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To my Aai.
I wish you could have seen this…




Prologue


He was laughing so hard with the others that he misjudged the overtake. By the time he realized it, he knew they were just moments away from death. He tried clearing the bus and pulling in early to avoid a head-on collision even as the driver of the oncoming truck jerked his steering away. The heavy vehicle was sluggish in reacting. It caught the car’s rear just as the bus mowed down the front. The screams of the youngsters were drowned out by the terrible screech of tearing metal. The truck’s right wheels rode up the car, never to return to the ground, as it careened off the road and fell 50 feet.


It took several hours for rescue teams to reach the accident site and tow aside the mangled vehicles. The traffic, which had been backed up for dozens of kilometres in each direction, was flowing again by noon. A team of policemen was left behind to complete the necessary procedures. There was dust and humidity in the air, and the sun beat down without mercy.


The inspector in charge was trying in vain to mop his face with a saturated handkerchief, when he noticed three constables lazing under the shade of a tree. With a string of expletives invoking their mothers and sisters, he ordered them down the embankment to clear up the mess.


The trio stumbled and slid down to where the truck’s cargo of inkjet printers lay scattered. As they laboured to form a heap beside the truck, one of them noticed that some boxes were considerably heavier than the rest. It seemed strange because the boxes had the same dimensions and mentioned the same model number on top.


The inspector came down to check it out. He opened a heavy box and then a light one. They both contained printers that looked identical, but closer study revealed that the heavier printer had poor finishing and seemed to be made of lower grade plastic. He decided to look inside. The top cover of the light printer swivelled up with ease but that of the heavy one didn’t even budge. When he applied force, the joints broke and the cover came off in his hands.


He stared into the printer cavity, lost for words. Then he scrambled for his phone.


The boxes were carted away to a nearby police station, where senior officers and explosive experts arrived to examine and photograph the duplicate printers. By the time they were all cracked open, three large tables had been covered with timed fuses, remote detonators, metal casings and slabs of high intensity explosives.


The officers didn’t know it yet, but this was just one of the 20 identical shipments being smuggled in. The rest of the cargo was going to cause devastation across Mumbai in just a few days’ time.




AJAY
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The three-wheeler darted between vehicles and pedestrians as it raced towards the hospital. Ajay held on at the back, struggling to keep his mind away from that phone conversation. But those words loomed larger than the buildings he was passing by. The heavy thudding of his heart drowned out even the clamour of the rickshaw’s engine.


He was out of the rickshaw the moment it began to slow down at the gate of the hospital. Pressing some money into the rickshaw driver’s hand, he sprinted across the courtyard towards the main hospital building. Rajesh mama was waiting for him on the stairs, looking frantic with worry.


‘Ajay!’ he gasped. ‘Could it really be him?’


‘What exactly did the police tell you?’


‘They said that a body was found by the railway tracks this morning. An office ID card led them to the employer, where they were given my number. When they called me, I told them about you. That’s all I know.’


‘Let’s see what else they have to say,’ said Ajay, his face grim as he led the way inside.


The moment they entered the building, a man standing nearby pulled out his mobile phone and hit redial.


‘Boss…the elder brother is here.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes, there’s no doubt.’


‘All right, stick around, but be careful – he shouldn’t get suspicious.’


The update was passed up the chain till it reached the people who had given the order to watch every move Ajay Deshmukh made. There was no margin for errors left. Not any more.


Ajay located the police desk at the hospital and spoke to one of the constables. The cop opened a register and ran his finger down the page till he spotted Vishal’s name scribbled near the end of the list. He directed them to what he referred to as the ‘Dead House’.


It turned out to be a squat construction located behind the main building. Inside was a long corridor, a few benches and a small office. Ajay and Rajesh mama witnessed yet another list being fingered till the office clerk could find the relevant entry in the morgue register. He scribbled a four-digit number on a chit and called a ward boy over. They were led to a door at the end of the corridor, at the entrance of which the ward boy slipped a mask over his face before entering.


A blast of chilled air hit them as they stepped into a world that most people are fortunate never to encounter. The room inside was sectioned in two by a nylon rope tied from a pillar to a far window. A paper stuck on the pillar had arrows pointing in opposite directions, distinguishing the sections as pre- and post-autopsy.


The morgue was overflowing. The official capacity had proved insufficient a long time ago. Bodies had been placed under the tables and were even strewn across the floor, leaving just narrow paths for walking.


At the far end of the morgue was a storage unit containing closed drawers. They looked just like bank lockers, only designed to fit humans. A number of open racks were lined up against the right wall.


Ajay’s eyes darted across the room, taking in details that he did not want to. There seemed to be a shortage of covering cloths since many of the bodies lay bare. The smell of stale blood, preserving fluid, death and decomposition was overpowering. He clamped down hard to stop himself from throwing up.


It took a few minutes for the four-digit number to be matched to a body. The ward boy stood beside the stretcher with the nonchalance of an evening stroller, having gone through this process hundreds of times before.


Ajay’s legs refused to move. It was Rajesh mama’s gentle pressure on his arm that eventually pulled him forward. The cloth that covered the body was red with fresh blood and brown with older stains. When it was pulled back, Ajay stood looking down at a face that had once been handsome, but was now shattered almost beyond recognition. The shirt was ragged and soaked through. The physical injuries seemed so major that any one of them could have killed him.


Rajesh mama rocked on his feet as he covered his face with both hands and wept. Age and experience had carried him this far, but the confirmation of loss was taking its toll.


Ajay felt like he was in a daze. Nothing seemed to make sense. Was that really Shot lying on the stretcher? He wanted to reach out and caress the ruined face, to hug his brother tight, to cry…but he just stood there, frozen.


When his trembling fingers did close around Shot’s wrist, he gasped at the alien feel of lifeless flesh. There was a buzzing sound in his head and the corners of his vision started blurring. The ward boy pointed towards him and said something even as his legs gave way and the floor rose up real fast.


When he came to, he was propped up on a bench in the passage outside the morgue and there was a swelling on his forehead. An old ward boy squatting nearby was staring at him with a stupid grin.


‘You really collapsed in there! You were standing one moment and then flat the next. Don’t worry, it happens all the time, yes, all the time.’


His leathery, wrinkled face and the few missing teeth made him look older than he probably was. But instead of maturity, there was an emptiness in his eyes and an expression on his face that indicated that all was not right with his mind.


Ajay turned away, but the old man kept on talking, almost to himself. ‘They brought him in early in the morning, yes, very early. He was a terrible sight. Blood everywhere. I helped carry him in just like I helped carry you out…’


There were some people standing at the end of the passage, holding on to each other as they wept; men and women, both young and old. They looked inconsolable, and yet, seemed to be drawing strength from each other.


It must be nice to have a family…


Ajay tried, but couldn’t recall what that had felt like.


‘…was he your relative?’ the old man was asking. Getting no answer, he continued blabbering, ‘You shouldn’t have to see him like this, no, you shouldn’t. It will get much worse when they take him to the other room. But at least he will be with Dr Mitra. She is so beautiful and so young. Just a kid. I don’t even know where my kids are…’


Ajay was on the verge of asking him to shut up when Rajesh mama came out of the morgue office with some forms. They went back to the police desk where two constables helped them complete the documentation and other formalities. One of the cops handed over a plastic bag containing the belongings of the deceased. Inside were a pair of shoes, a belt, a handkerchief, a key bunch and a company ID card.


‘Where is the rest of his stuff?’ Rajesh mama asked


The constable referred to a file. ‘These are the only belongings mentioned in the railway police report.’


‘But where is his wallet? What about his mobile phone?’


The constable shrugged. ‘How the hell should I know? Ask the railway police at Vasai. You will have to go and see them to complete the paperwork anyway.’


‘Vasai!’


‘Yes. The body was found between the Vasai Road and Naigaon stations.’


‘But then how come he was brought all the way to Borivali?’


‘The morgues there ran out of space.’


Ajay felt weary as he turned away. Mumbai’s population was over 20 million. How many died every day? Hundreds? Thousands? How much real estate could be blocked up for people who had ceased to matter? Not much, apparently.


The man loitering nearby had heard all that he needed to. He walked out into the courtyard to make the call.


‘He is heading to Vasai.’


‘All right, stay with him. I want updates and pictures every hour.’


■


Dr Barude got out of the post-mortem room and stretched. He was feeling hungry again, but it would be some time before he got free from all the autopsies lined up for the day.


When he had first started conducting post-mortem examinations, he had lost his sleep as well as his appetite for a month. But over time, like everyone else who worked at the morgue, he had learnt to suppress his revulsion. Soon he was immune to what he saw.


The corridor leading to the washroom was almost empty. Unless they were assigned there, the hospital staff took pains to avoid being near the Dead House. A young ward boy was leaning against a wall, rubbing tobacco and lime in his cupped palm. He straightened when he saw the doctor and, making eye contact, nodded twice.


Barude didn’t pause or show any form of acknowledgement, but his pulse quickened upon getting the signal. When he reached the washroom, he headed to one of the toilets instead of the urinals. He bolted the door and then reached behind the flush tank attached to the opposite wall, thinking about the iconic scene from The Godfather as he did so.


He extracted a piece of folded paper and read the text. There was a four-digit body number followed by precise instructions. He knew the cash would be delivered at a safe place after a few days. The ward boy outside knew only to signal; he had no idea about the hidden messages or the consequences. It was a good system.


This time it was going to be a bit tricky, though. He thought of the medical intern waiting for him in the room. Could he pull it off in her presence? His career would be over if she reported anything abnormal. He tore the paper into pieces, dropped them into the pot, pissed, flushed and left.


■


Dr Richa Mitra watched as workers added the final stitches to the bodies. She shivered a little because it was cold, and also because she had not yet grown used to the autopsy procedure. Thankfully it was her last day here at forensics. She was doing departmental rotations as a part of her internship.


The stench in the closed room was overpowering. She ached to get out and breathe in some fresh air, but at least one doctor had to be present in the post-mortem room at all times, and dear Dr Barude had shamelessly stepped out without bothering to check if his junior colleague also needed a hygiene break.


Workers carted out the two finished cases and then cleaned up the tables and the equipment. Richa consulted a list. The next two were messy ones; one was a male railway accident victim and the other a female burn victim, probably a domestic violence case. The India that was sending space shuttles to Mars also had men burning their wives for dowry. How did that make sense?


Dr Barude arrived as the two stretchers were brought in. Without even glancing at Richa, he nodded towards the workers to begin. It seemed obvious that he expected her to hold in her pee for another couple of hours.


Not the kind to bend before such tactics, she left the room anyway. He was working on the male victim when she returned. Her ten-minute absence didn’t seem to have gone down well, for he waved her off with irritation when she tried to participate.


She shrugged and retreated, content with being just an observer. But she allowed a tiny part of her brain to dream about soon drowning her olfactory senses with whiffs of strong, delicious coffee.


■


It took Ajay and Rajesh mama more than an hour to reach Vasai. The railway police station was a dingy little place tucked into a corner. The head constable asked them for their personal details, their relation to the victim, identity proof, etc.


‘Why was your name not mentioned as the emergency contact?’ he asked Ajay.


‘We hadn’t been on talking terms for some time now.’


The cop found that to be a very pertinent piece of information and laboriously wrote it down in the report.


‘How much time?’


‘Must be around five years.’


‘Parents?’


‘They passed away more than ten years ago.’


‘You have been in Mumbai all this while?’


‘I was in the US for a few years…MBA and work…I returned three years ago.’


‘MBA in America? You must have made a lot of money. Was there any large inheritance involved when your parents died?’


‘How is that relevant here?’


The cop’s tone changed. ‘Money is often the most relevant angle when people die suddenly.’


Ajay stiffened as he realized what the man was hinting. Struggling to remain calm, he said, ‘We had a bitter argument on a personal subject and decided to go our separate ways. I assure you, I have not even seen him for the last five years.’


‘We’ll see about that.’


Rajesh mama intervened, ‘Sir, what happens next?’


‘We wait for the post-mortem report. If there are any problems, we will transfer the case to the Mumbai Police for further investigation. If everything is clear, we will close it as an accident.’


Ajay asked, ‘Where are the rest of Vishal’s belongings? We haven’t been given everything.’


The constable referred to a sheet in his file. It was the same list they had seen at the hospital.


‘We have handed over everything that we found. The clothes will be stored as evidence, in case there is any investigation.’


‘But he must have been carrying a wallet and a mobile.’


‘Possible. But sometimes beggars, drunkards or drug addicts reach the victims before the railway staff. They grab anything of value and run away.’


‘Is it possible that any of your staff…?’


The cop’s eyes darkened. ‘My men will never do that. And anyway, who wants to take on any curses from the dead?’ He touched the pictures of the gods and goddesses on his desk and then touched his forehead and chest a few times.


■


Back at the hospital, Rajesh mama headed towards the police desk while Ajay went to sit on a bench. As he sat down, he noticed two young men and a woman entering the building. They seemed unsure about what to do next till they spotted the police desk. One of the guys walked ahead and asked the cops something. Ajay saw Rajesh mama turn towards the guy and nod. The youngster’s body went rigid and his hands grasped the desk. The girl saw that and broke down at once.


Ajay realized that they were Shot’s friends. He considered going over and talking to them, but suddenly felt drained of all energy. He couldn’t deal with more of this at the moment.


The post-mortem was over by 4 p.m. and a provisional ‘Cause of Death’ certificate was handed over to Rajesh mama. The conclusion was ‘Death due to haemorrhagic and hypo-volumic shock’ and the classification was ‘Accidental death’. Two important observations were mentioned:


1. Large traces of hard liquor had been found on the upper torso


2. Faint traces of cocaine had been found inside the nostrils


A blood toxicology report had been requisitioned to establish the ingested quantity of these substances.


They couldn’t believe what they were reading.


‘There has to be some mistake,’ said Ajay, his voice rising. ‘My brother was not a drunkard and he certainly never did drugs!’


The constable at the police desk did not have much sympathy in his voice. ‘People do a lot of things that their families don’t know about. We see this every day. That area beyond Dahisar and Mira Road is known for illegal dance bars, rave parties, prostitution and drugs. Many youngsters go there to enjoy themselves. How can you be so sure that your brother didn’t?’


Ajay was about to lose it, but Rajesh mama pulled him aside. They sat together, trying to come to terms with this new information. Had Shot changed so much in the past few years?


■


They got the body at 5 p.m. Shot was tightly wrapped and sewn up in a blanket with just the face showing. They took him to the electric crematorium at Oshiwara. Rajesh mama haggled with a pandit and a price was fixed. The rituals lasted an hour. Once the body was prepared, they waited for the electric chamber to preheat to 1100 degrees Fahrenheit.


Ajay stood by his brother’s body, feeling numb. When it was time, the chamber doors opened, the stretcher was rolled in, and the doors closed again. There was a dull roar from within, like that of a jet engine firing up. Shot was gone.


Ajay looked around at the people who had gathered for Shot’s cremation – Rajesh mama, Mami, a handful of relatives Ajay hadn’t seen in years, a few of his colleagues from the bank, and three of Shot’s childhood friends, the only ones Ajay had been able to contact at such short notice. The youngsters who had come to the hospital were also in attendance, along with many other colleagues from Third Eye Technologies (TET). Ajay still didn’t feel like talking to them. He was having enough difficulty with his own emotions. And anyway, what was there to say? In the fast-gathering dusk, he felt an utter loneliness envelop him.


As he turned away from where the last of Shot was being burned, he noticed a large, burqa-clad figure standing at a distance, staring in his direction. He followed her gaze to the cremation chamber. But when he looked at her again, she was walking away rapidly towards the exit.


Mama and Mami were the last people to leave. They tried to convince Ajay to go home with them, but he refused. After trying to reason with him for some time, they finally gave up and left. He hadn’t eaten anything for a long time and felt weak and dizzy. His innards were burning up. He walked to a nearby restaurant, picked up a food parcel, hopped into a rickshaw and went home.


A car discreetly followed him to his building.


■


By the time Ajay reached home, he was emotionally and physically drained. The most difficult day of his life had taken a toll. He changed, pushed down some of the food he had bought, took the AC remote in his hand and crashed. Sometime in the night, a familiar nightmare resurfaced after years.


He was walking from Marine Drive towards their old Charni Road residence. It was late in the evening and the weather was pleasant for a change. He reached the building, jogged up to the second floor and opened the door to their flat with his key.


The house was dark; Shot must have gone out. He felt his way along the wall till he found the switchboard. The hall was flooded with white light and the door latch engaged with a loud click. And then, from the dark interiors of the house, came hurried, scrambling sounds…


He woke up gasping for breath. His heart was racing and he was sweating buckets. The sheet on top of him was wet. He was still clutching the remote and realized that he had fallen asleep without managing to switch on the AC. The wall clock showed 3 a.m.


He got up from bed, switched on the fan, slid open the windows and sat on the parapet with a cigarette, looking outside into the night. There was not even a hint of a breeze and the humidity was oppressive. Images of Shot’s battered body swam before his eyes. How much agony had Shot experienced before dying? Had it been merciful and fast, or had he lain there for hours, helpless and desperate? Had he called out to Ajay in his final moments?


He took out a bottle of whisky and poured himself a drink. He had been almost four when his father had placed the tiny bundle in his arms. He could still remember that scrunched-up face and the sudden wetness when Shot had chosen that moment to empty his surprisingly voluminous bladder.


Three more pegs and as many hours went by as he sat reminiscing. He went to bed when the sky started gaining colour, and slept straight till the afternoon. When he woke up there were dozens of messages and missed calls on his mobile; the news had spread. The only person he called back was Rajesh mama, who told him to reach the ghats at 6 a.m. the next day for the third-day rituals.


He spent the rest of the day pottering around the house. At night he dug out a few old family photo albums. They were all in there – Mom, Dad and Shot. He stared at the photos for a long time.


The alarm woke him up at 5 a.m. He showered and shaved within minutes, got dressed and was in the middle of knotting his tie when he suddenly realized it wasn’t office he was getting ready for. He stood frozen for a minute, not knowing what to do. Then he changed into a plain white kurta-pyjama and went to deal with his brother’s ashes.
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Shot was amused. He grabbed Partha by both shoulders in an effort to stop him from trembling.


‘Relax, it’s just a performance review, not the end of the world.’


It was the first Monday of April, and the time for annual performance reviews at Third Eye Technologies.


‘Come here,’ said Shot, draping an arm over his junior’s shoulder as they walked down the passage. ‘I’ll tell you a secret, something I’ve never told anyone before.’ He dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘You know Diane is in there, right?’


‘Yeah!’ replied Partha, smiling for the first time that day. Diane was Third Eye’s awesomely hot human resources (HR) head.


‘She is wearing the red sari that she wore during the Republic Day celebration, the one with that black, low-cut blouse underneath.’


‘Yes, yes, go on…’ said Partha, confused about the relevance of this to the looming performance evaluation but interested anyway.


‘Well…’ Shot dropped his voice even lower. ‘I’ve seen her naked. Don’t ask me how!’ he snapped just as Partha’s mouth started to open.


‘So, listen, I’ve seen her naked, and just below the blouse line on her left breast, barely covered, is a tattoo. Can you guess what it is?’


Partha shook his head vigorously.


‘A devil – two horns, a winking eye, a naughty smile and then the tail. It looks terrific. I just wonder how she managed to get it done over there, on that tender…quivering…flesh…’ He stretched out the last three words.


Partha’s eyes were bulging by now and his mouth hung open.


‘And the best part is that the tail goes sideways and coils around her…’ Shot made a pointy gesture with one finger.


‘Really, man?!’


Partha’s voice was almost a whine.


Shot grabbed him with both hands and shook him hard. ‘No, you idiot! How the hell am I going to see Diane naked? But now that you’ve got that image plastered in your head, you shouldn’t have time to worry about anything else.’


Partha gave him such a disgusted look that Shot bent over laughing.


‘Mr Partha Prasad,’ a voice called out and they turned to see Deepak Kamat, the HR manager, standing in the interview room doorway. Partha hurried away after a venomously hissed ‘Bastard!’


Shot walked further along the passage, still grinning. Partha was a good kid, just a bit too nervous for his own good.


He looked down from the railing into the Quad, where people had started to queue up for lunch. In just three years, TET had become an employer of choice for software as well as hardware professionals. The pay was good, selection was based on talent and not paper qualifications, there was a great gender mix, but most importantly, the work culture was phenomenal.


Ten minutes later, he turned at the sound of the door opening to see Partha walking towards him in a daze.


‘So? How did it go?’


‘Um…I dunno, man.’


‘Why? What happened?’


‘I just couldn’t stop thinking about that tattoo…my eyes…they kept straying towards her cleavage!’


Shot chuckled. ‘But were you nervous?’


Partha shook his head. ‘No, your trick worked.’


‘Then what’s the problem?’


‘Er…I hadn’t realized something till I got up to leave…and they…they saw it too.’


‘Saw what?’


‘That I had an erection!’ he burst out, burying his face in his hands.


After a moment of stunned silence, Shot roared with laughter, tears streaming down his face. He was still laughing when Kamat called out, ‘Mr Vishal Deshmukh.’


■


Diane looked absolutely ravishing. The deep-red sari complemented her brown skin. Her pallu was draped carefully across her chest now, thanks to Partha’s boner.


Looking at Shot, she said, ‘You look tired.’


God! Her voice was silky and oozing with sexuality…


Horny fucker, that’s nothing but your overactive imagination!


‘Vishal, we have been watching you closely over the past year. We think you have tremendous potential. Tell me, why did you apply for a junior programmer’s job here when you are clearly overqualified? And why didn’t you mention your failed start-up and all the high-end freelancing work you have done?’


Shot wondered how she knew all those details, but he had nothing to hide. ‘To be honest, I was looking for a job with minimum responsibility. I had had enough stress during that start-up to last me a while.’


‘So, what is your frame of mind now? Want to chill some more?’


Shot smiled. ‘I’m raring to sink my teeth into something meaty.’


‘Like what?’


‘I have a few start-up ideas that I’m thinking of exploring.’


She looked straight into his eyes, a sly smile playing on her lips. ‘What if we give you a reason to stay back?’


She is flirting with you, dude! Wait a minute – is she offering herself as the reason to stay back? Would she get that devil tattoo if he stayed back? Down, penis, down!


‘What do you mean?’


‘We’ve checked out some of your freelance projects. It is excellent work. We have also taken some references.’ She paused for effect before continuing. ‘How would you feel about joining the Core?’


Shot stared at her in shock. He had not expected this. It took a few moments for her words to sink in and then he couldn’t help smiling from ear to ear. The Core was where all the hard-core action happened. Made up of some of the best techies in the country, it was the main engine driving TET. Needless to say, very few people made the cut.


‘We had a feeling you would like it. We want you to be a part of the Server-side App Team,’ Diane said.


Shot nodded, rubbing his hands together. ‘Sounds interesting…’


‘Of course it does!’ Over the next 20 minutes, she and Kamat explained in detail what it meant to be part of the Core – the structure, the complex security protocols, the huge pay hike, the steep deliverables, etc. They said he could take a day or two to think about it.


Shot was quiet for a couple of minutes. It was a no-brainer, really. He looked at Diane and said, ‘I’m in.’


■


The auditorium of the famed engineering campus in Powai was packed beyond capacity. It had been an interesting evening so far, but there was one person everyone was waiting to hear – Dr Nihal Kapoor. The man was a legend.


At the height of his career, he had taken a route that had astonished his peers. He had abruptly left his lucrative career in the US, put his personal life on hold and returned to India to head a semi-government project. His company had funded the setting up of an advanced software research centre on the campus, and this was the inaugural function.


The dean made a brief introduction. ‘Our chief guest for the evening has a PhD from MIT and is one of the leading experts in industrial security systems. Please welcome Dr Nihal Kapoor, CEO of Third Eye Technologies and the creator of Cam-Web.’


Kapoor took the stage amid thunderous applause. He spoke in detail about the growing prospects of the Indian IT sector and all the different options that young professionals could explore. Then he came around to his favourite topic.


‘Crime is increasing everywhere. Criminals have easy access to sophisticated tools and better means of communication and transport. In advanced countries, technology has now become an everyday part of police work. Just giving cops better guns doesn’t help. They have to be equipped with accurate and timely information.


‘Some of the best cities in Europe and the US have large, government-run CCTV networks. State-sponsored institutions have advanced techniques of listening to digital chatter from around the world. Surveillance has become an essential activity in today’s world and should be considered with all seriousness.


‘Our police forces are understaffed and badly compensated. Fitness standards are slack. There is no dearth of courage or patriotism, but those end up being seriously ineffective while chasing an AK-47 wielding terrorist with a 20-year-old bolt-action rifle. Technology support is absent.


‘Despite all this, the Mumbai Police force remains one of the best in the world. Think about what they could do if properly equipped. The Cam-Web project is an important step towards making that dream a reality.


‘As you already know, the first phase of our roll-out is complete and Mumbai now has over 19,000 cameras installed across the city covering all railway stations, airports, docks, hospitals, malls, places of public interest, all city exits as well as flyovers and major junctions on all highways. That’s comparable to cities like Los Angeles, London, Shanghai and Beijing.


‘We have put up different types of cameras depending on their application. We have static cameras and we also have advanced PTZ cameras that can pan, tilt and zoom. We have cameras with night-vision capabilities, cameras that capture high-speed images, cameras with very long ranges for highways and many others.


‘One crucial step we have taken is that instead of leasing operating software from any of the major international surveillance players, we have chosen to build our own software platform, which we have named Raksha. It is a humungous task, but incredibly exciting and satisfying.


‘The feature set we have planned for Raksha is phenomenal. Over time, it will be a sophisticated and powerful system that will rival the best in the world. There is a lot of work still to be done. I urge all the bright minds in front of me to come and work with us and help us make our country more secure. Thank you.’


The audience was on its feet and the applause lasted for a long time.


■


‘Hey, it’s me,’ she said.


‘Hold on, let me get inside the car.’


‘Are you free already?’


‘Yeah, I escaped. The dean wanted me to have dinner with the faculty members, but I told him I had some urgent work to take care of.’


‘So now I am work to you? Sigh!’


‘What should I have told them? That I’m gonna get all missionary on some hottie?’


‘Oh honey, I’m gonna be on top tonight.’


‘We’ll see about that. So how did your stuff go?’


‘It was all right. Vishal Deshmukh’s session took a little bit of time. He accepted the Core slot.’


‘Of course he did. As a Core-M, he will be able to perform to his potential. Speaking of potential, tonight I’m kind of in the mood to try reaching new heights myself.’


‘More empty promises, OLD MAN! How long will you take to reach your place?’


‘A couple of hours, I guess.’


‘Reach fast. I’ll go home, change and get there.’


‘Why change? What you wearing?’


‘Your favourite red sari and black blouse…and…er…pink panties.’


‘DON’T YOU DARE CHANGE ANY OF THAT…! The only one who’s gonna remove that red sari is me. And I hope you don’t like that blouse too much, cause I’m gonna rip it off with my teeth. And then I’m gonna get reacquainted with those lovely…’


‘Okay, you pig! I’m gonna hang up.’


‘Wait!’


Click!


■


Shot woke up extra early the next day. He knocked on Ashraf’s door, but there was no response. Like every morning, he prepared a mug of strong coffee and sipped it as he stood by the window. And like every morning, he thought about Simmy. She hadn’t called or messaged for more than two months now. He wondered how foolish it was of him to still hope for their future.


He had never been the mushy type. All the girls he had been with during his college years had mirrored his aversion. The serious, lovey-dovey kind of commitment that involved exchanging heart-shaped gifts and celebrating the completion of seven months since the first coffee or the first movie or the first time she sneezed and he said gesundheit was not for him.


Somehow, it had been different with Simmy from the moment he met her. Despite all his precautions, he had fallen deeply in love, probably because she was so different, so feisty…and so flawed.


Now she was flying all around the world and he was left trying to chase her down with unanswered voicemails.


He shook himself out of the self-pity mode, picked up his backpack and left the apartment. The sight of his bike – a 1968 Java done up in military green and chrome – and the deep thump-thump of its firing immediately brought a smile to his face.


It had become a habit to check out the Cam-Web boxes peering down from lamp posts and buildings. The first ones had been a conspicuously alien presence, but the busy people of an unrelenting city had quickly adapted and the cameras had merged into the background.


The morning traffic hadn’t quite built up by the time he reached TET at the Bandra Kurla Complex (BKC). At the main gate, his bag went through a luggage scanner, while he – and even his bike – got patted down by a security guard.


The TET head office was shaped like a rectangle, with a courtyard in the middle and the two long sides forming the east and west wings. One of the short sides was the entrance while the other housed the elevators, stairwell and washrooms. The quadrangle courtyard within was used to serve food.


He jogged up to his workstation on the second floor of the west wing. The junior programmers he supervised gathered around to congratulate him. He spent some time with them and then pulled Harsha out of the group for their usual coffee session in the stairwell.


Once, during an office party, he had caught her looking at him, and then she had kissed him on the dance floor. They had headed to his place and had been making out in his bedroom when he noticed that her eyes were wet. Panicked, he had asked if she wanted to stop. She had pulled him closer instead and said she was in love with him. He realized she was quite drunk. He had made soup to sober her up and then dropped her home. They had become close friends since then, but he was afraid she wasn’t over him yet.


Later, after coffee, an office boy helped him carry his boxes to the third floor. The east wing on this top floor housed all the senior management cabins and a cluster of workstations for their secretaries. The west wing, where he was headed, was completely dedicated to the Core.


At the entrance of the third floor was a heavy glass door on which someone had spray-painted ‘The Prison’, an internal joke about the amount of time Core-Ms spent in there. He let out a low whistle as he entered. In front of him was one massive, well-furnished hall. Luxurious workstations were scattered across the hall in clusters. The spaces between the clusters had bookshelves, bean bags and reading chairs. There were large whiteboards covered with notes and diagrams, and mattresses were laid out here and there for people to nap.


Internet access at the Prison was restricted to work purposes only and was monitored 24/7. He had been told that there was a separate break room for Core-Ms on the first floor where they could keep their own laptops to access personal emails, social networks and to stream movies and videos.


■


As he walked, Thomas observed his surroundings with distaste. The Mumbai University campus was losing its beauty year after year. He had been living here for more than two decades now and he missed the lush greenery and the quiet, dignified, academic feel it once had.


His carefully constructed appearance was friendly, yet unremarkable enough that people saw him but didn’t really notice him. The general assumption that Math professors were a little eccentric helped him remain borderline social. He had greying hair and bags of ill-placed fat that came with an ass-numbingly sedentary job. He even bent forward a little to appear smaller and weaker. Getting noticed by the Indian security forces was out of the question; even the colleagues and neighbours who saw him every day could never have guessed there was more to him than met the eye.


He turned into a narrow lane that led to three of the oldest residential buildings on campus. He passed the first two and entered the C building. He liked the naming of the buildings, low-key, like himself. The buildings themselves were squat, ugly and badly maintained – hallmarks of the Public Works Department.


The moment he walked into his flat on the top floor, he straightened up and his movements became energetic. He need not have been such a slouch on the outside, but he had deliberately created this duality in his persona. It kept his mind alert and his sense of purpose fresh at all times.


There was a duality in his residence as well. The hall was messy – there were books, files, writing pads and notes strewn across every surface of the mismatched furniture. The rare visitor to his home was always confined to this hall. The rest of his home, separated by a thick curtain, was organized and efficient. He had never hired a maid and cooked and cleaned for himself.


He had converted the spare bedroom into a study. There was a table for his computer, a reading chair near the door to a tiny balcony, and a large, overflowing bookshelf made by a craftsman who only did special jobs for special clients.


Only someone who knew it existed could spot the thin line running down the bookshelf’s central vertical plank. Stretching up, he undid a hidden bolt on the top, and then bent for the one at the bottom. Then he grabbed onto a low shelf on each side, gritted his teeth and pulled.


The bookshelf split in the middle and the two sides opened out like doors. At 90 degrees, they locked in place with soft clicks. The rear one-third of shelf depth was dedicated to this hidden compartment. A plywood partition swivelled down at waist height to form a work platform.


Here were the tools of his other life – passports, credit cards and identification documents under false names, bundles of international currency, burner mobile phones, long-validity prepaid SIM cards, a satellite phone, camera, torches, spare batteries and lots of other electronic equipment. In one corner were two timed-fuse grenades and his Glock 17 semi-automatic pistol.


He booted up his laptop, plugged in an internet dongle and then made sure that the satellite phone battery was full. It was almost time for the call. He felt a shiver of excitement.


■


Roy held his drink up high. ‘Congrats, dude!’


They emptied their glasses. Shot made another large for Roy and poured some more beer for himself. Roy was sprawled in his chair with one giant leg stretched on the chair on his right. He was tall, dark and quite overweight. He had been a competent martial arts student once. A misplaced kick during a bout had splintered his knee, putting him on bed rest. He had lost 12 months and gained 35 kg.


‘I hope you realize that the promotion is simply a ruse to suck you deeper into your company’s stinking corporate asshole.’


Shot laughed. ‘You make it sound hellish, but the place isn’t that bad.’


‘Words of the newly converted,’ said Roy as he pawed at a bowl of salted peanuts. ‘I’ve been waiting to hear that you have quit TET to work on something brilliant, and here you are, all orgasmic because you’ve been promoted. Bloody idiot.’


Shot knew that Roy had a point. Hard-core techies like them weren’t made for corporate jobs; it wasn’t in their DNA. But he had to defend himself.


‘Boss, my pay just got an exponential hike and I’m going to be working on some pretty challenging stuff.’


Roy didn’t say anything, swaying his head to a silly new Bollywood song playing in the background.


Shot continued, ‘It’s the best of both worlds. There are cops and government officials all around, security is tighter than a porn star’s dick, but the work environment is super cool, thanks to Nihal Kapoor. You know, we have a place called the Chill Zone on the first floor. It has a proper gym, a movie screening room and a huge game room! It feels like some Silicon Valley start-up instead of a semi-government outfit.’


Their food arrived – egg bhurji and chicken kebabs. Shot pointed towards the liquor bottles and the waiter hurried off without a word.


‘That’s good,’ said Roy. ‘This whole public–private partnership sounds novel here, but it happens a lot in the West. Private companies get defence contracts all the time. The thing is, do you believe in this Cam-Web concept?’


‘Yes, I do. Its sheer scale and power is like nothing we have had in India till now. It’s going to bring about a major change in the way policing is done here. Once the cops figure out the system and the advanced apps are in place, it’s going to be a game changer.’


The waiter returned, balancing a tray full of food in one hand. With the other, he deposited a chilled beer on the table, fished out a quarter of whisky from his vest pocket, and then, winking at them, slid across a bottle opener before hurrying off.


‘The service keeps getting better and better,’ grumbled Shot as he opened the bottle and poured a glass while Roy cracked open the whisky seal and made himself a peg.


An hour later they were both quite buzzed. This was their favourite place – the Anarkali Bar & Restaurant. It was situated in a quiet lane in Santacruz East, between the railway tracks and the highway. The rest of the clientele were sad uncles past their middle age, drinking to forget a bad job or a bad wife – or sometimes everything.


They stepped out for a smoke. The lane outside didn’t have much traffic. There was an intersection nearby, on the other side of which was a rickshaw stand. As they stood smoking by the paan shop, the radio started playing a raunchy Bhojpuri number.


As Roy made sexed-up faces and thrust his crotch back and forth at the song, Shot doubled over with laughter.


‘I’ll finish my second quarter, you get another beer,’ Roy said.


Shot shook his head. ‘I’m already full, dude…maybe just a pint.’


‘When are you gonna start drinking like a man?’


‘Come, I’ll show you how to piss like a man.’


They flicked away their cigarettes and crossed the lane to urinate on the opposite wall.


Roy asked, ‘Still no contact with Miss Simran Khosla?’


‘None…’


‘Forget her, man. How many times do I have to tell you that all women are evil?’


Shot grinned. ‘Bugger, what the hell do you know about women? The only ones you ever interact with charge by the hour.’


Roy shrugged. ‘At least they are loyal within their time frame. Look, you end up paying either way. When you are in love, there’s no limit to the emotional stress and heartburn you suffer. In my case, at least my cost is very clear. It’s the simple difference between prepaid and postpaid.’


‘I bow to thee, great master.’


‘Also, these air hostesses are talking to strangers the entire time. They feel lonely very quickly and the pilots are just waiting to jump their bones. Someone told me that they screw around like rabbits on steroids.’


‘You sure know how to paint a pretty picture.’


Roy gave a shake and a tug then zipped up. ‘Any contact with your bro?’


‘No.’


‘Why don’t you call him?’


‘I’ve told you many times that I’ve tried. He never reciprocated.’


‘But that was years back, right?’


‘I’m done talking about this,’ Shot walked away.


They had settled down at their table once more when someone said hello. Shot looked up to see the grinning face of Chetan Desai from TET’s finance department.


‘Hey, Chetan, what are you doing here?’


‘I had come with some friends. They just left.’


Shot made the necessary introductions and invited Chetan to join them. The youngster hesitated, but then sat down.


He asked, ‘You guys come here often?’


‘Yeah, we are here most Fridays.’


An hour went by in pleasant chit-chat. Roy observed that Chetan seemed good-natured and likeable, but also very immature.


When they went out for another smoke, Shot asked, ‘How’s the scene at home now?’


Chetan’s face clouded over. ‘It’s bad.’


‘Oh…’


‘How can it get better? I earn too little to make a difference. I need some serious cash.’


‘What’s wrong?’ Roy asked.


‘Everything. Seven of us stay in a tiny apartment. My dad is a heart patient but has to travel two hours daily for his clerical job. He and Mom fight all the time. My brother failed at his business and now all our savings are gone. My bhabhi is hinting at divorce. They have two small kids, for God’s sake!’


‘I’m sorry to hear that. But is money the only solution?’


‘Yes it is!’ said Chetan, his voice heavy with emotion. ‘If we have money, my dad will be able to retire and my brother will be able to keep bhabhi happy. Their worries will recede and so will their stress and anger against each other. My family won’t break apart.’


‘I can lend you a few lakhs to ease out the situation. You can take your time to return it,’ Shot offered.


For a minute, Chetan didn’t know what to say. Then he turned and hugged Shot.


‘Thanks, you are a true friend. But that won’t solve things permanently. I’ll just start worrying about when to pay you back. I have to do this on my own. Anyway, I think I might come into some good money soon.’


‘How?’


Chetan squirmed, looking uncomfortable. ‘It’s just a…a little side project of mine, nothing much.’


‘What is it?’ Shot persisted.


‘I can’t talk about it right now.’ He giggled, ‘If it works out, maybe I’ll be able to lend you a few lakhs.’


Shot grabbed Chetan by the shoulders. ‘Hey, look at me. I hope you are not doing anything stupid. There are no shortcuts to making money.’


Chetan shook himself free. ‘I’m not a kid. I know what I’m doing. Let’s go in and have another beer.’


‘You’ve had enough,’ said Shot. ‘Listen, I want you to be careful, okay? This obsession with making a fast buck is dangerous. Do you understand that? Now go home.’


They sent him off in the first rickshaw they managed to stop. Shot stood frowning at the receding three-wheeler. He had a bad feeling about this.


■


Thomas started Google Chrome and entered the URL of an obscure industrial goods website. It had a members’ login page. He logged in and then moved on to a chat client. His list of chat contacts were all random names, any one of which would be used by the Chief now.


JPeM senior officials spread across the globe preferred to use this kind of website for communicating with each other. Created and operated from the headquarters where technology experts ensured complete security, these sites were completely sanitized and none of the chats left a footprint. Satellite phones were a backup, only used when the internet could not be accessed for some reason.


Ten minutes later, he was pinged by one of the chat contacts. He entered the latest code word to complete the second level of authentication. A random verse from the holy book appeared. He didn’t even have to think before typing in the accompanying lines. He had understood long ago that this third level was less of a security mechanism and more of a philosophical check on the members. It was a reminder of who they were, to carry them through these years of separation and double lives.


He was instructed to switch to voice chat. The connection was clear, but the voice on the other end had a raspy and scratchy quality. He had met the Chief only once, ages ago, and had seen the scar on his throat where a bullet had passed through.


‘Last week, a contingent of Indian intelligence officers travelled undercover to the US. They huddled with their American counterparts for three days. We have confirmation that a deal has been struck – they are going ahead with the technology exchange for the missile shield programme.’


Thomas listened intently.


‘The Americans have no concept of loyalty. We have been allies for decades, allowed our soil and airspace to be used by their forces and yet the best weapons go to our enemies. The Indian bastards need to be taught a lesson. It is time to shake them up a bit. There is important work for you ahead.’


‘Yes, Chief.’


‘Has the mithai reached?’ Mithai was their codeword for explosives.


‘Nineteen consignments did. The truck carrying the last one had an accident and the material was discovered. But that’s not a problem since we had a lot of buffer anyway.’


‘Good,’ grated the voice. ‘I’m putting you in charge of the second part of the mission.’


Thomas sat up in his chair. Finally! He felt his pulse quicken.


It took him a few minutes to write down the instructions and to seek clarification on some aspects.


‘The planning and execution will have to be perfect, which is why I want you to do it. Create maximum impact within the constraints I explained.’


‘Yes, Chief.’


‘There is one change – it has to be done much earlier.’ He explained the new timeline.


‘But won’t that have a negative impact on Operation Garuda? All the pieces are not in place yet.’


‘I have given it a lot of thought,’ replied the Chief, breathing heavily into the mic. ‘If we play it right, this could strengthen Garuda instead of weakening it. It is time for JPeM to shine. Draw on your faith for the strength needed. Make us proud.’


■


Thomas pushed his chair away from the work table and started pacing around the room. He could feel the adrenaline pumping through his body.


It had been a long journey. He had now spent more years in India than in his own country. He had been recruited just after his graduation, at the age of 20. A new identity had been crafted for him, complete with a new family and photo albums from a new past. He had become Ryan Thomas – an Indian Catholic. He had then spent seven years in the US for his MS and PhD. By the time he ‘returned’ to India, he was an expert in espionage, strategy, weapons, explosives and self-defence. He had blended into Indian society with ease.


Over the years, he had provided extensive research reports and strategic inputs on various parts of the country. His speciality was Mumbai; very few people knew the city like he did.


JPeM itself had attempted only one strike, around ten years ago. It had been planned by senior ISI men. They had not heeded Thomas’s advice and had issued instructions based on outdated information. The ground teams had not been given any decision-making power or any flexibility to improvise. The attempt had been a pathetic failure.


Since then his inputs had played a key role in numerous successful missions, like the smuggling in of men and material, the killing of certain government officials and the kidnapping of two nuclear scientists.


JPeM had originally been formed as a tiny unit meant to support other anti-India agencies operating in the subcontinent. That was precisely what it did for many years. But things changed in the massive shake-up that happened post 9/11. JPeM shrugged off control. It became aggressive and recruited hundreds of men. The Indian arm was significantly bolstered. And then Operation Garuda had been envisioned.


Thomas went out into the balcony. The leaves on the trees outside were moving a little, but none of that breeze made it through the rusty iron box-grill.


The instructions he had received were all macro level; all the operational details had been left up to him. This much freedom was unheard of within the bounds of JPeM. Yet, he knew he had earned it. He was the senior-most JPeM operative in the country. Over the past couple of decades, he had spent a lot of his time and energy on two major tasks – he had created an extensive sleeper cell network and he had set up covert communications processes for the operatives. Though small, JPeM was now probably the best organized terrorist outfit in the country.


He had 46 active men in Mumbai alone, and around 200 more in other areas. All of them had new identities and had been trained in the customs and practices of their new religions. There were also dozens of local people and families who were not part of JPeM but who supported the cause. They carried out small logistical tasks and helped hide men and material from time to time.


Thomas knew that the high point of his career was going to be Operation Garuda. The thought of being in charge of a large strike was exciting. He loved intellectual challenges and this was going to be a massive one.




AJAY


(June–July)


3


Ajay lay in bed staring at the ceiling. It didn’t feel like a Monday morning at all. On weekdays, these early hours were spent in frenzied efforts to get ready for office and on weekends he was usually comatose till noon, nursing a hangover.


He got dressed and went down to the parking area. His car was covered by a layer of dust. The cleaner seemed to have bunked yet again.


He contemplated going to Bandra by train, but chucked the idea at once. Every railway station in Mumbai was in utter chaos twice every day. There was a heaving, throbbing mass of humanity at the stations and in the trains, and people rubbed against, bumped into and jostled each other on their way to work, only to repeat the whole performance on the return journey. Being asthmatic, the very thought of getting into the suffocating confines of a rush-hour train made him feel claustrophobic. He took a rickshaw instead.


Unbeknownst to him, a car parked a short distance away immediately pulled out to follow. The man in the passenger seat scribbled down the rickshaw’s number so that they could continue tracking it amongst the dozens of other rickshaws on the road.


The traffic was beyond horrible and so was the weather. Everything was shimmering in the ungodly heat. The Mumbai summer seemed to be getting worse every year. The first week of June was already over and yet the rains seemed a long way away.


It took him more than half an hour just to cross Goregaon. He realized he could have been listening to Floyd if he had taken the car. Instead, he was submerged in a cacophony of traffic sounds. Everyone around him was honking like crazy despite knowing the futility of it. A doctor’s delight – this mass of anxious humanity stuck in jams – running up stress, acidity and blood pressure.


Feeling the irritation build up, he lit one of his few remaining hand-rolled joints. He always loved the first drag. It was an instant switch from stress to serenity – an entry into his own private world. Whenever he smoked up at the end of a real fucked-up, boss-in-the-ass day, he could feel that beautiful little marijuana cloud move down his throat, into his lungs and deliver millions of tiny particles of awesomeness that travelled to the furthest reaches of his body and soul, making him feel human again. And a joint was dependable that way; he just had to show up, it did the rest.


The hit from the Manali helped him look out at the world passing by with a bit more tolerance. He spotted a large cluster of CCTV cameras at a junction and thought about the serial blasts that had rocked Mumbai a month ago. Now he was on his way to TET, the very guys who had put up those black boxes everywhere.


A couple of lanes had been blocked near the BKC entrance where the road was being dug up. Pipe lengths lay stacked beside mounds of earth. The bodies of the shirtless workmen looked like dark, shiny blobs. Essential salts oozed out through every pore by day, to be replaced by country liquor at night.


Once past the bottleneck, it was just two minutes to TET. The security guards frisked him thoroughly, handed him a visitor’s badge and directed him to the human resources department. He paused at the building entrance to take a deep breath. This was where Shot had worked.


He was surprised by the number of cops around but noticed that they were primarily situated on the ground floor. As he climbed higher, there was no indication that this was anything but a swanky corporate HQ.


A pot-bellied HR manager called Deepak Kamat was waiting for him on the second floor. He expressed his condolences and then led Ajay into a meeting room. Kamat was clearly not at ease with the situation as he fumbled for words and made awkward attempts at being compassionate. He then moved on to official work and got Ajay to sign some forms that would enable TET to release all of Shot’s belongings from the premises.








OEBPS/images/logo.gif
=lt€book
o1 hachette






OEBPS/images/logo1.gif
-] hachette [@hpok








OEBPS/Cover.jpg





