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Foreword

I’ve been attracted to films since childhood, especially those that deal with
contemporary times and events that have changed the course of history. Many
films in Hollywood do this brilliantly; they pick up events from the past and
make parallel moving narratives that have some connect to it.

S. Hussain Zaidi is a writer who needs no introduction. He’s known to churn
out one best-seller after another and this book has all the elements, despite of it
being his first foray into fictional writing inspired by true events. Hussain takes
real events and retells them in print, which makes for a compelling read. This
time, he has stepped out on another mission and skilfully blended fact and fiction
to produce an adept, gritty thriller.

As it happened, Hussain and I were discussing another idea for a possible
project, when he brought up the tentative idea of Mumbai Avengers. What he
offered me was really exciting to turn into a film. It was right up my alley. It
clicked with me instantly, since I’ve been a documentary film-maker as well, and
have researched extensively in the genre relating to terrorism — be it in Kashmir
or Afghanistan. I have also made three feature films (Kabul Express, New York
and Ek Tha Tiger), which in varying degrees, pertain to similar subjects. I lapped
up Hussain’s idea in the blink of an eye.

What made his plot more interesting is that it is a fine blend of fact and
fiction, or as publishers put it, ‘faction’. Hussain took factual instances and
expanded on them wonderfully to form a rather interesting narrative, something
which is plausible enough to happen in real life as well. I place a certain
confidence in the facts Hussain states, since he is known to be diligent in the
background and research for his books. His work has always attracted me, one of
the reasons being his cinematic style of writing. That was a major asset he
brought to the table in my collaboration with him.

Another aspect that really attracted me to the idea was its backdrop — India
after 26/11. Not much has been done in print or film with 26/11, and even today,
that red letter day is a provocative and disturbing reminder to every Indian.
Many aspects of the horrific attacks are still unresolved. We are still grappling
with many questions, and wondering why nothing of note is happening about
them. I felt that if you could use a backdrop such as this, and provide a sense of



catharsis to Indians, there would be some form of closure, even if in a parallel,
fictional world. For instance, the killing of Osama bin Laden in Abbotabad
provided a perfect sense of closure for Americans after 9/11. In this book and in
my film, Hussain and I have tried to recreate that similar feeling for our
countrymen.

Of course, there are differences in my screenplay and in Hussain’s narrative
that unfolds in the following pages. There are some things that work well in
literature but perhaps not in cinema, and vice versa. Moreover, even though the
seed of the idea has come from Hussain’s book, we have both taken separate
routes to reach the same finish line. This has also been done so that neither the
book nor the film loses its novelty. I’'m sure both our approaches to the same
idea will leave you thrilled and entertained.

All in all, what Hussain brought to me was an extremely exciting package and
it didn’t take me more than a second to grab it. It shouldn’t for you, either.

—Kabir Khan



Author’s Note

Mumbai Avengers has been a sentiment, a dream and an ambition, especially in
the post-26/11 scenario. It irks me that our cunning neighbours have always had
an upper hand in proxy wars and that our government has often manifested its
chronic impotence.

“We are in an age of asymmetrical war. No longer do vast armies of ill-trained
conscripts confront each other in huge and, hopefully, decisive battles,” writes
Nigel Cawthorne in his investigative book Warrior Elite. ‘“What is required are
small forces of highly trained fighters.” In other words, a phenomenon which is
accurately interpreted by the US, Israel, China—and even Pakistan—but not by
India, which is among the most threatened nations in the world.

This book was brewing within me for years but it was only when I met Kabir
Khan informally, and we got talking about stories, that it got the much needed
impetus.

Mumbai Avengers became possible only due to the dedicated and selfless
contribution from some of my friends. As always, doing research for a book and
writing it turned into a journey that led to profound discoveries along the way.

The biggest contribution came from my friend, Additional Commissioner of
Police Brijesh Singh, who is much younger than me, but whose expertise, skill
sets and magnificent understanding of the world are refreshingly exhilarating.
Had it not been for him, the book would never have come into existence. I am
also thankful to him for reading the manuscript overnight and making several
corrections.

Two young and creatively gifted protégés ensured that the book got off
beyond the thinking pad — Aditya Iyengar, who was involved at the beginning,
and Bilal Siddiqui, who stepped in to fill his shoes. Without their contribution,
the book would never have seen the light of day.

Nashik Police Commissioner Kulwant Kumar Sarangal shared his ideas about
how one could enter Pakistan. He gave me several hours of his precious time and
explained to me the intricacies of espionage operations — pearls of wisdom
which are spread through the book.

Apart from the police, S.P.S. Basra from the coast guard was also very helpful.
He explained to me the treacherous waters that lay between Karachi and
Mumbai.

Retired colonel Mahendra Pratap Choudhary helped me immensely with his



profound knowledge of explosives and weaponry. A couple of meetings with
him and I felt like an Ayatollah on arms and ammunition. Thank you, Choudhary
sahib.

Some intrepid journalists also chipped in with their help. Ateeq Shaikh,
special correspondent at DNA and Sagnik Choudhary at Indian Express were
among those who helped provide touches of realism to the story. Ateeq’s
contacts with the coast guard and fishermen in Mumbai formed the basis for the
final escape plan of the Avengers. Sagnik dug into the Indian Express archives to
trace the famous story of the victory of Muslim commandoes on the treacherous
peaks of Kargil. Sonia Thomas who recently graduated from St. Xavier’s, helped
me in the transcription of certain chapters.

Then there were those who agreed to read the manuscript and point out any
factual errors in the story. Mrs Anjali Kale-Singh took time to read and draw my
attention to a few gaffes. I must thank Major General (Rtd), Sayed Javed Jafri,
who not only read the book but also made several corrections. I owe a major
debt of gratitude to Jaspinder Singh Kang, who read the whole story and vetted
certain sensitive portions.

Mr Rakesh Maria was the first person to read the first complete draft and give
me an endorsement. I cannot thank him enough for his highly encouraging
testimonial that adorns the cover of the book.

I must also thank my editor at HarperCollins India, Karthika V.K., a good
friend more than just my publisher. Her consistent motivation and inspiration
kept me on my toes and encouraged me to write better. My young friend, Mohsin
Rizvi, slogged tirelessly to put together the cover of the book and Bonita Vaz
helped us arrive at the perfect design.

My list cannot be complete unless I mention Sajid Nadiadwala, whose interest
in the story resulted in the writing of this book. Ashoo Naik, the Tom Cruise of
my life—remember Jerry Maguire?—was another driving force. Thanks, Ashoo.

The cherry on the cake has been my association with film-maker Kabir Khan.
His insights into international espionage and storytelling were a revelation.



Prologue

24 January 2013 — Joint Parliamentary Committee meet.

The giant screen lit up and after a brief flicker, the images of three men,
heavily bearded but without moustaches, flashed onto it.

All the people in the room knew who the three men were. They hated them,
loathed them, but it was an impotent hate. They could do nothing about it.

The man standing in front of the screen, his back to them, spoke without
turning around. “When do we get justice?’

He looked like a grizzled, middle-aged man. Retired Lt Gen. Sayed Ali Waris
was actually a few weeks over fifty-eight, with close-cropped hair, a perennial
frown and bushy eyebrows, a strong jaw set below thin lips and fierce, flashing
eyes. A faded, razor-sharp scar ran down his right cheek to his jaw. He seemed
extremely fit and stood erect, his shoulders broad. It was clear, even to the
undiscerning, that he’d had military training; nobody could mistake him for
anything else, even in civilian clothes.

As Waris turned around, his audience unconsciously straightened up in their
chairs, and grew more attentive. When the hero of Operation Blue Star and
Kargil spoke, everyone listened, without exception. But as he glared at the
assembly, there was only one thing on everyone’s mind: why was he showing
them pictures of these wanted terrorists, who were out of their reach and
therefore old news?

Waris’s deep voice cut across the room clearly, though he spoke in a tone
scarcely above a whisper. He pointed at the three faces one by one. ‘Look
carefully at the screen, please. The first man is Sabahuddin Umavi, also known
as Chachu. He trained the ten terrorists who attacked Mumbai on 26 November
five years ago. He was their supreme commander, and he was the one who
operationalized their mission.’

There were nods all around —they knew who he was.

‘Next. Mehmood Azhar. Again, a very well-known face. He was the terrorist
we were forced to release during the IC-814 hijacking. God alone knows how
many attacks he has orchestrated or contributed to.’

Again, everyone nodded, though clearly wondering where this was going.

‘Finally, Wajid Mir. The handler of the ten terrorists. He coordinated with
them throughout the attack, and kept speaking to them directly via satellite
phones. You have heard his voice in the recordings we obtained of the



conversation between the terrorists at Nariman House and their handlers.’

The Lieutenant General paused to make sure he had everyone’s undivided
attention.

‘All of you know what these men have done. What they’re capable of. So I
ask you again: when do we get justice?’

A woman sitting in the second row spoke. ‘What do you mean by justice, sir?
We have registered a case against them in a Pakistani court. There are charge
sheets against these people. Isn’t it clear to everyone? Of course we are pressing
for justice! Our government is doing its best.’

Waris smiled grimly. When he replied, his voice was bitter. ‘Oh, politics!” he
spat. ‘Is this your sense of justice, which you announce to the whole world?
These men are still alive, and for all purposes, they’re still free. Ask the people if
they think that’s justice. Go and ask the woman who lost her husband and only
child in the attack. Talk to the man who saw his entire family die in front of his
eyes, but has survived and is now reduced to a wheelchair existence. Go and talk
to the families of all the 166 people who were shattered in one night. Go tell
those people what your sense of justice is. Have you even spoken with any of
them? I have.’

A man standing at the back of the room said, “What do you mean by justice?
How else can we get justice besides doing what we are doing now?’

Waris looked at him. ‘“Tell me something. In our ... quest for progress, what
are we doing? Aren’t we constantly emulating the developed nations? We look at
the Americans and the Europeans and the lives of all those who live in powerful,
developed countries, and all we want is to do what they do, live our lives like
them. We ape them so much that we become empty carbon copies of them.
Anyway, that’s another matter. But have I said anything wrong? Don’t we use
them as models for ourselves?’

There was silence. No one knew how to answer this maverick army man’s
question put to them in this uncomfortably direct manner.

“We try to imitate these countries that have made their mark on the world. So I
ask you — what do you think of America’s sense of justice? Osama Bin Laden
killed 3,000 of their people. How did the US reply? They declared war and
turned a whole country upside down in search of that one man. No matter what
the world said or how they labelled them. They didn’t stop, didn’t balk at
anything until they got their revenge. Think of Saddam Hussein. He was alive
and procuring weapons of mass destruction, which the US felt was a threat to
them. So they sent their entire army in search of those weapons. Even when they
didn’t find any, did they stop? No! They didn’t rest until they found the dictator
and hanged him in full public view. That is their sense of justice, and everyone



knows it.’

There was a stirring in the room. Nobody said a word, however, despite the
fact that most of India’s might was concentrated in that room.

The twenty-one people present were all part of a Joint Parliamentary
Committee (JPC) instituted by the prime minister of India as was suggested by
the chief of the Intelligence Bureau (IB). The JPC had been constituted to figure
out what to do with the National Counter-Terrorism Centre (NCTC), and to
present it in a good light. Unfortunately, since the idea had been conceived, the
NCTC had met with a whole host of troubles, including jurisdiction and turf
issues, and the chief ministers of several states were openly opposed to the idea.

The JPC comprised four members from the ruling party and seven from the
opposition parties, as well as the chiefs of the IB, the Indian Army, Research and
Analysis Wing (RAW), the Navy and National Technical Research Organization
(NTRO). There were also a couple of retired military officers and Lt Gen. Sayed
Ali Waris was one of them, earning his place because of his extraordinary
services to the country. They had met a number of times to discuss how to
combat the constant threat of terrorist attacks, but every time the discussions had
been directionless and had not brought any clarity. In fact, this was the first time
the matter had been put to them so succinctly — and so blatantly.

Lt Gen. Waris continued, ‘There is no point in setting up agency after agency
unless we have a clear will to decimate the menace of terrorism. After the Kargil
war, we established the NTRO. After the 26/11 attack, we established the NIA.
Now we want the NCTC. But what’s the point of all these agencies if we can’t
use them to neutralize the threat?’

Nobody dared to interrupt, listening in nearly horrified fascination, almost
knowing what the Lt Gen. was going to say next.

‘I say, we follow the US example. Since we ape them in every other way, we
should do so in this matter too. Our sense of justice should be the same. To kill
these three people in whatever way possible. The government of India needs to
devise a way. We have to—’

He was interrupted by the IB chief. ‘But we are a democracy!’ the man
spluttered, enraged. “We know what the US thinks of democracy. It’s bullshit.
We can’t be like that!”’

Waris was unperturbed. ‘Check your facts, sir. The US isn’t the only country
that does exactly what it wants so as to protect its citizens. Think of Israel. What
happened after those athletes were killed at the Munich Olympics? They
eliminated each and every person responsible. They’re a democracy; in fact,
their democracy is closer to ours than the American system. So why can’t we do
the same thing? That’s what justice is. Our citizens should know that whoever



attacks us on Indian soil will be brought to book in whatever manner possible. If
we can’t do it officially, let’s do it unofficially, off the books.’

The IB chief looked as if he was about to explode. He was joined in this
sentiment by the RAW and army chiefs. It was becoming increasingly clear that
most of them were completely against the idea.

‘I know it’s a war on terror,” said the army chief. ‘But what you’re suggesting
is blatantly against everything we believe! For God’s sake, man, we signed the
Geneva convention!’

The retired army man looked at him quizzically. ‘So are you suggesting we do
nothing? Let them go scot-free? Should we let our country become a killing
field?’

‘I don’t know, but we can’t do this!” shouted the home secretary. ’I can tell
you right here and right now, I will never support an act of retribution like this.
We aren’t like America. They can get away with whatever they want to, but we
can’t. And as far as Israel is concerned, you know the situation. They have to
survive in the Middle East, and to do so, they have to protect themselves. But we
can’t!’

The general nodded. He had expected protest. But this was worse than he’d
anticipated; they were all against him. He tried another tack. ‘Very well, sir. If
you keep talking about bringing them to justice but not killing them, let’s do that.
Let’s bring those bastards back to India. The Mossad did that. They went to
Argentina and brought Adolf Eichmann back to Israel. He was tried and hung.
See? They didn’t kill the Nazi, they brought him all the way from Argentina to
Israel.’

Now the protesters were silent.

“This is why you won’t find any terror attacks in Israel. This is why you will
never see another 9/11 happening in the US. They will do the unthinkable, the
unimaginable, to bring their enemies to justice. As for us, we keep getting
bombed, because we are soft. We keep giving the world the impression that if
anyone wants to screw us, we’re right here, come and do what you will with us.’

He saw that he had disturbed them. Good. That was the idea. But he had
anticipated less resistance. They knew him, knew he was capable, competent.
Few were as skilled as he was at strategizing, and he was a genius at planning
missions. They knew that he must have worked on the idea before putting it to
them, and that he was perfectly capable of carrying out the mission—to either
kill or kidnap the three men—successfully.

But despite knowing all this, they were against him. Except the Opposition
party members. ‘Incompetent fucks,” thought the general. ‘They’re just
supporting me because they think they have to contradict the government. This



isn’t about government or politics, you fools. This is about our right to protect
ourselves.’

Just then, his phone beeped. Frowning, he took it out, and at just that moment
the door burst open and a man rushed in. He went over to the home minister and
began to whisper frantically in his ear. The home minister’s face grew pale and
his eyes widened. Involuntarily, he looked over at the general, who was smiling
grimly, as he pocketed his cell phone.

Everyone looked expectantly at the minister when his lackey stood back, but it
was Waris who spoke.

‘So, Daniel Bradley has been given a thirty-five-year sentence. In a luxurious
five-star jail. AND THERE’S NOT A DAMN THING WE CAN DO ABOUT
IT”’

There was a ripple of shock all through the room. The home minister stared at
Waris, unable to say anything.

‘So you see, minister, you sit here and talk about justice, but Bradley will
spend the rest of his life in a nice jail, gorging himself, working out, maybe even
playing golf. Thirty-five years, and the sentence may be reduced later, or he may
even be out on parole sooner.’

Slowly, the army man walked over to the home minister’s table, placed his
fists on it and leaned forward.

“This man was the reason 26/11 happened. He was the one who caused so
much mayhem in Mumbai, and he will still be out there. And our people, our
widows and orphans, will still be weeping here.’

Straightening to his full six feet two inches, Waris looked around. “You call
this justice?’ he snarled. ‘Headley too needs to die.’

Without another word, he turned and strode out the door.



1 July 2013

Istanbul, 2 p.m.

Ordinarily, a raan is supposed to nourish the person who eats it. But the raan
that was to be the highlight of this evening was different. It was designed to
bring death.

“That was a fruitful meeting,” thought Sabahuddin Umavi, one of the
masterminds behind the 26 November terror attack in Mumbai nearly five years
ago. Umavi was a Ghazi, a stalwart of Islam, one who had despatched hundreds
of Indian infidels to hell. The 26/11 carnage was the jewel in his jihadi crown.

And at that moment, Umavi was over the moon. Now was the time to
celebrate!

Only a few minutes earlier, he had struck a deal with a Saudi Arabian
organization that had enabled him to pocket half a million dollars. He could use
the money to spread the spectre of mayhem and bloodshed across India: his
lifelong goal. ‘I’'m on my way to eternal glory,” he thought, imagining life in a
huge castle in Paradise, with thousands of nubile virgins at his disposal.

Umavi rubbed his hands in excitement as he paced the room, restless despite
his victory and impatient to kickstart the celebrations. It had been a long time
since he’d had raan, and this seemed like the perfect occasion to relish it. It was
also fitting that he had struck the deal here in Istanbul, the home of that dish. The
hotel he had checked into, the Marmara Taksim, was one of the biggest and the
best, and their food and hospitality were world-famous. He had ordered several
other delicacies as well, but his mouth watered in anticipation of the Royal
Marmara Raan, even as his mind salivated at the havoc he would soon wreak.

In a room a couple of floors above his, two men sat listening very hard.

They could easily get into Umavi’s room through the air-conditioning vent,
but that would defeat the entire purpose of their being there. They knew his
room’s layout, how many men he had, and where they were stationed in the
neighbouring room, how fit they were, their curriculum vitae of violence. That
was why they had bugged the room just before Umavi had checked in.

Now, as Umavi made the call to room service, the two men heaved a



collective sigh of relief. Things were going according to plan. They knew what
they had to do.

One of them, a towering hulk of a man with an intimidating scowl and an even
more intimidating moustache, clicked open his briefcase. He took out a small
box, smaller than his palm, and looked at it suspiciously. “You really think this
will work?’

The other man was busy changing into a garish yellow suit with a pink tie and
alligator green shoes.

He glanced over and said, “Yes, it’ll work. Ray said it would.’

The first man opened the box and sniffed at the white powder inside. ‘Smells
fine,” he grunted. He gingerly touched a finger to the stuff and tasted it. “Tastes
fine too, just like dry fruit.’

‘It is dry fruit. That’s the idea.” The second man had finished dressing. He
took a South-East Asian karambit knife from his suitcase, and tucked the curved
edge of its claw into his belt, at the back. He then surveyed himself in the mirror
and nodded, satisfied with his look. ‘I’'m ready.’

‘All right, let’s go.’

The two of them walked out of their suite, avoiding the lift and climbing down
two flights of stairs. They were now on Umavi’s floor.

“You go to the other end. I'll keep watch here,’ said the bigger man, who was
clearly the leader.

His colleague nodded and strolled away to position himself just outside one of
the floor’s lifts.

Their mission was clear. They had to wait for the room service trolley to
arrive, spike the raan while distracting the waiter, and return to their room
without attracting attention. They had to do it all without making the waiter
suspicious, and without being spotted by the guards in the room next to Umavi’s,
who had kept their door wide open. ‘Shit, I hope this works,” the man in the
yellow suit muttered under his breath as he walked on.

There were two lifts on the floor, one at either end, and he had to take his post
at the other one; this was till they figured out which way the waiter would come.
They had their cell phones ready in their hands. When one of them spotted room
service, he would signal to the other.

They didn’t have to wait long.

In just under half an hour, the smaller man’s phone vibrated. His colleague
had spotted the target.

He pocketed his phone and walked towards the other lift. As he turned the
corner, he saw the waiter pushing his trolley forward, a bored expression on his
face. There were several dishes on the trolley, draped with a white cloth, all of



them covered with large dome plate covers; the one in the centre was the biggest
and therefore the one with the raan, he knew immediately.

A few paces behind the waiter, he saw his leader walking quietly, his shoes
silent on the carpeted corridor. It was now or never.

The waiter saw the man in the yellow suit approaching him and quickly
assumed a more pleasant expression. He manoeuvred the trolley to one side, to
let the guest pass. But the man in the yellow suit had other things in mind.

He stopped directly in front of the trolley, looking at the waiter, and slowly
smiled. The waiter knew that smile, and knew what was coming. He slowed to a
stop too. ‘Good afternoon, sir.’

The man strolled to the waiter’s side and stopped a few inches away. ‘Good
afternoon. Where are you going?’

‘Delivering an order, sir.’

‘Ah.” The man touched the waiter’s elbow gently, then slid his hand down his
side and behind.

‘Maybe you could delay that order for a few minutes?’

The waiter knew he couldn’t offend a guest, not without losing his job. ‘That’s
very kind of you, sir. But I'm afraid I can’t delay. The gentleman who ordered
this is a very important—’

“Yes, yes,’ said the man smoothly. ‘T understand. But let me take a quick look
at you. I haven’t seen such a fine specimen in a long time.’

He gently prised the waiter’s hands off the trolley, and grasped one of his
hands. With the other, he gently turned him around, his hand still caressing the
waiter’s behind.

“You seem quite stiff. But that’s a spectacular arse you have, my friend. Why
cover it clothes.’

The waiter grew flustered, and tried to gently discourage the man. In the
process, he completely missed what was happening behind him.

The first man had stayed directly behind the waiter during the exchange, out
of his line of sight. The moment the waiter’s back was turned, he lifted the
biggest lid without a sound, opened the small box in his hand, and sprinkled the
powder it contained all over the raan, over and around the meat, as well as the
gravy. Then he replaced the lid, pocketed the box, and moved back behind the
waiter.

The instant the man in the yellow suit saw that his colleague’s work was done,
he smiled again, as if giving in to the waiter’s protests. ‘All right, my friend. But
do visit me when you can. I'd like to get to know you a little better. Room 512.’

‘I shall certainly see to it that you get what you want, sir,” said the waiter,
straightening his coat and turning back to the trolley, not seeing the first man at



all. ‘Goodbye, sir.’

The smaller man winked and strolled away. The waiter trotted off. He’d
grown used to this by now. Most of the Saudi Arabians who stayed at the hotel
seemed to like his physique and lusted after him.

The two men met again in their room upstairs. ‘“Well, that was a bloody
convincing show you put on. Sure you’re not gay?’

His colleague grinned. ‘Definitely not. My girlfriend can testify to that,” he
said, starting to change back into the drab black suit he’d been wearing.

‘Hmph. Anyway, what happens when the fellow gets to Room 5127’

‘Someone’s going to get a shock for sure,’ said the smaller man, chuckling.

His leader grunted again. He took the box out of his pocket and fingered it,
looking troubled. ‘That raan was at least a kilo. Ray gave me twenty grams. I
hope this thing works.’

‘It’s concentrated. It’ll work.’

The two men then positioned themselves next to the telephone, this time more
anxiously than before.

Downstairs, the waiter had just reached Umavi’s room, but before he could
knock, he encountered two burly men. Through the open door, they’d seen the
waiter walk up and rushed over to check for discrepancies. One of them lifted
the lid of every dish, checked the seals of the water bottles and lifted the white
cloth to check the trolley, while the other patted down the waiter. Finally, when
they were satisfied, they nodded.

Umavi’s ears perked up when he heard the knock. “Yeah?’

‘Room service, sir.’

‘Come in.’

The door opened and the waiter walked in, pushing the trolley. Umavi looked
at his guards over his shoulder, questioningly, and they nodded to him. He
nodded back as they closed the door, and turned his attention to the waiter, who
was now unloading the dishes onto the dining table and pointing them out as he
did. “This is the raan, sir, and the biryani, and the naan, and your dessert.’

After making sure he had arranged everything properly, the waiter looked up
at Umavi. ‘Enjoy your meal, sir.’

“Wait.’

The waiter turned back and faced Umavi. ‘Is there anything else I can do, sir?’

Umavi stared at him for a full minute, during which the waiter squirmed with
discomfort. At last he said, ‘Take a spoon.’

Surprised, the waiter hesitated, then picked up a spoon from the platter.

‘Now taste the curry. Not the raan, the curry.’

‘But sir, I’'m not supposed to have that. It’s for you!’ protested the waiter.



‘I know. I don’t care. Taste the curry.’

‘But sir, waiters shouldn’t eat the guests’ food, and—’

‘Shut up, you fool,” hissed Umavi. “Your rules are for your other guests. I’'m
not like them. Now taste the fucking curry or I’ll make sure you’re fired by this
evening.’

The waiter had protested enough. Slowly, he dipped the spoon into the curry
and savoured it. There was no telling what guests might ask for, but this was a
first.

‘Now have a tomato.’

The waiter picked up a piece of tomato from the raan and stuffed it into his
mouth. He chewed it quickly, wanting to get out of the room and away from its
eccentric occupant as soon as he could.

Umavi watched the man like a hawk, alert for any strange movement from
him. But the waiter seemed fine. He didn’t become breathless, didn’t collapse to
the floor, nothing. He waited until the man had gulped down the whole mouthful
and then stood watching him for another minute. Then, when nothing happened,
he waved his hand. ‘All right. Now you
can go.’

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.’

Umavi watched the man hasten to the door and rush out. As the door closed,
he rubbed his hands in glee. It was safe.

Being a wanted man in several countries had made Umavi deeply cautious.
Even in his satisfaction at having brokered a good deal, he refused to let his
guard down. But this time at least, it seemed his fears had been groundless.

Sitting down at the table, he grasped the knife and cut himself a big piece of
the raan. If he could, he would finish the whole thing; otherwise his guards could
eat the rest.

Like a true Muslim, he began his meal with ‘Bismillahir Rehmanir Rahim’,
but he rushed through the customary pre-meal prayer and broke off a piece as
soon as he could manage. He stuffed it into his mouth and started chewing, eyes
half closed, savouring the juicy morsel, the pure, unadulterated taste of it,
remembering the last time he had raan, and realizing that this was infinitely
tastier. But a part of his mind was still on the meeting he had had that morning.
As he swallowed the first morsel, a strange signal went off in his brain, but he
ignored it.

He started chewing on a second mouthful, and suddenly a thought occurred to
him. Why would they want to give him half a million dollars when they had
never actually met him?

He’d had this thought before, and had contemplated it from every angle he



could think of, finally dismissing it as a blessing from Allah. But now,
something didn’t seem right.

He swallowed the second mouthful.

The men he had met were from Saudi Arabia, or so they had said. Their
paperwork had proven this. They said they were very happy with the work
Umavi was doing. But how had they known about him in the first place? This
was another question he had thought of earlier, but this time, it seemed more
urgent.

As he bit into the third piece of raan, he began to feel a bit breathless. When
he swallowed, the food seemed to be stuck in his throat. Then suddenly, he
started to choke.

Alarm bells were now ringing in his mind: who were these guys who had
come out of the blue and wanted to give him money and, more importantly, what
was their real purpose?

By now, he couldn’t breathe at all. His head was starting to hurt from the lack
of oxygen, and a blanket of darkness seemed to be descending in front of his
eyes.

He spied the jug of water on the table and lurched forward, trying to grab it.
But his body felt heavy and he fell to the floor, clutching at the table. His hand
caught the big dish of raan and it fell to the floor beside him, making no noise on
the carpeted floor.

His body was failing fast and he couldn’t find the strength to move his ninety-
six kilo frame — but his mind, panic-stricken as it was, was still racing. He
realized that the meeting had been a sham, and that the men he had met had done
this to him. But what had they done? The waiter had been fine, so it couldn’t be
poison and yet, he could feel his life ebbing. His heart was beating wildly and he
felt as if someone was strangling him. He struggled to get to the water, knowing
all the while that he wouldn’t make it. He couldn’t move at all now, and there
was no way he could alert his guards outside.

Those men had killed him! But how? How had they done it? What was
happening to him?

All at once, he saw a crowd of faces in front of him. Bleeding, crying, wailing,
crippled people. These were the dead, the victims of his actions. But why were
they crowding around him now? To escort him to his final destination?

Then, through the crowds of the dead, his hallucinating eyes watched as a
monstrous giant appeared. His eyes were red, blazing with anger, and his
contorted face was the embodiment of rage.

But a black blanket began to envelope his vision. Finally, the darkness in front
of Umavi’s eyes was complete. His body stopped twitching. His final, thwarted



attempt at breathing failed. In his suite on the ninth floor of the Marmara
Taksim, the great warrior Umavi died, knowing who had killed him but unable to
save himself.

In the room two floors above, the two men got up. Their highly sensitive bugs
had just informed them that Umavi had collapsed. Earlier they had planted a
listening device outside the window, hanging by a thin thread not visible to the
naked eye. The bug was supposed to relay the slightest of sounds in the room,
including a shuffling of papers.

The taller man knelt beneath the AC duct and the shorter man climbed on his
shoulders to reach it. He clung to the ceiling for a moment, then forced himself
up through the opening. The taller man followed, though it was slightly more
difficult for him. Especially since he could hear footsteps approaching. By the
time they had dropped silently onto the floor of Umavi’s room from the AC duct
above, Umavi was stone dead, the veins in his throat standing out, his hands
clawing at his chest, eyes bulging from a red face.

As the smaller man watched, his colleague silently went to the centre table in
the living-room area, picked up a bowl of hazelnuts, and emptied more than half
of them into his pocket. Then he brought it down on the dining table.

Within a few minutes, they were ready to get out. ‘Quick! His guards will be
here any moment!’

The smaller man held out a muscular arm, and the tall man held it firmly. He
mustered up all his strength and pulled his colleague up until his free hand could
reach the ceiling. The tall man heard the footsteps right outside the door, and in
one swift motion got into the duct. The door opened and the plastic covering of
the air duct closed simultaneously. The two of them left the same way they had
come, as silently as before.

“That was a close shave,’ the tall man whispered. ‘Now let’s get the hell out of
here!’

Umavi’s death was discovered barely an hour later, when the waiter came
back to collect the dishes and found his body sprawled on the floor, food
splattered all around him. His cries brought in the bodyguards, but they knew it
was too late. They threatened the waiter, who was trembling in fright, and found
out how Umavi had forced him into tasting the raan curry. Unbelieving, one of
the guards knelt and cautiously licked a sliver of the raan, then put it into his
mouth, chewed and swallowed it. Nothing happened, which left them totally
bewildered.

The hotel authorities went into a tizzy upon discovering one of their guests
had died. The body was taken to the local hospital, where a reluctant doctor was
forced by the two bodyguards into venturing his opinion that the victim might



have died from an allergic reaction. The hotel employee who was with them
conveyed this information to his seniors and soon, news of the death and its
probable cause had spread, subject to official confirmation.

This was what the two men heard as they stood at the front desk half an hour
later, waiting to check out. Umavi had died a natural death, brought on by a
severe allergy. The post mortem had confirmed that it was a hazelnut allergy, and
the hotel authorities also stated that the bowl of hazelnuts in his room was half
empty.

The smaller man was chatting with the concierge as he drew up the paperwork
for their check-out. ‘But why the hell did he have the hazelnuts? He must’ve
known he was allergic.’

The concierge, a small portly man with a harried expression, shook his head.
‘God only knows, sir. Maybe he didn’t know he had the allergy.’

The smaller man also shook his head, thanked the concierge as he pocketed
the slip, assured him they would have a safe flight back home, and left. Around
them, the commotion was rapidly escalating.

The mission was a success. The two men had been tense throughout, as this
was a new method of killing for them. In a career that collectively spanned more
than four decades, they had faced many combat situations, killed men with guns
and knives and tanks and bombs. They were skilled in delivering death, but they
had never used such a gentle method—something that they had both been highly
sceptical about—as a means of killing. The innocuous hazelnut powder, which
they had tasted themselves, killed their target in less than a minute.

The moment the two men exited the building, the bigger man took out his cell
phone and dialled a number. It was answered on the first ring. ‘Yes?’

“The groom has left to meet the bride, sir.’

‘Mubarak. Let’s have the wedding celebrations here.’

“Yes, sir,” said the man and hung up. His colleague signalled for a cab and
minutes later, they were on their way to the Ataturk International Airport, where
a Turkish Airlines flight would take them to New Delhi.

Sitting in his study inside his Delhi home, Lt Gen. Sayed Ali Waris struck
Umavi’s name off a list in his diary. There were two names left.

The army man smiled to himself. The odyssey of retribution had begun.
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2 February 2013

It was a lazy Sunday morning, just warm enough for people to stroll out and
bask in the sun. Amritsar’s usually freezing winters seemed to be on their way to
becoming a thing of the past, thanks to global warming and the resultant rise in
the earth’s temperature. Not that people here really cared—it was just another
thing to adapt to, in their view.

But when the lazy peace of their day was disturbed by the roar of a
motorcycle, people stared at the miscreant astride it, some curious, some
annoyed. The rider was massively built, with a bushy beard and eyebrows
obscuring most of his face, leaving only a fierce pair of eyes visible. He weaved
his way through the obstacle course of men and machines with obvious
expertise, sometimes shouting when a particularly obstinate individual refused to
move out of his way. Most of the men he passed assumed he was on his way to
the rally and was late. They could have been right.

Deputy Superintendent of Police Igbal Singh Kang was late, but he wasn’t
going to the rally. He was on his way to see the man who would be speaking at
the rally — to try and stop him.

It hadn’t been planned as a big rally initially. A few local leaders were slated
to stop by and mutter a few words into the microphone to an audience that would
probably not even touch 500. Which was why the ground they’d chosen was a
small one. But then, it was suddenly announced that Ranjit Raina would be
present at the rally, and the local partymen and netas went berserk. From a tiny
ground they moved the rally to the Ranjit Avenue Ground, off Ajnala Road, and
the anticipated audience swelled to an easy 20,000. After all, it wasn’t every day
that the prime-minister-in-waiting addressed a rally and few would want to miss
a man who was known for his fiery, charismatic oratory.

Indeed, Ranjit’s impulsive remarks sometimes sparked controversies and even
furores, such as when he’d quipped just a few days ago that nearly seventy per
cent of Punjabis were addicted to drugs like opium. Swati Raina, his mother and
the supremo of the ruling National Democratic Party (NDP), had disapproved of
her son’s remark. Rumour was that she had instructed him to visit Amritsar to
make amends for the grief he had caused the Punjabi populace. The Sikhs had
always been a patriotic race and had contributed vastly to the freedom struggle



and post-Independence wars. As they were also one-time NDP loyalists, Mrs
Raina knew she could not afford to alienate them; this sort of a remark should
not have been made by a potential prime ministerial candidate. Ranjit’s trip was
intended therefore as more placatory than campaign-oriented (the elections were
to be held the following year).

The sudden announcement that Ranjit would attend the Amritsar rally wasn’t
sudden enough, though. Ample time was given to a group that hadn’t been active
in years to prepare a crude welcome for him. Kang had found out about it just
ten minutes ago, which meant that he had very little time, if any at all, to stop
Ranjit from receiving that welcome.

Kang had just entered his gym for a muscle-blasting workout when he saw his
informant Bashir looking at him from the other end of the gym. Bashir was a
failed bodybuilder and one of Kang’s most prized informants. The price he
demanded was unique: he would challenge Kang to deadlifts and the officer
would have to lose publicly. Once he had, Bashir would give him the tip. Even
though Kang could easily have defeated Bashir, he knew the information he got
in return for losing would be accurate. Today was no different.

‘Raina is getting married today,” Bashir said in an undertone to him, just after
he had ‘won’.

That was enough for Kang. He was on his bike in the next ten seconds.

He drove crazily through the narrow streets, not caring if he knocked someone
down — though he knew that with his training guiding his reflexes, he would
never hit anyone. The men in the Special Task Force might not be the most
talked about security force in the country, but they were as well trained as any
other officers.

As he turned a corner, Kang’s digital wristwatch beeped. It was 10 a.m.
Ranjit’s rally was expected to start in half an hour, and he was a punctual man
who was never late for anything, be it rally, a meeting or a doctor’s appointment.
Kang knew that he would leave for the ground with his security any moment
now. He revved his bike and drove harder, yelling at people to get out of his way.
His voice held a slight note of panic now.

Three corners and six minutes later, he sighted his destination and knew he
was almost out of time. Three cars and a few police motorcycles were lined up
outside the bungalow and there were security officers milling around. As Kang
approached, there was a slight stir of activity, and he realized that Ranjit must
have left the bungalow; there he was, walking towards his car.

Horn at full blast and shouting at the top of his lungs, Kang drove straight
towards the cars. He saw the alarm in the eyes of the security officers. At once,
they raised their assault rifles and pistols — but relaxed upon identifying him.



Had it been a civilian approaching in that manner, they wouldn’t have hesitated
to shoot, but Kang was in standard STF uniform. He was one of them. So, for the
moment they held their fire, although they remained on alert.

Kang knew this and decided not to push his luck any further. A little distance
from the cars, he screeched to a halt and dismounted. Not bothering to keep the
bike upright, he let it fall and approached the men, staring down a dozen barrels.

He kept his eyes on the unit chief in front of him — the inspector general was
the only man who hadn’t unsheathed his pistol. ‘Stop right there. You are not
supposed to be part of this set up. What do you want?’ Mukhtar Singh Dhillon
was composed, but the note of warning in his voice was unmistakable.

‘Sir, my name is Igbal, Chandigarh STF. I have an urgent input and I need to
speak to Mr Raina immediately.’

‘I thought as much. Why?’

‘Sir, I don’t want to explain out here in the open. But I need to see him
urgently.’

‘Everyone wants to see him urgently. Why—’

‘Sir, we don’t have time!’ screamed Kang. ‘It’s a matter of life and death!’

The chief remained unfazed. ‘Please control yourself, Officer. Shouting won’t
solve anything. What do you mean by life and death? We have adequate
protection in place. The Special Protection Group, the Punjab Police, and you
can see that chopper hovering over us. What are you afraid of?’

Kang could see a knot of men moving toward the cars and realized Ranjit was
on his way.

Kang took a deep breath to steady himself. ‘Sir, I'm begging you. I have
important information that Ranjit sir needs to know. I found out just this
morning. Sir, I cannot let him go to that rally. It’s dangerous. No security is
foolproof. What if there’s a Trojan horse? Please, you have to trust me!’ By the
time he’d finished, Kang was shouting again.

There was a slight commotion behind the chief and suddenly Ranjit Raina
walked into the fray, followed closely by five anxious bodyguards. True to form,
he’d ignored his security cordon and walked out into the open.

‘Sir, what—" the chief started to say, but was cut short.

‘’'m all right, Singh. With so many of you to guard me, I’'m quite safe, I
should think.” He smiled at the chief and then turned and looked curiously at
Kang. ‘What is it, officer? Was it you shouting?’

“Yes sir. Please don’t go to the rally,” Kang said urgently. ‘I beg you not to go.
It isn’t safe.’

Ranjit frowned. “What do you mean, not safe?’

‘I mean, sir, that your life will be in danger if you go to that rally.’



‘Really?’ Ranjit threw back his head and laughed. ‘My life in danger? Officer,
let me tell you something. My life is always in danger. I know that. These men
around me know that. But I refuse to let that scare me. Both my grandmother
and my father were assassinated, and if it’s my fate to die in the same way, I will.
But I won’t cower like a frightened rabbit behind lines and lines of bodyguards,
you understand?’

‘But sir,” pleaded Kang. ‘I have concrete information that there is a threat to
your life!’

“What’s your name?’

‘Kang, sir. Igbal Singh Kang.’

“Well, Kang, I get this information every day. Every time I go to a rally or a
meeting or out anywhere, I get concrete information, just like yours, that I will
die. Does that mean I should stop going out at all?’

‘But sir—’

‘Enough.” Ranjit held up his hand. ‘Thank you for your concern, Kang, I
appreciate it. But I’'m going to that rally now.’

He turned and started to walk back to his car.

Kang couldn’t control himself anymore. Before anyone realized what he was
doing, he strode forward and stood in front of Ranjit, blocking his way.

A frown appeared on Raina’s face and he looked at IG Dhillon, who
immediately yelled at Kang. ’Officer, this is gross insubordination! Get out of
the way at once or I’ll have you suspended right now!”

Kang refused to budge.

Dhillon clicked his fingers at his men and six of them came forward, muscles
flexing as they holstered their weapons with the intention of hauling him away.

They underestimated him. Kang was a 110-kilo behemoth who stood six and a
half feet tall. He was also a professional wrestler with several gold medals under
his belt.

The six men trying to drag him away found this out the hard way. Despite
their efforts, Kang stood unmoved, yelling all the while for Ranjit to stay. Two
more men came forward, and the odds shifted slightly in their favour.

Suddenly Raina held up his hand and walked forward. The men paused and
stood still, huffing.

‘I’1l ignore this misbehaviour, Kang,” he said, ‘because I can see you really
believe you’re right. I won’t press charges against you. I know you’re concerned,
but watch yourself and don’t cross the line. Now, I’'m already ten minutes late.
Since you’re so convinced that I’'m in danger, you can travel in the car with me
and see for yourself how most of these threats are just hoaxes.’

‘But sir—’ started IG Dhillon, only to be interrupted.



‘Please, I'm late. Let’s get moving.’

‘I’m against Kang travelling with you, sir,” said Dhillon firmly.

‘Point taken, Singh. Can we go now?’

With that, Ranjit strode towards his car and got in, followed by Kang. The

three cars and a host of accompanying officers on motorcycles rode off in a
cloud of dust.
The Ranjit Avenue ground was massive, but the security forces were used to
covering large areas. Under normal circumstances, the local cops would have
been enough, but since Ranjit Raina himself was going to be present, nothing
had been left to chance. After all, with someone like him, it was impossible to be
too careful. The man was known to recklessly shove his guards aside and mingle
freely with the public, making him a security official’s nightmare. He often
declared that he was a people’s person, that he refused to hide behind a ring of
bodyguards.

All the big guns had been called in: the Special Protection Group, the Punjab
Anti-Terrorist Squad (ATS), RAW, local police, Special Branch. Everyone had
arrived to make sure it was safe. Sniper patrol was in place, dog squads had
sniffed around, and all paraphernalia had been checked and double checked.
There were no loopholes. Not that they could see, at any rate.

They were wrong. This was proved within a matter of minutes.

Raina had been delayed by a good twenty-five minutes, and instead of
arriving at the podium at exactly 10.30 a.m., he reached the flower-bedecked
gate at 10.55 a.m.

He was greeted by a welcoming party, all carrying huge garlands. Raina kept
accepting the garlands, letting them accumulate and then removing them and
handing them to his aides, as was his wont at every rally. He greeted the women
party workers with a folded namaste, a bright smile on his face throughout.

Behind him, Kang seemed to have been lost in the crowd, but he was
watching everything like a hawk, his eyes darting here and there. The car park
was too far, so that ruled out a car bomb. All the entrances had high-tech metal
detectors, so a human bomb couldn’t sneak in either. Then where?

Raina was the target, not the public. His informant had told him that much.
Ranjit had moved past the entrance and, till he reached the stage, he would be
surrounded by people. That left the makeshift corridor to the stage as the only
possibility. The corridor was around sixty yards long, and ended at the steps up
to the dais.

As Raina stepped into the cordoned off area of the corridor, all the while
waving at the cheering crowd, Kang’s heart began thumping loudly. It was all



too familiar. It was as if the old failure had taken place just now.

Three white Ambassadors halted near the VIP portico of the secretariat.
Within minutes, Chief Minister Beant Singh emerged from his second-floor
office, dressed in a spotless white kurta pajama, and began moving towards his
car. There was a bit of jostling as his security staff struggled to keep bystanders
at bay.

Kang, eighteen years younger and brimming with enthusiasm, was waiting
outside on his motorbike. He couldn’t enter the secretariat with the vehicle until
the CM had left.

He parked the bike outside and was strolling towards the gate when he saw a
figure moving purposefully towards the CM. The man was dressed in standard
police uniform, but something about his movements seemed wrong. He didn’t
seem to have the loitering gait typical of someone who had come with an
application to the secretariat. He also appeared unconcerned about his
surroundings, which was unnatural given that he was a cop near the CM’s
security cordon. But most importantly, his movements suggested a purpose, a
deliberate mission.

Suddenly, Kang realized what he was seeing. The uniformed man was no
policeman. He wanted to scream and alert Beant Singh’s men — but then he saw
something that made his blood run cold. The man was only a few feet from the
CM, and his hand was moving towards his pocket. He was a human bomb.

Kang froze. His voice was trapped in his throat, his hands and legs seemed to
have turned to lead. The distance between him and the minister was less than
thirty metres, but there were too many men between them. A part of Kang’s brain
told him that he should use his amazing strength to push everyone aside and
rush to save the CM. That was his duty — to protect the country that he loved, the
state, his land, his people. And his chief minister, the man who had single-
handedly tamed terrorism in the state.

Before Kang could pull himself out of his frozen state, there was a massive
explosion right in front of him, and he was thrown back like a toy. A dark pall of
smoke engulfed everything. Then, as the shock wave cleared the building, there
was a deathly silence. Kang was lying on a heap of bicycles; all around him
people were rushing about, screaming, wailing and calling for help, but he
couldn’t hear them.

As hearing slowly returned to his temporarily deafened ears, Kang knew that
the CM was dead — and that he could have saved him if he had acted in time.

That was eighteen years ago.

Suddenly, Kang was assailed with the same feeling he’d had then. Something
was not right. Raina had almost reached the steps that led to the podium and



Kang knew it was now or never. He rushed up to him.

“Sir, stop!”

Ranjit turned and gave Kang an exasperated look. ‘Not again, officer!’

Kang refused to budge. Irritated now, Ranjit turned to his security and was
going to ask them to lead Kang away when it happened.

The blast ripped through the dais, blowing it to smithereens. Nearly twenty
feet away from the stage, Raina was thrown back by the impact of the blast,
fetching up against the fence.

The debris from the explosion and the shock wave from the blast hit several
cars parked behind the stage, including those of Ranjit’s entourage, shattering
their windows and triggering their alarm systems. The audience was thrown into
a panic, running in all directions through the cloud of dust, and the noise from
the cars’ alarms only added to the chaos.

The sound of the explosion had deafened Ranjit temporarily, and as he
struggled to get to his feet, he could hear only faint screams from the crowd
around him. Within seconds, his security cordon had got to him and whisked him
away to his car, leaving behind many questions about the so-called tight security
that had been organized.

A total of five men had been killed, all of them junior party workers who had
either been sitting in front of the stage, handling the sound system, or standing
on the stage. Twenty-four others were injured, six of them critically. As his brain
slowly started to function, Ranjit realized that the delay caused by stopping to
talk to Kang had most definitely saved his life.

He tugged at the sleeve of one of his bodyguards. ‘Kang,’ he croaked. ‘I want
to see Kang.’
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RAW HQ, Lodhi Road, New Delhi
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He was sporting a blue turban, dark shades and a thick, bushy beard. Clearly,
more than anything else, the point was to be unidentifiable and inscrutable.

He had given his name as Balbir Singh Sandhu, spokesperson for the Babbar
Khalsa International group. The BBC had been showing runs and re-runs of the
tape since morning, wherein the Sikh terrorist group had claimed responsibility
for the explosion in Amritsar.

“The idea was not to kill Raina. It was just a warning bugle. Whoever insults
the Khalsa will be dealt with severely. So Raina and all his friends in the Indian
government should take note of this.We are alive, aware and ready to strike.’

Suresh Kumar Yadav, alias Sky, was watching the BBC telecast in his office.
He was said to be the second best thing to have happened to RAW, after the
founding director, R.N. Kao.

India’s premier spy agency had been established after consistent intelligence
failures in Pakistan and China. Kao, then deputy director of the Intelligence
Bureau, had given its blueprint to Indira Gandhi and in 1968, the agency was
established and given responsibility for strategic external intelligence in all
forms. RAW was the only agency in India not accountable to the people of India
or even the Parliament, reporting directly to the prime minister of India; much
like Mossad in Israel. Ably supported by the National Technical Research
Organization (NTRO), RAW was thus exempted from the Right to Information
Act, and its director designated as Secretary, Research. Raised along the lines of
the American Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), critics had accused it of having
the potential to become another KGB-like monolith. However, stalwarts like Kao
had more than once proved the merit of such a structure.

Within a few years of its establishment, the agency had disclosed Pakistan’s
frantic efforts towards uranium enrichment at Kahuta, the site for Khan’s
Research Laboratories, a nuclear weapon testing facility. Pakistan was
developing high-range fissile material production and was producing highly
enriched uranium (HEU), which RAW agents established was of weapon grade



when they tested hair samples near the testing site. However, further penetration
was thwarted when Prime Minister Morarji Desai boasted to the then President
of Pakistan, Zia ul Haq, that India knew all about Kahuta and the work going on
there. The ISI eliminated every single Indian asset in Pakistan it could find
related to Kahuta.

In fact, politicians had consistently undermined the work carried out by RAW.
The now infamous Gujral doctrine was another example. During his ten-month
stint as the Indian prime minister, Inder Kumar Gujral had shut down the special
intelligence operations of RAW in Pakistan, causing a major setback to the
agency in intelligence gathering.

The chiefs of the spy agency were chosen from the Indian Foreign Services,
Indian Police and even the Indian Postal Services. However, Sky was from an
army background. It was the army man in him that had heard the intense
emotional plea of his fellow army officer, Sayed Ali Waris, at the JPC meet. As
was his wont, Waris had sounded logical and unemotional, but Sky knew the
frustration and anger raging beneath. He had opposed Ali and shown his
aversion to what he was advocating, but he knew that his friend was right.

Sky was accountable to the highest office in the country and being at the helm
of RAW meant that he had to act with utmost responsibility. Therefore, even
though he’d known that Ali Waris was right in pushing for a revenge mission, he
knew he couldn’t sanction it based on his own instinct alone. The RAW chief of
India couldn’t act on impulse.

The screaming Sardar on the telly was now replaced by two intelligence
experts specializing in South East Asian affairs. Sky switched off the TV and
turned to his officers, who were watching the broadcast with him for the strike.
Until then, only the Indian news channels had been crying themselves hoarse
about it. But when a channel like the BBC got involved, and when the Khalsa
fellow had given an ‘interview’, they knew it was no hoax.

‘Sir, I’'m telling you. The ISI’s signature was all over the blast,’ said the first
officer. He pushed a file towards Sky. ‘The bomb was a crude, improvised
explosive device, concealed in the hollow of the amplifiers on the stage. The
explosive charge, fuse, circuitry and initiation system—everything points next
door.’

‘Any arrests so far?’ asked Sky.

“The local police have picked up some suspects. DSP Igbal Kang has emerged
a hero of sorts. They’re saying it’s because of him that Raina is still alive,’ said
the other officer.

Sky was silent for a minute, lost in thought. Then he looked around at the
others and said, ‘Very well, gentlemen. Thank you for your report. Now, if you’ll



excuse me, I need to make a few calls.’

As soon as the door closed, he picked up his phone and dialled a number. It
was answered almost immediately. ‘Ali? You busy?’

“What do you think, Sky?’ replied Lieutenant General Ali Waris on the other
end. ‘I was hoping I would be, but you didn’t seem too intent on letting me
shield our asses.’

‘All right, old man, take it easy,” Sky said soothingly. “What you proposed at
that meeting caught us all by surprise. You didn’t really think we’d agree
immediately, did you?’

“Well, what do you want? And who’re you calling an old man?’

Sky chuckled. ‘Not you, old boy, that’s for sure. Anyway, I need to talk to
you.’

‘So talk to me.’

‘Not here, not now. Can you come over to my place this evening?’

There was a pause before Waris replied. ‘Fine. I’ll be there at eight.’

At exactly 7.58 p.m., Sky’s doorbell rang. The moment Sky opened the door,
Waris noticed his host’s furrowed brow. He waited until Sky led him to the study,
and then came straight to the point.

“What’s on your mind, Sky?’

The RAW chief didn’t answer immediately. He stared blankly out of the
window into the darkness of his lawn.

After years of service with Sky,Waris knew better than to interrupt his friend.
He sat back in his chair quietly and waited.

Abandoning any pretence at small talk, Sky asked, ‘Ali, what do you know
about K2?’

‘“What, the mountain? It’s high.’

Sky gave him a dirty look.

‘Oh, you mean the Iranian mullahs — what are their names, Khomeini and
Khameini? Iranian warlords who fucked America before UBL took over from
them. You getting nostalgic in your old age, Sky?’

Despite his state of mind, Sky chuckled. ‘Come on, you old bastard. Seriously,
what do you know?’

Waris shrugged.

‘Not much, really. The only K2 I know is code for the Khalistanis and
Kashmiris. But—’ He stopped as he saw the expression on his friend’s face.

“That’s the one I’m talking about,’ said Sky.

‘But they’re long gone! We wiped them out ages ago! They slunk away when
they realized we were too powerful for them!”

‘I know we decided that, my friend,” said Sky, nodding sadly. ‘I’'m going to



disappoint you. K2 is active right now.’

There was a stony silence. Waris felt his heart pound against his ribcage.

Back in 1971, Zia ul Hag had mounted a diabolical campaign to bring
Kashmiri militants and Khalistani terrorists together. Neither on their own could
cause a dent in the might of the Indian Army, but he felt a combined onslaught
would be far more difficult to repel.

Then began a series of hijackings and notorious plane landings in Pakistan.
Khalistanis began addressing the media from Pakistan and badmouthing the
Indian government. All this and the Kanishka bombing had caused massive
setbacks to the Indian government in their fight against militancy, though India
was ultimately successful in eliminating the K2 threat. Waris was among those
who had believed this. Until now.

‘Confirmed?’

‘Absolutely. I guess you haven’t seen the afternoon news,” Sky said, sitting
back in his chair.

‘No, I haven’t. I was with my daughter.’

‘Babbar Khalsa has taken responsibility for the Amritsar blast.’

Waris’s eyes widened. ‘Khalsa? Where the hell did they come from?’

‘No idea. Apparently, they called the BBC in London. The usual stuff, you
know — we could have killed Ranjit if we wanted to; next time he won’t be
lucky, that kind of thing.’

“Yeah, that’s the tune these fuckers play when their plan fails. As if they could
kill someone like Raina so easily.’

Sky half-smiled at Waris and shook his head. ‘Ali, that’s the problem,’ he said
seriously, getting up to pace the room. ‘Raina would have roasted in that blast.
My man was there, he told me Raina’s alive only because of bloody luck. An
STF fellow got wind of the attack and tried to warn Raina. Delayed him by
twenty-five minutes.’

Waris understood immediately. ‘And the bomb was on timer! Raina’s alive
because he was late to the rally!’

Sky nodded. ‘Exactly. Ali, we had no idea. These bastards are everywhere,
and I believe them when they say we won’t be so lucky the next time.’

Waris looked at his friend questioningly. ‘But isn’t that what I said to you
fellows that day? We’ll never be safe until we get these fuckers.’

‘I know. But the situation is more dire than you think. Recently, we unearthed
a secret tunnel in Sialkot that opened into the Samba region of the national
highway. I'm sure you’ve heard of it. Then some of my men reported that around
fifteen men are being trained in Aksa for a suicide attack to take place in
Jammu’s Doda district. Now there’s this blast in Amritsar,where my officers tell



me that the IED’s design is identical to the ISI's handiwork. On top of that, the
Khalsa has resurfaced, meaning that there’s got to be some kind of an alliance
that’s been resurrected.’

He stopped and returned to his chair. ‘Ali, the meaning is very clear. Things
are going to get very messy, very soon, unless we can do something to stop it.’

‘So you’ve reconsidered my proposal?’

Sky sighed and rang for his manservant, who appeared promptly. ‘Want
something to drink? Scotch?’

‘Strong black coffee, no sugar.’ Sky nodded at the man, who withdrew
silently.

Sky looked back at his friend. “You're still the same, Ali. I still remember how
you took a mug of coffee and climbed onto that jeep’s bonnet in Drass, while the
shelling was still on.’

Waris chuckled. ‘Yeah, God knows what possessed me to do that. But it
worked, didn’t it?’

“Worked?’ said Sky. ‘Of course it worked! Nobody dared to shoot you! You
lucky bastard!’

“Yeah? Who’re you calling lucky? What about the time you were refused your
first deputation to RAW? We met in Srinagar on the frozen Dal Lake,
remember?’

Sky chuckled, reminiscing. ‘I remember we drove right into the middle of the
lake and stopped there!”

‘Exactly. Of all the damned places to catch a drink! You and I, sitting in the
middle of a frozen lake, you with your Scotch and I with my coffee, and God
knows how many snipers hidden all around. It’s a bloody miracle we weren’t
shot!’

“True. We’re a pair of very lucky fellows, Ali.’

‘Luck’s got nothing to do with it, Sky. I’ve always told you that. It’s easy to be
brave when you’re hiding behind a clutch of
AK-56s. You need balls of steel to be a real man, like you and I. And these
Pakistanis have not learnt the aleph, bey, tey of bravery,” said Waris, grinning,
knowing his friend would appreciate his use of the Urdu alphabet.

Sky’s manservant entered with a tray bearing a pot of coffee, two mugs, two
glasses and a decanter of whiskey. He deposited the tray on the table, bowed
reverentially to Waris and went back out.

“Yes, well, it’s that damned bravery of yours that got you into trouble,’ said
Sky, pouring out his friend’s coffee and then a stiff Scotch for himself. “You
should move on, Ali, and find peace in the good things of life.’

He grew serious then. ‘Look, you almost caused an international scandal by



marching your brigade across the LoC.They could have court-martialled you for
it, but your track record saved you. You can’t do that this time, Ali. You can’t
dance into the fray in your usual manner, wanting to die a warrior’s death. Too
much is riding on this.’

‘I don’t want to die in my bed, Sky. That’s not a bad thing to want, is it?’

They were both silent for a while, each lost in his own thoughts and poison,
one muddy brown, the other golden. Then Waris said, ‘Let’s stop beating around
the bush, Sky. Why am I here?’

Sky stared at him for a long moment, taking his time. He then said,
‘Remember that plan you told us about at the meeting?’

“Yes.’

‘Please go ahead with it. I’ll back you with resources, but that’s it. Beyond
that, you’re on your own.’

Waris stared at him, ‘Credit me with some intelligence, Sky. I understand the
issue of plausible deniability.’

‘It can’t get back to me, Ali. You have full independence in choosing your
team, right from wet works commandoes to tech support, no questions asked.
You can call me only in exceptional circumstances, when you’re in totally deep
shit. But I'm telling you again, Ali. It can’t get back to me. For me, this
conversation never happened.’

‘I know what you’re saying, Sky. Inshallah, this will never come back to you.
With me, you don’t have to watch your back.’

Sky sighed and leaned back. ‘Ali, I do know. And that’s why I called you
over.’

Ali looked up and smiled. ‘Is that so? I thought you called me to have your
blasted sarkari coffee!’

Sky grinned back. ‘I thought you wanted to have grilled meat.’

‘T used to like it, but now I think it’s time I precipitated hell’s fires to roast
others in it.’

As he spoke, Waris’s countenance underwent a total change. His hands formed
into tight fists and his lips were pressed together. His eyes had a distant look, a
look that would have shrivelled his enemies. For a moment, even Sky could not
look into his friend’s eyes.

‘Good luck, Ali,” said Sky, smiling, knowing that now it was the enemies of
Waris who would need all the luck in the world.
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1999. Kargil. The war had all but been won. The Indian Army had neutralized
resistance from Pakistani forces almost everywhere. Few remained who could
withstand the might of the jawans. The fight that had begun in May continued
till July, resulting in a decisive Indian victory and humiliation of the Pakistanis.
At the end of the war, the Indians had lost over 527 soldiers, the Pakistanis 1063.

But there were some pitched battles that were never reported.

A vital link remained under Pakistani control: Point 5250, near the Khalubar
ridge in the Batalik sub-sector. It was a plateau-like structure that afforded an
almost unrestricted view of the surroundings for miles around. Even on a bad
day, with below par viewing conditions, it would have been impossible to
approach the ridge unseen, far less climb to the top and vanquish the enemy.
There was a single road leading through the peak, but it was heavily manned and
impossible to approach, as the narrow pass and the high ground around it meant
that anyone trying to take that path would immediately be killed.

For days, the Indian Army tried to capture Point 5250. Artillery troops kept
firing at the Pakistani forces at the top, occupying their attention while others
climbed the walls of the plateau, trying to get to the top from where a more
organized resistance could be put up. But every attempt failed, as the Pakistanis
would immediately spot anyone scaling the ridge and gun them down. From
their strategic height, they repulsed every attack, often just by hurling boulders
down at the advancing army. Two entire battalions fell to the tactical advantage
of the Pakistani soldiers.

Finally, the Indians gave up all hope of capturing the point. The enemy was
too well positioned, it simply couldn’t be done. Not by any conventional means
of warfare, that is. Something different was needed, something foolproof,
something that couldn’t be achieved by ordinary infantry tactics.

Brigadier Ali Waris, sector brigade commander, had been watching from his
headquarters a kilometre away. He had left his deputies to capture the peak while
he marshalled the remainder of the forces to consolidate the Indian Army’s
victory. But finally, he realized that too many men had died pointlessly trying to
overcome the unconquerable, using all the standard war tactics. It was time he
intervened. Waris knew that wars are won only through strategy; if the enemy
had an advantage, he would have to create one for himself. And he did just that.

Some time just before noon, on the fourth day of fighting, when the two
forward battalions had finally given up attacking the peak and retreated several



miles further back, the Brigadier walked into his camp. By evening he had
drawn up a plan, a daring and highly risky one that would have to be executed in
darkness. There would be two teams, both from his reserve battalion — one
would climb behind the other. Leading the first team was his trusted man, Major
Brijesh Singh, who handpicked his men, choosing them for specific qualities
only they had. The man in charge of the second team was a young captain by the
name of Vikrant Singh, who had proven himself to be a quick-witted and highly
capable officer on the numerous patrolling assignments led by him in the brigade
sector.

The first team would approach the plateau slowly, in the dead of night, and
because of the darkness they could remain concealed until they started climbing
the peak. After that though, the noise would alert the enemy. This was where
Waris’s genius came into play.

The first team up, led by Brijesh, would number around thirty. They were all
heavily bearded Pathans dressed in Pathani suits, long kurtas and pajamas with
rucksacks slung across their backs. On their heads were turbans or the knitted
skull caps worn by Muslims. From the moment they started the climb, they
shouted slogans of ‘Naare-takbeer’ and ‘Allah-o-Akbar’. Brijesh had to practise
very hard to correctly intone the Muslim war cries and sloganeering; for a
Thakur from Pratapgarh, they were quite a mouthful. The Brigadier was
gambling on the fact that the Pakistanis at the top would assume that these men
were their own Muslim brethren, both because of their chant and how they were
dressed, and wouldn’t open fire. They would think that these were
reinforcements for their own ranks, and allow Brijesh’s team to climb all the way
up.

Following Brijesh’s team from behind would be Vikrant and his men. They
too would be dressed in Muslim attire, but would climb quietly. The darkness
would hide their identity effectively and Brijesh’s team would keep the enemy
busy until it was too late. And here was the second gamble: to keep Brijesh and
his men from winning the peak, the Pakistani soldiers would call in
reinforcements. But they wouldn’t arrive immediately, certainly not in time to
lend support. So the soldiers who were guarding the only path through the peak
would leave their posts and join their fellow soldiers to defeat Brijesh. Once the
way was clear, Vikrant and his men would attack from the rear, which the
Pakistanis would by that time be powerless to defend.

All through the next day, the two teams readied themselves. They had to carry
food and ammunition because it was impossible to predict how long they would
have to keep up the fight, especially if reinforcements for the enemy arrived
quickly.



As soon as darkness began to fall, they set off. By 10 p.m. they were at the
base of the plateau and starting the climb. Soon the silence of the night was
shattered by the false war cries and the scraping of the boots of twenty-six men
as they climbed the face of the plateau, clinging to tiny handholds, ledges and
assorted undergrowth.

Far below them, the second team took their own diversion and headed towards
the path. Soon enough, they spotted the sentries prowling the area, and more
than two dozen snipers perched high above, giving them full visual access to the
valley. At that spot, they waited. They couldn’t afford to show themselves until
the soldiers on the road rushed to repel Brijesh’s attack.

In the dead of night, the Pakistanis did exactly what the Brigadier had
predicted — one by one, they began helping Brijesh’s men in the final stages of
ascent, pulling up the climbers as they reached the top, mistaking them for their
own. No shots were fired. No boulders came hurtling down, aimed to crush the
climbers.

But it was nearing morning by now, and Brijesh could see the slightest
glimmer of light on the horizon. He realized that he couldn’t wait any longer. As
soon as twenty men were up on the peak beside him, he yelled without warning,
“Yalgaar?’

Hearing Brijesh shout to his men to attack would have been warning enough,
but his use of Urdu left the enemy uncertain. Before any of the Pakistanis could
react, his men opened fire.

The front ranks of the Pakistani soldiers were cut down before they could
offer any resistance at all, and Brijesh’s team managed to get behind cover as
they engaged the rest of the forces. However, both numerically and strategically
stronger, the enemy retaliated once they gathered their wits. In the space of four
hours, Brijesh lost three of his men, while the others grouped around him, firing
constantly.

The instant the shots rang out from above, the second team became alert. Any
time now, the soldiers below would abandon their posts; it was only a matter of
time.

But time was against them. Even though the second team of Pakistanis was
immediately alerted of the attack, none of them moved. Not a single man left his
post, and the road remained as impenetrable as ever.

Throughout the day, shots rang out from the top of the peak. It was impossible
to tell what was happening, or who was winning. All Vikrant and his men could
do was wait grimly and impatiently.

The Brigadier had underestimated the Pakistanis. They didn’t give ground and
for the entire day they fought, every man to the last breath. Brijesh soon realized,



as did his men, that things had gone horribly wrong. But none of them retreated
a single step.

Night fell, but the shots didn’t stop. At brief intervals, a gunshot would shatter
the silence. But nothing changed. And the men guarding the road still didn’t
budge.

On the third day, when Brijesh’s team had worn thin, with only twelve of his
men standing, they heard shouts from behind the enemy. Reinforcements had
arrived at last. The captain of the team of soldiers barricading the road had sent a
runner up to the peak, and decided to retaliate. Brijesh realized what had
happened, and so did his men. With renewed vigour, they fought on.

Down below, Vikrant waited and watched. He maintained the holding position
he had been ordered to, while Brijesh’s men drew fire. Nearly the entire
regiment had now left to reinforce their troops, and only four snipers had been
left behind. Easy.

He selected three of his men, all brilliant marksmen. Together, the four of
them marked their targets and, at a signal from Vikrant, fired. Every shot found
its mark and the four snipers fell from their perches, stone dead even before they
hit the ground. The path was theirs. Leaving six of his men to guard the post,
Vikrant and his men charged up the peak, not a minute too soon.

As the Pakistanis heard them approach, their cries of victory turned to dismay.

“Ya Ali madad!’ cried Vikrant as he dove into the fray, firing left and right,
The dark night rang with screams and gunshots. This was pure battleground.
Waris had used religion to turn the tide against his enemies.

Brijesh and Vikrant’s heroics proved too much for the Pakistanis. Within a
matter of hours, the peak was theirs. Except for one casualty, all of Vikrant’s
men were alive, and the twelve remaining men on Brijesh’s team, and Brijesh
himself, were alive too — exhausted beyond belief, but alive.

Waris’s gambit had paid off. He set off now with two companies drawn from
his battalions, determined to push the advantage and move deeper into enemy
territory, to capture it before the Pakistanis could launch another attack. The
apparently indefatigable Peak 5250 had been captured — but not without a final
setback. As the two teams settled down for the evening, Vikrant’s men lined up
in front—any reinforcements would come from there, and Brijesh’s exhausted
team had fought for three whole days—while Brijesh watched the rear.

Even the best of men have their weaknesses, and Brijesh let his guard down
for a few minutes; the Muslim jawans had expressed a desire to offer namaz to
express gratitude to the almighty.

Brijesh knew that it was these men who had saved the day for the country, and



they were entitled to kiss their motherland with their foreheads.

It was this moment of weakness that the enemy was waiting for.

Somehow, enemy soldiers managed to sneak around the camp and attacked
them from behind. Brijesh was caught unprepared, and even as he scrambled up
with his weapon in hand, he watched as his men were cut down in front of him.
Vikrant and his men joined the battle almost immediately, but they were
exhausted and too few in number.

It was only because of the frenzied pace at which the Brigadier was driving
his men that they arrived just then. Before the Pakistanis could take back the
peak, the Indian soldiers fell upon them and averted the danger.

Of the fifty-two men who made the climb, Vikrant’s team was left with only
seven. And not one of the men in the first team survived, except for Brijesh. It
wasn’t his fault — after three days of continuous fighting, he was barely able to
stand. But there, in that makeshift tent, Waris knew he was looking at a broken
man.

It had been almost a decade and a half but Brijesh still awoke at night with his
clothes and bedsheets drenched in sweat. The same old dream haunted him: of
Pakistanis charging towards his men as they prostrated on the ground, oblivious
to the attack, while he watched in horror from a distance, helpless.

Brijesh had spoken to counsellors and therapists, but none could help him. He
still couldn’t sleep properly. Even the strongest of sedatives failed to tranquilize
him.

He had opted for a desk job and spent years at the Immigration desk in Attari
post, still haunted by his vivid dreams of losing his men.

Waris had kept in touch with Brijesh. He knew only too well that no amount
of therapy, counselling or sedatives could help a warrior overcome his demons.
Brijesh would be healed only through a similar mission.

The moment Sky gave the go-ahead, Waris knew that Brijesh would head his
crack team.
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Sayed Ali Waris had been recruited into the Indian Army in 1971. His
grandfather, Sayed Mohammad Hasan, had fought in World War I and his father,
Sayed Mustafa Husain, had retired as a colonel in the Indian Army. Waris’s three
uncles and several of his cousins were still in the army. His grandfather and
father were known to be legends in their own right. This illustrious and patriotic
lineage accorded Ali Waris a meritorious position in the army.

Hailing from Barabanki near Lucknow, Waris rose to become a role model for
most of the army and policemen in all of Uttar Pradesh. At the time of Partition,
his grandfather refused to go to Pakistan. For his clan, India was one of the most
sacred places on the planet.

Waris disliked what he thought of as the treachery and duplicity of Pakistan.
While New Delhi was initiating bus diplomacy with Islamabad, the Pakistani
army was slowly infiltrating Kargil and Kashmir. Brigadier Waris had been part
of the convoy that had taken that bus trip with Prime Minister Atal Bihari
Vajpayee, to be greeted in Lahore by the Pakistani premier Nawaz Sharif.

After a first glance at Nawaz Sharif and Pervez Musharraf, Waris took his
friend Sky aside and told him, ‘I don’t trust either of these men. They could be
really harmful to India.” Kargil proved that Waris’s fears were not unfounded.

Waris almost caused an international scandal when he took his brigade across
the Line of Control in Pakistan, in response. Given the length of the border and
its porous nature, it was possible to walk across. ‘I want to tell Musharraf that
warriors don’t hide and backstab; they take to the battlefield like men. Let him
send his best men. We will send ours. Kashmir can be settled here and now.’

His misadventure could have cost him a court martial. Only his pedigree and
the PM’s direct intervention saved the day. He was quietly shunted to a desk job
at RAW. He had served at RAW earlier and the experience came in handy in his
second stint. In his second coming, he quietly bided his time until he retired.

A widower, Waris never remarried. His daughter Vibha had moved to the US
after marriage and he lived alone.

His Kargil wounds had been opened afresh by the 26/11 attack. He knew that
diplomacy was often a sham, that nothing could be achieved through lobbying.
He believed in the justice system of Israel, where an attack on a Jewish person
anywhere in the world was tantamount to an attack on the State of Israel and
retribution would be sought.

Five years after the attack in Mumbai, he realized that his government was



still trying to get the conspirators out of Pakistan and that they were not willing
to cooperate. He decided to take matters into his own hands and dispense justice.
He was not an army man anymore and did not have to take orders from anyone.
He just needed a few intelligent and dedicated soldiers to deliver justice to the
victims of 26/11.

Brijesh and Vikrant were both obvious choices for his Justice League. While
Sky managed to get immediate sanctions for both, Brijesh took a lot of
convincing. He finally gave in when Waris told him, “This may be your only
chance to redeem yourself and take revenge for your martyred team.’

Brijesh’s eyes showed the spark that had been missing for so many years as he
finally relented.

A professor of anthropology, Brijesh had initially joined the Indian Army by
sheer accident. But once he got in, he forgot his academic background and
showed an amazing passion for intelligence work. The transformation was
surprising. The man was a paratrooper, comfortable with any gun and skilled in
close combat martial arts; his fitness level was that of an Olympic athlete, which
is why he had been chosen for that dangerous Kargil mission of Peak 5250.

Vikrant Singh had been biding his time with the Border Security Force (BSF)
and proved to be a revelation. The G Branch of BSF, which is its intelligence
wing, had been facing major strife as most of its top honchos were reeling under
corruption charges. With most of his bosses facing an inquiry for cooking up
actionable intelligence, Vikrant had been given additional charge of the branch.
He had not only spruced it up, he had made them look much better than military
intelligence.

When the Bangladeshi army had begun killing Indian jawans, Vikrant had sent
a subtle message to them. One night he slyly crossed the border, planted
explosives in the arsenal of the Bangla army, and blew it to smithereens. ‘It
could have been an entire battalion instead of an arms depot,” Vikrant conveyed
to his counterpart in Bangladesh. After that incident, the BSF began to call him
One Man Battalion.

Vikrant’s promotion to the post of commandant relieved him of his duties at
BSF, and he was asked to report to Ali Waris immediately.

Waris was setting up the biggest mission of his life, against astronomical odds.
He needed good, solid men, men whom he could trust without question. Brijesh
and Vikrant were those men.

The three of them sat quietly in the General’s study, not speaking, reliving
without words the anguish that the Kargil victory had brought with it.

The door opened and Igbal Kang walked in.

‘So this is the man,’ thought Waris, as he scrutinized Kang from head to toe.



‘Looks like a strong character, has clearly gone through a lot.’

Aloud he said, ‘Come in, Mr Kang. Take a seat. Please excuse me if I don’t
say anything more, I’d rather wait for the final members of our team to arrive. I
dislike repeating myself.’

Kang nodded equably and sat down on a chair in one corner of the room.

It wasn’t a large room. One side of the wall was lined with tall, barred
windows, and in front of it was an enormous table, behind which sat Lt Gen.
Waris. The other three walls were lined with bookcases, reaching right up to the
ceiling. A flat TV was set into a groove in one of them, and was soundlessly
flashing a news channel.

The table was in a corner to the right of the door, which was set into the wall
between two bookcases. It opened into the room in such a way that anyone
coming in wouldn’t see the table until he’d closed the door behind him.

There was a potted plant to the right of the table, and Vikrant sat on the chair
next to it, reading a newspaper. Brijesh was sitting on one of the three chairs
facing the table. With the exception of Vikrant, they were all watching the news
silently.

Finally the door opened again and two people walked in. One of them was a
slight man with a balding head, thick glasses resting on his nose and a nervous
look on his face.

The other person was a woman who they knew was in her late thirties but
looked considerably younger. She was wearing a dark grey pencil skirt that
accentuated her curves and showed off her shapely legs, and the white shirt she
wore fit her snugly, its top two buttons open to reveal a little more cleavage than
was necessary. The effect she had on most men was electrifying, and she knew
it. She also knew that the effect was lost on everyone in the room except for
Igbal and the man she had come in with.

Waris stood up and looked her up and down. ‘Is it really necessary to dress so
provocatively, Ms Borges?’

The woman was unfazed. ‘Not really, sir,” she said. ‘But then, how I dress
shouldn’t matter, should it? It’s my work that has got me here.” Her voice was
honey, heavy and alluring, but it also possessed an air of command.

He looked at her appraisingly, then nodded. ‘True.’

He sat down and signalled for the others to take their seats. ‘I’ll introduce
everyone in turn. This is Laila Borges. She’s our tech expert. Her companion is
Subhrata Ray. He’s a biotechnologist, geneticist and computer systems expert.
They are both on loan from NTRO.’

He pointed at Vikrant. ‘He’s an army major, and has also served with the BSF.
And this is Igbal Kang. He’s from the Punjab Special Task Force. And this is



Brijesh Singh, retired colonel.’

Laila looked at Vikrant. ‘Isn’t he too young for this, sir?’

‘He may look young, Ms Borges, but I assure you, I’ve seen his work and
what he’s capable of, and he’s the best field agent I know. Is there anything
else?’

“Yes,” said Laila. She turned to Brijesh. ‘I know the colonel. Again, I'm
wondering at your choices, General. If I’'m not mistaken, Colonel Singh took
voluntary retirement from the army after being found unfit for duty.’

Till then, Brijesh had sat silently, eyes on the floor. But Laila’s words struck
him like a whip. His eyes flashed, and he turned and looked her full in the eye.
“You may be eminently qualified, madam, but have you ever lost an entire team
and been unable to save them? Have you ever watched them die in front of you,
knowing their deaths were because of you?’ He spoke quietly and firmly, but
there was an immense sadness in his voice.

Laila was taken aback. ‘I-I-I’'m sorry. I didn’t—’

‘It doesn’t matter,” interrupted Waris. ‘I know Brijesh is capable and he’s my
first choice for what we’re about to do.’

Kang cleared his throat and spoke. ‘Sir, what are we here for?’

Waris smiled grimly. ‘Retribution, Mr Kang. It’s time to strike back.’
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“T'he deaths have to look natural.’

There were puzzled looks all around at Waris’s statement. Only Brijesh sat
expressionless, staring at a spot on the wall.

Kang leaned forward in his seat. ‘All of them, sir?’

“Yes.’

‘But sir,” said Laila, a troubled look on her face. ‘That will complicate matters
immensely.’

Waris nodded. ‘I’'m sure it will, Ms Borges. But that’s the way it has to be.’

Vikrant spoke up. ‘Correct me if I’'m wrong, sir, but these are India’s enemies,
and we’re going to kill them. But if they appear to have died of natural causes,
how will that get the message across?’

The others nodded in agreement. ‘A clean shot or a garrotte will show them
we mean business,’ said Kang. “We’re just as deadly as anyone else, and we can
doit.’

‘I understand your concern, Kang. And I'm not doubting any one’s abilities.
You are among the best, which is why you’ve been chosen for this mission.’

Kang shifted uneasily in his seat. ‘Thank you for your confidence, sir. But I
don’t think you’re aware—’

‘About your background? Transferring you from the Chandigarh STF, which
was your home base, was a punishment. I know everything, Kang.’

Before Kang could reply, Laila broke in. “What do you mean, punishment?’
She eyed Kang quizzically. “What did you do?’

‘It wasn’t what he did, it’s what he didn’t do,’ said Waris. ‘Mr Kang here was
present at the time of Beant Singh’s assassination. He was charged with
dereliction of duty.’

The attention in the room shifted, as everyone first looked at Kang, and then
back at Waris. Brijesh stared at Kang, a fierce light in his eyes.

‘Mr Kang was at the top of his class. He was assigned to the Punjab chief
minister for protection duty. Then departmental rivalry got him shunted out of
the protection unit. But he was at the spot when the assassination was carried
out.’



‘I was just outside the secretariat,” said Kang mechanically, in a low voice.
“The perimeter was secure. The CM was walking towards his car, and as he was
getting in, I saw a man in a police uniform walking towards him. I should have
shouted an alert. But I couldn’t take my eyes away from him. It all happened too
fast. And then ...’ His voice trailed off.

‘I did some background research,’ said Waris gently. “Your son had been taken
very ill the night before. It is possible that you were already distracted.’

‘I froze, sir. It had never happened to me before. I was the only one who knew
what was going on, but I froze. And the minister was killed.’

Waris got up, walked over to Kang and placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘I know
what you’re going through, Kang. But what happened that day has got nothing to
do with my choosing you for this mission. You’re a good soldier, I know that.
And you’re clearly capable, since we all know you saved the prime minister
designate from certain death. That’s why you’re here. You’re loyal, obviously
quite fearless, you’ve proved that you can overcome the past, and that’s what I
need.’

Waris glanced at Brijesh as he spoke, but the younger man’s face was
inscrutable. Waris knew that of all of them, Brijesh understood exactly what
Kang was going through. He hoped his words would have some effect on Brijesh
and bring him out of his own private hell.

“That’s what I need from all of you,” Waris said, straightening up. “You know
your enemy, and I know you want to wipe them off the face of this earth as much
as I do. I need your cooperation, your expertise and experience.’

‘But sir,” said Laila. ‘None of this explains why we can’t simply shoot them
dead.’

Waris went back to his desk and sat down. ‘We don’t exist, gentlemen. As far
as our colleagues and compatriots are concerned, we are not here. We won’t
have support from anyone, not the government, nor any of the agencies. It is
only us, a rogue team, if you want to call it that. We cannot let this get back to
India. It is a private mission and not a government-sponsored hit job.’

There was a chorus of protests. But Waris quietened them with a raised hand
and continued to speak. ‘I know. I understand your indignation. Unfortunately,
this is the way it has to be. We are a peaceful, democratic nation, and the world
knows us as such. We cannot take the law into our own hands; these people,
even though they’re terrorists, need a fair trial in the eyes of the law. But I say
we don’t give them that. Just as there was no sense or justice in the case of the
hundreds and thousands they have killed, these terrorists don’t deserve our
justice. This is war, and if the enemy can intrude on our land and kill our
innocent citizens, why can’t we do the same? After all, everything’s fair in love



and war.’

‘But sir,” said Vikrant, ‘how are we different from them then? If we too ignore
all the rules and laws, if we too kill whoever we want, don’t we become the
same as them?’

‘No, Vikrant, we don’t. They’re violating every principle in the book, so why
can’t we? The difference is that they are killing innocents. We will kill the guilty.
And it’s because of our standing in the world that we can’t show everyone that
we are the ones who killed them. That’s why the deaths have to look natural.’

Finally, Brijesh spoke. ‘And how do we plan to do that, sir?’

Waris smiled and waved at the small man who till now had been quietly
observing the proceedings. ‘I believe,’ he said, ‘that Mr Ray is more qualified to
answer that question.’

Ray grinned and got up. ‘Sir, with your permission, I’d like to use your desk.’

Waris waved his assent.

Ray walked over to the desk and plonked his backpack down on it. He took
out a thin laptop and switched it on. There were no logos on it, and upon
Vikrant’s questioning look, he said, ‘Oh, this is a laptop I built. I didn’t like any
of the ones on the market. They weren’t, shall we say, efficient enough, and
didn’t have any of the designs I wanted.’

He jabbed at the trackpad and a few keys, then suddenly closed the lid.
Nothing happened for a second, then the opaque cover of the lid lit up, and a
shape formed in the air just above it. Ray was using the laptop as a holographic
projector, and instead of a wall or a screen, he was projecting the images in the
air.

The others were suitably impressed.

‘I’ve prepared a small presentation using the data Lt Gen. Waris provided me.
Observe, please.’

He clicked a small pen in his hand, and five images appeared above the
laptop. ‘These are your targets. First, Sabahuddin Umavi: 26/11 mastermind.
Second, Wajid Mir: recruiter, trainer and strategist of Lashkar. Third, Damien
Bradley: white American, all-round recon man. Fourth, Mahmoud Azhar:
fugitive, terrorist. Fifth, Haaris Saeed: the man in charge, the brains behind
Lashkar.’

‘Our objective,” said Waris quietly, ‘is to eliminate each of these men. With
them gone, the Lashkar-e-Toiba will be directionless without a leader. That’s a
step in the direction we want to take — to make India safer. Umavi was the
mastermind. He’s our first target.’

Ray went on, unperturbed by the interruption, ‘“There are several ways in
which this can be done. For example, you can attack the target and hold his head



underwater. Autopsy will reveal drowning as the cause of death.’

Vikrant shook his head. ‘Difficult. Impossible if there are people around.’

“Then there is the customary push from high above. The target will fall to his
death.’

‘It’ll be difficult to ensure that the target is at an elevation. Do you have
anything practical?’

Far from being discouraged, Ray seemed to liven up at the challenge. ‘Well,
what about a staged car accident?’

‘And where would we get the equipment and men necessary to do that?’ asked
Laila, icily.

“That’s easy,” scoffed Ray. ‘It was difficult, back when Yugoslav president
Slobodan Milosevic or even Princess Diana were killed. You needed men,
expensive equipment, bribes and God knows what else. Today I can arrange for a
software malfunction of the car. It’s easy, all I need to do is to get close enough
for wireless access of the car’s onboard computer. I can simply disengage the
brakes. Done!”

He looked around, beaming. They’d all been impressed by his holographic
trick, but now they were looking at him with newfound respect.

“That does have possibilities, Ray,” said Waris. ‘What else?’

Ray looked crestfallen. ‘So we won’t be using that? There are other variations
too. If he’s in a lift, I can cut out its brakes, drop it down like a brick. It’ll just be
a malfunction!”’

‘We might, my dear fellow,” said Vikrant, chuckling. ‘Depends on the
situation.’

Ray nodded. ‘Agreed. Then there’s the anthrax hit. Carry a pellet with anthrax
in your gun chamber, wait until the target is clear and fire the pellet. It should
pass close to his face so he inhales, and he’s a dead man.The biggest problem is
that it has to be fired from close quarters and the bullet has to necessarily
explode close to his face. It’s difficult to monitor the bullet movement and the
target’s location in such conditions.’

‘Intriguing,’ said Kang, a gleam in his eye.

‘But problematic,” said Waris. ‘The bullet will be lodged somewhere and can
be discovered; if there is anyone else close by, the anthrax will get them too, and
anthrax poisoning itself can be detected.’

“Well then, it looks like the best way we can do it without attracting attention
is poison,’ said Ray.

Kang cleared his throat. ‘Poison?’ he said, eyebrows raised. “What kind of
poison?’

‘Oh, there are thousands of them, take your pick. My favourite is the umbrella



shot. You know, the CIA’s weapon in the seventies? The Bulgarian dissident,
George what’s-his-name, Markov, I think, was killed with a ricin pellet fired
from an umbrella gun. Killed him in minutes.’

‘And where exactly do you think we’ll get the opportunity to use your
umbrella gun?’

“Well, ahem, that’s up to you. I’'m just listing possibilities.’

‘“What else?’

“Well, for a time, the frozen poison dart was quite popular. There’s speculation
that JFK was killed in that manner. The entire poison mixture is shaped into a
tiny dart, maybe mixed with some analgesic, and kept in the chamber at high
pressure or a low temperature. Fire it at the target, it pierces the skin, dissolves
and mixes with the bloodstream. Death in seconds, and no trace except for the
puncture wound.’

‘And won’t they find that?’

‘Not if they’re not looking for it. They’ll assume the death was due to natural
causes and won’t even look for a tiny red dot.’

“What about the poisons themselves?’

“Well, ricin is a good one. I'm sure all of you know about cyanide. Then
there’s arsenic, scopolamine, thallium—’

‘Can they be traced?’ said Laila.

‘I suppose some of them can—’

“Then they’re no good. What about poisons that can’t be traced?’

“Well, you have your standard muscle relaxants. Not necessarily poison, since
administered in extremely low doses. But a high enough dosage will paralyse
and kill. There are some drugs that can do that.’

“That’s more like it!” exclaimed Kang.

“Yes. Then there’s something that I’ve only heard of, but it’s extremely
effective. You know how your heart pumps in a set rhythm? When that rhythm is
disrupted for a brief period, it’s called arrhythmia. Prolonged arrhythmia is fatal.
So you aim at the target’s chest and fire a microwave beam containing extremely
low frequency signals given off by the heart. It puts the heart in a chaotic state,
and you have a heart attack!”

Waris nodded. ‘That is an interesting piece of information, Ray. However,
Umavi is in extremely good shape. He’s muscular, athletic and most importantly,
he gets a check-up every month. If he dies of a heart attack, it’ll definitely be
suspicious.’

“Yes,’ said Brjesh. ‘Umavi can’t have a heart attack, and all your poisons will
induce something of the sort.’

Now Ray looked faintly anxious. ‘Well then, gentlemen, I’m stumped.’



‘Ray,” said Waris, grimly. ‘You’re here because you’re the best, because
you’re never stumped. That’s why I wanted you and nobody else. Can’t you give
us anything else?’

Ray was silent for a minute. Then he said, ‘There might be something, but I
cannot guarantee results, sir.’

‘Agreed. Out with it.’

Ray looked around. ‘I’m sure you’re aware that we are made up of strands of
DNA. Deoxyribonucleic acid. It’s a sort of gene pool, if you want to think of it
that way. All of us have unique—’

‘Ray, I think all of us are acquainted with basic biology.’

“Yes, sir. Just checking,” said Ray hurriedly. ‘Now, all DNA has anomalies,
weaknesses. We don’t know most of them because, frankly, our technology isn’t
that advanced yet. But if I could get a strand of the target’s DNA, I could run
some tests, see if there is a specific genetic defect or weakness or anomaly in
him. If there is, we can exploit it. But I’'m warning you, it’s a long shot.’

‘And how exactly do you propose we get Umavi’s DNA?’ exclaimed Kang.
‘Do you expect us to simply saunter over and ask him for it?’

“There’s no need to be so dramatic, Kang,’ said Laila. ‘It can be done.’

‘But how?’

“We do it ourselves here, as training for our IB candidates. They’re all given a
target and told to find out everything they can about him: background, history,
family, medical records, everything, all in just forty-eight hours. So they tail the
fellow for a while and then visit his house, posing as a polio census executive.
Then they ask him or his wife all kinds of questions and get all the details.
Simple.’

‘I’ve heard of this,’ said Vikrant. ‘The CIA do it too. Call up some poor chap
and tell them to answer a survey or something, ask some dumb questions like, do
they read Playboy or do they use condoms or vibrators, and then slip the
important questions in between.’

‘“What happens if they refuse to answer?’ smiled Waris, persisting for the
benefit of his team though he was sold.

“Well, they tell them they’ll get a free one-year subscription to Playboy if they
complete the survey,” grinned Vikrant. “‘Who’s going to say no to that?’

‘Indeed. But I don’t see us being able to replicate either of those methods in
Pakistan.’

‘Sir, do you remember the plutonium mission?’ asked Brijesh.

‘Ah yes, I seem to remember something,” Waris replied, frowning. ‘Remind
us, Brijesh.’

‘It was in the 1980s. We were worried that Pakistan was becoming nuclear



capable. The IB had to know how pure their plutonium was, what grade they
were using. There was no way we could find out. So they activated an IB asset
and instructed him to monitor a barber’s shop close to the nuclear plant. The
fellow stole the hair from the barber’s bin and smuggled it out to India in a doll’s
tummy. The IB got the plutonium grade by examining the strand of hair.’

Ray’s eyes were gleaming. ‘Can you get me Umavi’s hair? I don’t need much,
just a couple of strands.’

‘It can be arranged,’ said Waris. ‘I’ll make a few calls, see what I can do.’ He
picked up his cell phone from the desk and started walking towards the door
when Ray called after him.

‘Mind you, sir, I’'m not saying I’ll find anything.’

‘I know. But then again, you might find something.’

“You always said the sky’s the limit for you, Sky. No harm in becoming a barber
for a change.’

“Very funny.’

“Well, you heard what I told you. Do you have someone in Pakistan?’

‘I have quite a few someones, Ali.’

“Today is Wednesday. These mullah types get their beards and moustaches
trimmed on Fridays — get me a few hairs.’

“That’s in two days. You’ll get your hair in four.’

*

This time it was raining, well past midnight. The team huddled together in
Waris’s study, which was cold despite the warmth emanating from the heater.

They were talking in low voices, outlining the risks of various methods,
activating their networks across the country, listening to information as it poured
in from all quarters.

Suddenly the door burst open and Ray came running in, shouting and waving
a piece of paper in the air.

‘T’ve got it, sir! I’ve found it!”’

Waris asked quizically, “What have you found, Ray?’

‘Exactly what I was hoping to find, sir! It was a real piece of luck, I can tell
you that much.” Ray was almost dancing in his excitement.

‘All right, all right, calm down. What did you find?’

‘Allergy, sir!’

‘Allergy?’

“You know how we’re all allergic to something?’

‘Nonsense,’ said Kang. ‘I’m not allergic to anything!”’



Ray clicked his tongue in exasperation. ‘But that’s exactly the point, Kang!
Everybody is allergic to something. It’s just that you don’t know what it is. And
if it’s a rare one, it’s impossible to tell, unless you know what you’re looking
for.’

“What are you allergic to?’ said Laila, smirking.

‘Fish. But—’

“You're allergic to fish?’ laughed Kang. ‘A Bengali allergic to fish? Now,
that’s funny!’

‘Not at all. There are many Bengalis who are allergic to fish. Well, not fish but
a certain secretion from—’

‘Ray,’ thundered Waris. ‘Get to the point, please!’

‘Sorry, sir,” Ray said, without any sign of contrition. ‘As I was saying, DNA
mapping can give an idea of the substance the individual is allergic to.
Administer that same substance to the target, he’ll fall dead. Autopsy will reveal
death by severe allergic reaction. Simple! Nobody will imagine for a second that
it could have been an assassination!”’

“What is he allergic to?’

‘I analysed the DNA from all possible angles and it was only by a piece of
luck that I did the test.’

‘Control your excitement, Ray. What’s he allergic to?’

‘Hazelnuts, sir!’

‘Hazelnuts?’ said Kang incredulously. ‘That’s not uncommon! Surely he
knows?’

Ray shook his head vigorously. ‘I had full access to everything we know about
Umavi. We have his medical records too.’

‘How?’ said Vikrant, surprised.

‘I hacked into his doctor’s computer,’ said Laila. ‘I got details of quite a few
men before they discovered my attack. And before you ask, no, they don’t know
who hacked into their system. All they know was that it was an attack from
Moscow.’

‘Impressive, Ms Borges,’ said Waris.

“Yes, well,” Ray butted in. “The doctor mentioned his allergy to pineapple, but
nothing else. So we can safely assume the man’s never had hazelnuts in his life,
otherwise he’d have known. All we have to do is take him some place where
there are hazelnuts, administer a small but lethal dose, and we’re done.’

Brijesh looked at Waris. ‘So what now, sir?’

Waris stood up. His fierce eyes blazed at them. ‘I think Iran, Afghanistan,
Turkmenistan and Turkey are the countries which use hazelnuts in almost
everything.’



“We can’t just invite him to Iran or Afghanistan,’ said Vikrant.

“Turkmenistan is too difficult to operate in,’ Brijesh said.

‘Istanbul is the best place,” concluded Waris.

“Then let’s arrange a meeting between Umavi and his maker in Istanbul,’ said
Borges, her excitement evident on her face.



7

Unmavi had just finished his prayers and was folding his prayer rug when he
heard a respectful knock on his door. His assistant entered. He wore the same
elated expression as Umavi, but wasn’t able to control his emotions as well as
his superior.

This quality was the one flaw that Umavi perceived in his loyal assistant,
Abdul Qadir Qandahari. Maybe it wasn’t even his fault; it wasn’t as if he wore
his heart on his sleeve, the fellow just had a very expressive face. But there was
no one Umavi would rather have by his side than Qandahari. The man was
indispensable. Also, he assisted Umavi in a special way that nobody else knew
about.

In a world of constantly progressing technology, Umavi was an uncomfortable
fit. He didn’t like the new age fad of complete digitization and still preferred a
letter delivered by the hand of his personal messenger over an email.

Few knew about Umavi’s discomfort with technology; it would be foolish to
expose the fact that a senior Lashkar-e-Toiba member had a weakness.
Qandahari was, however, the most tech savvy recruit Umavi had trained. So, as
Umavi took Qandahari under his wing, in addition to guarding Umavi,
brainstorming with him and advising him, Qandahari also provided the digital
touch to Umavi’s analogue brain.

Given his immense usefulness, an expressive face was something Umavi
gladly overlooked.

Umavi was a disciplined, fastidious man and Qandahari knew it. He watched
as Umavi folded his prayer rug and neatly deposited it in its bag before walking
forward and kissing his right hand.

Umavi smiled and embraced his assistant. When they’d disengaged,
Qandahari looked at his senior with shining eyes and asked, ‘So are we going
through with it?’

Umavi’s smile was answer enough and his reply confirmed it. “They have
asked for a numbered account. The money will be transferred to us next Friday,
after namaz-e-jummah.’

Qandabhari still couldn’t believe it. It was a gift from Allah and had come quite
out of the blue. The email had arrived on his smartphone only a couple of weeks
ago, from Rabeta Bank. He knew of the bank, of course; he had a few friends in
Saudi Arabia who held accounts there. He had on occasion received promotional
emails from many such banks and usually deleted them almost immediately. No



point in letting spam clog up your inbox. But a few words in the email had
caught his eye and he decided to read through it. Before he’d finished, he
realized this was no ordinary email. He would have to take it to Umavi.

His senior had reacted exactly as he’d thought he would — with scepticism and
disbelief, but hopeful nevertheless.

‘And they just want to give it to us?’ he said, squinting at the printout of the
email Qandahari had brought him.

“That’s what they’re saying.’

“Who are they?’

Qandahari cleared his throat. Naturally, he’d done his homework before
bringing it to Umavi.

“They call themselves Ansar-ul-Ikhwan-ul-Muslimeen.’

‘Hmm. Helpers of the Muslim Brethren. Interesting, but there are dozens of
groups like that, which are actually composed of CIA spies.’

‘I know, Ameer. According to the email, they represent a wing of the Saudi
government. I did some digging around on the internet, but I couldn’t find
anything. So I wrote back to them.’

“You sent them a letter? By whose hand did you send it?’

‘Not a letter, Ameer. I replied to their email.’

Umavi clicked his tongue in exasperation. ‘How many times have I told you
not to expose yourself like that? How do you know your mail won’t be
intercepted?’

‘No, Ameer, my email is safe. I sent it using our 128-bit encryption protocol,
they won’t be able to break it.’

“Sir, I’ve broken the encryption.’

Brijesh looked calmly at Laila, who was standing in front of him. ‘Are you
sure?’

‘Positive, sir.” Normally it would be impossible to break a 128-bit encryption,
but Ray had designed the programme well.

They were at a safe house in Delhi, in a small apartment in Chittaranjan Park.
It would be their temporary command centre, as setting up base in Lt Gen.
Waris’s house was unsafe. He was known to live alone and only his daughter
visited him at times, so the constant coming and going of five others would
certainly arouse curiosity, if not suspicion. They had decided that for every
mission, they would set up their command centre in a different place, so that
there were minimum chances of being flagged.

Once they had established the means by which Umavi could be eliminated,
they had to figure out how to get him to go to Istanbul.



A number of theories were discussed and rejected, before a chance reaction by
Vikrant gave Ray an inspiration; Vikrant had jabbed at his phone’s touchscreen
irritably before jamming it back into his pocket.

“What happened?’ Brijesh asked Vikrant.

‘Nothing, just these blasted promo emails. I keep getting them.’

“Why don’t you just—’

Whatever Laila was going to say was lost as Ray suddenly stood up, his eyes
alight. “That’s it! That’s how we can do it!’

Waris narrowed his eyes. ‘Explain, Ray.’

“Well, sir, we can use the phishing trick, only this time, we’ll introduce a
covert software in the email. Have any of you heard of XSS?’

Everyone except Laila shook their heads.

‘XSS means cross-site scripting. It’s a type of computer security vulnerability
through which we can bypass access controls on websites. We can use non-
persistent XSS to automatically render a malicious script and—’

Kang put up his hand. ‘Stop, stop! Speak normally, will you? I can’t
understand anything you’re saying!’

Ray looked around at the pained expressions on everyone’s faces and shifted
gears. ‘All right, forget what it is. I’ll tell you what we can do. I'm sure you
know that we have entire lists of email addresses these terrorists use. Can we get
those lists?’

Laila nodded. ‘That can be arranged.’

‘Perfect. We’ll scan for Umavi’s email address. Then we’ll send them an
email, which will have a URL in it. Once they click that URL, they’ll be taken to
a page that will contain my hidden script, which will immediately start running.
Alternatively, if they reply to the email, my code will start running. Now this
code will introduce a software, a kind of Trojan horse, into their system. You can
think of it as a kind of malware, one that collects all the data and sends it to us
covertly.’

“That’s all very good, Ray,” said Waris. ‘But how does that get them to
Istanbul?’

“Well, you said Brijesh and Vikrant will promise a donation, right?’

“Yes. They’ll pose as Bangladeshis sending money to help the Lashkar’s
cause.’

‘And how will that money be transmitted?’

“We won’t actually be sending any money, Ray,’ said Waris frostily.

‘I understand, sir, but it will appear to be through a bank, right?’

‘Certainly not. These kinds of transactions are always done in person first,
before any money exchanges hands.’



‘Let me suggest something, sir. Let’s use Rabeta Bank as an example. I’ll
clone the bank’s website. Then, when Umavi replies to my email, we can send
him pages of transactions that we have apparently made, using the bank’s web
pages that I’ve cloned. I’ll keep my script hidden in these pages, and we can give
them access to view several of these transactions—’

“To show them that we’ve done it before?’ asked Vikrant, who was following
Ray’s words intently.

‘Exactly! That will give them confidence that you are genuine. Once that is
done, you can ask them to come to Istanbul for a meeting.’

‘It won’t be that easy,” Brijesh said thoughtfully. “We’ll have to get him to
choose Istanbul himself.’

Unmavi scanned through the documents Qandahari had given him. He could
scarcely believe what he was reading.

‘And this is everything they’ve donated?’ he said incredulously.

‘No, Ameer,” said Qandahari. ‘This is only what they’ve donated in the last
two years.’

That was even more surprising. The group that called itself Ansar-ul-Ikhwan-
ul-Muslimeen was apparently very generous, but more importantly, it seemed to
believe in the same things Umavi did. The documents showed millions of dollars
donated to charities that cared for orphans in Iraq, provided aid to the Palestine
Liberation Organization, and helped displaced Afghani children. There were
transaction records, receipts and documents validating every single donation.
And it had all been done without anyone’s knowledge.

According to the email that Qandahari had replied to, the Ansar-ul-Ikhwan-ul-
Muslimeen didn’t want their name to be displayed anywhere for several reasons.
For one, it would immediately put them on the CIA’s radar and would adversely
affect international politics and diplomacy. Umavi understood and agreed with
this, because if there was a breakdown in current diplomatic relations, Lashkar
would be the first outfit the Americans would target.

Secondly, the Ansar-ul-Ikhwan-ul-Muslimeen believed that nobody else
needed to know who was donating and to whom. Again, this touched a chord in
Umavi.

‘Qadir, I like these fellows and the secrecy they seem to believe in. If they
really are who they say they are, I think they might actually want to do
something for ummah. After all, that is what Islamic charity and zakat is all
about; when you give with the right hand, the left should not know.’

‘I agree, Ameer. And they’ve said they believe in our cause, in jihad. They too
want to see India crushed, the arrogant West brought down from its throne. I



think they’re quite sincere.’

“Well, if you’re right, Allah has just made a provision for the next two years of
jihad. We needn’t worry about how to sustain ourselves and our boys.’

‘Al-ham-du lillah!” cried Qandahari, his epiglottis constricting as the words
tumbled out from the depths of his throat.

‘And you must consider what they want to give us. People give us fifty
thousand rupees, one lakh or two lakhs, but these people are willing to give us
two million dollars! Half a million every six months.’

Qandahari grew sober. ‘That is something I’ve been wondering about, Ameer.
They want us to furnish them with details of how we would spend that money.
Why should we do that?’

Umavi got up slowly and walked to the window. The sun was just setting over
Lahore, and his window offered a beautiful view of the city. It had been over six
decades since Partition but Lahore still retained its rustic charm, unspoilt and
uncorrupted by the vertical development and real estate rush. The skyline of the
city remained pristinely authentic. Umavi had chosen the flat specifically for the
view, saying that it calmed him and helped him think.

Without turning around, he said, ‘I was worried about that too, when you
came to me with their proposal yesterday. But I’ve thought about it and I think
it’s only fair. After all, since they’re giving us so much money;, it stands to reason
that they want to see the results, don’t you think?’

‘But do you believe them?’

“Yes,” said Umavi, turning around and walking back to the table. ‘But only
after I saw these documents. And you’ve shown me their transactions. The
records of the money they sent to the PLO’s Yatama organization, the
Mujahideen-Iraq and Madrasatul Muslimeen in Afghanistan. We went through
them indirectly, through the bank’s website, which means that they must be
genuine.’

‘So now, shall we meet them?’

‘I’m not going to meet them, Qadir. You are.’

Kang was frowning. ‘Who the hell is this Qandahari fellow? I thought we were
dealing with Umavi.’

‘“We are,’ said Ray. ‘Qandahari is Umavi’s assistant. Umavi won’t meet us
himself, he’s sending his crony instead. He’s obviously a smart man.’

‘I thought money always works with these bastards,’ grumbled Kang.

‘Apparently not. Umavi is clearly an idealist, he won’t be swayed by money,
only by ideology,’ said Waris. ‘Vikrant, you’re well versed in Urdu, right?’

Vikrant nodded. ‘Indeed, sir.’



‘Good. Ray, we need Vikrant’s voice to sound different. Do you have
anything?’

‘Of course. I have a voice changer.’

‘Good. I want Vikrant’s voice to be unrecognizable.’

‘Easily done, sir,” said Ray, and started clicking away at his computer.

“Vikrant, I want you to talk to this Qandahari fellow and convince him that
you won’t do business with a faceless organization. Insist that you want to meet
the man at the top. Don’t name Umavi. Tell them that your organization’s
president and a high-ranking representative of Rabeta Bank will personally be
present at the meeting, and they won’t meet just anyone. It has to be someone
higher up. That should get Umavi out of his lair.’

‘He’s a cautious man, sir,’ said Vikrant.

‘I know. I believe he won’t meet you the first time. It’ll either be a no-show or

he’ll give you the runaround. But he’ll come. I know he will. And once he
decides on the location, Kang and Laila will be on recon. They’ll give you and
Brijesh the layout.’
As it turned out, the Ansar-ul-Tkhwan-ul-Muslimeen refused to meet with
Qandahari. They wanted someone higher up. Naturally, this made Umavi highly
suspicious. At any other time, he would have immediately cut off all contact and
gone into hiding for a few days just to be safe. But this was two million dollars!
And the background check, the bank — everything looked solid. Maybe, just
maybe, these guys were genuine. But Umavi wasn’t going to take a chance. He
relayed his instructions to Qandahari, who then asked the Ansar-ul-Ikhwan-ul-
Muslimeen for a meeting via satellite phone or VoIP. But again, they refused.
They wanted to meet in person.

“Your leader’s reluctance is most confusing. We are beginning to assume he
might not need our donation after all.’

Qandahari almost panicked when he read the two-line email. But it gave
Umavi the encouragement he needed; finally, he agreed to a meeting.

According to the Ansar-ul-Ikhwan-ul-Muslimeen’s wishes, the meeting had to
be held in a neutral location and not in Saudi Arabia, for obvious reasons. They
left it to Umavi to decide, and after a lot of deliberation, he agreed to meet them
at a private location in Istanbul, a neutral place where they could safely assume
the CIA wouldn’t be watching them. The venue — a five-star hotel in Taksim
Square, overlooking the Bosphorus, built on the highest of Istanbul’s seven hills,
was called the Marmara Taksim.

Qandahari wanted to book a presidential suite, believing that it would go with
Umavi’s stature. He was surprised when Umavi shook his head.



‘No. Think, Qadir, don’t be stupid. The best place to hide a tree is in the
jungle. If T book a presidential suite, I’ll instantly attract a lot of attention.
Everyone will want to find out who I am, it’s natural human instinct. I don’t
want to stick out. Book me a normal room, I’d rather mix with the populace as a
commoner.’

Umavi smiled at Qandahari’s doubtful look. ‘It’ll also serve another purpose.
It will show our friends from the Ansar-ul-Ikhwan-ul-Muslimeen that our cause
is jihad, not earthly pleasures: we have a spartan lifestyle and don’t splurge on
ourselves. That will encourage them to donate more generously in the future.’

Impressed with his master’s reasoning, Qandahari thought to himself, not for
the first time, that not for nothing was Umavi the head of the Lashkar-e-Toiba.

The man with whom Qandahari spoke was courteous — speaking chaste Urdu,
but with a Bengali accent, as most of his Bangladeshi friends did — and quite
firm. The top men in their organization were going to be present at the meeting,
and they wanted the same from Lashkar. Initially, when Qandahari told them
about Umavi, that he was the man behind the 26/11 attack in Mumbai, and that
he was the brilliant mastermind of the Lashkar, they seemed suitably impressed,
but they didn’t think that he was high enough in the outfit. Qandahari explained
to them about Umavi’s role, his planning and strategizing capabilities, and that
he was the one who had trained the ten 26/11 mujahideen in Pakistan and had
personally overseen their departure for Mumbai. Finally, they agreed.

‘Shahid Latif, our president, and Sajjad Khan, the manager of Rabeta Bank’s
headquarters in Mymensingh, will be arriving from Bangladesh,’ the man told
Qandahari. ‘They have instructed me to inform you that we are also prepared to
aid any other organizations you name.’

When Qandahari relayed this information to Umavi, the Lashkar head
immediately shook his head. ‘We should ensure that all the aid comes our way.
Why should others benefit from this? Who else knows the true meaning of
jihad? Who else is devoted to Allah like us? Others might even be tempted if
they get such large amounts of money. No, we are the only ones who must get
the aid. We will never misuse any funds earmarked for Allah’s service.’

*

Amjad walked into the lobby of the Marmara Taksim and looked around. It was
just past noon, and there weren’t many people. He didn’t know what the two
men from Ansar-ul-Ikhwan-ul-Muslimeen would look like, but he was confident
that he would be able to identify them.

His faith in himself was well placed. Of the twenty-odd people in the lobby,
some were chatting, alone or in groups, and others were reading magazines and
newspapers, no doubt waiting for someone to arrive. Only two were not talking.



Amjad noticed them on one of the sofas, wearing drab grey suits, briefcases at
their feet, sitting erect, with a military air of command. He had no doubt they
were Latif and Khan.

But his orders were clear. He wasn’t to engage them, or talk to them; on no
account was he to let them know he was there. Not for some time, anyway. He
would watch them surreptitiously from a point where they couldn’t see him, and
relay what he was seeing to Umavi and Qandahari, in their room a few floors up.
It was not the most exciting of assignments, but Umavi had chosen Amjad
precisely because of this; he was one of the most patient men he knew. He would
wait for as long as was required, which could be very long, if Umavi had his
way.

Nearly an hour dragged by, but none of the three men in the lobby moved.
Amjad noted that the two men were sitting in exactly the same posture as before,
throughout; not moving, not talking.

When they’d been waiting for nearly two hours, Umavi called Amjad’s cell
phone. ‘All right. You know what to do.’

‘Yes, Ameer.’

Amjad hung up and dialled the number of the hotel reception, and asked to
speak to Mr Shahid Latif, who was waiting in the lobby. In a few seconds, the
hotel speakers crackled and a sexy female voice informed Mr Shahid Latif,
waiting in the lobby, that he had a call.

One of the men got up and went to the lobby phone. Amjad waited until he
heard the hello from the other end and said, ‘Salaam alaikum, Mr Latif. My
name is Amjad. My master Ameer Umavi would like to extend his deepest
apology to you for not being able to be present. He suddenly took ill last night, a
case of food poisoning, and his flight to Istanbul had to be cancelled. He shall be
arriving tomorrow, and has asked me to kindly consider another meeting, same
time, same place.’

There was a pause at the other end. Amjad watched the man on the phone,
himself concealed by a large potted plant. Then the man spoke. ‘I understand.
Please give him my best wishes. We pray he will get better soon.’

“Thank you, Mr Latif. Once again, our deepest apologies.’

‘It’s all right. Salaam alaikum ware hmatullah.’

The line was disconnected.

The man walked back to his colleague and shook his head. Amjad heard him
say, ‘He’s not coming. Let’s go back to our room.’

The two of them moved towards the elevators. As they waited, Amjad
wandered up behind them, looking like any other guest. He nodded at them
amicably. In the lift, he waited until they had pressed the button for the eleventh



floor, and then pressed the twelfth.

At the eleventh floor, the two men got off, and just before the door closed,
Amjad slipped out too. He followed them to their room, satisfied himself that
nothing appeared out of the ordinary, and went back to report to Umavi.

A similar scene played out the next day, only this time it was Qandahari, and
Umavi made them wait for nearly three hours. When he finally got the signal
from his master, Qandahari walked towards the two men slowly. He was quite
astonished at their iron discipline, the way they sat there without moving or
talking.

When he reached them, Qandahari assumed his most apologetic face. ‘Salaam
alaikum. My name is Qandahari.’

The shorter man looked at him and replied in perfect Urdu, ‘Alaikum salaam.
I am Shahid Latif, and this is my colleague Sajjad Khan. How is Mr Umavi?’

‘I’m honoured to meet you, gentlemen. I am ashamed to be the bearer of bad
news for you, but the illness that afflicted Ameer Umavi has claimed the life of
another. It is due to this death in the family that Ameer will be unable to meet
you today. Please accept our humblest apologies.’

For a moment, the two men were silent. Then the shorter man spoke again. ‘It
is indeed unfortunate to hear this bad news. Please convey our condolences to
Mr Umavi. Shall we postpone the meeting then?’

Qandahari nodded. ‘Yes, sir. Ameer is taking tonight’s flight out, and he will
be here in time for our meeting tomorrow. Please do pardon the inconvenience.’

The man raised his hand. ‘It’s all right. But I hope Mr Umavi will have the ...
understanding to meet us tomorrow.’

‘He will, Mr Latif, he will. I promise you. Can I offer you something in the
meantime? Some food or beverages?’

“That is quite unnecessary. Fi Amanillah, Mr Qandahari.’

‘Fi Amanillah, Mr Latif. We shall meet tomorrow.’

The two men nodded and strode away.

On the eleventh floor, Amjad was waiting in disguise at a little distance from
the elevator doors. He followed the two men to their room. Nothing seemed to
be out of order.

Umavi was satisfied. The next day, exactly at noon, Qandahari brought the
two men to his room.

After the initial pleasantries were exchanged, Umavi apologized for not
meeting them earlier. ‘It was unavoidable, gentlemen. You have my gratitude for
being so patient.’

Latif smiled. “We are patient men, Mr Umavi,” he said smoothly. ‘And we
appreciate the trouble and the risk you took. If we were in your position, we too



would have taken similar precautions and made sure the man we were going to
meet didn’t turn out to be something else.’

Umavi’s eyes widened, then he smiled.

That had been two hours ago. The two men had just left, and Umavi was
feeling elated. It had worked! They were genuine. He had just made the biggest
deal of his life, and now the Lashkar wouldn’t have to worry about funds for at
least two years!

He looked at Qandahari’s shining eyes and realized they had to celebrate.

‘What should we do now, Ameer?’

“We should thank Allah. The Quran says if we thank Allah, our bounties will
be increased manifold. Then we should celebrate.’

‘Zaroor Inshallah. How would you like to celebrate, Ameer?’

‘Awwallutta’amba’ad al-kalam. First let’s have food and then we can talk.’

‘Shall I order something?’

‘Call room service. I want to know what the best dish here is. Order two, one
to your room and one to mine. We can order some dessert and juice and after
that, kahawa.’

Within minutes, two royal marmara raans were ordered.

The Bangladeshi duo in their eleventh-floor room listened to the order being
placed. They were ready for their real mission now.



8

Brigadier Arif Jan Afridi

A booming gunshot and the ringing in the ears that followed. That’s all it had
taken to turn his world upside down. That had been over forty years ago, but he
still remembered his ears going numb as he ran in the direction of the shot, right
into his father’s study. He had been the first to arrive at the scene, to find his
father slumped on the carpet, face down, a gun in his limp hand and blood
gushing out from his temple and spreading towards the door. In his haste, he
failed to notice that he had stepped in the puddle. Since that day, he had seen a
lot of blood, but this was one instance he would never forget or recover from. It
had haunted him for four whole decades.

Lt Gen. Yusuf Jan Afridi shot himself in the head soon after he had signed the
Instrument of Surrender in the Bangladesh Liberation War. The document was
signed on 16 December 1971 by Lt Gen. A.K. Niazi and Y.J. Afridi on
Pakistan’s behalf, giving up the half of Pakistan known as East Pakistan until
then.

Lt Gen. Afridi was at the forefront of the opposition to the separation of East
Pakistan, and he was ready to fight to his last breath to keep that chunk of land
under Pakistani’s control, where it belonged. But after the Indians had arrested
93,000 Pakistani soldiers, making them the largest contingent of POWs—Iarger
than those at the end of World War II—and had strategically foiled all attempts
of the Pakistani army, Lt Gen. Niazi and Afridi had no option but to sign the
Instrument of Surrender with the Indian and Bangla army at Ramna Race
Course, Dhaka (then Dacca).

Afridi returned home in a pensive mood, refused to eat anything, hugged his
son and after one final look, kissed him gently on the forehead and quietly
walked towards his study. He left behind only a note, saying, ‘My beloved Arif
Jan, I could not live with this humiliation. But I love you now and shall love you
forever — General Abbu’.

Arif Jan, who was only ten years old, re-read the letter again and again for
years thereafter. Its frayed remains continued to inhabit his wallet, like a
talisman, a statement of purpose, a cause. He had fondly called his father
General Abbu. General Abbu was his biggest hero, even bigger than Quaid-e-
Azam,



M.A. Jinnah.

Every morning he looked at General Abbu’s picture before he started his day
and every night he looked at it before switching off the lights. He joined the
army and rose steadily through the ranks. He had only one mission in life: to
avenge his father’s humiliation and teach a lesson to those arrogant Indians.
They had been dishonest to deny Kashmir to Pakistan, and had subsequently
taken away East Pakistan too. They would pay for it, he promised himself.

Brigadier Arif Jan Afridi became the Pakistan army’s ace weapon against
India. He became the mastermind behind the militant infiltration into Kashmir
and caused havoc in the country. His ingenious handling of the proxy war got
him a fast-track to the Inter Services Intelligence (ISI). Every army, intelligence
and government organization wanted Afridi on their team. The man was known
for his innovative ideas and brilliant, painstakingly drawn up schemes that
unsettled his rivals.

Among the Pakistani intelligence agencies, which included the Federal
Intelligence Agency (FIA), Naval Intelligence, Military Intelligence and Defence
Intelligence of Pakistan, the ISI has long been considered the most influential
and resourceful organization. In fact, it is widely claimed that the ISI is regarded
as the largest intelligence agency in the world in terms of sheer staff strength. No
one even knows the official number of people employed by the agency, though
according to one account, there may be over 10,000 people on its payroll,
excluding informants, moles and general assets strewn around the globe.

After successfully running assets in Kashmir and Punjab, with stints in the
FIA and Military Intelligence, Afridi had been given charge of the ISI’s main
division, Joint Intelligence X. The department coordinated with all other
departments in the agency. Gathering, collating, structuring and processing
intelligence and information from all other departments, JIX prepared the
intelligence report for the director general of the ISI and subsequently, the
president.

Afridi had wanted to personally run Daniel Bradley and participate in the
26/11 operations in Mumbai but departmental politics had kept him out. He had
now begun working with Chinese intelligence agencies. Afridi found Chinese
intelligence to be much smarter, sharper and more efficient than the much hyped
CIA, though he had friends in Langley as well. The Chinese, of course, were
more than matched by the Mossad of Israel or the UK’s MI6.

What Afridi liked about the Chinese was the basis of their alliance with
Pakistan — thwarting India. They had been the first to refuse to recognize
Bangladesh as a separate nation. It took years and a long process of diplomatic
lobbying by the Indians for them to finally give in. Unsurprisingly, since the



time Afridi joined the Pakistani army, he had begun working closely with them.
It was with their help that the ISI had notched up consistent successes in north-
east India.

Major John Hu Wang had one of the shrewdest brains in the intelligence
world. Wang’s ideologies were clear: Arunachal Pradesh and Ladakh belonged
to China, Pakistan was welcome to keep the rest. Both Wang and Afridi had
made inroads into India.

Even if Afridi could not participate in managing 26/11, he decided to continue
with his private war against India. Within a couple of years of the Mumbai
attacks, Afridi and Wang worked together to plant a Chinese research vessel
disguised as a fishing trawler off the coast of Little Andaman. It collected
sensitive data until it was detected by Indian naval intelligence and had to be
withdrawn. They began working on reclaiming the posts in Ladakh. In fact, they
got their troops into Ladakh, and also blatantly violated the airspace before the
Indians began making a fuss about the incursion.

Neither Pakistan nor China would relent. ‘Indians don’t have their brains and
spines in the right places,” Wang said, with a crooked smile. They were
determined to persist with their Ladakhi adventure, while the Indians continued
to crib about the violation of air space.

Afridi was seemingly happy with his life. His mission to hurt India was well
on track. He was so dedicated to it that he refused to get married or have a
normal family life, declaring them to be distractions. For days, he would be off
planning a secret mission. This time though, Afridi returned to his head office in
Islamabad to rather unexpected news. ‘Sabahuddin Umavi found dead in his
room in Royal Marmara in Istanbul. PM report says he died due to food allergy.’

Afridi was shocked. Umavi and he had recently met at a gathering in Karachi
and he had seemed hale and hearty. When they were introduced, Umavi had told
him, ‘Pakistan needs men like you at the helm. Only then can we win this war
against the infidels. They have everything — money, guns, manpower; all we
have is our dedication and that’s all we need.’

Afridi had taken him aside and congratulated him on his success in Mumbai.
‘We are planning an equally big push in Delhi and south India. Let us sit
together and plan the operation.’

Umavi had agreed immediately, but mentioned the paucity of funds. Afridi
had promised to look into the finances for any campaign that they would jointly
launch against India. But now, he had lost his newfound ally.

Something about Umavi’s death didn’t sit right with Afridi. Had he planned to
travel to Istanbul? He had not mentioned any impending business in Turkey.
What had taken him there so urgently?



Afridi picked up the intercom and called his aide de camp, Major Sarfaraz
Rashid. Rashid was not an army man. He had no grounding as an intelligence
officer. Hired through the Federal Public Service Commission (FPSC) of
Pakistan and primarily an academician and a linguist, Rashid had never fired a
weapon in his life. Unlike his boss, he had something of a soft corner for India
and loved Hindi movies and songs. A big fan of Dilip Kumar and Mohammad
Rafi, in his free time he could be found downloading music and audio clips of
film dialogues from Indian websites.

‘Ji, farmaiyye,’ he said, stepping into the cabin. The AC was motoring away at
full blast on the lowest setting — sixteen degrees — and it was almost freezing.

Afridi was smoking a cigar and looking out of his window. His face wore a
dull, expressionless look and his eyes weren’t nearly as bright as usual. It was
enough to worry Rashid. ‘Rashid, my friend,” Afridi began calmly enough,
before exploding, ‘how the fuck did we miss Maulana Umavi’s death? Why was
I not informed about his trip to Turkey? Did he take the required permission? I
thought he was well protected.’

‘Sir, I will check ...’ Rashid almost stammered.

‘Don’t check, get me his man Friday, ask him to fly down now. I want to see
him before the end of the day. Is that understood?’

Rashid nodded limply.
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Everyone’s knock is unique, a somewhat limited manifestation of one’s
personality. This was something Waris believed, and so he knew it was Laila
who was seeking an audience with him.

‘Come in, Ms Borges.’

Laila walked in and said ‘Sir, something’s not right.’

‘Could you be a bit more specific, Ms Borges?’

“That’s the problem. I can’t. Call it a gut feeling, but there’s something about
Bradley that doesn’t seem quite right.’

Waris indicated the chair opposite him. ‘Explain.’

He leaned back in his chair, elbows on the armrests and fingers steepled in
front of him. It was his favourite position for tackling a problem.

Laila sat down.

They were in Mumbai, in a small flat a few minutes walk from Turbhe railway
station. The area was peaceful, inhabited bachelors who worked for the IT
companies and BPOs housed nearby, away from the thoroughfare of the
metropolis. It had been easy for Vikrant to get exactly the sort of flat they
needed: secluded, large and peaceful, with not too many people around. Nobody
would notice their comings and goings.

Immediately after their first mission turned out to be a success, Waris had
ordered them to vacate the flat in Delhi and find another command centre,
preferably in another city. “The more mobile we are, lesser the chances of
anyone pinning us down,’ he said. The others agreed unanimously.

Now, a week later, Laila sat in front of Waris and tried to put into words what
was on her mind.

“Well sir, you know how we have so many forms of communication. The most
important form, however, is not what we say, but what we don’t say. Non-verbal
communication, body language, whatever you want to call it.’

Waris nodded. ‘I know. I also know that you’re especially gifted in reading
these signs.’

‘How can you know that, sir?” asked Laila, surprised. ‘It’s not in my profile.’

“There are a lot of things that aren’t on our profiles, Ms Borges. What I know
comes from word-of-mouth.’

Laila shook her head. ‘I can’t imagine who could’ve told you that.’

Waris sighed. He’d made the slip, and now it was clear that he would have to
give Laila some answers.Otherwise she might go digging and find out about the



one man who could not be identified on any account, the man who sat in the
RAW chief’s chair. “Who assigned you to me?’

“The order document was unmarked, sir. Signatory classified. All I know is
that someone at the top of my organization recommended me to you.’

“You're right. Well, Ms Borges, the same benefactor who made sure you were
assigned to me also told me of your many qualities, which I was made to
understand would prove invaluable in carrying out our mission. It’s the same
individual who has provided us with the resources you’re using and seeing
around you.’

Laila nodded. ‘I suspected as much, sir.’

Ali Waris inclined his head. ‘I know that all of you on this mission are of the
highest calibre. I know that if you look really hard, you might just find out who
our benefactor is. But I would like to request you not to attempt it. He has taken
a massive risk in agreeing to help us, and if he is found out, it will be devastating
for both him and our country. Please respect his wishes and don’t delve deeper
into what needs to be kept secret. I give you my word that he is one of the
biggest patriots India has ever had.’

After a long pause, during which he could see her struggling to accept his
request, she nodded. ‘I understand, sir. I’ll intimate the others too.’

“Thank you. Now, you were telling me about Bradley.’

“Yes, sir. As you know, I’ve been hacking into the US federal system for a
while now. Since my activity is completely non-attacking, I’ve been able to
bypass many of their securities.

‘I isolated the prison logs and data files, and accessed the Chicago prison
system. I also downloaded the interrogation recordings they have of Bradley.
I’ve been studying them—’

‘Ms Borges, I must congratulate you!’ said Waris, impressed. ‘I read in your
progress report that you had got into their system, but I didn’t know you’d got
this far! The US cyber security system is quite difficult to break into, I’'m told.’

‘It is, sir,” said Laila, ignoring the compliment as usual. ‘But I did manage to
get every video recording of Bradley I could find before their threat detection
system kicked in.’

‘And—’

‘Before you ask, sir, they won’t be able to trace my signal.’

‘Good. So what’s the problem?’

Laila looked a troubled. ‘I don’t really know how to explain it. Call it a gut
feeling.’

‘I’'m very open to gut feelings, Ms Borges. I respect them enormously. But
you’ll have to do a little more than that in such a situation.’



After a pause, she said, ‘Imagine you have a clone. An identical clone made of
you when you were fifteen. Then both you and he were placed in different parts
of the world, where you grew up without any contact with each other. Do you
think you’d still be similar?’

Waris shook his head. ‘No. We might still look alike, but we’d be a product of
our surroundings and experiences.’

‘And you’d behave differently?’

‘I suppose so.’

“Well, that’s the feeling I’'m getting. It’s almost as if someone else is posing as
Bradley, and has conditioned himself to looking, behaving and doing everything
like him.’

‘And he looks exactly the same?’

‘I’m telling you. It is him, just — just not him.’

‘Hmm. Most unhelpful, Ms Borges,” said Waris, frowning. This was not
looking good. Laila was the best in her area of expertise, which was all about
hacking and obtaining information from any computer system in the world, as
well as working in the field as tech support and background operator. She wasn’t
an authority on behavioural sciences or psychology.

Then again, she was a valued NTRO analyst, which meant that she would
surely have had some training in the area.

‘I’ll try and be more coherent in my analysis next time, sir.’

‘Good. You have time, we aren’t after Bradley yet. Now, have any of you

found out where we can ambush our dear Wajid Mir?’
It had taken them hardly any time to pinpoint Wajid Mir, thanks to the software
Ray had installed in Qandahari’s system, almost as an afterthought. They hadn’t
expected much from it initially, as they knew the LeT’s highest echelons would
never commit to digital memory any information that might be compromised by
hackers. So it was mostly about the kind of emails Qandahari received — which
couldn’t possibly amount to much since all major decisions were handled by his
master Umavi — and the browsing history on Qandahari’s system, which might
give them a vague idea of what was on his mind. They knew he would be
cautious enough to not save his passwords anywhere on his system in a way that
they could be found, but as long as his entire flow of data, both via download
and upload, was being monitored, there was a distinct possibility that he would
use his passwords at some time, which would immediately give them access as
well. The only glitch in this plan would occur if Qandahari changed his
passwords frequently, and Laila had assured them he would, given his tech-
savvy nature and the paranoia of his organization.



All of this meant that the A-Team, as they had come to call themselves
jokingly, had access to information which might or might not prove to be useful.
As far as their mission was concerned, the entire setup on Qandahari’s system
would become irrelevant once they had disposed of Umavi but, as Ray said,
“You never know when you might need to tap into it again.’

It was Ray who had begun to refer to them as the A-Team: A for Ali Waris.
Initially, as was the case with anything he said that didn’t have to do with his
work, he wasn’t taken seriously at all.

‘A-Team? Really?’ was Kang’s incredulous reaction.

‘Just because Ali Waris sir bears some faint resemblance to Liam Neeson, we
do not become A-Team,’ said Laila. ‘Maybe get Bradley Cooper to join us too?’

“Why, Laila!’ said Vikrant, smiling teasingly at her. ‘I had no idea you were
such a diehard Hollywood fan!”

‘Why Hollywood?’ asked Ray. ‘Actually, when I named it A-Team, I wanted
to make a mathematical equation of A+RB2+VK. A for Ali, RB2 for Ray,
Borges and Brijesh and VK ...’

But he never got to complete the equation.

‘Oh, shut up!’ snapped Brijesh. ‘Come on, you guys, don’t get him started or
he’ll bore us to bits!”’

Ray looked indignant. ‘Hey, I never bore—’

‘No, no, of course not,’ said Vikrant soothingly.

“You’re a storehouse of interesting titbits, man!’ Kang chipped in.

‘Hmph. Well, you guys should know. This is retribution! We are on a mission
of vengeance, to right the wrong done to our country—’

‘Our mission is not one of vengeance, Ray.’

Ray swivelled around to see their leader standing at the door.

The army man looked at his team, sitting in a semi-circle: Kang with a
newspaper in his hand, Brijesh upright in his chair, Ray and Laila with their
laptops on their knees and Vikrant lounging on a sofa, balancing his karambit
knife on the tip of his finger. They all snapped to attention when they saw Waris.

“We are seeking vengeance, yes. We are punishing those who have committed
crimes against us. But our mission is not just to get revenge. Fundamentally, our
mission is one of justice. To bring justice to those who have been wronged.’

He looked at each of them in turn, frowning fiercely. Ray opened his mouth,
clearly about to apologize, when the frown suddenly disappeared and a twinkle
appeared in Waris’s eyes.

“Then again,” he smiled, ‘the A-Team seems to be quite an apt name. We are
alpha in every sense of the word.’

*



Going by the content of the emails Qandahari was exchanging with others in the
LeT, it was clear that his master’s death had caused quite a flurry. But none of
the communiqués suggested that any suspicion had been aroused within the
LeT’s ranks. This impression was aided by the testimonial of Umavi’s doctor. He
had confirmed to the LeT that it was impossible to have known of Umavi’s
allergy for hazelnuts beforehand, but that it wasn’t an uncommon allergy, and the
autopsy report of Umavi’s death was conclusive — Umavi had died of a severe
allergic reaction and not as a result of an assassination.

Under Waris’s direction, Ray had sent one final email to Qandahari after
Umavi’s death had hit the news. Ansar-ul-Ikhwan-ul-Muslimeen had forwarded
its condolences to Qandahari and the Lashkar-e-Toiba, and said that Umavi’s
death had made them cautious; they were withdrawing their donation for the
moment. Once the leadership of the organization had been decided and settled
upon, Qandahari could contact them once again.

Qandahari’s reply held a frantic plea for the Ansar-ul-Ikhwan-ul-Muslimeen to
reconsider, but it elicited no response. For now, the A-Team had closed off that
avenue, and without raising any suspicions.

Meanwhile, the LeT’s loss had precipitated a chain reaction among the leaders
of Lashkar. The death of one of their top comrades, even if accidental, had left
them in a precarious state. Once Qandahari had briefed them on the Ansar-ul-
Ikhwan-ul-Muslimeen donation, they realized that a replacement had to be found
immediately. Unfortunately, at the time, Lashkar’s top brass was scattered across
the globe. Flying in for a meeting to Pakistan was out of the question, as almost
every security agency in the world, from the CIA to the Mossad, kept a close eye
on the comings and goings in Pakistan. Therefore the meeting had to be
somewhere outside.

This was all that Laila had been able to glean from monitoring Qandahari’s
system.

It was frustrating for everyone. They knew that one or more of their targets
would soon be meeting in one place, and it could provide them with the perfect
opportunity to set up an ambush. Moreover, it was a safe bet that this would be
the only time that the Lashkar leaders would be out in the open, stripped of the
invulnerability of their base in Pakistan.

But Waris knew better than to yell and rant at his team. They were giving their
best, and it would be foolish and probably even detrimental to their morale, if he
vented his frustration on them. So he let them be, each working their own angles
to try and find a way in. But nearly two weeks went by, and the opportunity
eluded them. The pressure was getting to the team, tempers were becoming
frayed, and their training was the only thing that kept arguments from breaking



out and cracking their confidence.

The breakthrough came early in the morning on the seventeenth day after the
Ansar-ul-Ikhwan-ul-Muslimeen had cut off contact with Qandahari. Laila had
finished her night shift, sifting constantly through reams of data coming in on
Qandahari’s system. She had been trying all night to replicate Ray’s programme
and place it covertly in one of Lashkar’s internal servers by using Qandahari’s
access, but had found no success so far. Vikrant saw her out to the front door,
watching her retreating figure appreciatively and marvelling at the near perfect
curves. Then, with a sigh, he went back to his station for the transition watch
before Ray took over.

In less than two minutes, he found the opportunity.

It was an email from Ateeq, private aide to Wajid Mir, to Qandahari. The
subject line was in Urdu, and it said, ‘Seratul Mustageem’. The righteous path of
jihad.

Had it been Laila or Ray, they would have dismissed the email as mere
promotional material for jihad and what they called the ‘insane ramblings of mad
preachers’. But Vikrant was fluent in Urdu and interested in Islam. He was one
of those who held the view that Islam in its true form was a peaceful religion,
and peace was what the Quran actually taught. Because of this, he was always
interested in the points of view of radicals and extremists, and would read
through their preaching when he found the time. Right now, he had nothing but
time on his hands.

The first part of the email was standard stuff, containing a discourse on how
infidels were always mistreating Islam and that they should be killed and made
to burn in hell. It was clearly Ateeq’s private, personal viewpoint, which he was
sharing with Qandahari. But at the end of the email, there were a few lines that
nearly stopped Vikrant’s breath for a second.

‘WM majlis daurane Mushrekeen — muqaabla Sitambar mein, zaroori
intezaamaat farahaam karein (During the encounter between Christian forces in
September, make necessary arrangements for the WM summit).’

Decoded the sentence read: ‘Wajid Mir to hold a meeting during Australia-
England match in September, make necessary preparations.’

Vikrant rushed to inform Waris, whom he found at his computer, writing an
email to his daughter.

‘Sir, it’s 3 a.m.!’ said Vikrant.

Waris turned to look at him. ‘After my wife’s death, Vibha is all I have,’” he
said. ‘And she expects me to be in constant touch with her. I realized I had not
written to her for a long time. But tell me why you thought it was necessary to
come knocking at my door now. What is it that cannot wait till morning?’



‘Sir, I think Wajid will be in England in September!’

Waris sat up straight. ‘How the hell are you so sure?’

Vikrant explained about the chance email and Wajid’s planned meeting during
the Australia-England match; the next such match would be the ODI at
Edgbaston on 11 September.

‘Wajid thinks it was a clever decision to choose such a place to meet,where
none of our leaders will be spotted among so many others like us; Edgbaston is a
small town with a huge Asian immigrant population. It also has the second
biggest stadium after Lords.’

As Vikrant concluded, Waris became pensive.

‘“What is it, sir?’ Vikrant asked

‘How will you spot Wajid in a crowd of 25,000 people and kill him without
getting caught?’ asked Ali Waris, abandoning his half-written email. *Call for
everyone to assemble.’
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‘It’s got to be the match, I’m telling you!” said Brijesh, thumping his fist on the
table emphatically.

‘I agree,’” said Vikrant, steadying the swaying table. ‘It would seem like the
perfect cover for them.’

‘But it’s completely out in the open!’ cried Ray. ‘From what we know of these
men, they would never expose themselves to such a situation, especially one that
poses such a huge security risk!’

‘I understand what you’re saying, Ray. But Brijesh sir and I have met these
men. We’ve formed a good idea of what they’re like. And I’'m telling you, they
would want to be in a crowd where it’ll be impossible to spot them. That would
give them far more security than several bodyguards standing outside hotel
rooms, believe me.’

Laila was frowning at her laptop screen. ‘You might be wrong, Vikrant,” she
said.

The 42-inch plasma screen on the wall came to life as it interfaced with
Laila’s computer. Wajid Mir’s face flashed on the screen on the left, while his
profile and several details and personal habits scrolled upwards to the right.

‘Look at his profile. He has never come out in the open. He has not been
outside Pakistan for God knows how long, so he won’t be comfortable wherever
he goes. The more exposed he is, the less secure he’s bound to feel. Inside a
cricket ground, he will be completely out in the open. It goes against his profile,
he won’t take that risk.’

Vikrant was silent as he considered the information on the screen. Laila
continued, ‘Also, think of the logistics. This is an Australia-England match,
which means there will be close to 25,000 people at the ground, and that means
there will be a huge security cordon there. These guys won’t be able to simply
walk to a deserted area for a meeting, they’ll be spotted immediately.’

Brijesh shook his head. ‘Laila, do us a favour and get your head out of your
ass. You’re forgetting Vikrant and I have met these people. Nothing, and I mean
nothing, can match first-hand experience, certainly not your fancy gadgets and
technology. I don’t care what your profiler says, they’re going to meet at the
match.’

Laila stared at him for a long second, then inclined her head, her face



inscrutable.

At that moment, the door opened and Kang and Waris walked in. They were
both sweating, but looked refreshed and cheerful.

‘How was the exercise, sir?’ asked Vikrant.

Waris grunted as he sat down. ‘I’m an old man now, Vikrant,” he said ruefully.
‘But it helps me stay young and fit.’

“Wrestling with Kang will certainly keep you fit, sir,” said Ray, still a little
awed at their leader’s physical prowess.

The scientist had initially scoffed when he’d found out that Waris had decided
to wrestle with Kang every other day.

‘Come on, he’s an old man now! And look at Kang here. He looks like he can
take over from where Schwarzenegger left off! I bet you a hundred bucks Kang
throws him in twenty seconds.’

“You’re on, mister!’ Vikrant had said, his eyes gleaming mischievously. ‘Laila,
are you in?’

“You mean, am I excited that you barbarians are betting on pitting your
testosterone against each other?’ she had offered, then sighed. ‘Fine. I bet against
Ray.’

Brijesh had also bet on Waris.

Kang, who had been listening intently, leaned forward and said, ‘Count me in
too.’

“Wait a minute!’ Ray protested. ‘How can he—’

‘Sure, Kang. What’ll it be?’ Vikrant said, shushing Ray with a look.

‘I’m betting against me. The chief is in quite good shape.’

“You mean you won’t be able to take him down in twenty seconds?’ Ray
asked disbelievingly.

‘I don’t know. We’ll see.’

As it turned out, it took Kang more than a minute to throw Ali Waris. Ray
refrained from betting after that, but his respect for the others on the team
seemed to have increased, especially seeing Waris’s own commitment mirrored
in them.

Now, refreshed as he was from his exercise with Kang, Waris immediately
noticed the tension in the room. Turning to Brijesh, he said, ‘Update please,
Brijesh.’

“Yes, sir. As you know, Wajid Mir is definitely going to be in the UK
sometime between the tenth and seventeenth of September. We haven’t managed
to get any more information than that from the remaining data from Qandahari’s
system.’

Ali Waris nodded. ‘In fact, I believe this Ateeq fellow made an error in



writing that line in his email. Don’t ever forget, these Lashkar fellows are very
cunning and cautious. They wouldn’t put something like this in writing
anywhere—’

‘—which must be why there’s no other mention of the trip!” finished Ray.

‘Exactly. Continue, Brijesh.’

“Well, sir, we’re in disagreement about the venue for the meeting. Vikrant and
I believe that they will choose the place in such a way that they can melt into the
surroundings. They will get the ideal opportunity at the Edgbaston cricket
ground in Birmingham on 11 September.’

‘It’s the perfect cover,’ said Vikrant quietly.

Waris glanced at the plasma screen with Wajid Mir’s face plastered on it, and
turned to Laila. ‘And you disagree with them?’

“Yes, sir,” she said. ‘According to his profile, Wajid Mir would never expose
himself in this manner. It is too open, too much of a security risk for him.’

‘Hmm.’

Everyone waited, as Waris walked over to the window and looked out over the
garden maintained by the housing society.

Identifying the meeting venue correctly wasn’t the hardest part, he knew. The
more difficult bit would come later, when they would have to identify Wajid Mir
among the thousands of brown-skinned individuals present.

From what he knew of Wajid Mir and his associates, the Edgbaston ground
stood out as the most likely venue. Not only would they be automatically hidden,
lost in the crowd, but they would also get to enjoy a charged match between
Australia and England. “Would they pass up that opportunity?’ thought Waris,
and shook his head. Not a chance!

Having made up his mind, he turned back to the others, who were waiting
patiently. “They’ll be at the ground. It’s the best opportunity they have.’

‘Acknowledged, sir,” said Laila, and turned off the huge screen. ‘But now we
have a problem.’

Waris nodded. ‘I know. We’ll have to identify him.’

‘Exactly, sir. I don’t see how we can solve that problem. Plus his profile
suggests he’s a master of disguise. That makes our mission doubly difficult.’

‘Maybe,’ said Vikrant, ‘Daddy can help.’

It hadn’t taken the team long to figure out that they were being backed by
someone. No matter how ingenious Waris was, it would have been impossible
for him to procure the resources they had access to. But their chief had refused to
reveal who it was, and they respected his decision. They only called him Daddy.

‘Indeed, Vikrant,’ said Waris. ‘My thought as well.’



‘Finally, a challenge!’

‘“What, you’re so comfortable now that you need challenges? Sky, there’s
something wrong with you for sure, I’m telling you.’

“Well, whatever’s wrong with me has got you too, Ali.’

“Yeah, it always did. Listen, can you get me that intel?’

‘Like I said, Alj, this is going to be a challenge.’

‘“Why? You helped out the last time.’

There was a pause at the other end of the line. Waris could imagine the RAW
chief sitting in his office in Delhi, taking off his spectacles and pinching the
bridge of his nose, a sign that he was thinking hard.

“The last time was in India, old friend. What you’re asking from me now
brings the London guys into the picture.’

Waris laughed. ‘Well, Sky, you being you, I’'m sure you’ve got some men
there.’

Sky chuckled. ‘Of course, why would you think otherwise? But seriously, give
me a couple of days. This is an international matter. I’ll have to move carefully.’

‘Fine, but don’t dawdle, Sky. We don’t have much time. Our friend will travel
to London any time beginning next fortnight. We can’t miss him.’

‘I may know of something else that can help. I’ll get back to you tomorrow.
By the way, are you getting your usual coffee there?’

“Yes, but it’s not the same. I can’t quite figure out why. Must be some Chinese
shit.’

‘I’ve told you this a million times, Ali. Let me send across a bottle of Scotch
for you. You’ll see it’ll help with—’

‘Fuck you,” grunted Waris, and hung up while the RAW chief was still
laughing at the other end.

The team assembled again the following night, at half past ten.

Waris went to his chair, behind the only desk in the room, and waited until the
others had arranged themselves in front of him. Then he spoke.

‘Daddy did it.’

‘All right!” exclaimed Vikrant.

Waris put up his hand. ‘But there’s a catch. We’re not going to be alone in this
mission. There will be some backing from the lower levels of MI6.’

‘MI6?’ said Kang, loo