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Chapter 1


The city of Dhaka woke up lazily to a gloomy Sunday morning on the first of January 2005 with the temperature touching 5.1 degrees Celsius. The overnight downpour had stopped, but some light rain continued to drip casually. A thick layer of fog had blanketed the city, and it showed no signs of clearing up anytime soon. Asaduzzaman, an officer in the counterintelligence unit of the DGFI (Directorate General of the Forces Intelligence), was still holed up in a quilt, though he had to go to the office in an hour to submit daily surveillance reports before the cabinet meeting commenced at 10. Grudgingly, he got up and opened the window. The roads were largely deserted due to poor visibility enforced by waves of fog. Shivering, he shut the window and was returning to bed when his phone started ringing. The caller was his ‘Mystery Man’.


“They seem to have succeeded,” he said before the call was disconnected.


Asad did not call back and started getting ready to leave. He knew the caller wouldn’t give details, but he could guess the call’s context.


The downtown market area was limping back to life but was still nowhere near the hustle and bustle of a Friday forenoon. However, activities outside gate number 3 of the Suchivalay (secretariat) were unusually hectic. One by one, cabinet ministers were arriving and being escorted by security officers to the committee room.Given a choice, they would have spent the day leisurely at their bungalows, exchanging pleasantries with friends, family members, colleagues and business contacts, and attending year-end bashes but the Prime Minister had other priorities. They unwillingly rushed past the main entrance to enter the carpeted passage flanked by freshly painted walls elegantly covered with portraits of Zainul Abedin, Quamrul Hassan, and Monirul Islam. As they walked along, they greeted their colleagues in hushed tones, lest their casual remarks were considered indiscreet by the snooping devices hidden in the false ceiling and landed them in trouble.


Tension was writ large on their faces as they entered the committee room. Except for the Finance, Foreign Affairs, Defence, and Home Ministers, who formed the nucleus of the Prime Minister’s advisory group, the others had no idea why a cabinet meeting had been called so suddenly on a holiday. Normally, the agenda of cabinet meetings was circulated weeks in advance to enable ministers to come prepared to discuss their subjects before a decision was taken. But this time, it was different. Late last night, they were tersely told that a cabinet meeting would take place at 11.30 a.m. on the following day to dispose of pending items of various ministries. It really made no sense to them. All the listed items had been pending for six to eight months already and not one merited such urgent discussion on an icy forenoon. A few enterprising ministers spoke to members of the PM’s advisory group for clarity, but their response was fuzzy. The irrepressible, pot-bellied Nazimuddin, Minister of Communication, could not resist calling the Prime Minister’s son Faizan who was widely believed to be pulling strings in all his mother’s official and private businesses from behind her back. He advised Nazim to tell his friends to focus more on motivating the party cadre for the forthcoming national elections rather than fishing for the reasons behind a routine cabinet meeting.


The minister found his reaction mystifying. If the meeting had been called to discuss how to motivate the cadre against attempts by the Awam to create the law-and-order situation by organizing a spate of hartals and demonstrations, and counter the adverse sentiments prevailing on the country’s slumping economy and financial scandals, the appropriate forum for it was the party headquarters and not the committee room. Faizan was obviously hiding something as he was the one who decided the timing and items of most cabinet meetings and the nature of its deliberations. Ministers were expected to only endorse the cabinet note prepared in consultation with him and the Prime Minister. They couldn’t forget what their former colleague Rumana Ahmed had to endure for refusing at times to be part of dubious decisions. She would mince no words in criticizing her cabinet colleagues for indulging in corrupt practices and wonder why was the PM allowing Faizan to help clinch those unsavory deals. Yet, the PM tolerated Rumana for five long years before dropping her from the council of ministers when she formed government for the second time. Rumana’s punishment did not end at that. She was also dropped from all key organizational positions of the Nationalist party.


Begum, as the PM was popularly known in ac-knowledgement of her acquired royal status in the party, had consciously built a domineering image for herself to ensure that when she sought approval for that which she desired, it came instantly with no eyebrows raised. Prior to attending meetings, she would mostly consult her core group of ministers and domain experts to pick their brains on agenda items instead of going by the superficial suggestions of her cabinet colleagues. She spoke very little in meetings, remained unbearably aloof, and would frown when someone tried to offer a contrarian view. Lately, she had become even more impatient and abrupt in her interventions due to the stress caused by her obsession to pave the way for Faizan to take over the party’s leadership and succeed her in the government as early as possible.


By the time the ministers settled in the committee room, it was 11.25 am. They pretended to look relaxed as they took their specified seats around a huge oval table that was hollow in the middle and had flowers arranged aesthetically in the centre. Three-fourths of the walls were covered with dark mahogany wooden panels and the concealed roof lights were dull and yellow making the room’s prevailing funeral mood grimmer.


Sharp at 11.30, the PM walked in. Everyone involuntarily stood up to pay their obeisance. She was wearing a light sky-blue chiffon sari with a matching translucent full sleeve blouse. Her face glowed under a generous spread of foundation, moisturizer, and blush. An oversized pair of glasses sitting smugly on her nose’s tip hid the dark circles around her weary eyes. Her carefully arranged hairdo was partially covered by a scarf to suit her religious affectations.


After she embedded herself in her ornate chair, the ministers sat down. She looked around briefly to check if everyone was present before asking the Cabinet Secretary to initiate the proceedings. The latter distributed the agenda items, took up thirteen items one by one, and sought the views of the concerned ministers. After perfunctory deliberations, lasting for less than twenty minutes, eleven items were considered approved in line with the suggestions mentioned in the attached cabinet note. The twelfth item on the agenda was not taken up because Akbar Hossain, Minister for Religious Affairs, sought more time to check from the patrons and leaders of Quami madrassas about how much official interference in the functioning of government-funded madrassas would be acceptable to them. Against the last item, no details had been given. It was merely mentioned that Defence Minister Mamunul Haque would introduce the subject.


“Is this about the espionage case?” the PM inquired of the Defence Minister.


“Yes, Ma’am.”


“Please go ahead,” she said.


Mamunul briefly surveyed the audience. Everyone’s attention was focussed on him.


“In a distressing development, the DGFI and the Special Branch have unearthed an espionage module of Miss Shipra Sen directed at destabilizing our government. Miss Sen is Assistant High Commissioner (AHC) of the Indian Consulate at Rajshahi,” he said.


A chill descended upon the room. Ministers waited anxiously to hear details of the AHC’s plan that had dragged them to the cabinet room on a New Year’s Day. A few of them suddenly felt energized. They now had God-sent ammunition to bash India in the run up to the parliamentary election due in fourteen months. It was a time-tested strategy that had repeatedly worked for the party in earlier elections; India would be projected as a threat to their sovereignty, and Begum as the sole leader standing up to Delhi for protecting the country’s economic and security interests. Of late, the party’s electoral prospects had become a major concern for the leadership. Workers were weary of countering Awam’s daily protests; several Islamic radical groups had mushroomed; party members who had participated in the 1971 liberation war felt alienated; and there were allegations of corruption at all levels in the government including the ministers, the Prime Minister’s son, and her coterie. All this had become common talking points among voters, converting most of them from being diehard supporters to passive flag bearers.


Nazim, a voluble India baiter, thought that new life could be injected into the party workers by exploiting the espionage issue of Miss Sen. Grinning widely, he looked mischievously at Shaheedur Islam, Minister of Information and a friend of the High Commissioner of Pakistan in Dhaka. Both were thrilled at the prospect of launching yet again a concerted tirade against Awam, their most bitterest political rival whom they considered India’s all-weather friend and lackey.


“Please explain the case briefly. I have to leave at 1.10 p.m.,” the PM told Mamunul Haque.


Haque opened a folder, removed some papers, placed them in front of himself, and began briefing his colleagues.




“Following a tip off by a reliable source that AHC Shipra Sen is working on a plan to unleash country-wide violence, she was placed under joint surveillance of the counter-intelligence unit (CIU) of the Special Branch and the DGFI. The field inquiries and technical inputs obtained so far reveal that the AHC is plotting to bomb offices, banking institutions and public places to create anarchy in the country. She has roped in one Liakat Razzak of Awam to assist her in setting up a network of contacts to carry out these terror attacks. More significantly, she is in touch with Abdur Rahman, spiritual leader, and Chairman of the Jamaat-ul-Mujahideen of Bangladesh (JMB) who has agreed to provide volunteers to carry out her ‘Mission Chaos’ in lieu of financial support. The JMB, as you all may be aware, was recently banned for recruiting, training, and arming its followers to set up an Islamic State in Bangladesh by taking recourse to violence.”





Haque paused to look at the Prime Minister’s reaction. She appeared distracted, thinking about how to combat the brewing rebellion in the party stoked by the party president. However, her cabinet colleagues were impatient to hear the damning details. Golam Ashraf, Minister for Agriculture from the JEI (Jamaat-e-Islami) and an alliance partner, felt alarmed over the reference to the JMB’s collaboration with the Indian diplomat’s subversive mission. The JMB had been recently carved out of Jamaat by its extreme fundamentalist fringe led by Abdur Rahman. Before Rahman formed the new outfit, he had been the JEI’s main ideologue. Though his outfit was now outlawed, it continued to maintain a floating working relationship with Jamaat. Many Islamic Chhatra Shibir activists, the student wing of the JEI, were still actively participating in the JMB’s agitational programmes. Ashraf suspected that a few party activists could even be part of Miss Sen’s violent plan and helped her connect with the JMB leaders. This worried him. If JEI’s volunteers were found to be working for Miss Sen’s project, his party’s continuance as a coalition partner in the nationalist government would become difficult. Another concern was that if Miss Sen had already succeeded in penetrating Jamaat, she might have by now identified the location of terror camps being jointly run by the JEI and the ISI (Inter Services of Pakistan) along the India-Bangladesh border where terrorists and Islamic radicals were trained and guides were provided to illegally push them into India. After the meeting, he thought of contacting Mehfooz Khan, the ISI station head in Dhaka to get the camps either temporarily closed or shifted to other safer locations. More than anyone else present in the meeting, it was Ashraf who waited anxiously for Haque to give further details to confirm his apprehensions.


Haque resumed where he had left off.




“Liakat Razzak has long been on our agencies’ radar. He is one of the most lethal organisers of Awam in Rajshahi division. In the past, he had been suspected of organizing the murders of our party workers but could not be prosecuted as witnesses turned hostile. His frequent presence in Bogura and its adjoining areas is a major worry because this is where the JMB’s main base and their hideouts are believed to be located.”




Haque was distracted momentarily when he saw Begum whisper to the Finance Minister on her right.


“Please carry on,” she said and continued talking. Haque felt slighted by her casual attitude to a subject of such critical security but carried on, nevertheless.




“The pattern of Liakat’s meetings with Miss Sen is very disturbing. After he meets her, he goes underground to brief and deliver money to the JMB leaders on her behalf for procuring weapons and explosives. One Saqib of the JEI, a contact of the AHC, has also been spotted visiting Liakat. Miss Sen has appointed Saqib as a visa agent at the Rajshahi consulate to facilitate his frequent visits to the consulate. Through him she gets regular updates on the status of operational preparedness without inviting the suspicion of local counter-intelligence watchers. Her other contact is Arifin who is an ehsar (full time worker) of the JMB and a former JEI volunteer. The AHC is thus in touch with the JMB leaders through Liakat, Saqib, and Arifin. This dangerous grouping of the Indian Intelligence Agency, Awam, the JEI and the JMB needs to be urgently smashed before they start bombing our institutions and disrupting major supply routes for essential commodities


 We also believe that the AHC and her sources have already acquired bombs and weapons, and are waiting for a signal from Delhi to carry out countrywide terror attacks. Arifin is currently in our custody. He has given us a blueprint of their entire plan. Basically, its purpose is to compel us to hold an early election by unleashing countrywide violence and then pave the way for Awam to form a government with generous financial assistance from India.”




Mamunul Haque paused briefly to sip water when the PM’s personal aide entered from the back door to hand over a message.


She glanced through it but said nothing. After he left, Haque carried on:




“In addition to the plan, Arifin has handed over a list that details locations of vital installations like courts, public places, and government offices in Sylhet, Kailashtila, Rashidpur, Benibazar, Maulvibazar, Khulna, Rajshahi and Dhaka. These will be targeted in the first phase of their operation which AHC calls ‘Mission Chaos’. In the second phase, the embassies of Pakistan, China, and the USA are proposed to be attacked. Her idea is to embarrass our government by sending a message to these countries that we are incapable of protecting their diplomatic assets.”




A deafening silence prevailed as the Defense Minister concluded his presentation. The PM shifted slightly to her left and confronted him.


“Has Arifin seen Miss Sen meeting any JMB leaders?” she softly enquired.


“I will have to check, Ma’am,” replied Haque.


“Do we know the source of her arms and ammunition? Is she buying them from our ordinance depots or smuggling them in from India?”


“Ma’am, we hope to get complete clarity on these points within next 24 hours.”


“What do you think we should do now?” the PM asked, betraying no signs of anxiety.


“Miss Sen must be expelled immediately,” Haque stressed. “I have directed the Special Branch and the DGFI to prepare a list of provable evidence lest Delhi accuse us of framing their diplomat,” he clarified.


“Can you give us an idea of the clinching evidence that our agencies have collected so far?”


The PM’s inquiries were meant for those who, she thought, would be anxious to jump to hasty conclusions.


“Ma’am, we have observation reports from the Agency’s watchers describing Miss Sen’s meetings with Liakat and Saqib, their intercepted conversations, confessions of Arifin, and papers recovered from his possession. Arifin has already admitted that he worked for Saqib and met him regularly to obtain operational briefing. He has also provided the telephone numbers of Saqib and the AHC which are being monitored 24x7,” Haque said.


The PM looked questioningly at Golam Ashraf for a response to the Defence Minister’s pointed reference to the involvement of a JEI volunteer in the AHC’s operation.


“Do Saqib and Arifin belong to your organization?” she asked.


Ashraf took a few seconds to frame his response.


“Ma’am, I will have to check. I can’t place them immediately,” he replied.


“Given the fact that you run a highly regimented cadre-based party, is it possible for your boys to be lured to work for Awam and the AHC for monetary gains?” The PM’s question invited a clear-cut answer.


“It’s unthinkable, ma’am. No JEI Rukoon will dare to contact an Indian diplomat without coming to the adverse notice of our surveillance unit. Since I directly oversee that unit, I would have certainly known if a JEI worker was flirting with Miss Sen,” Ashraf pointed out.


“You should be careful when you talk about a lady,” the PM pulled him up. She obviously took offence to the use of the word ‘flirting’.


“Ma’am, I suspect sinister forces are at work to vitiate the relationship between Nationalists and Jamaat,” Ashraf continued, ignoring the PM’s rebuke. “Both Awam and India,” he continued, “are our sworn enemies. They have never reconciled to our joining hands with your party to form a coalition government and spared no efforts to create distrust between us. Ma’am, I am going to initiate an in-house inquiry to get to the bottom of this matter. Trust me, Saqib and his associates won’t be spared if they are found even remotely connected with Miss Sen’s ‘Mission Chaos’,” he stressed.


The PM looked at Haque and asked him to address the doubts raised by the Agriculture Minister.


“I don’t think it will be advisable for Ashraf to make inquiries at this stage,” Haque said bluntly. “The agencies are investigating and doing a fine job. Let them complete the investigation. He should do nothing to help Saqib get a whiff of our investigation and then escape to India. If that happens, the footprints of the AHC’s collaborators will be washed away forever,” he cautioned.


Ashraf nodded his head to endorse the Defence Minister’s advice.


“Anything else?” the PM asked Haque.


“Ma’am, in one of the telephonic intercepts, Saqib is heard telling Arifin that he should contact the JMB leaders Abdur Rahman, Rakib Hasan, and Saidur Rahman to arrange his meeting with them. He promises a hefty reward if Arifin makes it happen. Arifin has told us that he did arrange a meeting between Saqib and Abdur Rahman where they discussed Miss Sen’s plan. It was agreed that she would provide safe passage and shelter to the JMB leaders in West Bengal, should the DGFI and the NSI keep harassing them. In return, the JMB would provide volunteers to carry out bomb blasts,” the Defence Minister said.


The Prime Minister looked at her wristwatch, appearing to be restless. By now, she was left with barely twenty minutes for her next appointment.


“Is your briefing over?” she enquired, keeping her reaction guarded.


“Ma’am, the Counterintelligence Unit (CIU) of the Special Branch has recordings of Saqib’s conversations with the AHC which completely expose their diabolical plan. With your permission, I can read out a few disturbing conversations from the intercepts,” Haque asked.


“We will discuss it later,” the PM snapped.


She did not want technical details to be revealed in a cabinet meeting where ministers not privy to operational matters were also present. She looked at her watch again. She had ten more minutes to clarify a doubt that was weighing on her mind.


Is Miss Sen an intelligence officer?” she asked.


“Yes, ma’am,” the Defence Minister emphasized. “She is from the Indian Intelligence Agency and works here under diplomatic cover.”


“Did we know her background before agreeing to her assignment at Rajshahi?” she asked.


“Yes, ma’am. She was earlier posted in Dhaka but since we had nothing against her during first tenure, we did not object to her posting at Rajshahi,” Haque clarified.


The PM appeared reflective. Haque thought she was probably evaluating what to do with Miss Sen. As the minister in charge of the DGFI, he felt that it was his duty to help her make a decisive choice.


“Ma’am, the best course of action will be to declare the AHC persona non-grata and expel her. This will carry a message to our people that we are not timid when it comes to protecting our sovereign interests,” he stressed.


“But you mentioned that you are still collecting evidence to be sure that Delhi does not blame us for deliberately picking on their officer,” she reminded him. “I think we should wait for provable evidence to emerge before initiating any drastic action,” she said.


“Yes, ma’am,” Haque replied sheepishly.


The Information Minister, who revelled in hate mongering against India, felt embarrassed by PM’s hesitation to act tough against the AHC. Though he knew he might be pulled up, he still rallied behind the Defence Minister.


“Ma’am, while the DGFI collects additional evidence, you may consider preparing the nation to endorse our decision, as and when we take it, to expel her.”


“And how do we prepare the nation?” asked the Defence Minister.


His question was meant to elicit details that he thought would help the PM appreciate his viewpoint.


“Our leaders should issue a veiled threat in public meetings that if diplomats do not desist from carrying out espionage activities, punitive consequences would follow. It is bound to have an immediate impact on the AHC. She will either put ‘Mission Chaos’ on hold or scrap it altogether. Meanwhile, I can get stories planted in the newspapers including Daily Star, Inquilab, and Ittefaq accusing a powerful neighbouring country of trying to weaken our democratic institutions with help from terrorists to create anarchy in the country,” the Information Minister forcefully explained.


The PM maintained her sphinx look, betraying no interest in the Information Minister’s impetuous idea. In any case, she had never been fond of him and had inducted him into the cabinet only on Faizan’s insistence. Morshed, Minister for Foreign Affairs and another India baiter heard his colleagues’ views in abandoned glee but decided not to join the anti-India chorus for now.


“How many DGFI officers do we have in Delhi?” he asked the Defence Minister.


“I can check and let you know, but how is it relevant in this case?” Haque asked.


“Knowing Delhi’s animus against us, they will surely retaliate to the AHC’s expulsion and expel at least one of our officers of equivalent rank. If it ends there, well and good, but if the spat continues, I can’t say where or when it will end. The retaliation may not be confined to just winding up our intelligence units in Delhi and Calcutta. It can also irreversibly tear apart our fledgling relationship,” Morshed, no fan of India, cautioned.


Haque did not respond, seeing the PM look at her wristwatch again. It was time for her to leave.


“I don’t want the discussion on this subject to be reflected in the minutes of the meeting,” she told the Cabinet Secretary and then got up carefully to avoid crumpling her sari and messing up her hairdo. She had no time for a fresh make-over before meeting delegates from Sri Lanka.


As the ministers came out of the meeting room and walked towards the porch, they knew that in the PM’s cryptic instruction to the Cabinet Secretary, there was also a message for them. No one shall speak a word about the incident to others.


A small relief from the anxiety they had been enduring since morning came from nature. The weather had improved, the sky had opened, and the rain had stopped. As Nazimuddin walked towards his car, he invited Shaheedur Islam and Golam Ashraf to come with him. They readily agreed. He took the car key from the driver and asked him to follow in Shaheed’s car.


“Why is Begum so cagey in confronting India and throwing the AHC out of the country? Is it not the right time to make an issue out of Sen’s “Mission Chaos” to prevent Delhi from bringing Awam through the back door?” he asked, initiating the discussion.


“I am equally intrigued at her reluctance to take the bull by its horns. In all our previous elections, raising an Indian threat to our independence, sovereignty, and economic prosperity had worked wonderfully for winning most of the fence-sitting votes. She must adopt the same strategy and not let this opportunity go to waste,” Shaheedur opined.


“I don’t know why she insists on collecting provable evidence. Does she think that the DGFI and the Defence Minister are making up stories to entertain us in a cabinet meeting?” Nazim asked.


“I suspect there is more to her hesitation than what we are reading into now,” Ashraf intervened. “I believe she has been advised by her pro-Delhi coterie to improve relations with India after realizing that hostility has not paid any dividends so far. On the contrary, it has brought Delhi much closer to Awam,” he argued.


“The present situation on the ground does not augur well for our win in the coming elections. As it is, our voters are sulking. If they come to know that we have allowed an Indian spy to get away with her subversive activities because we wanted to improve relations with India, a rout of the party at the hustings is inevitable.Someone must tell the PM that her image of being a lioness, and a fearless leader will get badly hurt if she does not expel AHC quickly,” Shaheedur warned.


“I met Mehfooz Khan, the ISI station head, recently at our headquarters. He was also referring to efforts by Delhi’s friends in the Nationalist Party to persuade the PM to avoid targeting India unnecessarily on bilateral issues and to send feelers to Delhi about her willingness to meet her counterpart early next year. Mehfooz hopes that she does not act on their advice, for Indians can never be trusted. They only believe in grabbing land and rivers and exploiting the market and natural resources of countries in the neighbouring region,” Ashraf recalled.


An hour later, calls went to the Ministers for Defence, Home, Finance, Foreign Affairs, and Rural Development from the Prime Minister’s office. They were told to reach the Pradhan Mantri Karjaloy (PM’s office) at 11 am on the following day to review ‘the case of an Indian diplomat.’ Nazimuddin, Shaheedur Islam, and Golam Ashraf were conspicuous absentees from the list of invitees.


***********









Chapter 2


Shipra Sen was not an intelligence officer by choice. She had sat for a dozen entrance tests for a government job after her graduation. India’s External Intelligence Agency was the first to offer her a job with the caveat that she would have to join within ten days. A brilliant student of English literature and a voracious reader of books on history, economics, and textiles, she hesitated to accept the offer straightaway and waited for other results to come. She did not have the faintest idea of the nature of work in an intelligence organization. Her boyfriend, who was two years senior to her and a James Bond fan, came forward to address her dilemma in a typically patronising style. He proclaimed that the Agency was India’s super-secret service and had its dreaded presence in every nook and corner of the world. It was manned by gun-wielding agents who hunted criminals, and armed smugglers, drug peddlers and enemies of India with the help of fancy gadgets and a bevy of beautiful girls that trapped enemy agents, criminals, officials, and politicians. Rather than soaring along with her friend in this world of adventure and romance, Shipra got scared of losing her morality and peace of mind and thought of opting out of this ugly profession. Yet after a long introspection over her family’s immediate financial needs, she joined the Agency like a babe thrown into a wonderland. A bird in hand was worth two in the bush, after all.


As the years rolled by, she realized that a person of her temperament could never be an ideal fit for the Agency. She was timid, shy, and insufferably correct in matters of money and personal relationships. She could violate no rules, take no risks, defy no one, and speak no lies. She would argue only up to a point and give up when the suggestions of others carried the weight of seniority rather than sound reasoning. Her seniors’ poor English writing often appalled her, yet she seldom offered to rewrite for them. Though she was never asked to handle criminals and drug peddlers, the dirty task of bribing people to betray their country’s strategic secrets always gave her sleepless nights. Fortunately, she was neither given a weapon to handle nor a seductress to trap targets.


A senior officer, drawing upon his years of experience, once confided in her that after taking hard drinks, source tends to loosen up and part with sensitive information. She took the advice a bit too seriously. She would keep serving drinks to sources and wait for them to get past their tolerance level to reveal critical intelligence. As a result, her debriefing sessions stretched for hours, often till 2 a.m. After her divorce she felt, at times, that sources tended to take liberties with her after a few drinks and talked loosely but often had little to offer. This affected her appetite for cultivating sources and conducting aggressive operations. She concentrated more on analysing information obtained from open sources. As she could write well, sift intelligence from news and published documents, and articulate eloquently, she did not suffer in her career and got her due on time.


Her biggest handicap though was her inability to work independently. Under a good leader, it was refreshing to see her work hard, write with conviction and carry out operational responsibilities effectively. She would not hesitate to accept and execute a task as long as there was someone to mentor her at every stage and protect her in case she messed up or failed to deliver. She had benefited immensely when Jeevnathan had been her boss a decade ago. She had not only excelled in asset building but also helped him accomplish several tricky operations. When her posting as head of the Indian Consulate at Rajshahi was announced, she welcomed it with mixed feelings. She was happy that she would work independently as the Assistant High Commissioner but was also apprehensive that she would be required to manage consular, administrative and intelligence work, all on her own.


She scored over her colleagues with her spotless financial integrity. Her book-keeping of secret funds was a model that only she could follow. She couldn’t stand anyone who attributed downloaded information to sources, fudged figures, and misappropriated funds. Behind this elevated sense of propriety lay a mortal fear of being stigmatized as dishonest by family members and colleagues. Maintaining a clean image weighed so heavily on her that she would not mind losing a good prospect if it involved making dubious transactions. She would rather spend from her pocket on recruiting and grooming contacts than risk acquiring a muddied reputation. In the past two years that she had been at Rajshahi, she had spent 80,432 Takas from her personal savings for harvesting new talents but no one at the headquarters believed that an officer would spend their personal money to raise sources. They had no idea that she was a rarity in such matters.


Her personal life had seen more lows than highs. She had doted on her husband who initially thought that she was a perfect foil to him. She was fair, pretty, had a typical roundish Bengali face with flat cheekbones and full lips. Her eyebrows were narrow, her nose finely shaped, and her thick, black hair hung down up to her waist covering her back. Her manner of conversing was alluring and harmlessly assertive. She was a charmer and quickly stole the conversation in a gathering. What distinguished her from wives of other officers was her frightening innocence and her courage to admit candidly what she had or did not have. Typically, the sterling qualities of her head and heart were too much for her jealous husband to admire. He was neither honest nor virtuous. In due course, he began looking for more agreeable relationships elsewhere and his nightly errands became a habit. She never complained but one evening after she returned from her office, she packed her bag, collected her son and daughter, and moved to her official residence.


She left a note for Dipankar, her husband. ‘I am finished with this relationship,” she wrote. She never told anyone what provoked her to take this decision so suddenly.


***********









Chapter 3


At 11 a.m., the core group of ministers and the Minister for Rural Development took their seats in the Pradhan Mantri Karjaloy committee room where the PM usually held brain-storming sessions. A stickler for punctuality, Begum entered the room on the dot, fresh and regal in her bottle green chiffon and her immaculately crafted bouffant, apologetically covered by a matching scarf. Unlike her ministers, she appeared composed. Everyone stood up to reverentially greet her and then settled down.


“Have you brought the tapes of Miss Sen’s conversations with the suspects?” she asked the Defence Minister, setting the tempo of the meeting right away.


“No, ma’am. But I have brought five transcripts of the recordings that support the DGFI charges,” he replied.


The PM did not appear happy with his response.


“Ma’am, there are more than fifty tapes filled with long winding conversations and repetitive details. I didn’t want to bore you with their ramblings and have selected only transcripts that give a clear idea of what Miss Sen is up to,” he explained and then circulated copies of 5 transcripts.


A pin-drop silence prevailed as everyone began reading the transcripts.




Transcript–I


Sen–When are you bringing those ‘Jamdani saris’? Saqib–Next week, Madam.


Sen–When will you realize the ‘urgency behind procuring’ them?


Saqib–I took some time to locate a specialized ‘weaver’ who can supply ‘Jamdanis’ with black floral motifs. He has promised to deliver them within two days.


Sen–Where is the ‘stuff’?


Saqib–I have kept them with my ‘friend’ working at the ‘government depot.’


Sen–Don’t ever give the ‘stuff’ to him. Employees of such places are normally under 24-hour surveillance.


Saqib–Ma’am, he was going to Rajshahi for some personal work. I gave him the stuff because I didn’t want to delay the supply.


Sen–We are in a ‘serious business’, Saqib. Others must never know what you do. Do you realize that if your friend gets compromised all of us can ‘land in big trouble’?


Saqib–Sorry ma’am. In the future, I will keep your advice in mind.


Sen–Anything else?


Saqib–The ‘weaver’ at Begumpur is asking for more money. He can supply ‘Jamdani saris’ in self-coloured style and in pastel ‘shades’ if you pay more. But he insists on advance payment.


Sen–I have already paid you for six ‘consignments’.’ What I have received so far is of poor quality and may not serve the ‘trader’s’ purpose. I am willing to pay any amount for good material and design.


Transcript–II


Saqib–I have a few ‘Sopura silk saris’ with me. Can I bring them over? They are in six different colours.


Sen–The ‘trader’ wants only ‘Jamdani saris’. I had shown your ‘Sopura silk saris’ to ‘Chakma’ but he did not find these worth selling to his ‘customers’.


Saqib–Ma’am, I have spotted a new ‘retailer.’ Would you like to meet him?


Sen–Where is he located?


Saqib–Closer to the ‘other depot’.


Sen–Excellent... Did he ask you why you need expensive ‘Jamdanis’?


Saqib–His interest is only in making money. He will start supplying after he meets you in person and settles the modality of ‘payment’ and ‘delivery’. He has also offered to introduce a few important ‘wholesalers’ to you.


Sen–Are you sure he is not a DGFI mole?


Saqib–He knows the ‘value’ of keeping you on his side. He is hoping to receive ‘payments’ larger than what he usually gets from others.


Sen–Who are the others?


Saqib–All political parties but they do not pay him enough for the risk he takes.


Sen–Okay, fix my meeting with him quickly. ‘Time’ is running out.


Saqib–I did not receive full payment for the last consignment of ‘Jamdanis.’


Sen–You will get it. Incidentally, both the ‘trader’ and ‘Chakma’ liked the ‘Jamdani dress material’.


Transcript–III


Sen–The ‘retailer’ is an excellent bet. If he delivers what he has promised, there will be no need to look for another ‘weaver’.


Saqib–Ma’am, what about my reward?


Sen–Let him start supplying first ---------- (pause)


I had met the ‘trader’ recently. He has given a detailed requirement of the colour, texture, and pattern of the Jamdani saris he wants. Meet me at the earliest to know what exactly he said.


Saqib–Ma’am, can’t the trader modify and use the inferior stuff I had supplied earlier?


Sen–Let me check with ‘trader’ and ‘Chakma’. Ultimately, they are the ones who will use the items.


Transcript–IV


Sen–Most of the ‘Jamdanis’ delivered by Saqib are useless. ‘Trader’ is impatient and has asked me to urgently locate other ‘sources’. Can you help me?


Liakat–I will ask the wholesalers I know.


Sen–The real stuff has to be procured soon for the ‘trader’ to act.


Liakat–I also have a few ‘special weavers’ in mind. Let me contact them. If all this works, your ‘trader’ will surely be very happy.


Transcript–V


Sen–Hello, Saqib. Two pieces of good news. ‘They’ are willing to use ‘Jamdanis’ which the ‘special weavers’ had delivered. Since time is running out, they have also decided to use the inferior ‘stuff’ and ‘Jamdanis’. They are confident the ‘impact’ will be major. The other news is that everything has been finalized. Come today at 4 p.m. to the designated place to discuss the tentative date and time for the ‘fireworks.’





Saqib–Okay.


(Phone gets disconnected)





The Prime Minister and the others returned the transcripts. Haque could make out from their forlorn looks that the transcripts did not make much sense to them.


“You would have noticed,” he explained, “that Miss Sen’s conversations are littered with code words. She uses them to camouflage her operation. The DGFI has prepared a report analysing these code words for our easy comprehension. The report is 23 pages long, but I will only read out the highlights.”




“First, the AHC has taken extensive recourse to use code words to communicate her operational instructions to her field operatives. She uses the word ‘Jamdani sari’ for ‘arms and ammunition’, ‘stuff’ for ‘bombs and explosives’ and ‘jamdanis with black floral motif’ for ‘the latest weapon acquired by our Army’. ‘Wholesaler’ alludes to a ‘person working in one of our arms and ammunition depots’. ‘Retailer’ is a civilian who is deeply connected with officers working in one of our arms and ammunition depots’. ‘Weaver’ is ‘the person who illegally procures arms and explosives’ and a ‘special weaver’ refers to ‘someone in the Army or to an Indian insurgent in the camps on our side of the Indo-Bangladesh border’. ‘Trader’ refers to a JMB leader coordinating the mission as her courier for carrying her messages to ‘Chakma’. ‘Chakma’ is the senior most JMB leader. ‘Customers’ signify volunteers who will carry out attacks and ‘other customers’ are those whose services are requisitioned by political parties for creating violence during anti-government agitations. ‘Business’ means ‘Mission Chaos’. The urgency behind carrying out the plan is being conveyed by code words like ‘time is running out’ and ‘time is running short’. The ‘government depots’ refer to our ordinance factories. The mention of ‘Sopura silk’ is quite significant. It refers to ‘country made weapons and locally assembled bombs’ which Sen did not want initially. Instead, she was pressing for the procurement of weapons and explosives used by our defence forces.


Second, the AHC is willing to pay any amount of money for the consignments and has already paid for six such consignments.


Third, most of the procured items are currently lying in the Consulate.


Four, since the operation is extremely secretive, she does not want anyone other than Saqib and Liakat to be involved. She knows that what she is doing is akin to waging war against Bangladesh.


And finally, the operation will be in two phases. In the first phase they will attack only a few targets. These attacks may not have earth shattering impact but will give them an idea of whether similar attacks could be planned in the future to inflict maximum damage with minimum loss to their men and material. In the second phase, they will strike at several places with deadly weapons and powerful bombs.”
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