,” Haider said calmly. “A pleasure to meet you, even under these circumstances. I would shake your hand, but,” he pulled his arms up to show Ravoof his shackles. “What brings you to the little cell that Colonel Ansari here and his RAW colleagues have so generously arranged for me?”
Ravoof stared Haider in the eyes and showed no emotion. Here was the man responsible for one-hundred-fifteen million deaths in the Indian subcontinent. The vast majority of them civilians. And a good percentage of that number being Pakistani civilians. And yet this man continued to sit here calmly awaiting his impending trial as though it were an inevitable nuisance. Was it because he hoped to reach the land promised to those who waged jihad in the name of Allah? Or was it some level of psychopathy that a normal, rational man like Ravoof could never hope to understand?
“Why did you do it?” Ravoof said finally. “All these millions of dead people on both sides. Your nation destroyed to its very foundation. And for what?”
Haider’s smile disappeared. He looked Ravoof in the eyes: “because it was our job.”
“You job?” Ravoof shook his head in disbelief. “What the hell are you talking about? Murdering so many innocent people was your job? Your mandate?”
“Yes it was,” Haider added. “I had been tasked by my nation to bring yours to its knees. And while I admit the cost on our side proved to be a lot higher than what we bargained for in our planning, it did achieve its core objective. Your nation has been brought to its knees to a point now that the Chinese can just step in and finish the job.”
Ansari put his arms on the desk and leaned forward: “you lost your entire nation to try to achieve this objective! You failed, Haider. It is that simple.”
“I don’t see it that way at all.” Haider responded and then leaned back in his seat. “Let’s just agree to disagree.”
Ravoof got up from his seat.
“The psychologists are correct,” Ravoof said to Ansari. “He is quite clearly a psychopath beyond redemption.” He then turned to Haider: “enjoy your trial.”
“You hang me,” Haider said calmly, “and you will only make me a martyr for my people. The nation of Pakistan will rise again. Like the mythical phoenix. This isn’t over.”
“Maybe,” Ansari nodded. “But it is certainly over for you.”
“You know,” Haider said as Ravoof was about to walk out of the door, “there was only one thing that went wrong in our plans, now that I think about it.”
“And what was that?” Ravoof asked, turning around.
Haider sighed and looked Ravoof in the eye: “you people weren’t supposed to respond.”
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