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Heaven and hell had the same pin code. The towering cliffs of Balochistan somehow managed to split it, albeit unevenly. On one side, the pristine surplus of the Arabian Sea stretched along the coastline with shores adorned in golden sands—a forgotten paradise. On the other side lay Gadani, where even ships came to die.

But the shipbreaking yard was hardly the first thing of note about this beach town. Nor was it the nine odd vessels parked along the coastline in varying states of decay. It was the stench, the suffocating blend of rust and oil and welding gases that had long ago overpowered the salty tang of brine. Palpably, like a canopy of toxic fumes, it hung over a large part of the town.

The next thing that pierced the soul like swords was the noise. Relentless clattering of metal against metal devoured the whole town from dawn to dusk as small men tore down mam­moth ships with their hands. It was awful and fascinating, the sound of a thousand objects hitting each other all at once. Were it not for the cliffs imposing on the western shore, surely the world would wake up to this sound every morning.

Then there was Abdul Jabbaar, perched on the balcony of his flamboyant beachfront mansion, surveying his kingdom. He dared anyone to disagree that it was indeed a kingdom of which he was the de facto king. Had he not conquered the throne like every venerable ruler in history—by gleefully butchering his own uncles and aunts and cousins then impaling their corpses on the stake, where they stayed for weeks, rotting till they were nothing more than a profound odour? In the aftermath, Abdul and his army of henchmen recalled no dissent, just quiet and ab­solute dominion for thirty odd years.

Something about that had begun to bother him. Of course, his entitlement continued to match the brutality that earned it. Few things still brought him pleasure like wielding his majesty in style. However, these days, even he was not exempt from the regularness of life.

An air of promise lurked about this evening, though. As the sun melted into the sea, casting erratic shadows over disfigured cargo ships and broken oil tankers with parts askew all over, he looked down at the several hundred men toiling away in his ship graveyard. Their dust-hued clothes and charred skin painted the perfect camouflage. Through gold-foiled binoculars, he spotted in the distance a silhouette of a fishing boat. The reminder of Gadani’s humble origins as a serene fishing village before he had transformed it into a commonwealth of smoke and steel carved on Abdul’s menacing face a sardonic smirk.

Under the balcony, several hundred metres beyond the front-facing gardens in which a pair of hyenas prowled, two sickly men drew his attention. Between them bobbled a section of hull far too massive for human hands. Nonetheless, they pressed on, coordinating their steps towards the arrival port.

Crack.

Abdul saw it coming before he heard it, and a ruthless smile surfaced on his lips, reminiscent of his hyenas smirking at a mere suggestion of blood. Suddenly, the turn of the bilge dangerously began to give way, but their panicked screams were pointless; all the other workers had a lot on their plates. Besides, it was already too late. A large metallic piece crumbled off the structure and fell, trapping one of the men by his right leg beneath its crushing weight.

The scene exploded with shrieks and blood as the other man struggled even harder now to lift the hull away. Mildly amused yet utterly incurious, Abdul kept scoping with his binoculars. Far into the horizon, a black speck grew bigger and bigger. He wondered whether it was the consignment he eagerly awaited or yet another dying ship.

Ahem ahem.

He recognised the cough. His guests were on time, but inside, the festivities were well underway already. One after another, the band pelted out modern Arabic dance numbers. Several bellydancers in a line shimmied fluidly to the crisp notes of the percussion, timing every thrust of their hips with effortless precision. Guests, men dressed in the finest sherwanis and loud animal-print shirts, swirled around the room like wisps of the shisha, hoping to catch a dancer’s eye. Others were busy snapping their fingers to make more food and booze appear.

“Karl, there you are. Mark, Mpho,” Abdul nodded at his German, British, and South African allies respectively. “Welcome to Gadani,” he boomed with open arms, setting his binoculars on the ledge.

“This is some party, AJ,” Karl seemed impressed. It was hard to be sure with that thick German accent. Abdul walked over to the bar on the southern end of the balcony and picked out a tall bottle of whiskey. “I hope it gets better,” he said, pouring freely into a lowball glass. Both Mark and Mpho were holding glasses of their own. Karl lit a cigarette, its brilliant amber glow betraying the old scars on his face. “And this is some view,” he whistled, blowing out a thick cloud.

Courtesy of the little accident earlier, not a single worker was in sight, as if it mattered. Even the sea was at its best behaviour for Abdul’s guests—perfectly still and perfectly grey.

Even so, something was amiss. He scanned the room and settled on the dancers.

“By the time you are done, no man here should be able to stand, you get it?!” he barked.

None of them replied, but the newfound enthusiasm in their bellies took every man by pleasant surprise, especially when they moved in closer. The room crackled with excitement. Leaning back in a gold-plated rocking chair, arms folded behind his head, Abdul paid no heed to the one gyrating on his thighs. Finally, he thought he was enjoying himself when a commotion erupted on the other end of the balcony.

Haroon strutted in with his chest puffed out. Behind him, two henchmen yanked someone by the feet. The man’s face was beyond recognition, but it was impossible to miss the splotches of fresh blood on his beige Customs uniform.

Twelve years younger, no less sinful, and much more hands-on, Haroon knew his brother like a child knows his father. They were of the same height, him and Abdul, but Haroon was leaner and had well-defined shoulders, which caused people to mistake him for the taller one. The fact that he chose to wear high-heeled cowboy boots and gelled his ample hair into a slick comb-over deserved some blame or credit, depending on which brother was asked.

Haroon dropped the man at Abdul’s leather mojaris and sat on the arm of the couch beside his chair. Passing his brother the bowl of ice, Abdul caressed the man’s broken nose with the brass nails enmeshed along his outsoles. There seemed little life left in him. Without warning, he turned to the dancers, whose curiosity had gotten the best of them. 

“Madarchod! Is he your fucking bhadwa?! Who asked you to stop dancing?!”

On cue, the party resumed. Only the dancer on his thighs was dismissed. As Abdul dismounted the chair, two henchmen pulled the whimpering officer to his feet.

“And he gets the pleasure to see me because?” Abdul cocked his head towards Haroon.

“Haraamkhor had the balls to stop our consignment at the port. Said he would tolerate no wrong on his watch,” he replied, rubbing ice on his knuckles.

The hogtied officer was new and young, somewhere in the early thirties. A thick jute rope restrained his hands. Yanking his face by his hair, Abdul waited while Haroon walked back over to his side and demanded, “Didn’t you throw him his bone?”

“I did, bhai. Before his foot was off the ferry, my fist...” Haroon punched the man hard, his cold knuckles connecting with a pleasurable crunch. “...was in his face. Turns out he’s the righteous type. Things will change around here, blah blah.”

Abdul picked a speck of sand out of his eye and took a sip of his liquor. “How much did we lose?”

“Nothing. Just got delayed by an hour.” Haroon was proud of himself, but knew better than to show it right now. He saw Abdul open his mouth, surely to express his utter disdain, but the words disappeared into a high-pitched wheeze. Suddenly, his breaths came ragged and shallow, as though from a straw clenched inside someone’s fist. His lungs, as corroded by the sea as the ships that once sailed upon it, protested with each inhale. Karl, Mark, and Mpho exchanged covert glances.

During such moments of vulnerability, a self-conscious man might be compelled to wonder if it was mere defiance that tended to trigger the anger beneath his asthma attacks. That perhaps a lethal toll had been accruing over the years. That perhaps his prized possession, this smouldering rubble of rusted metal, was eroding him from within. Abdul was not that man. Refusing to keel over because of the spasms, he ransacked his black silk kurta for the inhaler.

Haroon despised how the disease held hostage the true glory of his brother’s rage. Out of instinct he moved to help, but the thunderous look he received dared him to take another step. A familiar pop later, the gold-foiled pump was on Abdul’s lips. He pressed the nozzle twice, took a couple of deep breaths, and resumed his seat, still struggling.

Dev, who had been standing behind Abdul the whole time like an immaculately dressed shadow in his tailored black blazer and glossy black brogue shoes, beckoned the bellydancer whose performance was rather rudely interrupted. She glided back over to Abdul’s side, decked out in jewels that sparkled like stars in the dim lighting. Her outfit, a tantalising medley of sequins and silk, clung to her curves, forming a vision that would lure even the most detached soul. She slid her soft hands ever so smoothly up his black, silken tehmat, and started massaging his balls with exaggerated fervour, as though the pleasure was all hers. Slowly, his gasps hardened into grunts.

“Do you hunt?” Abdul asked the guests of honour, catching his breath.

“Once,” Mark piped up. “I went camping with my brother’s girlfriend, yeah? In the middle of the night when I was riding her, this huge bear showed up out of fucking nowhere. My girl got so scared, she turned suddenly and almost broke my dick. Took out my .357 Magnum, put one bullet in her and three in the asshole bear.”

​“Oh, that is nasty,” Karl laughed. “I prefer to confine all my adventures to hunting grounds. Follow the law, you see.”

​It was Abdul’s turn to laugh. He watched one of his men tie a thick jute rope around the officer’s neck, from whose centre hung the world’s heaviest medal—two brass cowbells, each the size of a palm. Once the knot had been tightened, Abdul tugged at the contraption. It responded with a sharp, bitter clanging of alternating notes that only got louder and louder. He grinned, drooling at the adrenaline rush of an anticipated adventure, and raised his hand to his brow. A solitary strand of hair had escaped his severe bowl cut, hanging rebelliously over his left eye. A slow, deliberate movement brought his hand to his lips. He wetted the tip of his index finger on his tongue and pushed the culprit back into place.

​Try as he might, the officer could not help but shudder. The face of the man who stood before him seemed hewn from stone. His eyes, dark pools that gave away nothing, not even his own fear, were fixed upon his. All of a sudden, it sank in for the man with the cowbells around his neck; there would be no appeal.

​“You are wrong,” Abdul intruded calmly, leaving the officer thunderstruck. “I am a fair king. Like everyone, I have to show my face to Allah. Which means, I have to give you a fair chance. After all, you were just doing your job.”

Haroon produced a Winchester hunting rifle, a Model ‘70, and delivered it to Abdul. Its golden barrel gleamed with care.

​“So. Run for your life. If you manage to escape my bullets three times, you are free to go. No harm will be done to you.”

​The officer’s eyes darted around, pleading for intervention silently and in vain. As he absorbed the room and its contents—portly men drunk on wine, dancers moving with a haunting lethargy, three foreign guests sitting on the sofa watching the scene with incredulity—it became devastatingly clear that he was little more than part of the evening’s spectacle.

“Please, bhaijaan. This will never happen again. I give my word. Please, I have two kids,” he begged despite all logic.

“And I have examples to set,” Abdul shrugged, chambering a round with practised ease. “Besides, the people of Gadani could use an old-fashioned reminder. Don’t you agree, Dev?” Dev nodded, still poker-faced.

Finding a handkerchief in the officer’s pockets, Abdul stuffed it into his swollen mouth. Next, four men dragged him down to the beach and loaded him into a Jeep that set off towards the yard. Driven berserk by whiffs of his blood, the hyenas’ howls were the last natural sounds he heard before they flung him off the back of the vehicle. He found himself less than fifty feet from an immense section of a ship’s hull, balanced precariously on the sand. If he bolted like the wind, he might get behind it and out of this.

When he looked into the distance at the balcony, Abdul was on his mark. Even without binoculars, he could see how the officer’s face shone with sweat and blood and visceral terror in the setting sun. What the man did not know was how much Abdul relished a hard-won victory.

“Haroon.”

Dev grabbed a gold-embroidered scarf made out of pure silk and passed it over to Haroon, who wrapped it around Abdul’s eyes. Seeing his brother control the rhythm of every breath in the room, like the guy who waves his hands around in an orchestra, filled Haroon with awe every single time.

“What do you think, Karl? Is this fair enough for your hunting sensibilities?” Abdul jeered.

“Honestly? Too fair. My bet is the fucker flees.”

“If I were you, I would not bet against bhai,” Haroon said before firing a shot at the sky. The hunt had begun.

He knew his plan to lunge for the hull was thwarted before he took his first stride. Not by the bullet but by the sand trying to swallow him alive. On the balcony, darkness and determination had sharpened Abdul’s senses. His fingers caressed the cold metal of the rifle. Against the mumble of waves, he listened for the unmistakable clang. Or the Toll of Silence, he should call it, he thought. A lament of his past to sound the triumphs of his present.

The first shot echoed through the air with startling lucidity. He could tell by the groans around the porch that he had missed, and not by much.

“Lucky bastard, he fell right when you fired,” Karl was beside himself with anticipation. 

“Nice shot, AJ,” Mark and Mpho were smirking. Abdul knew not to take that as a compliment. He spat in frustration and took aim. The bells cried in frenzy, like a familiar pair of ghungroos. He forced his mind to block out the image but nevertheless found himself standing in the street where he had lived as a boy. Where he had stood when his mother stumbled backward, her body convulsing under the bullets that tore her flesh. All of it—the dull blackness of her pimp’s cheap revolver, the ugliness of his crooked teeth, the blinding flashes against a starry night, the pool of blood collecting on a cracked pavement two feet from home—had condensed over the years into a single sound bite. The crisp chime of her anklets.

For a heartbeat he remained within that scene, paralysed by the horror of his own helplessness.

Focus, you son of a bitch. His grip faltered anyway, and the bullet went whistling past the officer’s ear.

Dodging two bullets had sent a shot of hope surging through his veins. An unexpected rush of adrenaline spread inside him like wildfire. With reflexes guided by sheer survival instinct, he started running zig and zag.

“Fuck, that’s a smart bloody move,” Karl was impressed. Should’ve made that bet, he thought.

“He’ll probably die of a heart attack before you get him,” Mpho blurted. Haroon looked at him like he was about to snap his head off.

Abdul acted unfazed. He had to, as though the plan all along was to prolong the game, to revel in it. Commanding his nerves steady, he directed all his senses towards the bells. The more he concentrated, the better he could predict their trajectory. He let the clanking map out the terrain. It had a rhythm, the clanking, but it seemed to be getting restless, impatient for its owner’s triumph. Closely, he listened for the crunching of sand under meandering feet. He pictured himself high up on the balcony, blindfolded and in control.

Steered by the force of that image, he raised his rifle and took the shot. It found its target square in the back of the head, blood trickling from a hole in the middle. The cowbell’s clanging fainted as the sea began to cradle his lifeless body. Not in a loving embrace, but as part of its cosmic rituals. To the sea, it made no difference.

* * * 
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Nor did it make a difference to Abdul’s fiesta. For a second time, the band resumed like it had never stopped. Unburdening himself of the rifle, he savoured a sip of whiskey before breaking the silence.

“Let’s get on with business, my friends.”

Karl looked doubtful.

“Surveillance is at an all-time high, AJ. My guys tell me the new defence minister is a pain in the ass.” Beside him, Mpho was nodding.

“AJ, don’t take this the wrong way, but if you fail, the losses will be huge. The Syndicate will not be happy,” Mpho stated matter-of-factly.

Mark studied Abdul’s face. “I mean, bro, this is business, nothing personal. If you fail, you pay,” he surmised.

Abdul said nothing, just listened with the expressions of a seasoned gambler. At that moment, Dev assumed the chair next to Abdul. Taller and fitter than both Jabbaar brothers, he was the only man in Gadani who could claim to have the king’s ear. Of course, he never had to. Not a meeting took place without him, not a decision reached without his consent. To everyone, it was clear why Dev Lalwani, quiet and disarming with a head for numbers, was the right-hand man. If Abdul was the soul and Haroon the body, Dev was the brain of this empire.

“Dev,” Abdul was giggling. “They think I’ll fail. You tell me. Can I fail?”

Sensing Abdul’s impatience rise, Karl interjected, “Don’t get worked up, AJ. If we did not trust you, we would not be sitting here.” He clicked open a leather briefcase stacked to the very edge with American dollars.

“Advance, as agreed,” said Mpho and slid the briefcase across. “We keep our part of the deal, you keep yours.”

For a long time, Abdul didn’t react. He was looking at Dev, who was staring at their clients with intent. After another minute of silence, Mark lost his cool.

“What, did you call us here to play dumb charades?”

Dev broke his stiff silence in a rich baritone. “We don’t take kindly to plans that involve fucking with us.”

“Stop playing riddles, Dev. I don’t know what you are implying but come to the point already,” Karl seethed. Dev darted his eyes towards Abdul for a millisecond.

“The price of the deal is double now,” he declared with supreme authority.

Curses and shouts of uproar ensued. Mark dropped all pretence at composure and stood up, his arms outstretched, spilling liquor all over the ornate Tabriz-style rug.

“Don’t you fuck with me, mate. I didn’t fly to this shithole to eat your shit. The deal was done. If you are chickening out now, just say it. We’ll find someone else.”

For the most part, their words had been a stream of gurgles to Haroon, but that last sentence he understood. He reached for his holster. His men copied. Abdul folded some fresh paan and put it in his mouth.

“AJ, you know the rules of engagement,” Mpho, the only one of three to have noticed Haroon, tried to be reasonable. “Once you commit, you deliver. What’s the issue? Let’s talk, man.”

“We don’t have a problem. You do,” said Abdul, spitting out hot red juice into an antique brass goblet.

“Explain.”

“You have a mole,” Dev took over. “Someone’s been talking to the defence ministry. About this deal.”

Karl raised his eyebrows inquisitively. Next to him, Mpho appeared lost in thought, like he was trying to solve a puzzle.

“No way,” Mark was incensed. “That’s plain rubbish. You are shooting in the air.”

Dev unlocked his phone and tapped on a file, filling the room with the sound of a British man’s voice. It was engaged in a conversation with a man who sounded like a Pakistani intelligence officer. Everything the five of them had been discussing over the last two months spilled out of the speaker. Struck by the accent, Mark lost all steam and collapsed back onto the sofa. “Bloody David.”

“Correct. I believe he is your younger brother, Mr. Mark,” Dev replaced the phone in his breast pocket, a hint of smugness overcoming his usually stoic demeanour. “Looks like he didn’t take it too well, you riding his girlfriend and putting a bullet in her.”

“Now you know where the pain in your ass is really coming from, Karl,” Abdul roared, pleased with his wit.

Mark remained slumped, gulping the remainder of his drink. Karl and Mpho were in disbelief, like something had fallen on their heads. One thing was sure—they had lost the edge, all thanks to Mark and his .357 Magnum.

“Okay,” started Karl with his sense of composure intact, “So what are we talking about now?"

“Double or nothing,” came a straight answer from Dev.

Karl almost jumped out of his seat. “Fuck, that’s too much, AJ.”

“I don’t make the rules, Karl, I just play with them,” Abdul smiled. “If I mess up, I pay double. And when you mess up, colossally might I add, you pay double. Or you could choose nothing, see how that goes. Plus, the extra money is not coming to me, friends. It goes to the higher bosses, who have more mouths to feed.”

Mpho, who had been quietly polishing off his glass of brandy, put it down and stood up.

“Alright, done. You win.”

Pair by pair they shook hands like good friends, before splitting and vanishing into the party. Abdul walked out of the room into the balcony and dialled a number. ‘Calling X’, the screen read. Someone picked up instantly.

“As-salamu alaykum, bhaijaan. The deal is done.”

“Hmm,” the man on the other line responded before disconnecting.

Through the binoculars, Abdul saw his men loading the officer’s body onto a boat.

* * * 
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It was fifteen minutes into his lunch hour, but Feroz had not yet noticed. Wielding a cutting torch, he carved a neat slice through a thick steel plate, his eyes scrunched up against the sparks. Unlike the young workers these days, he never hurried. The habit came at a steep price, which made it resolute.

Today was proving to be an anomaly. Though his actions were relatively decisive, his thoughts were as strewn as their ships. Of moderate height and a limber built, grime was permanently etched into his olive skin, which made Feroz look older than forty-two, despite the enviable thickness of his salt and pepper hair. The cut of his beard had a raw authenticity that hinted at a self-done job.

His hands bore witness to a laborious job; even his fingerprints had been replaced with cuts and bruises. But to him, none of this was too feeble to inspire the profound contentment with which he thanked Allah and lived with his family. 

A dozen men huddled around a crane distracted him further from reality. He had stood metres away from that spot when the storm had hit. Hiding his face behind his father’s knees while he held on to Feroz’s tiny hand, all he could see after it subsided, three days later, was rubbish piled in heaps. Then came thousands of wooden planks. Finally, a whole wooden vessel emerged, and shipbreaking became the only livelihood that mattered. While the world sought to substitute man with machine, Gadani substituted them with younger, cheaper men.

Wanting to lend a hand, Feroz set his torch down and started towards the crane, his discoloured boots scraping along uneven metallic sheets. His path was blocked by Aalim, a veteran scrapper and dear friend, who pointed at his watch. Twenty past one. As soon as Feroz saw the time, he prepared himself for a stern lecture, nodded at Aalim, and redirected towards home. 

Sure enough, at the entrance of a little shack hiding among a cluster of thousands of others, stood Fatima—five feet tall, hands on her hips, forehead scrunched.

“You’re twenty minutes late, abbu.”

“Sorry. Lost track of time. Come, let’s eat,” Feroz allowed her to drag him to the cupboard-sized living room, whose murky beige walls had been peeling for years. One floor mat and two mattresses arranged in an L shape filled the entire space. Naaz walked in, carrying three plates of masala fish fry with parathas. Placing them in front of her visibly lost husband, she tried to divert his attention by asking him about his day.

He said nothing. Nor did he go “mmm-mmm-mmm” at the sight of his all-time-favourite meal. Naaz raised her eyebrows at Fatima, who shrugged. Never had she seen her father nibble on this fish instead of trying to wolf it down whole. Unable to stand the sullenness, she tapped him on the hand until he looked up.

“Abbu, what’s wrong with you today? You haven’t even looked at your food.”

“I’m okay, stop looking at me. I will eat,” Feroz said, unable to mask his irritation.

“Arre!” Fatima was offended at being shooed. “Seriously, what happened? Is everything okay in the yard? Did you have another argument?” she persisted. Feroz did not reply.

“Maybe you’re sick.” She touched his forehead. “No, you don’t have a fever. Then?”

Naaz smiled and shook her head in amusement. She knew what was on his mind. She also knew telling him not to worry would prove pointless.

“Fatima, leave your abbu alone. Why are you bothering him? He’s stressed na,” Naaz nudged her to focus on her own food instead. Fatima stopped nagging him, but her inquisitive stare did not budge from his face.

“Stressed with what?” she shot back after a bite. “Is it me? Did I do something wrong?” She did an impressive job of looking hurt to get them to spill the beans.

“No, no,” said Naaz, trying to disperse her inquisitiveness, but Fatima kept staring at her. “Okay, I’ll tell you. For the last two days, your father has been constipated,” Naaz tried to sound serious. “Badly,” she ended with a stifled chuckle. Feroz glared at her for outing him. “He’s not sleeping properly also.”

“Because of the constipation?”

“Because your chachu’s FPSC exam results are coming out today,” Naaz revealed at last.

Fatima was in stitches. “What, abbu? You are behaving as if you have taken the exam.”

Feroz had a valid explanation ready for this exact moment.

“It is normal for parents to feel anxiety when their kids are trying something.” He took a bite to swallow the lump in his throat. “I raised Xobeen like a son after your grandparents died, and I want to see him soar. Passing this exam is crucial. He has to get out of this hell of a town, he deserves that much. Unlike your father, he’s not a dimwit. He is intelligent.

“Besides, this is no ordinary exam. It’s the Federal Public Service Commission. If he passes, he can become an officer in the federal government. Those big cars with colourful beacons on the roof, escorted by a fleet of police cars? Chachu can be one of them, a real part of the system. Which means... What does it mean, Fatima?”

“That the exams were difficult. But abbu, I still think you’re wasting your energy. Everyone in town knows he’s a scholar. Always on top.”

“I know, but he also loves helping everyone else. He was always busy helping his friends prepare. I don’t know if he had enough time for himself."

“Have some faith in his abilities,” said Naaz reassuringly. “Has he ever let you down?”

Feroz smiled. “No, never. My boy keeps his word. That’s what I like about him. But I get scared of his anger at times.”

Fatima’s head jerked up. “Chachu and anger? How? When? He avoids conflict. Trust me, I have been trying to annoy him for sixteen years.” Fatima was getting annoyed right now at the mere memory of those unsuccessful attempts.

Feroz had relaxed a bit and was relishing his fish. “You don’t know him. He has a history of bad temper. I used to scold him a lot. Once, he crossed the line, and I slapped him.”

Fatima was flabbergasted. “You slapped him? Impossible. He sniffles and you end up needing a doctor. He must have done something terrible. What? Tell me, tell me!” But Feroz needed no persuading. He enjoyed narrating this story.

“He was fifteen. I was taking him to the market on my cycle when two men grazed us with their bikes. They were driving like idiots. I lost control and fell directly in a ditch. Walked away with a cut on my hand, but that’s all. We were fine. Except seeing me hurt infuriated Xobeen. Didn’t say or do anything right then. I have to admit, he did an excellent job of preserving his anger. Later that night, he tracked that bike down and set it on fire.”

Naaz started shaking her head in disapproval midway into the story, having heard it a thousand times. Fatima’s reaction was exactly as awestruck Feroz had hoped.

“Oh, yes, don’t look surprised. He’s the calmest angry young man I know.” Feroz finished the meal and stood to wash his hands. Fatima followed, burning with more questions.

“But... But I’ve never even seen him raise his voice. At anyone. It’s hard to picture him setting a bike on fire,” Fatima marvelled, extending him a towel.

“He is too protective of us, Lado. That’s what scares me,” he paused. “That for some people, he can go to any lengths.”

“But,” Fatima looked perplexed. “Isn’t that a good thing?”

Feroz’s thoughts were interrupted by the sudden arrival of Aalim and Hanif. They barged into the house with urgent news. Catching his breath, Aalim managed to speak first.

“Feroz bhai, Shaukat’s harness broke. He is bleeding out.”

Without waiting for another word, Feroz threw his boots on and rushed out with the duo. Naaz was saying something, but he didn’t slow down to hear it.

A throng surrounded Shaukat, whose unconscious form was a wretched contrast to the warmth of the crimson-stained sand. Feroz and a few men hoisted him delicately into a small truck. Taking over the wheel, Feroz weaved and slithered along the busy streets to deliver his friend to the hospital. Twenty minutes later, Shaukat was being ushered into the operation theatre.

More than an hour passed before they heard the doctor emerge.

“Ah, Feroz. Wish I could say it’s nice to see you again, old friend, but this is awful.”

“How is he, doctor sahib?”

“The good news is that he will survive. The bad news, as you might have expected, is that it will be four months before he can walk. At least. Take care of him,” he patted Feroz on the shoulder and started to walk away.

“Thank you, doctor sahib,” said Feroz, overcome with relief.

“Just doing my job. Feroz, these accidents are happening more often. Four in the last three months. Yesterday, Bilal’s leg had to be amputated. Do something.”

All Feroz could do right now was nod along in solemnity.

“And how’s our genius, Xobeen? His FPSC results were to come out today, what happened?”

“I’ve been waiting all day for that only. He hasn’t called yet.”

“I am sure he will excel.”

“With your blessings, doctor sahib,” Feroz folded his hands and stepped aside to let him pass.

As Shaukat was being guided out of the theatre on a wobbly stretcher, the extent of his injuries came into view. Skin and bones—that was the only way to describe what Feroz saw—half of which were wrapped in white bandages. His immediate thoughts were of Zainab, in the prime of her life, and little Ali, who so enjoyed running around the ships when his father wasn’t looking.

The image filled him with dread and soon gratitude before settling into the pit of his stomach as white-hot rage. He murmured an earnest prayer to Allah for keeping Shaukat alive.

Aalim, who seemed equally shaken, came and stood with Feroz. For some time, neither spoke.

“Bhai,” Aalim broke the silence. “This is too much. Abdul and his men treat us like stray dogs. We have put up with it for years, but this? Outdated safety equipment putting our lives at risk? It’s getting worse every day. We have to do something.”

Since before the first accident, Feroz had been struggling to mobilise the crews. There had been no negotiating with their fear of Abdul Jabbaar. His anger rose at Aalim’s words. But if anyone recognised the truth in them, it was him.

“You guys are useless. All you do is talk in front of me. How many times have I told you that we have to strike? No one supports me. You are all scared of Abdul and his rabid dogs. Then someone gets hurt and you come crying. It’s my own fault. I waited too long. And for what? I don’t need any of you to face that bastard. I can do it alone,” remarked Feroz with an air of finality.

“This time we won’t back out, Feroz bhai. You lead, all of us will follow. We are with you.”

Feroz was not convinced. “What about the others? Hanif could not even come inside; you think he'll agree to this?”

“Everyone is scared of dying. The way things are going, believe me, they will come.”

* * *
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When Feroz arrived, situated at the apex of a hundred men, the hefty pack of guards at the mansion gate did nothing to undermine his intentions. One of them, the one who always failed at being rude enough, dashed towards the mob with a gun.

“What brings you pathetics back?” he barked with as much ferocity as he could muster. Not in a mood to engage, Feroz closed the gap between them in a graceful leap. Suddenly, their noses were touching.

“You don’t get tired of barking all day,” Feroz breathed directly into his face. “Shoo! Go and tell your master who has come. Be quick.” The guard scurried away with his tail tucked neatly between his legs and rapped his gun against the ornate eyesore that was Abdul’s gate. It swung open. He disappeared inside.

“Only one of you goes in,” he instructed upon returning. “The rest of the garbage stays here.”

The crowd was only too relieved. But Feroz did not mind, for they had done their part by taking the first step. The second he crossed into the mansion’s front yard, raucous laughter welcomed him. It was uncanny—almost human. More and more distinctly, it reminded him of the way the window squeaked when Naaz cleaned it with too much enthusiasm.

Emerging from behind a legion of crumbling statues, two brown hyenas caught his periphery, closing in from either side. In that moment, any reservation he might have had about doing this alone evaporated. This walk was not for the faint-hearted. The mansion was guarded like a fortress, with a gun every two feet. From somewhere in the garden, wildcats growled in eerie accord. He could think of one other person in the whole of Gadani who had it in him. And Xobeen would probably do it with much more style, Feroz thought affectionately as he pushed the heavyset doors wide open and walked into the majestic hall.

Seated in his royal high chair, Abdul was wearing a golden Qawwal cap underneath which his dense hair was tightly slicked back. His face was plastered with a saintly smile, not disarming enough to distract Feroz from his cold, dead eyes.

“So, what have you come to beg for this time?”

“The same thing you begged for whenever we played on the beach and I pinned your useless head under the sea.”

Abdul’s smile faltered for a moment.

“Childhood was different, Feroz. I was a helpless kid, like you. Now, I’m the king of the seas.”

“Then act like one,” Feroz spat, feeling the fury rise again. “Shaukat fell and broke his legs today because of your outdated harnesses. This is the fourth accident in three months, so you can imagine the number over the last twenty years. How can you turn a blind eye? Allah has given you in abundance. Why are you playing with lives that toil for you all day and night? Be afraid of His wrath. He never forgives those who bring suffering to others, especially the innocent.”

“Oh, that’s sad. I hope he is okay,” Abdul feigned concern. “Haroon, make sure his family gets a monthly ration till, Shaukat, did you say? Till Shaukat is ready to come back to work. And why the fuck hasn’t the new safety gear for my lovely, toiling workers arrived yet?”

Haroon was offended at being addressed in this manner before Feroz. “It’s coming, brother,” he replied. “I will look into it myself, make sure we get it this month.”

"See, Feroz? Problem solved,” said Abdul softly. “You think of me as a heartless monster, but see how much I care. Anything else I can do for my people?”

Feroz turned to leave, then stopped. “If the new gear isn’t here in a week, we will have no choice but to stop the work,” he declared and walked off. When the doors closed behind him, Haroon was fuming.

“Why do you tolerate his arrogance?”

The question prompted a smile from Abdul. “He makes me feel like a king, Haroon, with his cute protests and fighting for his people’s rights. He does not fear me like everyone else. They make me feel like a regular goon.” 

​​
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Clank! Clank! Clank!
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At the yard, Feroz and the workers gathered closely, their voices hushed as they calculated their next move. A mammoth ship, torn and battered by its sophisticated exploits, lounged nearby, waiting for the end. Suddenly, the sound of footsteps whipped through the air, cracking with urgency.

“Abbu! Abbu! Abbu!” came Fatima’s voice. Startled, Feroz sprang up and raced in her direction.

“What, what? Is everything okay at home?” asked Feroz, holding her in a panic.

“Abbu,” she was trying to catch her breath. “Everything is okay.”

“Then why did you come running like this?”
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