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1


This Sunday morning was no different. I looked at the picture on the dressing table as I had done each morning of each day this past year. Yamini glancing up at me, trying to keep herself serious for the studio shot. The photographer had been mediocre, but got lucky with a rapid-fire shot. This one had caught her perfectly: the sheen of the long, lustrous tresses, eyes alight with mischief, her trademark half-smile.


My wife, taken from me not twelve months ago by cancer.


I took a sip of the coffee. It tasted like mud. I let my gaze wander round our tiny flat. Books and papers strewn everywhere, stacks of computer printouts of every article on the disease I could lay my hands on. I had feverishly read and reread every scrap I could find as days followed nights – even as she sank and faded away in front of my eyes.


I swept the newspaper from the sofa, sat down and stared at the wall. Damp spread down from the roof terrace, peeling the cheap plaster. Splotches of green moss formed a mosaic on the wall that was once immaculate, decorated with vibrant murals that Yamini had brought from Rajasthan. The house was going to seed, taking me down with it.


The cellphone shrilled. I broke into a sudden sweat, my heart thumping. All those months waiting for the dreaded call from the hospital, and even now the body’s instinctive reaction hadn’t faded. The coffee had slopped onto the table when I had jerked my hand involuntarily. I placed the cup on the floor and picked up the phone.


‘Hello.’


‘Chandra? Chandra, it’s me, Inspector Hassan. Something’s turned up. You might want to come over.’


‘Where? What is it?’


‘A body. At the Qutub Minar. Come in by the main entrance to the complex. I’ll leave word with my man at the gate.’


I got out of my night clothes into a shirt and trousers, picked up my notebook and the small point-and-shoot Olympus. The stairwell of the flat opened into a little lane that led directly onto Chandni Chowk. Old Delhi slammed into me as I stepped onto the street. I waved down a passing auto rickshaw and shouted for the driver to hurry.


Soon, we were hurtling our way past the crowds, heading south along the Red Fort. Across to my right the onion dome of the Jama Masjid loomed over a skyline pierced by multiple other minarets. Yamini used to teach history at Delhi University and had always been in love with this quarter – where the old and new danced in an ever-shifting cadence over the centuries. When we married, there was never any question that we would move into her pad just off Chandni Chowk. And so, a vegetarian South Indian journalist like me had found his true home in this seventeenth-century city of Shahjahanabad, founded by the Mughal emperor whose name it bears. And if it is a crowded, chaotic thoroughfare now, it was also once a fabled street of the East, a canalled way designed by Shah Jahan’s daughter Jahanara to reflect the light of the moon.
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Sunday traffic being relatively light, I made the twenty kilometres in just over forty-five minutes. I found Inspector Hassan pacing about, talking into a cellphone, his slim, elegantly uniformed figure made diminutive by the monolithic pillar that is one of Delhi’s most famous landmarks – the Qutub Minar. He looked up, spotted me and waved me over. Policemen in uniform and plainclothes stood around, taking measurements and photographs. Every now and then, the air filled with the crackle of voices from walkie-talkies. A chalk circle had been marked around the body, which lay sprawled and twisted on the patchy grass. The June sun was well up; I could feel the heat building on my skin, the sweat popping through the pores. I took out my handkerchief, wiped my face and neck and moved up to the circle.


Hassan was still on the phone, but he pointed silently to the fallen figure and nodded. I went up and squatted by the chalk line. The body was that of a man. It had the boneless look that comes of a fall from a great height. I looked up at the column. The Qutub is the tallest brick tower in the world, almost 250 feet, if I remembered right. A fall from even half that height would be enough to shatter every bone in the body. I leaned in closer. It was a white man, no question about that. A very big white man. One of those foreign budget tourists, going by a first glance. He wore saffron-coloured drawstring pajamas and an off-white khadi cotton kurta. The feet were bare and I could see no sign of sandals or slippers. The head presented a remarkable sight: a high topknot of hair had come partially undone and covered the back of the skull. But there was no disguising the fact that the back of the cranium was flat to the point of being practically vertical, giving the face the appearance of having been stuck to a flat piece of board. The man’s face was twisted in a snarl of terror, lips drawn back over the gums. Several of the front teeth were missing, presumably from before as there was no sign of blood in the mouth. Despite the rictus, the features were almost classical in their regularity, accentuated by a curling moustache and a short French beard. I looked closer and noticed that the eyes were a shade slanted, hinting at Asiatic blood.


I leaned back on my haunches. Were it not for the rictus, it could have been one of those faces on a coin from antiquity: a throwback to another age.


‘Hello, Chandra,’ Hassan said, coming up behind me. ‘Sorry, got caught up on one of those long outstation briefs on another case. What do you think?’


‘It’s so hot here, I can’t think. Why don’t we move to the shade,’ I said, nodding at the thick shadow of the Qutub.


‘Okay,’ Hassan said. ‘But you’d better see this before we talk.’ He bent over the body and pulled back the full sleeve of the kurta on the body’s left arm. The forearm had a single branded symbol about an inch high, seared into the flesh with what had clearly been a crude iron:
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Hassan pulled the sleeve back into position and we walked towards the Qutub in silence. A constable dragged up a couple of chairs and we sat down. It was a relief to get into the pillar’s shade. I took a quick look around. It was the quietest I had ever seen the Qutub complex; clearly, the cops had cordoned off the place.


Hassan pulled out a pack of Benson & Hedges and lit up. I used to chain-smoke before Yamini had forced me to quit but I still enjoyed the tobacco-laden aroma around those who did. He blew out the smoke through his thin, aristocratic nose.


‘Well? What d’you think?’ he said, regarding me intently. Inspector Syed Ali Hassan and I had met around eighteen months back in the unlikeliest of places. Yamini and I had gone one Thursday to the Nizamuddin dargah for an evening of qawwali. Under Yamini’s patient tutoring, I had come to understand a little of the Sufi tradition and then to love it. The singers at the shrine were particularly inspired that night, and the sublime poetry of Khusrau had transported us into a deep inner peace. Afterwards, we decided to walk to a local eatery for dinner. As we strolled along, still bemused from the intensity of the music, neither of us noticed a shadow flit past us like a wraith, barely nudging me about the hip.


A shout from behind startled us out of our reverie, and we turned to find a man holding an urchin by the ear. Even through my surprise, I remembered noticing how elegantly turned out the stranger was: the starched, spotless churidar-kurta, neatly folded up to reveal a gold wristwatch. The pair walked towards us, and the man said firmly, ‘De do vapas,’ and when the boy looked at him pleadingly, said again, in Hindi, ‘I mean now.’ The youngster sullenly brought his arm into view from behind his back. And, to my astonishment, there was my wallet, looking outsized in the little fist.


To our further surprise, the man squatted down on the pavement and spoke for a while to the youngster in a low voice. Looking down at the strange duo, it seemed to me that there was a real undercurrent of tenderness in his manner. The boy listened attentively and then, with a last regretful look at me, took off at a run.


The stranger got up and said, ‘Gopal keeps his eye out for marks coming out of the dargah. He says you looked particularly “juicy”: ripe for the plucking.’ He said this with such an odd mix of enjoyment and regret that Yamini and I burst out laughing. I held out my hand.


‘I’m Chandrasekhar. Thanks for saving our dinner for the night; it’s about what I had left in my wallet. This is Yamini, my wife.’


Yamini nodded and smiled shyly, as was her wont with strangers. The man took my hand in a firm grip and said, ‘And I’m Hassan.’


Of course, we then invited him to join us for dinner and that was the beginning of our acquaintance with Inspector Syed Ali Hassan. I say acquaintance because over the next many months, though we met more often, it never went beyond work. I discovered he was an inspector of police attached to the Civil Lines police station, and he that I was a freelance journalist. We both nosed around and made enquiries to get each other’s measure. I found out that Hassan was regarded highly by his men for his unorthodox but effective methods. The little boy who picked my pocket was but one of his very large network of informants that spanned the length and breadth of Old Delhi. But he was viewed with suspicion by his superiors, not a little because of his blunt and outspoken ways that tended to rub the brass on the wrong side. I too was a loner in the profession: I couldn’t stand the tyranny of deadlines that ruled the life of an employed reporter and instead chose the (much more precarious) existence of a freelancer. But I’d done a few scoops that had brought me some minor fame within the hard-bitten fraternity of newsmen who covered the affairs of this huge, chaotic metropolis. Whatever the reason, Hassan took to calling me on some of his more interesting cases and while that made me one of the many cogs in his network machine, it also gave me a chance to get in first on some very interesting cases of crime that periodically erupted in the city’s old quarter.


I said we were acquaintances; perhaps that isn’t quite the right word. We spoke little of personal matters, but he seemed to value having me around as he worked on a case; I, in turn, felt a connect to this intense man who seemed live for his work yet had unexpected depths: a love of poetry, and a wry humour that shone out occasionally like flashes of lightning in the night sky.


So here we were: standing in the shade of the Qutub Minar on this sweltering June morning, Hassan’s dark, intelligent eyes fixed on me, waiting for my answer.


‘Why’re you here, Hassan? I thought the Qutub wasn’t your beat.’


He shrugged. ‘My counterpart’s on leave and the ACP South is a former boss. Wanted my take before they removed the body.’


I tried to collect my thoughts, to see if I could put my observations into some sort of a meaningful pattern.


‘What’s our best guess about the time of death?’


‘Around 6 pm last evening.’


‘No witnesses, I presume?’


Hassan said, ‘You presume right. The complex has of late been shutting down at midday on weekends for maintenance.’


‘The guy looks spooky, like one of those Vedic sages in Amar Chitra Katha comics. I’ve never seen anyone like this. It’s almost like he’s been made up for the part. I suppose the cause of death is a fall from a height?’


Hassan nodded. ‘Yes. The medic confirms massive trauma to the entire trunk consistent with hitting the ground at terminal velocity. His innards were literally pulverized. It’s a miracle there is so little external evidence of injury. You can see the point of impact right there; the grass is flattened and sheared off in patches. The body then bounced and rolled over to where it is now.’


I looked at the tower. The base was massive: it would have to be to support the enormous column. But the top seemed almost needle-like from so far below. Hassan followed my gaze.


‘We checked. The apex space inside is just about eight feet across.’


Eight feet. I looked at where the body had bounced as it hit the ground at peak velocity. The spot was around forty feet from the tower. Stunned, I looked again. No mistake. How had the body managed to land so far from the tower? There was no way the victim could have jumped off the top and landed so far out. I thought carefully about the other possibility: that he had been thrown off the top. I was no expert but even to my inexperienced eye, it seemed scarcely possible that this giant had been picked up and tossed like a shot-put from the top. The thrower had to have been some sort of a colossus, operating at the very peak of his strength to achieve anything like this distance.


Hassan had clearly been following my thoughts. He exhaled another stream of smoke and crushed the cigarette out on the back of the steel chair. ‘He was chucked. There’s no other explanation for the trajectory. The body follows a parabolic arc from the top. The scene forensic reckons the initial throw took the body laterally out around eight feet before it began to flip over into the descent.’


I raised an eyebrow in query. ‘Do you think that’s really possible? I mean, look at the size of the victim.’


‘We can’t think of another explanation that fits.’


A sudden thought struck me. ‘Wait. You’re saying the body hit the ground torso-centred. Right?’


‘Right.’


‘What about the injury to the back of the head, then? That doesn’t square up. I can’t imagine how that could have happened in the fall.’


‘What injury?’


‘Look at the back of the head, for God’s sake. It’s almost caved in.’


‘Nope. It’s the natural shape of his head.’ Hassan then sprang his bombshell. ‘We have two independent eyewitnesses outside, hawkers who swear they saw a giant – the word they used was “rakshas” – exit the main gate at around midnight, five hours or more after the killing. The guy had a flat skull. They say the shape of the head was impossible to miss in the light of the gateway lamps.’


‘Rakshas …?’


‘Yes. A demon. They say this guy was the biggest human being they’ve ever seen.’


I stared at him. Hassan’s face was taut, the nostrils slightly flared. I felt a premonition of something – I could not have said what – flashing through me, sudden and fleeting, leaving me with a dry mouth and a sudden tightness in my chest. Then Hassan said:


‘And the mark on his forearm. What do you make of it?’


I shook my head. ‘It looks like a trident. Could be one of those fringe Hindu groups that are springing up everywhere. He wore saffron leggings and, I mean, look at him: the guy looks like he’s a throwback to the ancient India of the scriptures.’


Hassan said nothing. It was almost as if he hadn’t heard me. He was looking at the sprawled body. He seemed tense and withdrawn. Then he said slowly, ‘Could be.’ He made a sign to his deputy hovering nearby. ‘Start to clean up the scene. Remove the body to the IP Hospital morgue. We’ll take a good look at it tomorrow before they start to cut him up.’ He pursed his lips and squinted up at the sun, a typical Hassan habit when he was trying to make up his mind about something. In this case, I had a strong feeling he was trying to decide just how much to tell me. Then he said:


‘Thanks for coming at short notice, Chandra. You were really helpful.’


‘I was?’ I said, surprised, then decided to press my advantage. ‘This looks interesting, Hassan. I would really like to stay involved.’ Seeing him hesitate, I said, ‘I mean it. Not a word to anyone. It’ll be just between the two of us. I want rights to break the story, but only if and when you say so.’


He shook his head, reaching a decision. ‘Don’t push me on this now. I’ll let you know.’


‘Okay. Can I at least take a couple of shots? They’ll stay with me.’


He nodded shortly. I snapped off some pictures, shook hands with him and left.
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The pad I called home sat well back from the bazaar. When I first moved in with Yamini, I remember being pleasantly surprised at how quiet it was. But I soon discovered it wasn’t the silent oasis I had expected to withdraw into with my wife. Yamini, it appeared, had any number of friends and relatives who didn’t seem to have much to do with their lives but to call and talk for hours with her on the phone, or drop in at any time of day or night. I, on the other hand, was a loner whom almost no one ever called – at least on a personal basis. The train-station atmosphere of our home made me quite surly for a while before I realized it was getting me nowhere. And so, I slowly got to a point where I even began to come out of my room and greet some of her friends, prompting not a little delight from Yamini – whose nickname for me was ‘Karadi’ or ‘bear’ in Tamil.


After she died, so many of her friends had called – some several times – to invite me home, to let me know they had not forgotten. But I was evasive, never responded and slowly the calls stopped. The flat that greeted me when I came home in the evening was silent as a tomb, usually the perfect foil for the numb emptiness that claimed me at the close of each day. But today, I hardly noticed it. I went straight to the fridge, pulled out some cold idlis my mother had made when she had come over the previous week and set them in the microwave. I pulled out my notebook, turned a new page, wrote ‘The Qutub Case’ at the top in bold letters and underlined it. I took out the idlis and set them on the small dining table.


As I ate, I thought back to the morning. Over the years, I had built up a reputation for turning in ‘tricky’ stories: ones my colleagues in the journalistic fraternity stayed away from – because of personal or other risks involved. Hassan had discovered that from his sources in the media: that I was a ferret that would burrow down any hole in search of the truth, no matter how dark and deep. I picked up the pen and wrote three questions in careful order:




Who was the victim?


Murder or suicide?


Why?




Most investigations start with very simple questions. Sometimes the answers emerge quickly and the cases resolve themselves with unexpected ease. But this was not one of those: something told me this was a rabbit hole that led way down. I took out my camera and replayed the shots. I looked at the ancient, violent face, feeling a faint chill in the heat of the midday afternoon. And there was at least one other just like this one: the eyewitness accounts had been definitive on that point. Two men with misshapen skulls. Despite the size of the second man sighted, brothers or even twins was the easiest explanation – a forceps delivery on both that caused deformation at birth. One of whom, if the time intervals were right, was a fratricidal killer. Even so, Flathead Two (as I began to call him in my mind) would find it difficult to hide for long. His size and those cranial features were a dead giveaway and Hassan would be putting out an all-stations bulletin with a picture. What was disturbing was that the man had walked out in the full glare of the gate lights – as if he cared nothing about discovery. It spoke of a sort of supreme arrogance. My imagination was clearly overheating but it seemed to me exactly the sort of behaviour one would associate with a rishi of yore, an Agastya or Durvasa, supremely confident of his prowess, answerable to no one for his deeds.


And the skin. What was to be made of the fact that the victim was a white Caucasian male? I thought about that for a bit before giving up and moving on to that last and, to my mind, more solid clue: the trident branded on the arm. Perhaps we were looking at a member of one of those tantric Shiva cults that were recently in the news for operating under the guise of holistic health ashrams. Some of them attracted even more whites than they did Indians. Surely worth running a trace. I made a note to mention it to Hassan.


I got up, washed the vessels and then my hands. A tendril of thought slowly curled up, the suggestion of a part-formed idea. I was halfway to the bedroom before I realized my desktop was down; I had bought it second hand, and a few days ago, it had clearly decided its time was up.


I pulled out my cellphone, hesitated a long moment then punched a number. She answered almost instantly.


‘Hello.’


‘Meenakshi? Meenu, this is Chandra.’


There was long, brittle silence. When her voice came over the phone, it was flat, carefully modulated to exclude emotion.


‘Well, well … what have we here. The great Mr Chandrasekhar himself deigns to reach out to us mere mortals.’


‘Meenu, I’m sorry, I really am. I know you called, more than once. I should have called you back … but I just couldn’t … after Yamini … I kind of shut myself off and …’


She broke in, her voice suddenly softer. ‘I know. I’m sorry too, Chandra. That was unfair, knowing what you went … are going through.’ She sighed, a ragged inhalation of breath that spoke louder than any words. ‘I miss her so much … so much. She was like my sister, you know.’


‘I know.’


A brief silence hung between us, and then I said, ‘Meenu, what do you know of skull flattening?’


‘A what flattening?’


‘Skull. S-K-U-L-L. As in head. I seem to recall it existed as a practice in many societies over the centuries.’


She said instantly, ‘Oh, skull flattening. Yes, of course. It’s been done by several peoples from extremely ancient times. Neanderthals, many of the prehistoric Germanic tribes, ancient Egyptians … I’m sure there were plenty others. Why do you ask?’


‘Do you know of anyone who practises it today?’


‘Today?’ She thought for a bit and then said slowly, ‘Nooo … I can’t think of any, though I seem to vaguely remember reading that some tribes in the South Pacific still do … But what’s this all about?’


‘Do you have your laptop and an Internet connection?’


‘Yes, of course.’ Then more insistently, ‘Chandra, what’s with the twenty questions?’


‘I’ll tell you when I see you. Bring your computer.’


There was another silence, then she said, ‘So you want me to come over?’


‘Can you?’


‘Sure. It’s Sunday. See you in an hour.’ She hung up.


Meenakshi Pirzada, to explain her rather unusual name, was born of a Kashmiri Muslim father and a Hindu Maharashtrian mother. Her family had moved to Delhi when she was young, but beyond this, I knew little of her family. She was an associate professor of history at St Stephen’s College and Yamini’s closest friend and colleague.


I reflected over what she had just said. When Yamini died, she was clearly as much reaching out to me in her grief as to give me comfort – and I had rejected her, intent only on wallowing in my own private sorrow. I sat on the sofa, feeling suddenly small and rotten.


The landline shrilled. It startled me, and it was a while before I located the ringer beneath a pile of old files. The landline was an old, practically defunct connection ever since mobiles had taken over. I snatched it up.


‘Chandrasekhar.’


The voice came low and urgent. ‘Hassan here.’


‘Oh, hello Hassan. I was going to call you. Listen, about the body … There are a couple of things I wanted to …’


He cut me off. ‘Chandra, have you used your cell to talk about the morning’s case with anyone?’


‘Only indirectly.’


‘But enough for anyone in the know to make a connection?’


‘I guess so. What’s this all about?’


But Hassan was already swearing. ‘Shit. Listen Chandra, I’ve been pulled off the case.’


‘What?’


‘The file’s been transferred, so has custody of the corpse.’


‘To whom?’


‘A bunch of muftis came over and took my notes, files, photographs, forensics – everything. It’s a complete clean-out.’


Muftis. Plainclothesmen.


‘COD – Corps of Detectives?’ I said.


‘No.’ Hassan’s voice was definite. ‘RAW, most likely. And then I got a call from the DGP . He was polite, but I got the message: This is a national security matter. Forget you were ever there at the Qutub.’


I drew in a deep breath. ‘So that’s it, then?’


Hassan was quiet for such a long time that I thought he had gone off the line. Then he said:


‘Not quite. Chandra, can I come and see you this evening?’


In the few cases where I had seen Hassan in action, he was the quintessential cop: decisive and tough as nails, a bloodhound who gave no quarter as he went after his quarry, using me ruthlessly as he used everyone who could help him break his cases. Now there was something in his voice … I swallowed my own unease and said:


‘Okay. When?’


‘Seven o’clock. One last thing: they asked me who else was on the scene and I had to tell them. Don’t use your cell for anything to do with this case. I’m talking to you from a booth near the station. Both our cellphones may be tapped.’
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My stomach was suddenly churning, taut with tension. I felt a sudden need to break out a cigarette, a fix I thought I had gotten over; but the nicotine craving was right back.


I knew cops retained extensive links with the COD and the IB – the intelligence bureau that handed domestic security issues. Personnel were freely traded between them, and there were large areas of overlap. Hassan would know enough to eliminate those two, which left only one organization with the clout to pull off what I had just heard – RAW. The Research & Analysis Wing, attached nominally to the Cabinet Secretariat but reporting to the national security advisor and, on occasion, direct to the prime minister. I tried to recollect what I knew or had heard about it, which wasn’t much. It was the most shadowy of our intelligence agencies, tasked with protecting the external security of the country. Rising from the ashes of the 1962 China debacle, RAW had been led in its formative years by the legendary China hand then attached to military intelligence, R. N. Kao. Over the years, it had steadily gathered into itself the whole gamut of stealth operations, external intelligence and counter-terrorism. It ran extensive cross-border HUMINT or human intelligence networks backed by an array of aerial and ground recon technologies, satellite imaging, advanced communication and interceptors. I now remembered a news report I had read a couple of years ago on the morphing of RAW into the uber agency of Indian intelligence. Post 9/11, given India’s own vulnerability to global terror networks, it had intensified its focus on Pakistan and acquired carte blanche power of surveillance and even rendition of domestic terror suspects. Its other main obsession was said to be China. No wonder, the article said, practically all its directors were Pakistan or China experts.


If Hassan was right, this was the agency that was likely tapping my phone. On an impulse, I walked to the other end of the living room and, standing to one side, took a careful look at the street below. Nothing I could see. Feeling slightly foolish, I came back, pulled the notebook open and wrote:




RAW?




The three letters stared out malevolently from the page. The flat was quiet, but I had a distinct feeling that something or someone else was in the room with me, watching. I tried to think but soon gave up. I was wound up tight as a spring. Then it suddenly struck me that I had called Meenakshi from my cellphone. Had I inadvertently brought her into a possible surveillance loop? The thought spooked me and I was reaching for the landline when the doorbell chimed.
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The fence was a snake that dipped and coiled its way into the mountains as far as the eye could see. ‘Fence’ was really a euphemism for its military name: ‘anti-infiltration barrier’ or AIB for short. It was a double fence: two lines of twelvefoot posts topped with loops of tightly packed, barbed concertina wire facing each other across a narrow strip of land. The strip itself was strewn with mines, among them anti-personnel M-18 Claymores designed to fragment on detonation, literally eviscerating anyone within range. The entire barrier was electrified, equipped with thermal and motion sensors and, recently, with high-resolution night-vision video cameras. The AIB stretched unbroken for close to 600 kilometres from Jammu along the border with PoK and up until a little beyond Kargil, where the terrain became too wild and forested for even the AIB. The fence, completed by the Indian army in late 2004 after the shock of the Kargil attack, ran inside Indian territory parallel to the Line of Control – the operational boundary between India and Pakistan and geopolitically one of the most sensitive borders on the planet.


At two o’clock in the morning, the high peaks surrounding the valley stood etched against the night sky like silent sentinels of the border. Six men crouched beside the wire on the Indian side. All were identically dressed in black jerseys and combat boots, their faces covered by ski masks. Sophisticated electronic gear lay in neat rows on a rubber sheet on the ground and a small satellite dish powered by a field battery scanned the heavens in a parabolic arc. One man intently scanned a hand-held monitor. The satellite image showed up the terrain in remarkable detail: the barrier posts, the wires, even the men – etched in sharp detail against the screen. He pressed a button and the shot panned out into a larger area beyond the fence – into Pakistan. He kept an eye on it, and then raised his arm in a thumbs up.


One of the others immediately pointed a walkie-talkie-like device at the fence. There was a short, high whine and then all the small blinking lights along the posts went out. He turned to the four others just behind and made a slashing movement across his throat. They nodded and, pulling out giant wire cutters from their bags, started to cut through the wires close to the ground. Soon a two-foot hole opened up and the men began to assemble a cantilevered collapsible step, which they placed across the mined strip. A cut through the second fence, and all four wiggled through. Bulky rucksacks were quickly relayed through the gap. The men grabbed them, slung them over their shoulders and took off at a shuffling run towards the rim of the forest forty yards away. They had not even disappeared from sight before the remaining duo set to work with small soldering irons, welding the cut parts of the fence back into place. The collapsible bench was quickly drawn back in, telescoped back into the bag and the wire on this side re-fixed. The leader hit the sat switch. The screen went blank. They dropped everything on the mat, rolled it up and jogged out twenty yards. The walkie-talkie man pointed his device again at the fence. The whine went up and the sensors started to blink once more, the cameras resuming their ceaseless scan of the night.


Next morning, the overnight electronic AIB log showed up a glitch at a specific spot along the LOC. The duty officer stationed at the Kargil SIGINT (Signals Intelligence) station took it to his commanding officer. They scanned the video footage, which showed up blank for exactly eight minutes from 0200. The thermal sensors had also malfunctioned; all facts pointed to a power trip caused by a temporary overload to the batteries, a fact confirmed by the videos showing up an electrocuted fur-tailed fox lying on the Pak side of the fence. This was not uncommon; the whole area had seen a big resurgence of wildlife post the Kargil conflict – what with the Pakistanis staying away from the area they seemed to view as somehow ill-fated. At the station, they filed a report under ‘malfunction due to animal intrusion’, a blip that called for no further review.


A little over 900 kilometres south of Kargil as the crow flies, a man sat in a cubbyhole of a nondescript government office in a lane off New Delhi’s Lodhi Road – not ten minutes away from Parliament House. His desk was completely bare save for two phones: one black and the other red. He sat still, unmoving, staring at the lime-washed wall opposite, traced with cobwebs and hung with a dusty portrait of Gandhi. The light on the red phone blinked. He waited for three flashes, picked it up, listened and hung up again without a word. He went back to waiting, but now small droplets of sweat beaded his forehead. After a minute, he wiped his face with a dirty towel draped over the backrest of his chair and then picked up the receiver from the black cradle.


This time there was no pause. Whoever was on the side was clearly waiting. He said: ‘Kaam ho gaya, sir. It is done. Shadow Throne proceeding as scheduled.’


[image: image]


Meenakshi Pirzada zipped past Gauri Shankar Mandir, flicking the steering wheel of her Maruti 800 to expertly weave through a pair of cows with red tilaks that sat with bovine indifference in the middle of the lane. The Lal Qila – that magnificent legacy of Shah Jahan – loomed up ahead, its crenellations etched like giant teeth against the sky. She hooked a left onto Chandni Chowk, checked her watch and looked at herself in the rearview mirror.


She told herself she was being silly but try as she might, she couldn’t rid herself of a frisson of anticipation at the thought of seeing him again. It had been over a year now since they’d last met. Time had blunted the sharper edges of her grief but the ache still lingered – as did the memory of that day: the huge crowds at the crematorium; the shattering sense of loss as Yamini’s body was pushed into the furnace; Chandra swaying by her side as if buffeted by a sudden squall.


Yamini had first introduced Chandra to her around four years ago. She still remembered her first impression of him: a big-boned man with a stoop to his shoulders, shaggy hair framing a baby face that reminded her of Rishi Kapoor’s in the film Bobby. Rightaway she knew: this was serious. Yamini and she had been inseparable since their days in high school and in the months that followed she’d struggled to come to terms with her friend dating and then marrying this stranger.


She kept away from them for a while, till she realized how childish it all was: the resentment and imagined sense of loss. It was when she got to know Chandra better that she understood a little of what Yamini saw in this taciturn man with his stooped shoulders and melancholic dark eyes. From bits and pieces gleaned from Yamini and from those rare conversations when Chandra relaxed and let go, she came to realize that behind that reticence was a widely read, sensitive person. The Internet also had enough on Chandra for her to learn that he was an ace journalist with an uncanny nose for a story. A piece he had done titled ‘Politics and Osmosis on the Indo-Nepal Border’ was a brilliant exposé on how India’s borders were a world within a world: complex negotiated realities of corruption and power that were a far cry from the geographical lines on maps.


He appeared to have quite a reputation within the hard-bitten journalist fraternity. A friend of hers from the media had said as much: that he was regarded as someone who could go extremely far in his profession if he was not such a maverick, a fiercely independent loner, refusing to compromise on what to others might seem a minor matter of principle.


Yamini called him her karadi – bear – and it described him perfectly: a shambling hulk of a man without social graces, who doggedly went burrowing in thickets that others left well alone.


He’d stood there in the crematorium antechamber, receiving the murmured condolences of the queue like an automaton. And then – after what seemed interminable hours – it was all over. The two of them alone in the crematorium – with the yawning hole left by Yamini.


He was staring into the distance, his eyes unseeing and haunted, already withdrawing into his private torment. Then he’d muttered his thanks and turned away.


That was the last she had seen him. Her string of calls went unanswered; she had even gone to his place a couple of times only to find it shuttered. Over the months, Chandra acquired the texture of an old photograph in her mind: a fading, sepiatinted backdrop to the sharp, vibrant image of Yamini. Till today’s call.


She pulled into a cul-de-sac off Chandni Chowk and screeched to a halt. Grabbing her laptop case, she set off up the stairs to her right.
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I opened the door and there she was, pretty much as she had been when I last saw her – which was at the funeral: short and extremely fair, inclined to plumpness, windblown hair framing an oval face with its cleft chin and a sharp, inquisitive gaze. We stood looking at each other for a long moment. Then she smiled awkwardly.


‘Aren’t I coming in?’


‘Sorry.’ I stepped back. She walked past and stopped, looking around. When she turned, there was a tiny frown creasing her brow and her lips were compressed into a thin line. I pointed to the sofa and she sat on it primly, her back erect with disapproval.


I set myself down in a chair opposite. There was another silence, then I said, ‘Go on, you can say it. I know it’s a mess.’


She shook her head. ‘It’s your home, Chandra. I’m just visiting.’


‘But ...?’


Her face wore a melancholic expression. ‘Why remove everything? The pictures are gone and really ... this mess. You know how house-proud she was.’ She said abruptly, ‘Are you okay?’


‘Sure. Going to work, filing stories, all that. Yeah, I’m perfectly fine.’


‘Really? What’s the score in today’s match?’


Before I could stop myself the words were out: ‘What match?’


She said nothing; my reaction had said it all. I really was not okay. If there was one thing I had inherited from my father it was an absolute passion for cricket. In fact, he had named me after B. S. Chandrasekhar, the legendary leg-spinner of the 1970s. I went on to captain my school and then Madras University and was even selected to play the Ranji Trophy for Tamil Nadu before a debilitating knee injury took me permanently from the game. But it didn’t stop me from catching what I could on TV, or spending the odd blissful day in the stands at Feroz Shah Kotla when the matches came home to Delhi.


‘England’s playing us in an ODI at Mohali today.’ Then, probably wanting to save me more embarrassment, she flipped open the flap of her leather case, pulled out her laptop and said, ‘Let’s get started.’


I moved over to her side, this time carefully stacking the papers and placing them on the centre table. She raised an eyebrow at that but didn’t comment. She punched the start button, plugged in her Internet stick and soon the Google homepage popped up on the screen.


‘So, where to?’ she said in Hindi, ‘Kahan jayein?’ In the manner of a Delhi taxi driver.


I smiled and said, ‘Take me to skull flattening, if you don’t mind.’


‘Okay – skull flattening it is.’


It appeared that Meenakshi was one of those speed readers who also play the Internet like a violin, so I was content to sit back as she started a high-speed scan of that immense electronic ether that is the World Wide Web.


It soon became clear that she was right; artificial cranial deformation had been practised widely since ancient times by many peoples. There seemed no geographical or ethnological connection between societies that did it: the custom seemed common to some Pacific Islander groups, American Indian tribes, ancient Egyptians, the Incas and marauders from Asia like the Huns. Reasons for it varied: beautification, social advancement and religious sanction. There were a whole set of reports on a recent increase in flat skulls in infants in the USA, a condition called positional plagiocephaly that arose from poor sleeping positions of newborns. There was nothing I could see that threw any sort of light on the body at the Qutub – except the possibility that both Flathead One and Two were plagiocephalic twins.


Meenakshi must have seen my expression for she said firmly, ‘Look, if I know what you’re after, it might be a whole lot easier for me to help.’


I thought about it. I had told Hassan that I would keep everything under wraps. But events since had moved with the speed of an express train. He had been summarily taken off the case and now suspected that both of us were being bugged by Indian intelligence. There was a big story here, the biggest I had come across and the gloves were off as far as I was concerned. But what about Meenakshi? I told myself I was being paranoid; she was just a friend on a social visit and there could be no danger to her whatsoever. What possible connection could ever be established between her and the case? Yes, I had called her for some information on skull flattening, but there was nothing in the conversation to indicate it went beyond what a journalist might ask a professor friend – on a storyline he might be working on.
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