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There has been no better chronicler-in-chief of the Mumbai mafia than S. Hussain Zaidi, former investigative journalist and the author of fourteen best-selling books. His thirst for stories have led him to far lands of foreign shores and dark corners of many cities to unearth gems which may have otherwise remained undiscovered. Starting from his debut book, Black Friday: The True Story of the Bombay Bomb Blasts, each of Mr Zaidi’s projects have been meticulously researched.


It was during the research of one such book that he came across Laxman “Lucky” Bisht, a former National Security Guard (NSG) commando, who revealed that he was once made the prime accused in a sensational double murder case by the Uttarakhand Police in 2011. Lucky had spent a significant amount of time in jail before being acquitted in the case. He later met Mr Zaidi in Mumbai to narrate his tale which was tightly interwoven with that of a mysterious secret service operative named Agent Lima.


Lucky Bisht, a man marked by his military precision and stoic demeanour, recounted the events leading up to his arrest with a flavour that Mr Zaidi found both compelling and chilling. Lucky would endure a great ordeal from the moment the Uttarakhand Police stormed into his house. He was arrested and subjected to gruelling interrogations, including the threat of a fake encounter by the cops.


The story of Lucky Bisht and Agent Lima was brought to life by Mr Zaidi in his best-selling book, RAW Hitman: The Real Story of Agent Lima.


As per Lucky, in September 2011, the brutal murders of gangsters Raju Pargai and Amit Arya shook the state of Uttarakhand. Raju Pargai was a notorious figure in the criminal underworld, deeply involved in activities such as murder, kidnapping and extortion. Pargai’s operations included smuggling weapons into India, utilising routes through Nepal to facilitate this illegal arms trade.


Raju Pargai’s foray into cross-border crime drew the attention of—the Agency. The organisation dispatched a covert operative named Agent Lima to eliminate Pargai. Agent Lima used a cover identity and befriended Pargai on the pretext of securing a profitable arms deal for him and his gang.


Trapped in Lima’s plan, on the night of 5 September 2011, Pargai and Arya were driving through the forests of Uttarakhand, enroute to meet the arms supplier along with Agent Lima, who was sprawled in the backseat of the car. Lima asked Pargai to stop the car as he wanted to relieve himself. The car stopped near an area known as Shyamkhet. When Lima returned, he tapped on the window of the passenger side of the front seat which was rolled down by Arya.


Agent Lima then fired a single bullet which entered Arya’s skull and exited from Pargai’s temple. Both Pargai and Arya were found dead in the front seats of their car.


The following day, Laxman “Lucky” Bisht, an NSG commando, was arrested in Haldwani, accused of the murders. Lucky was tortured by the cops while the media turned him into a mafia boss. He was labelled as “Commando Bhai” by the newspapers and was accused of running his own gang.


RAW Hitman: The Real Story of Agent Lima covered Lucky’s training as a soldier in Israel, and his work as a security officer for top politicians, including Prime Minister Narendra Modi who was then the chief minister of Gujarat.


Lucky described Agent Lima with an almost shadowed tone, depicting a man who operated with stealth, his every move calculated, his identity a tightly guarded secret. The more Bisht revealed, the clearer it became that this was not just a simple case of mistaken identity but also a complex web of deceit and danger. The book also detailed Agent Lima’s audacious plan to eliminate Pargai and Arya.


This sparked a mystery: why did Lucky spend over five years tangled in the case, transferred between jails and repeatedly denied bail, despite his government ties? And why were constant threats made to his life in jail?


Lucky Bisht fought a long-standing legal battle which ultimately led to his acquittal. His harrowing tale and Agent Lima’s lethal professionalism captured the imagination of many. A conversation between Mr Zaidi and Lucky on the same subject racked up approximately two and a half million views on Mr Zaidi’s official YouTube channel.


People wanted to know more about Agent Lima, and hear about his missions. A pact was formed between Mr Zaidi and Lucky. They would collaborate to unveil the clandestine operations and the thrilling missions of the enigma known as Agent Lima. A treasure trove of stories was unravelled between them.


And this is how it unfolded…
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Operation Monopoly
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Mr Zaidi met Lucky Bisht at a restaurant near Mumbai’s iconic Juhu Beach. Across its golden sands, the rhythmic waves of the Arabian Sea met the lively crowd of locals and tourists. Inside the hotel, the aroma of fresh seafood wafted through the air, mingling with the sea breeze, creating an atmosphere that was quintessentially Mumbai.


The restaurant exuded an old-world charm with its wooden interiors, vintage posters and soft, ambient lighting.


As the two men settled into their conversation, Mr Zaidi’s mind shifted to the world of espionage. He began recounting the infamous case of Alexander Litvinenko, a former Federal Security Service (FSB, the principal security agency of Russia and the primary successor to the KGB or Committee for State Security) officer who had turned into a vocal critic of the Kremlin. Litvinenko’s assassination in 2006 shocked the whole world and shed light on the deadly lengths to which secret service agencies could go.


“Litvinenko was living in London when he suddenly fell ill after meeting two former Russian agents at a hotel,” Mr Zaidi said, his voice taking on a storyteller’s cadence. “It was later discovered that he had been poisoned with polonium-210, a rare and highly radioactive substance.”


Secret service agents had slipped the poison into his tea, leading to a slow and agonising death. His condition deteriorated rapidly. Within weeks, Litvinenko was in a critical state. Despite the best efforts of medical professionals, he passed away and left behind a trail of questions and suspicions. The incident had significant political repercussions, straining relations between Russia and the United Kingdom.


Lucky Bisht listened intently. The use of polonium-210 was particularly chilling due to its rarity and lethality. It was clear that only a state actor could have access to such a substance, pointing fingers squarely at the government.


“Agent Lima was also once involved in a mission to eliminate a target using a deadly poison,” Lucky revealed, his voice low and steady.


Zaidi’s eyes widened with intrigue. “Really? What happened?”


“There’s much to tell,” Lucky said. “And even more to uncover.”
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September 2020: Lal Mohammad sat in the sparsely lit Jammu Danda Police Station in Gokarneshwor, Nepal. His eyes flickered around the room as if he was surrounded by ghosts. He leaned forward, the chair creaking beneath, and cleared his throat. The police officer across from him, a man in his forties, had a thick moustache and tired eyes. The officer regarded him with a mix of suspicion. Lal Mohammad’s eyes darted to the door as if he was expecting someone to burst in. The departmental voice of the police officer pulled him back to the moment.


“So you need police protection?” the officer asked. “Why?”


Lal Mohammad took a deep breath. “Some men have been following me,” he said, his voice trembling. “They’re watching my movements. They’re out to kill me.”


“Who are these men?” the officer asked. “Why do they want to kill you?”


“Eight years ago, they killed one of my associates.” Lal Mohammad paused. “He died as if a curse had been placed upon him. Then the killers vanished without a trace.” Another pause. “Now they’ve returned. And they’re after me.”


“Why did they kill your associate?”


Lal Mohammad swallowed his own spit. “I don’t know.”


But the truth was that he knew bloody well why those men killed his associate and why they wanted to kill him. Lal Mohammad, a permanent resident of Goudita Municipality-10 Manharwa in Sarlahi, had a complex past. Initially, he had been a contract killer. For six years, he managed a garment business in Kathmandu. But his life took a dark turn on the evening of 4 July 2007, when a man named Balram Patuwa of Bara was shot dead at Anamnagar Dhobi Khola. Out of the five accused, Lal Mohammad was swiftly apprehended by the police.


After nearly ten years in prison, he was released on 24 July 2017 through a government amnesty. Freed from the confines of his cell, Lal Mohammad resumed his garment business under the name Avenger Enterprises.


The Indian Intelligence Agency, Research and Analysis Wing (RAW), reported that Lal Mohammad played a pivotal role as a middleman in counterfeit currency transactions in Nepal. During this period, he was implicated in the murder plot of Iltaf Hussain Ansari and maintained associations with the infamous Dawood Ibrahim and the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI).


Dawood Ibrahim, the infamous underworld don from Mumbai, had extended his nefarious reach into various criminal enterprises. Among his many illicit ventures with the ISI, his involvement in the Indian fake currency racket was particularly insidious and targeted the very economic foundation of India.


The ISI’s operation was not just a criminal act but a strategic attempt to undermine the Indian economy. Counterfeit currency, often indistinguishable from the genuine notes, flowed into India through various channels, including Nepal, Bangladesh and the Middle East.


The ISI’s network was meticulously organised. Skilled engravers. High-quality printing presses. Strong distribution networks. Fake notes would be produced in secure locations, often within Pakistan and then smuggled into India via land, sea and air routes. These notes were then distributed through hawala transactions, local networks and even legitimate businesses, making their way into the Indian economy.


The counterfeit currency racket had multiple objectives. Financially, it aimed to destabilise the Indian economy by injecting large volumes of fake notes, causing inflation and devaluation of the rupee. Politically, it was a tool of asymmetric warfare, aiming to create economic uncertainty and strain on law enforcement agencies. It also facilitated criminal activities such as drug trafficking, human trafficking and terrorism.


Lal Mohammad’s involvement in this racket was a significant cog in the larger machinery. Acting as a middleman, he facilitated the flow of counterfeit notes into Nepal and India, helping spread Dawood’s influence across borders. But he didn’t reveal all of this to the police officer at the Jammu Danda Police Station, of course.


The officer sighed, rubbing his temples. “So you’re saying these men killed your associate in 2012. And have now come back to kill you for no reason?”


“Yes,” Lal Mohammad whispered. “They’re dangerous.”


“All right, we’ll see what we can do.”


Lal Mohammad exhaled. He wasn’t convinced. As he left the police station, the air felt heavy with his fears. Shadows seemed to stretch and twist, forming dark shapes that mirrored his anxiety. Lal Mohammad knew he was running out of time. The memories of his associate’s death haunted him, the image of the man’s lifeless body carved into his mind. He walked quickly, casting nervous glances over his shoulder. The streets of Kathmandu felt unfamiliar and threatening. He needed to find a way to disappear, to escape the invisible net closing in around him. The police protection was probably a Band-Aid on a tumour. He knew deep down that it wouldn’t be enough. The men watching him were professionals, relentless in their pursuit of assassination. Just like they’d been in 2012.
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2012: Agent Lima walked through the corridors of the Agency’s office in New Delhi. The air was thick with the scent of aged paper and the muffled sounds of urgent conversations. He approached Colonel Sobhraj’s office, a veteran of the Indian security apparatus. Sobhraj had led his men through the icy heights of Kargil and the insurgent-ridden jungles of the Northeast. His transition to the Agency was seamless; his strategic mind and battlefield acumen made him an invaluable asset. The Agency played a pivotal role in counter-terrorism, identifying and thwarting terrorist activities originating from abroad. It conducted covert operations, safeguarded India’s strategic assets and provided intelligence support to the Indian Armed Forces. Additionally, it engaged in counter-intelligence to prevent infiltration by foreign agencies.


Over the years, Colonel Sobhraj had orchestrated numerous covert operations for the Agency, each more complex than the last. In 2006, he had led a covert unit tasked with infiltrating terrorist networks. His ability to blend into hostile environments and extract crucial intelligence without raising suspicion earned him the moniker: “The Phantom”.


Lima, on the other hand, was a trained NSG commando who had also been deputed to the Agency.


The NSG was established in 1984 following the assassination of then Prime Minister Indira Gandhi. The unfortunate event had underscored the need for a specialised force to combat terrorism and protect high-risk VVIPs in India. Modelled after Germany’s GSG 9 and Israel’s Mossad and Sayeret Matkal, the NSG was conceived as a federal contingency deployment force to address serious internal security threats, including counter-terrorism, hijacking and hostage rescue operations.


As Lima entered the room, he found Sobhraj pacing, his stern face etched with the lines of countless missions.


“Agent Lima,” Colonel Sobhraj said. His voice, deep and gravelly, commanded attention. “Take a seat.”


Lima sat, his posture straight.


“We have a new mission,” Sobhraj said. “Dismantle the fake currency network running across the northern side of our border.” He paused. “This is deeply entrenched in an ISI-backed operation, flooding our economy with fake notes.” Another pause. “Economic warfare.”


The ISI was Pakistan’s premier intelligence agency, established in 1948 to coordinate military intelligence across the country’s armed forces. Over the decades, the ISI evolved into a powerful entity which wielded significant influence both within Pakistan and in the broader geopolitical arena.


Lima was well aware that the ISI was pushing 100 crores of fake currency every month into India from Nepal. By 2010, it was claimed that nearly 10,000 crores of fake currency was in circulation in India. The counterfeit notes were often of such high quality that they seamlessly entered the financial system, causing significant economic damage. Reports indicated that nearly 30 per cent of the fake currency seized in India originated from ISI-backed operations. Additionally, intelligence estimates suggested that the circulation of fake notes had contributed to a 20 per cent increase in black market transactions, further destabilising the Indian economy.


Animosity between the ISI and Indian intelligence agencies, particularly the RAW, dated back to the partition of British India in 1947, which led to the creation of India and Pakistan. Historical and territorial disputes, especially over Kashmir, fuelled a persistent state of conflict.


Colonel Sobhraj pulled a thick file from his desk and slid it across. Lima opened it, skimming through the detailed reports, photographs and intelligence briefs. Each page revealed the complexity of the operation, the layers of deception and danger.


“Your mission,” Sobhraj said, “is to cut off the head of the snake. The fake currency network has to be dismantled.”


Lima looked up, meeting Sobhraj’s intense gaze. The mission was codenamed “Operation Monopoly”—a nod to the board game where fake currency is used to simulate economic dominance. This operation, however, dealt with real-world stakes, aiming to dismantle a network that was flooding the market with counterfeit money.


“Your first task is in Almora Jail,” Sobhraj said. “There’s a man inside, detailed in the file. He was caught with a significant amount of fake currency. Small fish with connections. Gain his trust. He will lead us to the bigger players.”


Agent Lima had operated under several difficult settings, but this was the first time he was going to be lodged inside a prison. Almora Jail was established in 1872. Freedom fighters of the pre-Independence era like Mahatma Gandhi, Pt Jawahar Lal Nehru and Pt Govind Ballabh Pant had once been imprisoned in this facility by the Britishers. A lot of water had flown under the bridge since the country had gained independence, though. Enemies of the State had also changed. Elimination of enemies, however, was still a policy the Agency pursued with utmost seriousness.


Lima absorbed all the information, understanding the intricacies and the dangers. Almora Jail was filled with hardened criminals. Infiltrating it would be no small feat.


Sobhraj walked over to the window, staring out at the sprawling cityscape of Delhi.


“Every fake note in circulation is an attack on our economy,” he said. “This has to stop.”


Lima stood up; the file clutched in his hand. Colonel Sobhraj extended his hand, a rare and significant gesture. Lima grasped it firmly, feeling the weight of the promise they silently exchanged. As Lima left the office, the enormity of the task ahead settled over him. The fight against Lal Mohammad and the ISI had begun. And Agent Lima was at the forefront of this covert war.
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Two havaldars flanked Agent Lima and led him towards barrack number 12 in Almora Jail; their footsteps echoing in the corridors. Almora Jail, officially known as Almora District Jail, was located in Uttarakhand. One of the oldest jails in the region, it was surrounded by dense forests and mountainous terrain. This added to the isolation of the facility.


Agent Lima had deeply ingrained the file containing the details of Operation Monopoly. From 2009 to 2012, the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) had reported the seizure of over 1.7 million fake Indian currency notes (FICN), valued at nearly INR 78 crore. Various Indian agencies, including the Reserve Bank of India (RBI), Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) and National Investigation Agency (NIA) were working collaboratively to combat the circulation of FICN. The NIA’s Terror Funding and Fake Currency Cell (TFFC), established in 2010, also played a crucial role in these efforts.


Lima’s entry in Almora Jail was a part of this larger game plan to take down an enemy of the nation. The man whom Lima was supposed to befriend was named Deepak Gupta. He was arrested with a sizable amount of fake currency, the roots of which could be traced to Kathmandu and Islamabad. The constables led Lima to a cell and opened the gate.


“Get inside,” one of them said.


Lima entered the cell. The havaldars turned around and marched along the corridor until their footsteps were no longer audible. Agent Lima found the inmates of the cell huddled up in one corner, staring at him. He strutted in their direction and screwed his face into a menace.


“Which one of you motherfuckers knows where Deepak Gupta is?” Lima barked.


Nobody answered. They looked at each other with eyes wide open. Lima’s swagger, and dominating voice had created quite an impression on the inmates. Silence prevailed. Finally, a boy standing in the back managed to squeal: barrack number 15. Lima craned his neck to spot the source of the voice. He crooked a finger and ordered the boy to step forward. The inmates parted, creating a path to allow the boy to pass. The boy scampered and told Lima everything that he knew about Gupta’s activities in the jail—what time he woke up, what time he went for his walks and who were his friends or enemies inside Almora Jail.


Deepak Gupta was a history sheeter who was picked up by the UP Police from Ranikhet. He was involved in dealing with fake currency and was considered an important link in the ISI’s operation of flooding the Indian market with duplicate currency. His bail application was due for a hearing soon, leaving little time for Lima to act.


Agent Lima, on the other hand, was lodged in barrack number 12 which was mainly occupied by those charged with minor offences. It took Lima three to four days to understand the dynamics of the jail and gel with the other inmates. He had also observed that a few of the inmates were obsessed with playing cricket in the grounds of the jail and Gupta was one of them. Lima started going to these games.


One day, he joined a match in progress. He grabbed a bat, feeling the willow under his hands. He waited for the bowler to take his run-up. When the ball came his way, he swung hard, sending it flying across the yard. Square cut. Cheers erupted from the spectators.


Deepak Gupta, a stocky man with a hawk-like gaze, stepped up next. Lima noticed the respect others showed him. Gupta’s first few hits were solid.


“Good shot,” Lima said, drawing Gupta’s eyes.


During the breaks, Lima sat with the group, sharing the coarse jail chapatis and lentils. He made small talk, listening more than speaking. Gupta was intrigued by the new inmate’s skills and demeanour and began to warm up to him. One afternoon, after an intense game, Lima and Gupta sat on the cracked stone steps of the yard. The sky above them was streaked with the last hues of sunset. Gupta handed Lima a bidi. Lima took a drag. Smoke curled in the still air.


“Where did you learn to play like that?” Gupta said.


Lima shrugged. “Here and there.”


Days turned into weeks. With each game, their bond grew stronger. Lima learned about Gupta’s routines, his habits and his influence within the jail. Gupta, in turn, grew to trust Lima, sharing snippets of his life. As their friendship developed, Lima began probing him on the crimes for which he was jailed. Gupta tried to pass himself off as an innocent civilian who was found in the wrong place at the wrong time.


“But the cops say that you were found with seventy thousand worth of fake currency,” Lima said.


“Those bills were handed to me by someone with the intention to ensnare me,” Gupta said. “I had no idea that the bills were fake.”


Lima faked disappointment in his voice. “So all those rumours circulating in the jail about your contacts with fake currency racketeers are untrue?!” He paused. “I thought you were a big shot.”


The remark left Gupta smouldering; a smarting slap on his bulging ego that he wouldn’t be able to tolerate for long. Lima had hit the nail on its head with his psychological acumen. Gupta sulked for the next couple of days. Lima played cricket and spent time with him without making any mention of the subject of fake currency. On the third day, after the game of cricket, Gupta led Lima to a corner.


“Why were you so interested in fake currency?” Gupta said.


“Let’s just say…I need those bills,” Lima said.


“How much do you need?”


“Five lakh rupees of fake notes.”


Gupta made some mental calculations. “Okay. The deal will take place in Nepal.” He paused. “It will cost you two and a half lakhs. My commission is 10 per cent.”


“What are the odds of the fake bills being spotted in the market?”


“My fake currency matches 99 per cent of the security features of the original. Micro-lettering. Intaglio. All of it.”


Intaglio were raised prints that could be tactilely sensed by touch. This print was used by the RBI for the depiction of Mahatma Gandhi’s portrait, the Reserve Bank seal, the guarantee and promise clause and the Ashoka Pillar Emblem on the left, along with the RBI governor’s signature on denominations of several notes, including the five hundred and thousand rupee denominations.


“But still there is one per cent risk involved,” Lima said.


“Stop being a nitpicker, you sick bastard,” Gupta said. “Send your men and try the currency for yourself.” He paused. “I’ll connect your men to Parveen.”


“Okay,” Lima said. “Done.”


They shook hands and Gupta returned to his barrack in the dark of the night which shrouded not only his movements but also the enormity of the deal he had just made with the inmate of barrack number 12.
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Hours passed. Precincts of the Almora Jail were slowly getting enveloped in darkness. Lima moved through the corridors of the rundown prison. The moon hung low in the ink-black sky, casting a glow over the prison yard. Lima’s cautious steps created no sound as they hit the floor. Years of covert training had honed his skills to perfection. He reached a corner where the faint glow of a flickering bulb barely lit the space. His heart raced as he fished out a contraband mobile phone he had smuggled inside.


He placed a call to Colonel Sobhraj and outlined the information he had extracted from Gupta, emphasising the imminent deal with the Nepali dealer, Parveen. Colonel Sobhraj listened intently, processing every detail.


“Move quickly,” the Colonel said. “I will dispatch Chad and Zoro for the deal. Do you have anything else to say?”


“Gupta’s asking for an extra fifty thousand. His commission.”


“I’ll get it approved.” Colonel Sobhraj’s voice crackled through the line. “Chad and Zoro will be in Nepal soon.”


The call ended. Lima slipped the phone back into his hidden pocket. He retraced his steps with cautious movements until he reached his cell. At night, surrounded by the discordant snores of his fellow inmates, Lima lay on the stone-cold floor. He surveyed the confines of his cell. Tension in his muscles eased as his mind drifted, and in that fragile moment of calm, he felt weightless. He closed his eyes. He slept.


In Delhi, Lima’s associates, Chad and Zoro, were getting ready to leave for Nepal.


Chad, formerly with the Indian Army, had developed a knack for logistics and strategic planning. His meticulous nature ensured that operations ran smoothly and efficiently. He was of medium build, with close-cropped hair and a perpetually serious expression. Zoro, formerly with the Delhi Police, was an expert in surveillance. His street smarts and ability to blend into any environment made him invaluable in undercover assignments. Tall and lean, with sharp features and penetrating eyes, Zoro had an air of quiet confidence. Together, they formed a skilled partnership. Both men were ready to play their part in Operation Monopoly.


Chad and Zoro’s first stop was Mahendranagar in Nepal. The ninth largest city in Nepal, it’s located five kilometres away from the east of the Indian border. Home to famous temples, a well-known pedestrian bridge and gorgeous lakes, it’s a prominent tourist spot.


The duo reached the town and checked into a modest hotel. The building stood on a narrow street. Its faded sign was barely legible under layers of dust and grime. The room was small and sparsely furnished. A single window overlooked the chaotic street below. The bed creaked. The mattress sagged. The walls, once white, were now a patchwork of peeling paint and water stains.


Despite the room’s shabby state, it offered refuge from the prying eyes of the town. Chad and Zoro attuned their senses to the mission ahead. Soon enough, a group of Nepali men knocked on their door. The two knew instantly that it was Parveen, the point man of Deepak Gupta.


Parveen, a wiry man with sharp features and a perpetual look of unease, stepped into the room. His eyes darted around nervously. Dressed in a simple shirt and trousers, he carried a worn out duffle bag slung over his shoulder. His hands trembled slightly as he clutched the bag’s strap tighter. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead.


“Where are the fakes?” Zoro asked.


“Here,” Parveen said as he took the duffle bag off his shoulder.


Chad and Zoro absorbed his words. They nodded at Parveen, noticing his trembling hands and shifty eyes. Extensive years of dealings had only made him more paranoid about the business.


“You’ve got the cash, right?” Parveen said.


Chad pointed his eyes towards a briefcase in the corner of the room.


“I have four lakhs worth of fakes right now,” Parveen said.


“Baat paanch lakh ki hui thi (the deal was worth five lakhs),” Chad retorted.


“Make the payment now,” Parveen said. “The remaining one lakh will be delivered in three days.”


“Sorry, my friend.” Zoro shook his head. “We pay only for what we get.”


Parveen could see that Zoro was unruffled even in an unknown territory. The exchange was made. And after much back and forth, which extended their stay in Nepal, Zoro and Chad received the remaining one lakh in fake currency and duly paid for it. The two operatives sneaked out of Nepal and returned to Delhi.


Lima received the news from the Agency that Gupta had delivered on his promise and that the fake currency had been delivered. The next step was to check the believability of the fake bills.


Lima once more snuck out of his cell to reach the deserted corner to make another clandestine call. He pulled out the phone and started pressing the number keys. This time it was Virender Chauhan, a trusted ally from Uttarakhand, that he wanted to speak with. Though Chauhan was a resourceful man who had helped Lima on several occasions, he was addicted to gambling.


“Chauhan,” Lima said. “I’ve got a surprise for you.”


“Which corner of the country are you in?”


“In our backyard, Almora. I have five lakh rupees to spare. Unfortunately, I can’t enjoy this money. So I am looking for a benefactor.”


“Why? Have you given up drinking?” Chauhan said and laughed. “What happened to you, man?”


Lima rolled his eyes. “Just take it, man. A gift from your friend.”


“What do I do with that money?”


“Blow it on your choice of poison,” Lima said. “Gamble it on a game of cards. And if you win, give me a share.”


There was complete silence from Chauhan. Lima stifled a laugh. He knew that Chauhan’s overflowing excitement had caused a block in his throat. A few seconds passed before Chauhan spoke again.


“Thanks, my man! You’re a true friend,” he said.


Lima could feel his friend’s gratitude overflowing from the phone. But he burst into splits as soon as he had ended the call. Then he arranged for Chad and Zoro to deliver the bills to Chauhan.


Chauhan loved playing rummy at a gambling den and used Lima’s gift to have the time of his life. Whatever remained from his losses in the betting ring, he spent on booze and other vices. A few days later, Lima called him again. Chauhan told him that he had lost all the money.


“Don’t feel bad buddy,” Lima said. “The losses don’t count for much.”


“Why are you saying that?” Chauhan asked. “Have you hit a jackpot?”


“Same same but different,” Lima said. “The bills were fake,” Lima said. “I wanted to check if they’d work in the market.”


“Rascal!” Chauhan said. “What if someone would have caught me?”


Lima laughed and hung up the phone. The next day, Lima met Gupta and informed him of the confirmation of the utility of the fake currency. Lima also delivered Gupta’s commission to a place of his choice. Gupta’s joy knew no bounds. He was elated and pulled Lima in an embrace.


“For our new alliance,” Gupta said. “We should do more business while we share this space.”


“Absolutely,” Lima said. “But the men I sent are having a hard time trusting the finicky Parveen. And I want to place a bigger order this time.”


“Not a problem. Let’s meet in your barrack tonight.”


Lima was slowly climbing up this ladder of the fake currency racket. He had enough exposure to this world and its people to know that a person such as Gupta would never hand him the main contact with whom he made regular dealings unless he had sufficient trust in the genuineness of the party or person he was dealing with. Late at night, Gupta ventured out of his cell and paid a visit to barrack number 12.


“Tell your men that they no longer have to deal with Parveen,” he told Lima.


“Who will they be dealing with this time?”


“Hakeem,” Gupta said, gesturing at the piece of paper. “He is Parveen’s boss. He’s been managing my orders for a while now. There is someone who sits above him as well in the scheme of things. I am not sure.”


Lima shook hands with Gupta. He knew that the “someone” above Hakeem was probably a reference to Lal Mohammad. But more leg work was required to reach the main man. For now, Lima decided that he would work with Hakeem and wait for the route leading to Lal Mohammad to be opened. The mission was crossing a crucial stage. And when the right time would come, Lima was ready to play his cards.
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Lima couldn’t say if Gupta was really ignorant about Lal Mohammad being the ringmaster of the entire racket or was simply feigning ignorance. But he simply tossed that concern aside for now as he had got Hakeem’s contact information from Gupta. Hakeem’s number was now resting safely inside his pocket. This was a significant key in the unravelling of the whole web of deception weaved by Lal Mohammad under the command of ISI.


There was no doubt as far as the Agency was concerned that Lal Mohammad was an agent hired by the ISI and D-company to accomplish their anti-Indian activities via Nepal.


Hakeem, on the other hand, was a heavily built man who always dressed up primly. He wore no other colour except white. For the next deal, Chad and Zoro met Hakeem in an upscale hotel in Nepal. The waiters would refill his drinks without him even needing to raise his fingers to call for their attention.


Hakeem leaned back, extracting a pristine cigar from his pocket. With a practised hand, he clipped the end and brought it to his lips. He struck a match, its flame dancing in the dim light, and carefully lit the cigar. He savoured the first draw, letting the rich smoke curl around him, a symbol of his control and power.


“Gupta is a chutiya of the highest order,” Hakeem said. “He’s been languishing in jail for a while.”


“He speaks very highly of you,” Chad said.


“Is it?” Hakeem said. “He must be a good man then.” He laughed. “Gupta also told me that you guys have a big order. And it better be big because I hate people who waste my time.” Hakeem smirked slightly. Chad and Zoro understood that Hakeem was trying to work on them. They were two seasoned operatives who knew that it was a tactic employed to invoke a feeling of shame in the opposite party to coax them into raising the amount.


Hakeem leaned forward and pressed his palms on the table. “So? How much?”


“Fifty lakhs,” Chad said.


Hakeem was impressed even if he did not want to show it. It was a deal worth twenty-five lakh Indian rupees. He nodded, and told them that he would arrange the money and call them again. This mission was costing the Agency a lot of money but the long-term benefits of ending this menace far outweighed the costs. Chad and Zoro left the meeting and returned to their hotel room. Now they’d have to wait for Hakeem to contact them again.


Meanwhile, back in India, Colonel Sobhraj was working behind the scenes to get Agent Lima out of jail. Also, he wanted to make sure that Deepak Gupta didn’t get bail because the man could turn into a threat to the entire operation against Lal Mohammad. Outside the confines of Almora Jail, Gupta would want to get more involved in the currency transactions which were taking place between Sobhraj’s agents and Lal Mohammad’s men. And if Gupta sniffed a rat, the entire operation would collapse.


Sobhraj was successful in both his objectives. Gupta’s bail was stalled. And Agent Lima was ready to walk out of Almora Jail and primed to join the mission with Chad and Zoro.


The Agency’s operatives in Nepal started tracking Hakeem’s phone number in the anticipation that he would contact Lal Mohammad for their new business deal worth twenty-five lakh rupees. The original plan was to back out of this deal once they would get Lal Mohammad’s coordinates. But Hakeem was proving to be a hard operator. He didn’t make any contact with his boss. On the contrary, he called up Chad and Zoro to inform them that the fakes were ready and they could make the payment and collect their maal. Chad and Zoro stalled him for a few days with different excuses while the two were still lodged in Nepal.


“We didn’t carry over the full payment as it was risky,” Chad said one time when Hakeem had called. “But our boss is getting it here in a few days.”


“Who is your boss?”


“You’ll meet him soon,” Chad said.


Meanwhile, inside Almora Jail, Gupta pulled out his handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his sweaty face. He was stuffing the handkerchief back in his pocket when a hand came down on his shoulder from behind. He turned around. It was Lima.


“The men I sent to Hakeem do not seem much impressed,” Lima said. “He is uncompromising and doesn’t understand the difficulties involved in transferring the money.”


“Maybe he is,” Gupta said nonchalantly. “But you’ll have to deal with him. There’s no other way.”


“I have bigger orders piling up. There has to be a better way of doing business.”


Gupta shrugged. “Hakeem is as high as I go.”


Gupta did not wait for Lima’s response before starting to head off for his barracks. Lima had to think of a way to get him back to the discussion table. He doused his throat with a drink of indifference.


“Won’t you be interested in knowing about the impending status of your bail?” Lima shouted.


Gupta stopped dead in his tracks. He turned and hurried back towards Lima. His tired demeanour had suddenly taken a stiff form. Now, he was all ears for what Lima had to say. Lima’s words had pierced through Gupta’s fatigue like a sharp blade. The fate of his freedom sparked a desperate intensity in his eyes.


“What do you know about my bail application?” Gupta said.


“You are a businessman, Gupta, and a seasoned one at that,” Lima said. “Business is give and take.”


“What will you take to give me the information I need?”


“Someone higher than Hakeem,” Lima said. “I have a big deal coming up.”


Gupta fell silent for a moment. His gaze wandered in the distance, beyond Lima, in an effort to comply with Lima’s counsel and exert a little more pressure on his mind. Then, as if struck with a realisation, he remembered something.


“Once, I heard Hakeem talking to someone on his mobile phone,” Gupta said. “The person on the other end was far superior to him. Besides, there was a large sum of money involved.”


“How much?” Lima asked.


“Crores, perhaps.”


“How can you be sure?”


“Am I jailed because I snatched a lollipop from a small kid, huh?” Gupta said. “I brush shoulders with people like Hakeem every day.”


Lima gave a nod of affirmation.


“I gave you what I had,” Gupta said. “Keep your end of the bargain.”


Lima leaned over Gupta’s shoulder. “A plan is being hatched on a high level to stop your bail application from being accepted.”


“The cops can’t stop my bail.”


“My job was to inform you. Acting on my information is your choice. Or not.”


“Who’s sabotaging my bail?”


“The great entity who screws people like…us,” Lima said. “Bharat sarkar.”


Gupta was flustered. He promised to work it out with his lawyer and headed off to his cell. An impish smile played on Lima’s lips. He knew that Gupta was helpless. The Agency’s plan was well in place. There was little room for Gupta to manoeuvre.


Gupta’s submissions had made Lima realise that Hakeem would only contact someone who was sitting over him when the deal was in crores. Meanwhile, the Agency’s phone surveillance unit waited in vain for Hakeem to make a call to Lal Mohammad. Chad and Zoro kept stalling the deal for a week until Hakeem called them and threatened to cancel the deal if they didn’t pay the money quick enough.


“When is your boss arriving with the money?!” Hakeem thundered.


“Two days, bhai,” Chad replied. “Just two more days.”


Somehow, Chad managed to keep Hakeem in control. But with this development, Colonel Sobhraj speeded Lima’s release from the jail by collaborating with the Uttarakhand Police. As soon as Lima got the bail orders, he confided to Gupta that he was going to Nepal and meet Hakeem to conclude the current deal. He would also lay the groundwork for the next deal which would be worth in crores.


“And of course,” Lima said, “you’ll get your 10 per cent.”


Lima promised that once he’d get out, he would move heaven and earth to arrange bail for Gupta. Those words were music to Gupta’s ears. A few days later, Gupta’s bail plea came up for hearing. The Agency had already made an arrangement with the judge who refused to grant bail to Gupta. It was then that Lima’s reputation grew even stronger in Gupta’s eyes, which were oblivious to what was happening behind the scenes.
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Days later, Agent Lima landed in Nepal with the money. Chad and Zoro were relieved that Lima had arrived. A date was fixed with Hakeem to conclude a transaction which had been stalled for days. The trio got into a car and headed for the factory where Hakeem had invited them.


The Tata Sumo rattled along the bumpy dirt road, clattering in the wind that lashed through the open windows. The air conditioning wasn’t working. Agent Lima’s shirt got plastered to his back with sweat. His fingers gripped the steering wheel. Beside him, Chad chewed mint flavoured gum. Zoro scanned the desolate landscape from the back, his sole feeling the knife which was taped to his foot.


The factory loomed ahead; a hulking carcass against the twilight sky. Jagged teeth of broken windows grinned from the wooden frames. Lima pulled the vehicle to a stop beneath a rusted gantry. Silence stretched before a figure emerged from the factory’s maw. Hakeem; a Nepali kukri glinted on his hip.


“Welcome, my friends.” Hakeem’s voice was a dry rustle in the wind. “Welcome!”


He led them through the darkened halls. Each creak of a floorboard sent a jolt through Lima’s nerves. Finally, they reached a cavernous room which was lit by a single bare bulb. On a long iron table lay a duffel bag which was bulging like a pregnant yak. It contained fifty lakh FICN.


Hakeem’s men, with their broad shoulders, flanked Lima. Chad’s leg twitched. But Lima met his gaze, a silent order to hold. Hakeem unzipped the bag, the stench of plastic wafting out, acrid and suspicious. Lima’s eyes spotted the telltale gleam of fresh ink. The edges of the bills were sharp—yet to be marred by the wear and tear of circulation.


Lima scrutinised a note carefully. The faint glimmer of a silver bromide thread caught his eye. Each note bore three distinct watermarks. Holding the note horizontally, Lima observed the digits “500” superimposed on the right side. It was a piece of work, as good as the original.
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