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  1 July 2007, 4.30 AM




  ‘Are you ready?’ asked Kishenbhai.




  Jeet was standing at the window, looking out at the apartment buildings on view. They were all dark, the inhabitants were all asleep. Dead to the world, in deep sleep, or fitfully, or just

  pretending. Some of them would have their minds peopled with as many ghosts as I have in mine, thought Jeet. No, not as many, but they would never know. Every man gets the number of ghosts he

  deserves. Or can bear. Lying there in bed, all alone, with his wife sleeping peacefully, a foot or two away…The balconies of all the apartments Jeet could see were grilled. In effect, they

  had all been converted to little ironing chambers. All of them had ironing boards in them. How many clothes did they iron every day? I have never ironed anything in my life. The ironing just

  happened. I don’t even know who ironed my clothes. Bizarre.




  Jeet touched the gun snuggled in his waistband. He had dismantled it, cleaned and oiled it and put it back together a few hours ago. He loved doing that. Maybe ironing gave the same sort of

  pleasure…bringing something back to full efficiency and the original pristine identity. That was perhaps something everything in the world deserved. Except for living beings. They grew old

  and died.




  Deserved.




  Jahn was sleeping in the next room. Her soft, soft body.




  ‘Are you prepared?’ asked Kishenbhai.




  Jeet turned from the window. He walked over to the large wall mirror and looked at his reflection. He drew the gun and pointed it at his face in the mirror. He remembered a physics lesson from

  thirty years ago: the reflection was the same distance behind the surface of the mirror as he was from it. ‘No, I am not ready,’ he said. ‘And fuck it, I don’t want to

  be.’




  The gun had been with him for twenty-four years. Gandu, the pitiless ass-kicker. His companion, friend and pet. Jeet had never had a dog or a cat. What he had was Gandu. Loyal and effective.




  Kishenbhai’s expression of serene equanimity did not change. ‘And why is that?’ he asked, picking up his glass, and taking a sip. Glenmorangie. Smuggled in from some country by

  men Jeet had never met, nor wanted to, but who could be trusted to deliver.




  ‘They are my blood,’ said Jeet. ‘They are my cousins, my uncles, my teachers. I am what I am because of them, damn it. My hand shakes when I hold Gandu and think that I may have to

  use him to kill Yash Bauji or BK Bauji. Aiming Gandu at them? Forget my hand trembling, Gandu will not fire. He knows them. It was BK Bauji who presented him to me, taught me to use him. It cannot

  be, I can’t.’




  Kishenbhai was silent. He took a sip of the Glenmorangie and watched Jeet, waiting for him to say more.




  Beyond the apartments obsessed with ironing, the Arabian Sea shimmered dimly. In three hours, people would begin to get killed. ‘I don’t know anything any more, Kishenbhai,’ he

  said. ‘I just, I just feel…you know, fucked up.’




  Kishenbhai waited.




  ‘What will we gain from this war? Yes, we’ll gain control of Mumbai, but who the fuck cares? This slut of a city. Is she worth killing the people in whose laps you have sat, you have

  shat on them, these are people who have taught you everything you know? You think the control of Mumbai will give me any pleasure? A keep you have for life. Yes, I spent eleven years in hiding.

  Yes, it was weird and tough. But it was much tougher on Rishabh. Kishenbhai, all I want is Jahn and me in some small house in some town by a river. I just want to hear the sound of fucking water

  flowing and Jahn beside me. And I know that Abhi will get drawn into this too. He is just sixteen, for God’s sake. Rahul is blinded by greed. Let him have the whore. We can still call a

  truce.’




  Jeet sat down in a sofa. He tossed Gandu onto the table and lit a cigarette. ‘Don’t just sit there, looking superior,’ he said. ‘Speak.’




  Kishenbhai smiled. ‘Lost your balls on the way, is it?’ he said. ‘A sex change? My friend, you are the most fearsome fucker in the whole of this god-forsaken city, and you are

  snivelling like a woman? Cut the bullshit, the action starts very soon.’




  ‘Karl, I believe, is the most fearsome fucker in this city,’ said Jeet. ‘He is better than me.’




  ‘We shall know soon enough,’ said Kishenbhai.




  Jeet stubbed out the cigarette even though he had taken only four puffs. He ran his hands through his thick straight hair, a touch of grey now in it, and was silent for a minute. Then he said:

  ‘Yash Bauji or BK Bauji are like gods to me. I would rather spend the rest of my life begging on the streets of Mumbai than…And even Rahul and Ranjit, maybe I kill them. Then what?

  They are my cousins. It’s the same blood that flows in our veins, Kishenbhai.’




  ‘Well, technically not so,’ said Kishenbhai, ‘but we will let that be. I understand the sentiment.’




  Jeet’s glass was empty. As he carried it to the bar, he said softly: ‘Kishenbhai, I am not going to fight.’




  Kishenbhai watched Jeet pour. Then he spoke, and his voice was lazy. ‘You grieve for people for whom no grief is due,’ he said. ‘Why grieve? Either for the dead or the living?

  No point at all. We are here today, we were here yesterday, we will be here tomorrow. There was never a time when we were not around. Even they were around. I am Kishen Yadav now, I’ll have

  some other name later, but I will live on. You’re Jeet now. You’ll be killed tomorrow, or die of old age, you think that’s the end? All this shit-cold and heat, pain and

  happiness, they come and go; they’re not permanent. One just has to bear with them. Fuck them. We have to be what we truly are.’




  The sweet darkness of the rum hit Jeet’s head and he felt the fatigue that had been stalking him for hours suddenly grip him by his shoulders. He wanted to go to Jahn, and hold her

  sleeping body, or just watch over her. Watch her sleep. Hear her deep even breathing.




  ‘You are a warrior, that is your dharma, the right and natural path and way of life for you,’ said Kishenbhai, his eyes hooded, studying the ice cubes in his glass. ‘You were

  born and you are going to die. That’s the writing on the wall. Then you are reborn and take a look at the wall, and it’s still the same message out there. Who knows where’s the

  beginning, where’s the end? What we see are the intervening formations. Do your stuff, get the fuck out. Your duty.’




  ‘And that being?’ asked Jeet.




  ‘Warrior,’ said Kishenbhai, straightening up and looking Jeet in the eye, his tone suddenly cold and flat. ‘Nothing can be more welcome to a warrior than a righteous war.

  Don’t bloody waver in your resolve now. This is what soldiers’ lives lead up to, an opportunity to justify themselves, what they are. Refuse to fight, and you will be a traitor, men

  will talk forever of your disgrace. I know you, Jeet. Do you want people to think of you as a coward, as a man they trusted and who chickened out at the moment when he should have led them to the

  biggest war of their lives? All your people will think of you as despicable, all those people who are willing to die for you right now. And just think of what your enemies will say. They’ll

  laugh at you. They’ll sms jokes about you. “What’s the difference between a chicken and Jeet? Answer: A chicken has guts.”’




  Jeet thought of Rahul and Ranjit. They had played together as children. They had fired their guns together. How did it all come to this?




  Stupid question. It had been Rahul’s hunger for power, Ranjit’s avarice, Shankar Paaji’s blindness, Yash Bauji’s dharma. And Karl was a different issue altogether. There

  was no way both he and Karl would come out of this war alive. One of the two would have to die at the other’s hand. Which one?




  ‘OK, you get killed,’ said Kishenbhai. ‘So? It’s perfectly fine as long as you, as a warrior, have given it your all. If you stay alive and win, you will be free to do

  whatever you want. Forget all this doubtful intellectual stuff. Go fight. Pleasure and pain, victory and defeat – you’ve seen them all, so you should know that they come and go. So look

  at them with an equal eye. Simple.’ Kishenbhai finished off his Glenmorangie and walked purposefully to the bar.




  Perhaps more than anyone else, Jahn wanted the war.




  ‘Now listen, brother, and I will explain the fucking philosophy of action,’ Kishenbhai said, as he poured himself a stiff one and rummaged inside the ice-bucket with the tongs.

  ‘Stay focused. If we allow the mind to stray, it can take you into all sorts of unrelated detours. That’s a waste of time and mind. Focus on the target. And I don’t have to tell

  you how to do that.’




  Jeet had a vague recollection of being told somewhat the same thing by BK when he was being sent on his first mission ages ago. Focus.




  Kishenbhai returned to his sofa, jiggling the ice cubes in his glass. Jeet had lit one more cigarette, though he didn’t want to smoke, really. My mind is straying, he thought. Because I am

  suddenly inside that crazy grotto in Capri, the entry to the cave so low that you had to lie down in the boat as it made its way in, and the unearthly iridescence of the water inside, and Abhi

  squealing in wonder and joy, and the boatman starting to sing, and all the echoes from the walls all around chasing their own tails…what I had felt there, was that what could be called pure

  happiness? Was happiness actually all about a safe place to hide in? In a way, my entire life has been about being on the run, looking for a safe place. Never fucking found it, though glimpsed it a

  few times, passing by at blink speed. Bloody mirages. Hang on, you can’t afford to get drunk, not tonight. Press rewind. The here and fucking now.




  Jahn entered the room. Her face was puffy from sleep, but nothing could ever erode the curious glint in her eyes. Her hair extended almost to her waist, and in her short nightdress, Jeet could

  have almost believed she was still a teenager. She didn’t notice Kishenbhai initially and said: ‘Jeet, throw that drink away and come to bed. It’s almost morning.’




  ‘Darling mine,’ said Kishenbhai.




  He meant it. Kishenbhai and Jahn shared a bond that Jeet knew he would never be able to fully understand. Jahn always knew what to cook for Kishenbhai. And Kishenbhai instinctively sensed her

  slightest desire and fulfilled it even before she had articulated it properly in her own mind.




  He had saved her, when Rishabh, Vikram and Jeet had been helpless.




  ‘Kishenbhai!’ said Jahn and sat down next to him. ‘Is he drinking too much?’




  ‘Not so much that his aim wavers in the morning,’ said Kishenbhai. ‘I am here to see to that.’




  ‘We are having a deep discussion,’ said Jeet.




  ‘Oh, I like deep discussions,’ said Jahn. ‘I have participated in several.’




  ‘Jeet is having problems with what he has to do,’ said Kishenbhai.




  Jahn’s eyes flashed, and for a fleeting instant Jeet saw that murderous deity – the thing that he knew resided inside her – in all its feral horror. ‘Problems, Jeet?

  After what they did to us? After what they did to me? I have not oiled or tied my hair for eleven years now. And you have problems?’




  Jeet was looking down at the floor as she strode up to him. He felt her hand under his jaw, roughly thrusting his face up. ‘Look at me, Jeet,’ he heard the deity hiss, and he looked

  into her eyes and saw the fathomless cruelty. ‘You know exactly what you have to do, don’t you, Jeet?’ Her lips were slightly parted, and memories of the wetness of her tongue

  flooded his head. ‘You have to go out and kill them all.’




  He felt that strange chill in his heart. He felt that familiar warmth rise in his loins.




  ‘Each and every fucking one of them,’ she said.




  





  The Archer




  Rustom Pestonjee was a man of precise habits. He woke at seven in his Malabar Hills residence, read The Times of India thoroughly, then

  checked the pile of reports on the desk in his mahogany study. Most of the stuff marked ‘urgent,’ he had read the night before and taken necessary action: a few phone calls, a telegram

  or two, maybe a few personal meetings if the situation demanded it. Even the urgent stuff was usually routine stuff: an obstinate policeman, a small-time hood trying to carve out his own little

  territory within Pestonjee’s empire, a to-date-loyal employee now suspected of being a police snitch. The obstinate policeman needed to be transferred, so Pestonjee would make a polite call

  to the Chief Secretary or the Police Commissioner. The small-time hood had to be shown who was the boss – a few fingers broken – and then cut out of the business completely.




  Police snitches died. Pestonjee never ordered the killings. They just happened. He believed himself to be a legitimate businessman and as a man who had read Adam Smith and Friedrich August von

  Hayek, he truly believed that Nehru’s socialistic economic policies were wrong.




  Pestonjee’s ancestors had been driven out of their native Persia hundreds of years ago by Muslim persecution and settled on the coast of Gujarat. They were small traders and artisans for

  many generations till, in 1800, an enterprising Jamsetjee Pestonjee, all of sixteen years, ran away from home and arrived in the city of Bombay, then still not a single land mass but seven islands,

  but with a thriving port run by the British East India Company. The opium trade to China was at its peak. The Company would grow opium in eastern India under its monopoly and auction it off in

  Calcutta in exchange for Chinese tea and silk. But private enterprise was butting in. Entrepreneurs had begun cultivation in Malwa in west-central India and were shipping it out to China via the

  Portuguese port of Daman. Faced with competition, the Company started encouraging traders to bring their produce to Bombay.




  Young Jamsetjee sailed to China several times in the next few years and made friends among the British traders there. By 1820, he had a fleet of seven ships carrying opium to China and bringing

  in vast profits. By the time he passed away in 1843, the Pestonjees were one of the richest families in Bombay, with a street named after Jamsetjee and large contributions to various charities,

  most notably in construction of housing for poor migrants to the city.




  In 1860, after losing two wars with Britain, China decided to get into poppy cultivation on its own. This threatened to add a new layer of complexity to the market, but Chinese opium proved to

  be of far inferior quality to the breed grown in the Gangetic plain. By now, the Pestonjees had diversified into exporting cotton to Lancashire. And as the American Civil War began, the Pestonjees

  saw early that the price of cotton would go through the roof, and made a massive killing.




  In 1907, the Emperor of China took the near-incredible decision to rid his country of opium. It was a gigantic task, but China succeeded. By 1917, the country was free of opium. But by then, the

  Pestonjees had moved on.




  After India gained independence, another golden opportunity presented itself. People had money, and people were willing to pay for international products that had been available to them just

  years before. There was a need, and the current Pestonjee, the last of the line, supplied that need.




  So he woke up at seven and read his paper and went through his correspondence. This took about an hour, and at the end of that hour, he had a pretty accurate idea of where his businesses stood:

  the consignments coming in, the prices negotiated, the palms greased, the transportation arrangements, the expected day of the arrival of the cash, the bottom line. Then, he had his breakfast of

  two slices of toasted bread and two poached eggs and a cup of coffee, bathed for half an hour, dressed in his three-piece suit, however sultry the Bombay weather, and was driven in his Rolls-Royce

  to his office at Fort: Pestonjee & Co, Importers and Exporters.




  He worked through the day, meeting people, making phone calls, keeping track of the money that flowed through his various disclosed and undisclosed bank accounts. At precisely five-thirty, he

  left office and was driven to the Gateway of India, the basalt arch erected to commemorate the visit of the British monarch George V. Here, Pestonjee fed the pigeons and took a half-hour sea-side

  walk. Then he had coffee at the Taj at a table reserved for him the year round, and went home to listen to some Western classical music and look at the correspondence marked ‘urgent.’

  By ten, he was in bed, by ten-fifteen he was fast asleep.




  But for the past month or so, he had been noticing a man who performed archery tricks on the promenade in front of the Gateway. He was a tall man in his late thirties, and though he was only a

  streetside entertainer, there was an aristocratic air to him that intrigued Pestonjee. With the archer were three teenaged boys. One of them was blind, one looked very sickly, only the third one

  seemed physically undamaged.




  The archer used them as props. He would shoot apples or small wooden cubes off their heads and sometimes knock off spheres of hardened clay only slightly larger than ping-pong balls that they

  held between their thumbs and forefingers. He turned his back on the boys and bent down and shot arrows through rings that the boys hung from poles. His skill was flawless. At the end of the show,

  the boys went around with tin bowls for collections, and the audience responded generously. Even the policemen, who were duty-bound to shoo away such street performers in this area, watched with

  rapt attention and did not trouble them.




  On this day, 22 November 1955, Pestonjee broke his routine, something his driver Ghanshyam had not seen him do in twenty years. ‘Call that man here,’ he asked Ghanshyam. ‘I

  want to speak with him.’




  Dusk was beginning to fall. The tide was coming in, and the breeze was pleasant and cool. Hundreds of people walked around the promenade, children brandishing balloons and candy flosses, lovers

  looking for anonymity in the crowds, but being chased by girls hawking flowers to be stuck in oily hair. The archer’s act was over and he was packing up. He finished his task at his own pace

  and came to the car, the three boys following him. Pestonjee wound down his window and asked: ‘What’s your name?’




  Close-up, the archer looked even more impressive. His face reminded Pestonjee of pictures of Greek gods he had seen in encyclopedias, and his arms rippled with muscles. His light eyes seemed to

  shine with an uncanny glow. ‘Who am I speaking to?’ asked the archer.




  ‘My name is Pestonjee,’ said the elderly Parsi. ‘I am a businessman. I come here every day for my walk and I have been watching your show for a month now. I am very impressed

  by your skills.’




  ‘If you come here for your daily walk, then why are you in a car?’ asked the archer.




  ‘Because I have finished my daily walk and was on my way home,’ answered Pestonjee, but he got out of his car. ‘You still haven’t told me your name.’




  ‘My name is Yash Kuru,’ said the archer.




  ‘And these are your sons?’




  ‘They are my nephews. I am unmarried.’




  ‘Where are you from, Yash?’




  ‘Why do you want to know?’




  ‘Because I am impressed with you and I think you are an honest and honourable man, and I know men. It is my business to know men. I may have a job for you.’




  ‘What sort of job?’




  ‘You have to tell me something more about yourself, Yash, before I can trust you and reveal more. I’m sure you’ll understand that.’




  ‘We are refugees from West Punjab. We come from a royal family. We did not leave immediately after the Partition, but in a few years time, it became clear that the situation was untenable.

  So we left with whatever little we could carry on our backs in the middle of the night. We reached Bombay after wandering around India for about three years. This is how I make my

  living.’




  Pestonjee suddenly realized, to his great astonishment, that the archer had been speaking in English throughout, and he had been responding in kind. ‘And your nephews?’ he asked.




  ‘Shankar has been blind from birth,’ said the archer. ‘He is the eldest. Shiv suffers from a rare heart disease. Satya is a fine boy. He is actually the son of our former

  domestic help, but he is as much of a nephew – or a son – to me as the others.’




  Pestonjee looked into the archer’s eyes. He was accustomed to others lowering their gaze when he did that. But the archer looked back at him quite calmly, and somewhat to his own surprise,

  he felt a strange sense of satisfaction.




  ‘Why don’t you people come and sit in the car?’ said Pestonjee, opening the door of his Rolls-Royce.




  Yash hesitated for an instant, then nodded to the boys and got in. The three boys got in front. ‘Ghanshyam, just go around the Fort while we talk.’ The car started moving, and

  Pestonjee took a few moments to arrange his thoughts neatly inside his head. ‘Now Yash, I am a businessman, as I told you before,’ he said, when he decided that he was ready. ‘I

  supply people with things that they want and are willing to pay a good price for, but can’t get due to some stupid laws of this country. They cannot get foreign liquor, they cannot get

  foreign chocolates, they cannot get foreign clothes or shoes or watches. I supply that demand and that demand is huge and growing by the day.’




  ‘You are a smuggler,’ said Yash.




  ‘In any unjust economic system, there is always a big – and abnormal – gap between demand and supply. This gives rise to business opportunities. I am a businessman, but yes,

  it’s a treacherous business. The police and the law enforcement authorities are the easiest to handle. But there are competitors, there are people in the trade who betray you, there are

  people who try to skim off you. One has to be vigilant. Obviously, if you mention what I am telling you to anyone, no one will believe you and you may come in harm’s way. I am a luminary of

  the richest community in Bombay – the Parsis, one of the city’s largest donors to charitable causes, a member of the Bombay Gymkhana and every other prestigious club in the city. So I

  have a simple question to ask you.’




  ‘And that is?’ asked Yash.




  ‘Can you shoot as well with a gun as you do with an arrow?’




  Yash smiled. ‘I am a hunter,’ he said. ‘The rifle is my weapon of choice. I am not so familiar with handguns, but that should only be a matter of time.’




  Pestonjee nodded. His instincts had proved correct till now, it was time to push the gutfeel a bit further. ‘Ghanshyam,’ he said, ‘take us home. Till we find you a place to

  stay, Yash, you and the children can stay with me. My people will get your things over to my apartment. If all turns out well, I shall make sure that your nephews get the finest education available

  in Bombay. And I have your first job for you tonight. I want to see how good you are.’




  





  The Alibaug Hit




  Yash was waiting in the trees overlooking a beach at Alibaug, twenty miles south of Bombay. He sat, leaning against the trunk of a tree, with a M1

  Garand semi-automatic rifle on his lap, one hand resting lightly on the butt and the other on the barrel. A few hours earlier, he had tried out the rifle, got familiar with it, at an empty stretch

  on the highway. His back-up team was about half a mile up the road in a black Studebaker, waiting for his signal. But Yash wanted to do this alone.




  Pestonjee had had information that a consignment of American watches coming in from West Asia, meant to be received by his people at Madh Island, was being diverted to Alibaug. Pestonjee’s

  rival Sampath had paid off the ship’s captain. The cargo should arrive between eleven and midnight. Yash had been here for half an hour already and had not seen any sign of life anywhere. He

  was not surprised. The men who were waiting for the ship to come in would also be in hiding.




  As a hunter, Yash knew how to remain perfectly still and silent. He thought of nothing but the matter at hand, and most of the time his mind was in a state that could only be described as quiet

  alertness. He did not think of his nephews, he did not think of his late father’s middle-aged infatuation with a young woman half his age, which robbed Yash of his inheritance (that was the

  condition the young woman’s father laid down before he would agree to the union).




  He did not think of how both his step-brothers turned out to be impotent, and how Yash had to bring in a raja from a neighbouring estate to impregnate their wives to keep the line going. Thus

  were Shankar and Shiv produced, both damaged children. But the raja also took a fancy to a maidservant in the mansion, and forced himself on her and thus Satya was conceived, the wisest of the

  three boys. Shankar was the weakest-willed, and Shiv was too ill most of the time.




  Yash did not think of the vow of celibacy he had taken so he could devote himself wholly to the primary task destiny seemed to have designed for him – that of taking care of Shankar and

  Shiv and Satya, after they had to flee their ancestral home. Yash did not think of all this at all: the riots, the flames raging closer and closer, the escape with the three kids in a horse-drawn

  carriage after he had run out of bullets and the mob still seemed to be growing…Yash thought of the matter at hand.




  A twig snapped somewhere close by. Yash remained still, except that the hand that was resting on the butt moved up slightly so the forefinger was now on the trigger.




  Then he heard them coming. As far as he could make out, there were five of them, and one of them seemed to be overweight, because he was panting. They were speaking softly, in Marathi.




  ‘I hope the sisterfucker’s on time,’ he heard one of them saying.




  ‘He will be,’ said another. ‘The Coast Guard’s been paid off. They usually stick by their word.’




  ‘They better do. They’ve been paid twice, once by Pestonjee and once by Sampathbhai.’




  ‘Pestonjee doesn’t know about this, right?’ asked the panting man.




  ‘So that’s why we came without two guns each, right?’ said another. ‘Are we cunts?’




  They passed within five feet of Yash, dark shapes with the overweight panting one lagging slightly behind. He was Jharya, ‘the fat one,’ and he was the informer. He was panting a bit

  louder than necessary to give Yash advance warning of their coming. Yash’s instructions were to see, as far as possible, that he stayed alive. As far as possible.




  The men had reached the beach now, and were waiting. Yash could hear the tide coming in – the steady roar of the advancing waters – and felt the wind in his hair. He reached for his

  night glasses and trained them on the men one by one. Three had their backs to him and two were sideways. Four of them had two guns tucked inside their belts, and one carried a handgun and a rifle

  of some sort. From the casual self-assured way he stood, Yash assumed he was the leader of the pack. The others were fidgety, looking at their watches, repeatedly scanning the dark sea. So this

  must be the legendary Shevde, Yash thought, one of the most wanted men by the Bombay police.




  Yash had heard of Shevde even before he met Pestonjee, but he had been given a clearer brief before the mission. Clearer, but not very clear. The Bombay police did not even have a proper

  description of what Shevde looked like. Other than his gang members and associates, most people who had seen Shevde died at his hands. And whatever gang members had been caught by the police had

  refused to describe him even under intense beatings, for they would rather withstand police brutality than die at the hands of Shevde, who apparently was more creative than most in matters of

  torture leading to death. The only physical characteristic known with some certainty about him was that he had preternaturally white teeth that almost glowed in the dark, and he was known to bare

  them before he killed.




  The man Yash was watching was over six feet tall, slim, with an aquiline nose, trimmed beard and long hair brushed back over the collar of his cotton shirt. He strolled around with an easy

  confidence, whistling the tune of a popular Hindi song that Yash recognized but could not immediately remember the words to. Yash felt a mild interest in seeing his teeth.




  At last, a light out on the sea. A stationary light, so a ship must have dropped anchor. Sure enough, in about fifteen minutes time, Yash could hear the slap of oars. A couple of the men on the

  beach started waving their arms and gesticulating. Shevde remained nonchalant, though he stopped strolling and was still as a statue. Yash stayed put. It was not yet time to move.




  The boat landed on the beach and three men clambered off. There were three large crates on the boat, and everyone got busy unloading them while Shevde kept watch. He had his rifle at the ready

  and was constantly swiveling to see if there were any intruders. Yash waited, enjoying the breeze.




  When the crates were safely on the beach, the men took a break, wiping their faces and necks. Yash had eight 30-06 Springfield bullets in his M1’s clip and three extra clips in his pocket.

  He now had a decision to make. There were eight men out there. One of them he should let go, Jharya, as far as possible. Should he let the three sailors go, or should he kill them too? They had

  nothing to do with Sampath, and were just following their captain’s orders. On the other hand, killing them would send a strong message to the captain that he should never fuck with Pestonjee

  again. But then did the captain care a fig for anything other than his money? To him, the sailors were possibly as expendable as the rags he got the decks cleaned with.




  Yash decided to let them go.




  But the first to die had to be the most dangerous one, Shevde. And since he had not been unloading the crates, he was not fatigued in any way. Yash lifted his gun and trained it on the back of

  Shevde’s head.




  He heard the footstep too late. It was his mistake, he had been focusing too intensely on the men on the beach, and not been keeping his eyes and ears open sufficiently to his immediate

  environment. And he had made an assumption, a careless one, that these five formed the entire party, that there was no one else. Before he could turn, a voice close to his ear whispered:

  ‘Don’t even think about it.’




  Yash moved his head slowly to meet the muzzle of a revolver, behind which he saw a dark face with a shaved head and eyes and teeth so white they were almost radiant. ‘Myself Shevde,’

  whispered the man. ‘You think we are fools not to suspect that Pestonjee may get to know about the double-cross? We have to take every precaution. You think we don’t know that Jharya

  has been off and on in touch with Pestonjee’s people? Your people in the Studebaker are all dead. I kept one of them alive for some time, and he told me about you: a new recruit. You must

  have really impressed Pestonjee, new recruit, that he sends you on such a big job on your first night?’




  Yash said nothing. This man must be really good, he thought, to have managed to come up so close to me without my getting wind of it. But he was also not so good, because he should have just

  shot Yash and been done with it. By talking for so long, he had not only given information away that Sampath knew about Pestonjee’s mole in his gang, but also given Yash time to move

  imperceptibly into a position from where he could attack. Yash lost a bit of respect for the Bombay police.




  Yash’s right hand moved faster than Shevde’s eyes could register. It shoved the revolver away from his face, while simultaneously his left hand brought up the M1, inserted the barrel

  into Shevde’s mouth, open wide in shock, and pulled the trigger. Shevde’s gun went off, then fell from his dead hand and slid down the slope.




  The men on the beach were galvanized at the twin gunshots. The three sailors started running towards their boat. The man Yash had thought was Shevde was running diagonally towards the trees,

  away from where Yash sat. The others had guns out in both hands and were looking around, confused. Yash ran to his right, through the woods, to get a clear shot at Jharya. He was the first to be

  taken out now. His cover was blown, better he died clean, without torture at the hands of Sampath’s gang.




  Jharya’s head exploded like a watermelon, but not-Shevde had seen the muzzle flash and kept running towards the woods, while firing his hand gun. His aim was uncanny for a man shooting

  while running, and with a revolver. Yash felt a bullet strike the trunk of a tree perhaps a foot from his head. This man was as good as Yash was. Yash dived and rolled once and came up with his

  rifle poised, but not-Shevde seemed to have vanished in thin air. He was somewhere in the woods and now they were both hunter and hunted.




  I should have taken him out first, instead of Jharya, as was the original plan, thought Yash. Mistake. But a mistake that Yash would regret only for the next two minutes and never again for the

  next fifty-two years of his life, when they would die within a few days of each other.




  The other three of Sampath’s men were also running towards the trees, because they knew they were sitting ducks out on the beach. Yash ran back to where he had originally stationed

  himself. Shevde lay there, the tree behind him smeared with the viscous white of his brains. Yash picked the body up – it was surprisingly light – and threw it at the three men. The

  corpse hit the ground and rolled down to come to rest at the feet of one of the men. All three stopped in utter shock. Which is what Yash wanted: stationary targets. He did not like to waste

  bullets.




  As the men gaped at Shevde’s body, Yash picked them off, one-two-three, each a clean shot between the eyes. Took about five seconds.




  But where was not-Shevde? The sailors were in the boat now and paddling away furiously. For an instant, Yash considered taking them out, he decided not to. Let them be.




  Not-Shevde came out from behind a tree with his rifle aimed at Yash, smiling. ‘You are good, brother,’ he said, ‘and I don’t shoot good men in the back.’ By the

  time his smile reached its fullness, Yash’s M1 was pointed at his chest. ‘You don’t stand a chance,’ said not-Shevde. ‘I don’t stand a chance. Why get both of us

  killed? I was impressed with your archery act at the Gateway of India, I was out there for a stroll last week. Now I’m impressed with your firearm stuff.’




  Yash stayed silent.




  ‘What’s your name, brother?’ asked not-Shevde.




  ‘Yash Kuru.’




  ‘My name is BK Acharya.’




  ‘BK, the marksman?’




  ‘BK, the marksman, if you say so. BK, the Brahmin mercenary. I think we better find a phone somewhere so Pestonjee can have these crates picked up and have the site cleaned up a bit, what

  say, brother?’




  





  The Birth of a Regent




  By the time Pestonjee died in September 1961, he was the biggest player in Bombay. Pestonjee’s clinical mind and Yash’s natural

  leadership abilities, coupled with BK’s superhuman operations skills had chipped away at the rivals’ empires and shrunk them to a fraction of what they were. In South Bombay, Sampath

  had been hurt badly by the death of Shevde and the defection of BK. He now mostly confined himself to prostitution and drugs, trades that Pestonjee did not touch.




  The only other powerful player was Keshav, who controlled the suburbs of Ghatkopar and Chembur, running smuggling, extortion and gambling rackets. Pestonjee left him alone, though BK urged him

  many times to go after his business. In fact, Pestonjee found himself asking Yash a couple of times whether BK had anything personal against Keshav. Yash too wondered, but no one seemed to know

  anything about BK’s pre-Sampath life. Whenever his request to take on Keshav was turned down, he would smile enigmatically and say: ‘OK, there’s enough time to do all that,’

  and walk away, or change the topic. But there was something there that both Pestonjee and Yash sensed.




  There was another man in the city, barely out of his teens, who was rising: Kishen Yadav. In five years time, he had transformed a small extortion operation run by his late uncle into a large

  and diversified enterprise. Seemingly possessed of extraordinary intelligence and organizational ability, and a reputation for sticking to his word, he had drawn admiration from even his

  competitors. In fact, he had succeeded in building cordial relationships all around. When there was a dispute to be settled, he, though so young, was often called in to mediate.




  When the doctors finally told Pestonjee that his time was running out, that there was no escape from the lung cancer he had acquired from smoking forty Pall Malls a day for forty years, he

  called Yash to his bed. ‘I have never married, Yash,’ he told him. His voice wheezed through the oxygen mask, the very act of speaking was a great physical effort. ‘I die a

  virgin. I don’t regret that. And the Pestonjee bloodline dies with me. But I want my organization to go on and thrive. I want to leave the reins in your hands.’




  ‘Sir, I am honoured, but I decided to stay unmarried so I could look after my nephews Shankar, Shiv and Satya,’ said Yash, clasping Pestonjee’s shrivelled hands. ‘So I am

  not going to have any children either. Wouldn’t it be better if you passed on your inheritance to someone like BK, a man who already has a boy, Ashwin? There will be a lineage, a

  family.’




  Pestonjee closed his eyes briefly. The room was dark even though it was nearly mid-day. The thick curtains blocked out all sunlight. There was a faint smell of medicines all around. ‘Maybe

  I am delusional, but sometimes I think I can sense future events. For a month I watched you at the Gateway of India, and something told me that you were the man who would take my organization

  forward. Get Shankar and Shiv married, they are still young but of marriageable age, and they can be married to the heiresses of the highest of the land. They will give birth to children. I see six

  sons, five of them as bright as the sun, but three will be on one side and three on the other. And one of the three will actually be from the opposite side, through no fault of his own. The

  organization will split, it cannot be avoided, between the sons of Shankar and the sons of Shiv. Who will be right, who will be wrong, I cannot say. But they will go to war against each

  other.’




  Pestonjee paused for breath. Yash waited. ‘Whichever side wins will win the business and take it to greater heights than ever before,’ said Pestonjee. He was fighting an implacable

  fatigue and his voice was fainter. Yash had to bend low over his face to hear. ‘You will be regent. BK will be there to help you at every step, but it is you who will have to decide. It will

  be an enormous responsibility, but there is no one other than you who is capable of taking that responsibility on. I give this organization to the Kurus, and after that, this organization, this

  lineage depends on you. You will decide who will take over. As of now, Shankar is the oldest, so he is the head, and you are regent to him. But Shankar is blind. So he will need guidance and it is

  your duty to guide him on the right path. He will also not be able perhaps to choose the right man to succeed him. It is your responsibility to see that the best among the six of the next

  generation inherits the business from Shankar. Till your death, you will be regent.’




  Yash got up and paced around the room. The last six years had changed his life. He had been a warrior prince in West Punjab, and now he was in this urban jungle called Bombay, where he had never

  imagined himself living. He lived in a lavish bungalow on Carter Road with his three nephews and drove a Bentley. Shankar had been home-tutored because of his disability, but Shiv and Satya were

  both graduates and were learning the ropes of the trade. But he did not see any of them going far: Shankar because of his blindness, Shiv because of his heart condition, and Satya, because of his

  philosophical bent of mind. Satya had a brilliant financial mind, and would be a good advisor, on matters of right and wrong, questions that Yash had to grapple with every day, but no more. Satya

  was not the man to lead an army.




  Yash found both Shankar and Shiv weak-willed, easily swayed by others’ opinions. And both of them were so much in awe of Yash that they would never argue with him. Satya would argue.




  But Satya was not his blood.




  Neither were Shankar and Shiv, but no one knew that, except for their mothers, killed in the riots, and their father, the neighbouring raja, and god only knew what had happened to him. To the

  world they were Yash’s lineage, and he had to maintain that pretence.




  ‘Dharma,’ said Yash. ‘I have a dharma.’




  ‘I am of the Zoariastrian faith,’ whispered Pestonjee. ‘But I understand dharma. That is universal.’




  ‘I will follow that,’ said Yash. ‘I don’t have a choice.’




  ‘So be it,’ said Pestonjeee, his voice fading, but just loud enough for Yash to hear.




  Pestonjee’s request that Yash take over from him had not come as a surprise. Over the years, Pestonjee had turned to him for every important decision to be taken – the flanking

  attacks on Sampath, the breaking of his ranks, the politicians to be neutralized, the deals to be made with the sheikhs. In 1958, Yash had spent almost six months in West Asia, working out

  intricate and long-term working relationships, with watertight terms and conditions and had established ties based as much on loyalty and fairplay as on the profit motive.




  BK was the executor. He was the leader of the troops, a war strategist par excellence, with an uncanny ability to spot the enemy’s weak spots and hit him there hard, sharp and fast and

  move out. But yes, Pestonjee, the wily bastard, was right, BK was the field commander, not the field marshal.




  What did dharma dictate, Yash wondered. What was the right thing to do?




  And who would these five sons of the next generation be, the ones Pestonjee saw as ‘bright as the sun?’ Because more than Shankar and Shiv, it would be Yash and BK and the two

  mothers who would have to bring them up. ‘And one of the three would be from the opposite side,’ Pestonjee had said. What on earth did that mean? It could only mean betrayal. What

  terrible lies and mendacities lay in the future? Yash felt his palms sweating. But Pestonjee was speaking again. Yash strode over to the bed. Pestonjee clasped his arm. Strangely, for so weak a

  man, the grasp was firm as iron. ‘There will be a great war,’ Yash thought he heard Pestonjee mumble. ‘Whoever wins, will win Bombay.’




  That was the last time Yash and Pestonjee spoke. Pestonjee died that night. The day after the vultures had fed on his body at the Tower of Silence, and the customary rituals performed at the

  Fire Temple, Yash met with the seniors of the organization in the conference room of the Pestonjee Building, a large framed portrait of the departed leader newly hung on the teak-lined wall behind

  the head of the long oblong marble-topped table. Yash explained that Pestonjee had bequeathed his organization to him to be kept in safe custody for the sons of Shankar and Shiv, who should be

  married soon. Business would go on as usual. It was now the duty of the seniors to make the organization even more sound and profitable and crush any opposition that stood in its way. Their father

  was no more, they must carry on his work. Any questions?




  No one had any questions. The meeting adjourned quietly.




  Yash called BK aside to his office and poured two large pegs of Johnnie Walker Black Label. BK’s drink of preference was rum, but Yash stocked only whisky. ‘Now to look for some

  brides,’ he said, after they had made themselves comfortable.




  They both knew it should not be difficult. Through his upper-crust connections, Pestonjee had built a tight business-crime nexus that fed and thrived on each other. In addition to supplying rich

  Bombayites and their wives with foreign baubles that were either not available in India or attracted 600 per cent duties, Pestonjee had also helped out his customers in business matters. When

  bribes did not work, or when the money being asked for by a petty bureaucrat was too exorbitant, Pestonjee and company came in handy to put in a forceful word with a minister or two so that a

  businessman could get a license to manufacture a product or expand his manufacturing capacity. In return, Pestonjee’s firms got preferential shares in companies whose birth and growth he had

  midwifed, and hefty dividends – all perfectly legal.




  ‘Aditi for Shankar,’ said BK. Yash looked at him with admiration, as he had been thinking of the same candidate. Aditi Kapadia was the daughter of a textile baron, who had died last

  year, and whose empire was in a bit of a shambles since then, mainly, it was said, due to the fact that his son Monty was more interested in debauched pursuits than in running a business. The

  family and its sinking fortunes needed help and Yash could provide that. It would add another legitimate business to the Pestonjee realm and could be used as a conduit for cash streams and a front

  for activities that were officially illegal. Aditi was beautiful, and there was absolutely no gossip about her in Bombay’s social circuits. Yash ticked the points off in his head: a

  well-respected family in financial trouble, a fine-looking girl of unblemished character – what better fit for a blind man who was set to inherit immense wealth?




  ‘For Shiv?’ asked Yash.




  ‘That’s a tough one,’ said BK. ‘Shankar’s blind, but at least he will live. Can’t say the same for Shiv. Can’t walk up one flight of stairs without

  wheezing.’




  ‘So we find a very rich but tainted girl,’ said Yash.




  ‘Tainted?’ asked BK.




  ‘Some scandal, but monetarily well-off,’ said Yash. ‘You know, a false step somewhere, fall from grace, our typical high society double standards turning up their noses at

  her…’




  BK was silent. Then he said: ‘You are a cold-hearted bastard, Yash.’




  BK expected Yash to smile, but the expression on his face remained dead serious. ‘Our family has a history of men with genetic flaws. Both my stepbrothers were impotent. So to keep the

  line going, I opted for the kshetraja way.’




  ‘What the hell is that?’




  ‘Our Hindu shastras allow for kshetraja progeny. When a woman’s husband is impotent or sterile, she is allowed to give birth to a child from another man. Shankar and Shiv are from

  another man, not my stepbrothers.’




  ‘My god!’




  ‘But they carry ahead the name of my family. I don’t know about Shankar, but Shiv’s doctor has told me categorically that the excitement of sexual intercourse for him could

  lead to immediate heart seizure.’




  ‘Then?’




  ‘More kshetraja. That is why a woman who has already done it once. The men I can get, and they will never speak of it, under fear of death. That I am confident of.’




  ‘What are you saying, Yash? How can you do that?’ BK had known Yash closely for six years now, but he never failed to be surprised by the glimpses he got often of his friend’s

  ice-cold thought processes. There was a tight framework of logic within which Yash’s mind functioned, and almost any problem was attacked from the first principles of that logic or the

  carefully worked out corollaries. It was a system complete in itself and could always generate answers devoid of ambiguity. Yash called it ‘dharma,’ and BK had come to respect its

  structure, even if he did not agree with all the ways its building blocks would effortlessly re-arrange themselves to adapt and respond to every situation.




  ‘The ends justify the means, BK. She must have three sons. That is what Pestonjee wanted.’




  ‘But is not this unfair on both Shiv and the woman?’




  ‘Fairness and unfairness count for little in statecraft, BK. One does one’s duty. That is all there is to it.’




  BK was silent for some time, letting it all sink in. He felt uncomfortable, but he knew that what Yash was saying made sense, a pitiless scientific sense totally untouched by anything outside

  it. ‘There is somebody,’ he said.




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Preeti.’




  ‘Who’s that?’




  ‘She’s Kishenbhai’s distant cousin. Rich family. Into electrical switches. There was something I heard about her three or four months ago. Apparently had an illegitimate child

  through this young married guy, son of the fellow who owns the Lux Power Company. Abandoned the baby.’




  ‘Abandoned it?’ Yash’s voice betrayed no curiosity, it was merely a request for more information.




  ‘Abandoned it. And she hasn’t been out of her home since.’




  ‘This is even better than I expected,’ Yash took a sip from his glass. His eyes defocused for an instant and then swivelled back to BK, clear and decisive. ‘We could form an

  alliance with Kishenbhai then. Get him on the phone.’




  Kishenbhai was blunt. And as usual, though that did not make it any less uncanny, the twenty-one-year-old knew exactly what Yash was thinking. ‘Shiv can’t produce children,’ he

  said. ‘I have always suspected that from the pallor on his face. He won’t live long. And the line needs children. So you want a wife for him, a woman no one else will marry but who can

  be used to keep the line alive.’




  Yash was silent. Kishenbhai, rightly, took that as assent.




  ‘Now the question that faces me is this,’ the young man said, sounding perfectly reasonable. ‘Do I allow my sister to go into a loveless marriage in a rich family to be

  impregnated by one or more unknown men, and be widowed sooner rather than later, or do I let her live the rest of her life inside her home, a pariah to society? She may not remain a pariah for

  ever. People’s memories are short. She may be able to come out one day and be again the happy woman she was, with many friends and suitors, that one mistake of her life forgotten. It could

  be. It may not be. So what can she expect from you? Speak frankly, sir, because I lay store by your word, and I will hold you to it.’




  ‘She will live like a princess here in my family,’ said Yash. ‘No one will know the truth. Those who know, if they divulge it, will be killed by my own hand. Anyone who shows

  her disrespect will be killed by my own hand. She will be my daughter-in-law, and she shall be treated by the world as Yash’s daughter-in-law. This is my word, Kishenbhai.’




  ‘Hmmm,’ said Kishenbhai, and there was a long silence on the line. Then, ‘Let me speak to her parents. I shall call you tomorrow, sir.’




  





  The Assessment




  Yash’s room was at the corner of the fourth – and top – floor of the Pestonjee Building, a yellowstone structure in the Gothic

  revival architectural style that had been so popular in Bombay in the late 19th century. It did not have the towers or domes or spires, but it had cornices, and there were two gargoyles

  above its massive teak doors that opened onto Sir Pherozeshah Mehta Road. When BK came into Yash’s room, there was only a reading lamp on, a circle of light on some papers on his desk. BK

  could not see Yash’s face, could just make out a dark presence sitting extremely still inside the umbra.




  Though it was broad daylight outside, the darkwood windows were closed, their slats lowered. The windows in the Pestonjee Building were never opened. There was always the risk of a sniper

  somewhere out there.




  There was a man who BK had not seen before standing before the desk. ‘And how many people know about this?’ Yash asked.




  ‘Three, sir.’




  ‘Including you?’




  ‘No sir. Three plus me.’




  ‘Then those three shall have to be taken care of.’ Yash pressed a bell. A peon appeared at the door. ‘Call Yogi.’




  BK sat down. Now he knew what was going on. A minute later, a soft knock, then the door opened once more, and a tall thin bald man came in, walking with a slight limp. ‘Ah, Yogi,’

  said Yash. ‘Please speak to Mr Gawandkar here. Three people. Mr Gawandkar, please go with Yogi.’




  As Gawandkar went out and Yogi was following him out, Yash called him back in. ‘He too,’ he said. Yogi nodded and left.




  BK waited for Yash to say what was on his mind. He was in no hurry. He knew that Yash would speak when he was ready.




  A minute passed, then Yash said: ‘The boys are grown up now. Rishabh and Rahul are nineteen.’




  ‘Yes,’ said BK.




  ‘You have observed them as well and as closely as I have. They have been under your arms tutelage since they were twelve. What are your views?’




  BK stayed silent for some time. He had been wondering for some time when Yash would bring up the topic, and that day had finally arrived. They had had many informal chats about the boys over the

  years, but BK knew that what he told Yash today could have significant bearing on the future of the boys, and the organization. Of course, he knew the boys better than almost anyone else. He had

  seen them as bawling newborns, watched them take their first tottering steps, been around as they grew into adolescence. He had taught them things that other boys of their age were never

  taught.




  Preeti gave birth to Rishabh in December 1962, followed shortly afterwards by Shankar’s son Rahul, in April 1963. Preeti’s second son Vikram arrived in the world in April 1964 and

  then Jeet in March 1965. Aditi’s second son Ranjit was born in July 1964, and her daughter Shivani in August 1966. Shiv died soon after Jeet’s birth, after glimpsing Preeti naked in the

  bath and going into a state of extreme sexual arousal, leading to a massive heart attack.




  BK knew he could speak his mind. He and Yash had worked together for more than a quarter century now. ‘Shankar has always cursed his fate for his disability,’ he said, ‘at the

  same time wishing fervently that he would have a son before Shiv did, so his son would have a stronger claim to be head of the Pestonjee organization than Shiv’s progeny. But here too, Shiv

  beat him. That, I think, just made Shankar even more bitter.’




  Yash had organized the births well, in fact perfectly. Rishabh was fathered by a real estate tycoon whose life had once been saved by Yash when he was under a death threat from Keshav’s

  gang over an extortion attempt. Vikram’s biological father, one of the country’s leading arms dealers, had been under obligation to Yash for not making public photographs of him

  cavorting with two expensive call girls in the back of his Impala on a New Year’s Eve. Jeet’s father was a senior manager in the country’s state-owned telephone services monopoly

  whose son had been kidnapped by Sampath’s people, and who BK had rescued. All three were not only bound to an oath of silence, but had also pledged that if their children ever asked them for

  help, they would oblige.




  ‘The five boys are very different from one another,’ said Yash. ‘This is my reading, BK. Rishabh has always been quiet and introverted, ever since he was a child, and I know

  that as a schoolboy, he was often the butt of jokes of his classmates for his unnecessary virtuousness.’




  ‘Yes,’ said BK. ‘He would not cheat in exams, would own up to anything wrong that he had done. The other thing is, and I don’t know what it means for the organization,

  unlike other boys of his age, he was never into games or any physical sports. His only hobby was cards. I have seen the boy spend hours amusing himself playing solitaire, or practising card tricks.

  He is an odd one. The question is: how much honesty do we need in our business? How much fairness and how much virtue?’




  Yash was silent for some time. Then, very softly, he said: ‘I do not think we have ever deviated from the right path in our organization. Whatever the world may think of us, we are

  businessmen who deal fairly with people. That’s very important to me, as I know it is to you. That we do not deviate from the code.’




  ‘You just ordered the killing of the man who brought you some news about three people who knew something they should not have,’ said BK.




  ‘Do I really have to answer that?’ asked Yash. BK could sense his friend smile, though he could not see his face. BK smiled back. He heard the dark shape across the desk shift in its

  chair and get comfortable. He pulled out his pack of 555s from his pocket and lit one. From somewhere in the blackness behind the circle of light, an ashtray was pushed at him.

  ‘Vikram?’ asked Yash.




  ‘The naughtiest boy in class, big and strong, always ready for a prank and a good laugh,’ said BK. ‘I had to go and meet his teachers at school quite a few times and it was

  always the same story. Whenever a dead frog was found in a teacher’s desk drawer, or the leg of a teacher’s chair half-sawed off, the finger of suspicion pointed at Vikram.’




  ‘Yes,’ agreed Yash. ‘But he took his canings manfully, and would be back with his next prank very soon. Was he a bully?’




  Yash more or less knew the answer to every question he was asking, and BK figured that they were going through this exercise to confirm that they were in consensus about the basic profiles of

  the boys. ‘No, not all,’ he said. ‘On the contrary, he was a protector of the weak. Even his seniors were afraid to rag any child from Vikram’s class because no one wanted

  to get into a fight with Vikram. And of course, in his school football team, Vikram was a formidable stopper back.’




  ‘We have to prepare these boys for their future now.’ Yash’s voice suddenly sounded tired. ‘I made a covenant with Pestonjee that the best of these boys shall inherit the

  whole empire. We will go about it slowly, because I am in good health and I think I have enough time to decide who would be the next leader. The claims are equally strong from both sides. And the

  onus is on you and me, the old-timers. I know that Jeet is your favourite pupil. I have some opinions about him. Tell me what you feel.’




  BK thought for a bit. Yes, Jeet was his favourite pupil, but he tried to be as dispassionate as possible. ‘Of all the boys, I know Jeet best of all,’ he said. ‘He was a quiet

  child, studious and well-behaved, the sort of boy who becomes the teachers’ darling. Right from childhood, his powers of concentration were enormous, and I am not exaggerating when I say that

  if he was absorbed in a book, it was not till Preeti literally yelled in his ear that he heard the call for dinner. He is naturally athletic, and in his final year in school, he was the opening

  batsman for the cricket team, and the school’s sprint champion.’




  ‘That doesn’t tell me much,’ said Yash.




  ‘He is the best marksman I have known in my life, and that includes you and me,’ said BK. ‘Let me tell you about an incident that happened two or three years ago.’ He

  stubbed out his cigarette and leaned back in his chair. ‘I organized a shooting test for the boys. A wooden duck was placed on a branch of a tree at the Marve estate. The aim was to shoot it

  through the eye. The boys were called up in descending order of age. So Rishabh was first up. “What do you see?” I asked, as Rishabh took aim with his gun. A sports rifle of course.

  This was Rishabh’s answer: “I see you, BK Bauji, I see my four brothers around me, I see the tree, I see the duck on the tree.” “You need not shoot,” I said.

  “Stand down.”’




  BK could again sense Yash smiling. ‘I know what you are getting at,’ said Yash, ‘But go on.’




  ‘I called Rahul. He took his position. “What do you see?” I asked. ‘“I see you, sir, I see the tree, I see the duck on the branch of the tree.” I asked him to

  stand down, and called Vikram. But Vikram and Ranjit also saw whatever Rahul had seen and I asked them to stand down too. Jeet is the youngest, so he was now called. I asked the same question as he

  took aim. “The duck,” he said. “The full duck?” “No Bauji, just its eye.” “Shoot then,” I said. He shot, and the bullet passed clean through the eye

  of the duck, toppling it from the tree.’




  Yash was silent. BK lit another cigarette. ‘Focus,’ he said. ‘As we well know. When you have an objective, focus on that alone. Nothing else matters. One’s entire body,

  entire being, entire mind must be aimed at that goal. Jeet, I think is capable of that.’




  ‘I can understand,’ said Yash. ‘But does that focus transcend marksmanship and go beyond, to broader aspects of life, to planning and execution and realpolitik?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ said BK. ‘In fact, I would not be surprised if it did not. I would trust Rishabh and Rahul more on that.’ The next moment, he found himself taken

  aback by what he had said. He had never thought consciously on this aspect of Jeet’s personality, yet when Yash had asked, the reply had risen automatically to his lips.




  ‘Interesting that you think so,’ said Yash. ‘I think so too.’ He got up and switched on an overhead light and turned off the reading lamp. He looked tired, but from long

  experience, BK knew that physical fatigue had no effect on the sharpest of Yash’s mind. ‘Now tell me about Rahul,’ he said, leaning forward, elbows on the table. ‘OK, first,

  let me tell you what I know about him. Rahul was a backbencher, but extremely popular with the boys. In his final year in school, he won the post of school captain by a landslide. Am I

  correct?’




  ‘Those are the facts,’ said BK.




  ‘And beyond that?’




  ‘He is ambitious and focused. He believes the kingdom should be his, being the eldest son of the elder son. He is highly intelligent and motivated, and a leader of men.’




  ‘More than Rishabh?’




  BK had to think a bit before he replied, and when he spoke, his words came slowly and carefully chosen. ‘Theirs are two totally different forms of leadership. Rishabh leads by personal

  example, and people start following him on their own, almost involuntarily. He promises nothing except his leadership. Rahul is eloquent and charismatic, he attracts followers, not only

  automatically, but also because he seeks them out. If Rishabh had stood in the school captain elections against Rahul, he would have lost by a mile.’




  Yash nodded, chewing his lower lip. ‘What about Ranjit?’ he asked.




  ‘I really can’t say much about him,’ said BK. ‘Like Rahul, he was a backbencher, but one of those who no one ever particularly noticed. He hero-worships Rahul and will do

  anything that he asks him to do. In a way, he is someone to watch out for, for he is not a thinking person. He is a product of pure emotion, like Vikram, but without his generosity.’ He

  paused for a while, wondering if he should say this, then decided to take the plunge. ‘In my opinion, he would find it easier to kill a human being than the other four.’




  There was a long silence. BK watched Yash, who seemed lost in thought. I am fifty-seven years old, thought BK, which makes Yash sixty-five; but in our business, there’s no retirement age.

  Most probably, retirement would come one day, unheralded, in the shape of a bullet or three. Then Yash snapped out of his reverie and said: ‘Can I call in Satya?’




  ‘Yes, of course.’ Yash pushed some buttons on the intercom.




  A few minutes later, Satya had joined them. ‘The five boys have grown up together, but while Preeti’s sons love their cousins unconditionally, the feeling is hardly mutual,’ he

  said. ‘Can I be candid?’




  ‘Yes, absolutely,’ said Yash. ‘The three of us are meeting in an atmosphere of total trust. Satya, go ahead. For the organization.’




  ‘If I may say so, Shankar’s bitterness has rubbed off on Rahul and Ranjit,’ said Satya. ‘Rahul sees it as grossly unfair that he is not the heir apparent, and he hates

  Rishabh for it. Vikram is also to blame. By the time he was ten, he towered head and shoulders over all his brothers and cousins and was built like an ox. He thought it was great fun to catch one

  of his cousins in a full nelson till he went blue in the face and his shoulders almost snapped. Or catch both of them under his arms and jump into the swimming pool and swim underwater till they

  almost drowned. And then he would roll about laughing while Rahul and Ranjit spluttered and threw up water. He thought these were great pranks, but Rahul and Ranjit felt humiliated and enraged.

  Vikram never realized that whether or not he bore any ill-will towards his cousins had no bearing on their reaction to his antics.’




  ‘Did they complain to their parents, or to Preeti?’ asked BK.




  ‘No, never. They did not even let their cousins sense their anger.’




  Yash got up and raised the slats of a window. Streaks of afternoon light whispered in and striped his face. ‘Both sides believe they have an equal claim to the empire,’ he said.

  ‘I do not want the Pestonjee organization to go through fratricide.’




  ‘That’s a very strong word to use,’ said BK.




  ‘Yes, but when it must be used, it must be,’ said Yash. ‘But right now, we can do nothing other than wait and watch.’




  





  Karl Arrives




  By the time Karl came into their lives, Rishabh and Rahul were twenty, and Vikram nineteen. He arrived without any warning and never left. He and

  Rahul loved each other, just as much as they hated Rishabh, Vikram and Jeet.




  It was at the Kuru estate near Marve beach outside Bombay, where the family had gone to spend a weekend, that they met.




  ‘Who the hell is that guy?’ asked Vikram. ‘I think it’s the same chap who was there on the beach last night.’




  The cousins were at the shooting range that BK had set up at the edge of the forest that marked the southern boundary of the estate. The sun had peaked in the sky and just started its slow slide

  down. Jeet stood with feet shoulder-width apart, perfectly balanced, his arms stretched out before him, hands grasping the revolver that BK had gifted him the evening before. It seemed to Jeet that

  it was throbbing, begging for explosive release.




  It was a Smith & Wesson 586, with a six-inch carbon steel barrel with a blue finish and a wooden grip, a six-shooter that used .357 Magnum cartridges. The front sight on the barrel was a

  sleek little ramp with a bright-red streak running down it. The model had been introduced only three years back in the United States and was already supposed to be a favourite among US law

  enforcement personnel.




  Jeet had fallen in love with the gun the moment BK had opened the box of fine-grained wood and revealed it to him, lying in a bed of crimson velvet. He had picked it up and felt the heft of the

  gun’s frame, with its full-length under-barrel lug to absorb the recoil. He had turned it over and over, and then peered down its barrel, and the gun, he thought, had looked him in the eye

  and silently communicated an oath of loyalty. He had placed it back in the box as if it was a fragile ceramic artifact, and shut the lid, knowing that BK had been watching him all through this,

  with growing amusement.




  He had carried the box and a small cardboard carton of cartridges up to his bedroom, almost reverentially, and put the gun next to his pillow. ‘You are going to kick ass for me,’ he

  had whispered to the gleaming metal. ‘You are going to be my Gandu.’ Then he had sat and just looked at it and admired it for he did not know how long, till he heard Vikram shouting for

  him from below his window. His brothers and cousins were waiting impatiently, to head for the beach where Rahul had organized their own little party, while the elders stayed indoor. Yash, BK and

  Satya played cards, Shankar listened to BBC on the radio, and Aditi and Preeti watched the Saturday evening film on Doordarshan.




  The target disc, with the bull’s eye at its centre, twenty-five yards away, shimmered slightly in the heat haze. It was paper stuck on hessian, with a ten-feet wall of sandbags behind it.

  Jeet blinked and concentrated again. He had already fired seventeen rounds. It had taken him about eight rounds to get to know the gun well, to adapt to its traits and quirks. By the twelfth round,

  he had moved into that zone of intimacy where the weapon was an extension of his body. As he and the gun mated, the world had retreated. ‘Hey you!’ he heard Vikram yelling, as if from a

  vast distance. ‘What are you doing there?’




  The evening before, on the beach, initially none of them had paid much attention to a young man who sat on the sand some distance away, apparently mesmerized by the sight of the tide coming in

  under a full moon. But at one point, Vikram had proposed that they call him over and ask him to join the party, but Rahul and Ranjit had opposed the idea. This had led to an argument which veered

  away quickly from the original issue in random directions, as drunken disputes often do, and when finally peace was restored, everyone had forgotten about their could-have-been-guest. Who, anyway,

  had by then disappeared into the night.




  Jeet squeezed the trigger, felt the gun shudder in his hands, held his arms stretched out for a couple of seconds more, then dropped them to his sides. Enough for now, he thought. The barrel, he

  knew, would be already too hot to touch. He turned his head to see what was going on.




  A young man was emerging from the forest, his hands in the pockets of his jeans, faded almost white at the thighs. He was tall, with wavy hair, and elegant features. He was coming towards them

  at a leisurely pace, but one got the impression that he could, at an instant’s notice, start moving faster than a cheetah. As he came closer, he revealed his most startling feature, eyes as

  blue as the deep sea, with a gaze that made you uncomfortable: arrogant yet disconcertingly frank. Over his cheap Indian jeans, he wore a two-sizes-too-large checked cheesecotton shirt, clearly

  bought at an export-surplus discount sale.




  ‘Weren’t you there at the beach last night?’ asked Vikram.
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