
[image: image]


[image: img]


For Vibha
My friend through thick and thin


Contents

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

About the Book

About the Author

Copyright


1

‘Team One, set.’

‘Team Two, set.’

‘Team Three, set.’

‘Copy all teams. Bird’s Eye, what do you see?’

‘All clear, sir. I don’t see any lookouts. Only one entry–exit point, which we checked beforehand.’

‘Brilliant. Stand by.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Superintendent of Police Samar Deo, code-named ‘Bird’s Eye’ for the operation, switched to text message to say what he’d been itching to for an hour.

‘I must admit, sir, this is exciting.’

‘You and me both, Deo. You and me both,’ Inspector General of Police Vikrant Singh texted back from the other end.

Three months ago, Vikrant had taken a long-overdue promotion from DIG, RAW, to IG, and was put in charge of the Maharashtra state police’s Cybercrime Cell. It was a newly formed agency, hardly a year old, conceptualized after the state police had finally woken up to the fact that cybercrime was the crime of the future, and that having just one cybercrime cell or police station in each city was not going to be enough.

Currently, apart from overseeing the investigation of all cybercrime police stations in the state, the cybercrime cell was also the nodal office for the crucial Central agency that looked after all cyber matters in the country, the Computer Emergency Response Team or CERT in Delhi, making it a plum posting for any police officer. This was one of the reasons why Vikrant, with his experience of working in Central agencies, had been chosen for the job.

‘Sir, target approaching. Repeat, target approaching.’

‘Who is this, please?’ Vikrant asked. They were communicating on conference call instead of the usual wireless radio. The static made too much noise and was a dead giveaway of police presence. Not exactly ideal for a covert operation, in Vikrant’s opinion. He had brought his wireless set along but it was turned off and stashed under the seat of his car.

‘Sorry, sir. This is Team Two,’ the reply came.

Vikrant let it go. This was the first time these men were participating in an on-field operation in their current roles. Before he took over, their work had largely been confined to sitting at their terminals. Not that he blamed them. It was a precedent set by his predecessor.

The operation was being conducted at the Metro Cinema signal, which in itself was a nightmare. This junction connected five roads, all of them leading to prime locations in south Mumbai. The building that they were watching was a decrepit one, under dispute with the civic corporation and thought to be empty. It was right next to a popular Irani café and people would pass by it without a second look.

Which made it the perfect location for a ring of online child pornographers. This tip-off had come from a Germany-based cyber security firm which, during one of its routine audits, had noticed an increasing number of child pornography videos being uploaded from Indian IP addresses. They had passed on the information to the Indian authorities, agreeing to hold off publishing the audit report for ninety days.

Over two months of patient investigation, Vikrant and his team had confirmed that the videos were being uploaded from Mumbai. It had taken them some time to pinpoint the exact location. Some of his old informants had also been put to work to corroborate the IP addresses. Nothing beat good old human intelligence.

‘This is Team Two. Target entering building.’

‘Copy,’ Vikrant responded.

‘This is Bird’s Eye. Confirm single male entered the 
building. No one else approaching.’

Deo was perched atop one of the huge billboards over the entrance of Metro Cinema, dressed as a worker. The vantage point was a perfect one, as it was not so high as to warrant the use of binoculars and not too low either.

Neither Vikrant nor Deo was strictly required to be there, as the operation could have been easily taken care of by their junior officers. However, Vikrant was damned if he was going to let a promotion chain him to a desk, and Deo was seeing action in the field for the first time since being posted with the Cybercrime Cell. With his hands-on approach and seemingly limitless enthusiasm, he was fast becoming Vikant’s go-to person in the agency.

‘Home Base ready?’ Vikrant asked.

‘Yes, sir,’ the head of the team providing technical support back at the office replied.

Vikrant had sought, and been given, access to the live feed broadcast by all the CCTV cameras covering the location. In case anyone made a run for it, the tech support team would have real-time footage.

Slowly, casually, Vikrant opened the door of his car, which was well out of sight from the target location, and stepped out. He slid his phone inside his pocket, checked that the wireless Bluetooth device was firmly planted in his ear and started walking.

Just as he turned the corner and the building came into view, he gave the command.

‘All teams move in. Repeat, all teams move in.’

There was a flurry of acknowledgements as his teams swung into action. Team One stepped out of a bar in an alley right next to the building. Team Two ran out of a small shopping complex across the street. Team Three came rushing out of the Irani café. Deo climbed down the ladder and started hurrying across the junction.

‘Home Base, make the call.’

Home Base acknowledged and sent out a wireless alert to the police control room, saying that a raid was being conducted and nearby police personnel should head to the location for support.

The three teams entered the building together, guns drawn and raised. Two men, who were guarding the entrance, were forced inside at gunpoint. Amidst shouts of ‘Police!’ and ‘Hands up! Hands up!’, the teams covered the perimeter inside the room, surrounding everyone inside.

Vikrant and Deo paused at the entrance, checked each other’s backs and barged in, guns ready at their sides. Child pornography was a booming business and those involved in it would do anything to protect themselves.

There were three men inside. One of them was the man they had seen enter. He had an external hard drive in his hand which he was handing over to one of the others. Clearly, the first man must be the supplier of the videos, while the other two would upload them to the dark web.

Vikrant did a quick survey of the room and froze. There were three computers on the table with three chairs alongside. But only two men were now standing near the computers.

At that same instant, a voice came in through his earpiece. It was Home Base.

‘One got away, sir! Jumped out of a window at the other end. He’s running towards Marine Lines.’

‘Team One, with me!’ Vikrant snapped as he dashed towards the window, Deo at his heels. Both cops managed to jump out of it easily.

The runner was quickly spotted, as he was literally the only one running. Vikrant and Deo took off in hot pursuit. Deo looked back at Team One and gestured to them to go through an alley to the parallel road and cut him off.

The running man, who was wearing a blue shirt and light-blue jeans, seemed to be running without a destination in mind. He turned a corner and was almost at Parsi Dairy when he was hit by a car.

‘Fuck!’ Vikrant yelled, shoving his gun into his waistband and slowing to a stop.

‘Look out, sir!’ Deo shouted from behind him as a motorbike skidded and lost control metres away from his boss, who yelled another expletive before turning his attention back to the fallen suspect.

‘How bad is it?’ Deo asked.

The car, which had come to a stop, had been going at moderate speed when it hit the suspect. Its driver had now come out and was standing with several other people, watching fearfully.

‘I’m not sure. Pulse is strong,’ Vikrant said as he turned the suspect, who had fallen on his face, around. The fall had crushed his nose and the suspect was breathing raggedly through his mouth, but he seemed fairly conscious.

‘Ambulance on its way, sir,’ Home Base said from the office.

‘Good. You saw what exactly happened here?’ Vikrant replied.

‘We’re still trying to understand it, sir.’

‘What does that mean?’ Vikrant asked, still focused on the injured suspect. ‘If … if you could just look around, sir,’ the reply came.

For the first time, Vikrant turned his attention towards his surroundings.

‘What in the name of …’ he began.

The entire street was tightly jammed with vehicles of all shapes and sizes. Horns had started honking and several motorists had come out of their cars. Abuses were being hurled everywhere.

Vikrant laid the suspect’s head gently on the ground. Both he and Deo stood with their backs to each other to survey the chaos around them. More vehicles were lining up behind the initial snarl.

‘Where the hell are they coming from? What happened to the signals?’ Deo wondered.

Vikrant was also thinking about that. Such a massive surge of traffic meant a failure of traffic signals at some junction.

‘All teams, report status please,’ Vikrant said.

‘Team One here. We’re stuck in the next lane. Something’s wrong with the signals. Traffic jam from hell happening right now.’

‘Team Two here, sir. Team Three is with us. We had started going towards the office but came back to the building. The entire Metro Cinema junction is out of action. Signals just stopped working all of a sudden and the bloody motorists tried to take advantage by speeding through. At least six accidents that we could count before we headed back.’

Vikrant and Deo turned towards each other and exchanged looks.

‘Home Base,’ Vikrant said, his mind racing. ‘Call the Traffic Police Control Room.’

There was a short silence after which the team leader came back on the line.

‘It’s happening all over the city, sir,’ he said. ‘No signals working anywhere. I repeat, no traffic signals working anywhere in Mumbai.’

‘What do you mean, no traffic signals working?’

‘No one seems to have any idea, sir. But whatever this is, it’s a complete shutdown.’
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Traffic had backed up in all directions as far as the eye could see. Vikrant counted at least seven spots where arguments had broken out, and two ongoing fistfights. Uniformed cops, both city and traffic, were rushing in all directions, trying to get some semblance of control.

He turned to see Deo helping up their injured suspect. Apart from the broken nose, the suspect seemed to be largely unhurt and coming back to his senses. Vikrant thought fast. His office was at the Maker Towers in Nariman Point which, on a good day, is a good half-hour drive from the Metro Circle. Driving wasn’t an option today. The chaos seemed to be escalating everywhere they looked.

Between them, the two cops supported their injured suspect who, according to a driving licence in his pocket, was named Mohan Suri. Apart from the broken nose, he seemed to be fine. As soon as they got back inside the building, Deo got him some water and then laid him on his back on one of the tables in his hideout.

‘Make one move,’ Deo told him, ‘and a broken nose will be the least of your worries.’

Vikrant, meanwhile, was on the phone with the office.

‘Get on all social media platforms,’ he told the head of the social media team. ‘Search for every tweet or post about this traffic mess and convey it to the control room. They’re going to have their hands full. Get in touch with the Mumbai Police social media team and see how we can help them.’

‘This falls under the LT Marg Police Station’s jurisdiction, right?’ he asked Deo.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Get them to take our suspects in custody and hold them till things are closer to normal. The evidence goes with us.’

The three teams that Vikrant had brought along were already finishing the on-the-spot paperwork. Deo called up the police station, which was just two lanes away, but still had a hard time convincing the senior inspector in charge that the matter was urgent. Thanks to his senior rank the job was finally done, but it still took half an hour for a team of overweight and supremely disinterested constables to take the suspects into custody. LT Marg had literally scraped the bottom of the barrel for them.

‘Go with them,’ Vikrant told Deo. ‘Finish the formalities and call me when you’re done.’

Even as he was discharging his duties on autopilot mode, his mind was racing.

‘How long have the signals been down?’ he called out to his teams while extracting his pack of cigarettes from his pocket.

‘Forty-five minutes now, sir,’ the Team One leader answered.

Vikrant picked up his phone again. A normal glitch in the city’s traffic signalling system should not last for so long.

He spent a minute trying to recall who he could call in the Traffic Police department before he suddenly realized something and chuckled. He was an IG-rank officer now. That put him at the same level as the Traffic Police chief, although the latter was two batches his senior.

‘Vikrant,’ Traffic Police Joint Commissioner Rohan Bhagwat said, answering on the third ring. ‘Little busy here.’

‘So I gather, sir. I’m calling first to offer any and all assistance.’

‘Noted. And second?’

‘Just wondering if we’ve figured out what happened, sir. This is too long for a normal glitch, right?’

‘The only thing we’ve figured out so far,’ Bhagwat said, ‘is that the server that controls traffic lights in the city has crashed. And apparently it has crashed so badly that it’s taking forever to recover.’

Vikrant took a couple of seconds before answering.

‘This can’t be an internal glitch, right, sir?’

‘Whatever this is, Vikrant, this is not us. This is an external attack. You can quote me on that. Talk to you later.’

All Vikrant could say to himself as he hung up was ‘fuck’. He lit a cigarette and thought hard. The call would have gone out by now, and every on-duty cop would be dealing with the situation. Unless he had something really unique to offer, he would only add to the chaos by joining the people out on the streets. The ground-level cops, with their years of experience pounding the pavement, were best suited to handle the roads. He would only step in if he had to.

Vikrant pulled up a chair and sat down, taking his phone out of his pocket.

‘Team One, go to LT Marg and relieve Deo. I need him here,’ he said, scrolling through his contacts list and trying to figure out whom he could call.

The leader of Team One responded with a crisp ‘Yes, sir’, and the entire team ran to the police station to complete the formalities.

Vikrant once again realized just how much he was coming to depend on Deo. Their relationship reminded him of his own mentor.

Additional Director General Shahwaz Ali Mirza, a veteran of intelligence and espionage postings, had recently taken over as the head of the Maharashtra Anti-Terrorism Squad. After years of experience in agencies like the Intelligence Bureau, the Research and Analysis Wing and the National Investigation Agency, Mirza was the perfect fit for the job.

He had taken Vikrant under his wing when the younger cop had served a deputation with him at the IB, and that association had developed into a relationship not unlike father and son. The two cops went on to serve together with RAW and the NIA too.

Vikrant was debating whether to call Mirza for an issue that might not be anything beyond a crashed server when his phone started vibrating. Mirza’s name flashed on the screen.

‘You’re going to live for a hundred years, sir,’ Vikrant said, grinning, referring to the popular superstition.

‘I have absolutely no intention of living that long, lad,’ came the terse reply. ‘How soon can you get to my office?’

‘Umm … sir … you’ve heard of the situation, I presume?’ Vikrant asked.

‘I have. And I repeat, how soon can you get here?’

Vikrant fought the urge to facetiously say, ‘Tomorrow’. He detected a touch of stress in his mentor’s voice.

‘I’ll commandeer an official vehicle and try to get there as soon as possible, sir. But I’m at the Metro junction and traffic is a nightmare right now.’

He heard Mirza sigh.

‘Listen carefully. I’m sending you an app invite. Once you install it, find me on it and ping me. I have something to show you.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Mirza disconnected without saying anything more.

Vikrant waited and a second later, he received a link on his phone from Mirza to install an app he had never heard of. He installed it and started searching for Mirza using the ten numbers that his mentor used, one by one, till he found the spymaster on the seventh try. He sent a simple ‘Hi’.

In return he received a long text message, which, from its structure, he deduced to be an email.

Deo entered the building just as Vikrant finished reading it.

‘You needed me, sir?’ Deo said.

Vikrant looked up. Deo had never seen his boss so worried.

‘Is … is everything all right, sir?’

‘No,’ Vikrant said, standing up. ‘I need you to take over and I need the best driver we have.’

‘Sir … going somewhere, sir?’

‘ATS headquarters, Nagpada. And it is bloody urgent.’
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As was expected, the failure of the entire traffic system led to widespread chaos across Mumbai. The immediate result was hundreds of accidents, some small, some serious, some critical. The number of casualties was still mounting as Vikrant sat in the back seat of a police SUV he had commandeered from the LT Marg Police Station. A constable from his team was driving him.

Because of the traffic jams on almost every road, it was impossible for ambulances to reach the scene of any casualty. Ambulance nurses started running on foot with stretchers on their shoulders, loading the nearest casualties on them and running back to the hospitals. Citizens started volunteering as the trend caught on, and stretchers were passed from shoulder to shoulder in cases where the injuries were not too serious.

Hospitals found themselves overloaded with accident victims. Reports of at least twelve deaths in various parts of the city were heard on the police wireless that Vikrant was carrying, now switched on, and the toll was expected to mount. Many of the less seriously injured were treated in makeshift wards in the hospital compounds and released as soon as possible so that the doctors could deal with the more seriously hurt.

Private practitioners started accepting those injured in the traffic snarls on priority, requesting other patients to wait if they could do so. As soon as Vikrant heard of one such report, he called up his office.

‘Tell the Mumbai Police to tweet about this so that other doctors may see and follow suit,’ he told his team, which was constantly scanning social media sites and relaying updates to the Mumbai Police team.

Social media was one tool whose power Vikrant was increasingly becoming aware of. It was an invention that could be as good, or as bad, as the person using it.

Traffic policemen and wardens started working in collaboration with citizens’ associations and soon, hundreds of volunteers came out on the roads to help move as many vehicles as possible. The Traffic Police chief had a sudden brainwave and issued an order, which Vikrant heard on the wireless and marvelled at.

‘Push all two-wheelers onto the pavements and forbid their riders from moving until the bigger vehicles are cleared off the roads first. Put clamps on the wheels if you have to. Arrest anyone who acts over smart.’

Two-wheelers have, since forever, been the biggest bane of a traffic policeman’s life. The highest number of road accidents every year are caused due to rash two-wheeler drivers trying to beat the signal at a busy intersection or overtake a heavy vehicle from the wrong side. The tendency of these riders to ram their vehicles into every inch of available space has been the cause of many a traffic jam.

Vikrant’s phone rang just as his vehicle got on to the JJ Flyover. It was packed but at least the traffic was moving. Vikrant silently thanked whoever came up with the idea of banning two-wheelers on the flyover. He shuddered to think what the situation might have been today had the ban not been put into place.

‘We’ve wrapped up the operation over here, sir,’ Deo said from the other end.

‘Leave the accused at the LT Marg lockup for today. Have them take the injured one to the hospital. Don’t want him causing any trouble over it later,’ Vikrant instructed his junior.

‘Already told them that, sir,’ Deo said, his voice betraying the touch of joy that a teacher’s pet feels when he gets the answer right.

‘Good man,’ Vikrant said. ‘Get to the office ASAP. There’s something I might need your help with.’

Vikrant sensed the smallest of pauses at the other end, during which he guessed his junior was debating whether or not to ask any questions.

‘I’m leaving right away, sir. I’ll send you a text when I get to the office,’ Deo ultimately said.

Vikrant could feel his approval for the man increasing as he went back to monitoring the chaos around him on his wireless. The Mumbai police commissioner, very reluctantly, issued prohibitory orders, restricting movement on the roads unless absolutely necessary. People were instructed to stay indoors wherever they were, be it at their homes or workplaces, and city police personnel were ordered to assist their traffic police counterparts in whatever way they needed. All personnel with special units, like the Crime Branch, who were not working on anything urgent at the moment, were also ordered to help out.

Small businesses took a hit, as there was no possibility of customers coming in on a day like this. The stock market fell by several points, leading to panic on the economic front.

Vikrant was particularly concerned because the Indian economy was anyway making a slow recovery after going through several upheavals including communal strife, border escalations and sporadic terror incidents, not to mention a series of natural disasters. If what Mirza had just sent him was true—and Vikant had no reason to believe otherwise—he was afraid that the market would plummet badly and take a long time to come back to normal.

There were occasions when the Sensex had opened in the red zone of 0.09 per cent margin and although it had recovered through the day, that was enough to cause massive financial losses to the business community. There were also times when it had opened at a dismal 0.07 per cent and later corrected itself. But what Vikrant was actually worried about was a panic-induced selling spree, which always causes catastrophic losses.

The news media, of course, was agog, with reporters descending on the roads and accosting everyone, be it civilians or officials. There was hardly anything that could be done to stop them, as they were fully within their rights in reporting such a massive ongoing crisis. There were, of course, some unruly journalists too who were disrupting the police’s efforts to deal with the situation, but it was a pain that would have to be borne.

In the midst of all the chaos around him, as his vehicle slowly inched towards Nagpada, Vikrant reread the email that Mirza had forwarded him on the messaging app. He had read it twice already but was still trying to believe what it said.

What you are experiencing right now is called a Distributed Denial of Service or DDoS attack. I’m sure you have experts who will break it down for you in simple terms, but what I have basically done is caused the server that controls your traffic signals to crash.

As your experts will tell you, such an attack requires a massive number of hacked devices. I should warn you that the number of devices I used for this DDoS attack is only a fraction of what I have at my disposal. If my demands, which will be conveyed shortly, are not met, my next target will be an even bigger public utility.

Consider this a warning.
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‘Why’re you panting?’ Mirza asked.

Vikrant sank into the chair across the desk from his mentor.

‘Because the damn traffic wouldn’t move and I ran from the end of the Byculla flyover till here,’ he said, still trying to get his breath back to normal.

‘Why don’t you smoke a few more cigarettes?’ Mirza snapped. It was the only thing about Vikrant that he hated, and it continued to be a bone of contention between the mentor and his protégé.

Vikrant shook his head and reached for the bottle of water that Mirza had slid across the desk.

‘Okay, tell me, sir,’ he said after draining half the bottle.

‘The traffic signals stopped working across the city exactly at 11 a.m. This email landed in my inbox fifteen minutes later. I was in a meeting and only got down to reading it about twenty minutes after receiving it. Then I put one of our cyber experts on it.’

Vikrant nodded. Mirza would have never called him in unless he had verified the email first.

‘My tech guy told me that the mail had come from an email ID that was no longer active, and that the internet … ummm … procedure?’ Mirza struggled with the jargon.

‘Internet Protocol,’ Vikrant offered. ‘Or IP address.’

‘Right. It was heavily masked. These two signs were prima facie enough for us to take it seriously.’

‘Plus,’ Vikrant added, ‘The email is short and to the point, devoid of any grandstanding or rambling. This guy means business.’

Mirza nodded.

‘What is this deedos stuff he’s talking about?’ he asked.

Vikrant had learnt about DDoS attacks, along with several other types of cyberthreats, in an orientation course he had undergone immediately after he took charge of his current posting.

‘You know what it stands for, and the name is pretty suggestive. It aims to deny a particular service to the users of the server under attack. In this case, it was the traffic signals. A typical DDoS attack consists of sending thousands of pings to a server, way beyond its capacity. The overload of pings causes the server to crash and, till the server comes back online, the service which it provides is denied to its users. Picture a truck that can handle ten kilograms of weight but is piled with a hundred kilograms,’ Vikrant explained.

‘How can it be done with traffic signals?’ Mirza asked.

‘The hacker only needs to know the IP address of the server that controls the signals,’ Vikrant explained. ‘He could have got that by hacking any traffic signal in the city and tracing the source of its commands. Hacking a single traffic light would be very easy for a hacker of this level. Then he would need something called a botnet. This is a network of bots, or machines infected with a virus. A botnet can have hundreds of thousands of bots infected with a virus that will make the bots do its bidding.’

‘Which in this case would be to send pings to the server?’

‘Exactly. The bots could be pre-programmed weeks, months or even years in advance to send a ping to a single IP address at a particular time on a particular day. The thing is, we don’t know how many bots he’s used so far, and how many more he has left. And it gets worse.’

‘Of course it does,’ Mirza said, taking his reading glasses off and pinching the bridge of his nose.

‘Botnets are now available for sale.’

‘What? Where on earth could you buy something like this?’

‘The dark web. There are online markets there which offer botnets of all sizes to interested parties. The larger the botnet, the higher the price. Which means you don’t have to spend time and effort creating a botnet of your own. You can simply buy it.’

‘So, basically, this guy only needs to have money.’

‘No, he can also get that,’ Vikrant said, feeling sorry for his father figure’s technological ignorance. ‘Cybercriminals almost always run a variety of rackets on the side that keep the money rolling in. All those scams where you get emails claiming to be from government agencies seeking “fines”, or telling you that you’ve won a lottery and need to pay some amount as “processing fees” and so on. The internet makes it even easier, as someone sitting in India can con someone in the US, and vice versa.’

Both the veteran cops were silent for a moment.

Mirza dialled Joint Commissioner Bhagwat and put the call on speaker.

‘Sir,’ Bhagwat said, answering on the first ring.

‘Just checking in, Bhagwat. What’s the situation?’

‘Well, sir, we restored the traffic signals ten minutes ago, but the traffic itself is going to take some time to sort out. My boys at the Nagpada division told me that you sent some of your staff to help out. I’d like to thank you for that.’

‘Not at all. Bhagwat, I have Vikrant with me. We were just wondering if you’ve figured out what caused this yet?’

‘It is still too early to say, sir, but my technicians tell me that an unusually heavy amount of hits was sustained by the server that controls the traffic signals, causing an instant crash. As the crash was so sudden, it took some time for the servers to recover lost data before coming back to full capacity.’

‘Bhagwat,’ Mirza said. ‘What you just described is a form of cyberattack that we’ve never seen till date.’

‘If you’re referring to a DDoS attack, sir, my technicians used the same term. A few more confirmations from them and then we’ll lodge a formal complaint with Cyber,’ Bhagwat replied.

‘I’ll personally look into the case,’ Vikrant cut in.

‘Thank you, Vikrant.’

Bhagwat ended the call and Mirza and Vikrant spent a minute looking at each other.

‘You do realize what this was, lad,’ Mirza finally asked.

‘Cyberterrorism, sir. This was an act of cyberterrorism.’

Mirza nodded.

‘This email could have been sent to anyone, but it was sent to me on my official ID. This guy knows what he’s doing.’

Vikrant sighed.

‘Looks like Mumbai is under attack again, sir.’
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It took some time to convince the politicians that the city was under attack, but none of the cops were surprised at this. The politicians first had to understand exactly what was happening and this, given the fact that no one had seen anything like it before, was bound to take some time.

A meeting was held at the Maharashtra chief minister’s office in the Mantralaya late that night, after the city had limped back to normal. In attendance were Chief Minister Vaibhav Tungare, State Home Minister Sunil Deshpande, State Director General of Police Anirudh Kumar Jain, Mirza, Vikrant, Bhagwat and Deo. Vikrant had roped in Deo, who was definitely more tech savvy than anyone else in the room, so that he could give a presentation to convey how serious the threat was.

Deo used the same analogy that Vikrant had used with Mirza— about the truck being overloaded past its capacity—to explain to the two ministers what a DDoS attack was. This was followed by similar explanations about the dark web, botnets and side rackets that the hacker could be using to make money.

‘With the kind of ability he has displayed, and the kind of resources he claims to have, he is basically holding the city to ransom,’ Deo finished.

‘Is that what they call a ransomware attack?’ DGP Jain, who was always eager to establish himself as the smartest person in the room, asked before anyone else could respond.

Vikrant suppressed the urge to slap his own forehead, and looked over at Mirza, who looked like he wanted to do something much worse.

In a stellar display of self-control, Deo turned to Jain and said, ‘No, sir, those are a completely different category of cyberattacks.’

‘Oh, hehe,’ Jain said. ‘You see how easy it is to get confused, don’t you, Deo?’

‘Absolutely, sir.’

‘Let him finish, please, Jain,’ Tungare said politely but firmly from his end of the table.

Jain responded with an equally polite ‘Yes, sir’ and didn’t say anything else.

‘Thank you, sir,’ Deo said to the CM. ‘But I had actually finished. This is all we know so far, and there are scant leads to the identity of the suspect at this point. I have a team of my best hackers working on this as we speak, but these things can take a lot of time, depending on how much effort the perpetrator has put into hiding his or her identity.’

Tungare let out a deep breath and turned to Jain.

‘Any ideas, Jain?’ he asked.

Jain looked like a deer caught in the headlights.

‘Oh, well … I’m sure our war heroes already have a host of contingency plans. They’re the experts here, after all!’ he said with a fake smile plastered on his face.

Mirza had to marvel at the move. Tungare had not-so-subtly made Jain admit that even though he was a decorated officer and currently the head of the state police force, he was out of his depth right now and should keep his mouth shut.

Jain, too, had played his card by sliding in the barb about war heroes. Mirza and Vikrant, in the last five years, had averted two major terrorist attacks on the country, becoming legends in the police and intelligence fraternity. While their history had brought a certain amount of fame, it had also earned them their fair share of jealous detractors.

Tungare turned to Vikrant.

‘Tell me you have a plan,’ he said.

Mirza had one eye on his protégé and the other on Jain, who was seething. He had heard the stories of the tacit tussle between Jain and Tungare, which was among the worst-kept secrets in the state government as well as the IPS officers’ groups.

When the cyber department was formed a year ago, it was under the DGP’s ambit, reporting to him like any other police unit. That changed shortly after as its first chief—Vikrant’s predecessor—started getting cozy with the then chief minister. The previous IG made sure that he praised the former CM to the skies every time a new upgrade was granted to his department and soon the CM passed an order dictating that the department would report directly to the CMO.

It was an obvious blow to the ego of the then state DGP, but there was nothing that could be done about it. By the time Jain took over as DGP, power had also passed from the previous CM to Tungare, who was facing his own set of challenges. Tungare belonged to a party that had won the Maharashtra elections for the first time in years, seizing the CM’s seat from his predecessor, whose party was in power in most of the other states. Supremely miffed at not being able to rule for another five years, the former CM had now become the leader of Opposition, launching attack after attack on Tungare at every step.

Jain, thinking that Tungare had bigger things on his mind, had tried, not once or twice but thrice, to get him to sign off on bringing the cyber department back under his purview. However, both Tungare and State Home Minister Deshpande had shot down his every attempt, making Jain permanently bitter about it and Tungare increasingly irritated at the DGP’s petty games.

Mirza now worried that Jain, with his already bruised ego, would try to run interference in the investigation. He was proven right within minutes.

‘Well, sir,’ Vikrant said, standing up. ‘We were thinking of approaching this from two sides. First, we know that the hacker either has a large number of bots or will try to acquire them. We have already started monitoring chatter on the dark web to check for anyone who has recently bought, or is looking to buy, large botnets.’

The first thing Vikrant had done after taking charge as IG, Cyber, was to set up multiple identities on dark web chat forums, which also doubled as marketplaces, so that he could keep track of what was being bought and sold. He had even made a few purchases using each identity, just to keep his cover intact. Deo, too, had several identities, which he used for the same reason.

‘What’s the second approach?’ Tungare asked.

‘We believe that the hacker will have anticipated that we will be watching the dark web. Even though the dark web is not accessible to all, once you find your way to it, you can always find out who is buying what. It is somewhat similar to intelligence gathering in real life where, if you grease enough palms, you can get the right information,’ Vikrant said.

‘How do we work our way around that?’ Tungare wondered aloud.

‘By going the same way as we suspect the hacker will go. If he is looking to evade the internet, he will have to physically establish contact with hackers to buy botnets from them. We want to plant a civilian operative on the ground who can pursue this angle, so that we have both our bases covered.’

‘Who is this operative?’

The question, to no one’s surprise, came from Jain.

‘Based on past experience, sir,’ Mirza spoke up, ‘we’d like to keep the identity of this operative to ourselves unless absolutely necessary.’

‘Agreed,’ Tungare said, with Deshpande nodding his agreement as well.

‘In that case, sir,’ Jain said, ‘I must insist on having an officer of my choosing on the investigating team. As it is, with two different agencies—ATS and Cyber—involved, this will be a special team cutting through agency borders. One more member from one more agency will hardly make any difference and I am, after all, the head of the state police. I need to have some participation.’

‘You don’t trust Mirza and Vikrant?’ Deshpande asked, one eyebrow raised.

‘It’s not that, sir. But whatever I know about them, I know from stories I’ve heard. I did work with RAW for a while but never with Mirza, so even he is as good as a stranger to me.’

Mirza refrained from telling the room that the reason why he and Jain never worked together was because Mirza had used all his favours with his seniors to ensure that. During his tenure with RAW, Jain had earned the reputation of being thoroughly unscrupulous and dangerous, not hesitating to throw his teammates under the bus if it came to that, and that was not the kind of person Mirza wanted to work with. He was going to have to warn Vikrant.

‘Who did you have in mind?’ Deshpande asked Jain.

‘DCP Karthik Vijayan, sir.’

‘Fine,’ Tungare said, putting an end to the discussion.

He turned to Mirza and slid a writing pad and a pen over to him.

‘Write the name of your civilian operative on this and show it only to me before destroying it. I need to know simply because I want no surprises later.’

Mirza didn’t hesitate. He liked the current CM’s style and the man inspired trust. Picking up the pen, he scrawled a name on the pad.

‘Nisha Suvarna.’
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The Mumbai Central railway station was bustling with activity as Police Sub Inspector Dhananjay More entered the concourse with his team. More was posted with the Mumbai Central Railway Police Station and his assignment was a completely routine one. He had been tasked with setting up a checkpoint where passengers would be stopped at random and their belongings searched. The busy railway station, which witnessed traffic from local as well as outstation trains, was a favourite of criminal elements. The massive crowds that surged in and out of the station made it easy for couriers smuggling drugs, illegal weapons or other contraband to slip in and out with their cargo.

As a result, all concerned agencies, be it the railway police, the railway protection force or the city police, routinely set up checkpoints in and around the station to randomly check the belongings of those entering or exiting.

For the most part, this assignment would go off without a hitch. Statistically, there was a very low chance of a routine check actually netting a drug smuggler or a similar offender and when it would, they usually came quietly. Very few offenders actually put up a fight or tried to run for it. Of course, there had been instances when a suspect had ditched his cargo and disappeared into the crowd. In such cases, the police simply chose to look on the bright side—that the suspects had managed to flee but their contraband had not been delivered to its intended recipients.

That particular afternoon turned out to be a change from this usually boring routine. More, a young and sharp officer with a bright future, was scanning the crowd with the five constables assigned to him. Every few minutes, the team would stop an individual or a group and check their baggage.

The man in the grey shirt and black trousers caught More’s eye by sheer chance. He was walking towards the exit when he saw the police checkpoint from afar and, for the briefest of seconds, his gait slowed. To an untrained eye, it would have meant nothing. To More’s eye, it was an indicator of hesitation. And no one hesitates on seeing the cops unless they have good reason to.

This could be anything. A past record, absence of a valid ticket, pornographic material on his cell phone, or contraband. The last possibility made More give his prey a quick head-to-foot scan, during which he saw the second indicator. The man was carrying a duffel bag, and it looked heavy.

‘Heads up,’ More said, not too loud, not too soft. His constables first looked at him and then followed his gaze.

‘Grey shirt with the big bag?’ one of them asked.

‘Good man,’ More said.

The man continued walking towards the exit where More and his team had set up the checkpoint. His pace, however, was no longer uniform. Unconsciously, he was slowing down and speeding up in a way that was imperceptible to those who weren’t looking for the signs.

More turned his back to the man.

‘Let him come,’ he said to his constables without looking 
at them.

‘Don’t stare.’

The constables hardly needed this instruction but they complied nonetheless. They went about their work, stopping people at random and drawing them aside for baggage checks.

The man was hardly a few metres away when More turned around and signalled to him with his hand. Their eyes met. More read the panic in his eyes.

Don’t run, More thought fervently. Please don’t run.

The man ran.

He hefted the bag on his shoulder a little higher, turned on his heel and started running as fast as his legs could carry him.

More swore.

‘Give out a wireless!’ he yelled to his constables. ‘Two of you with me!’

More took off after the suspect with two of his constables following.

One of the three who had stayed at his post relayed a message on the single wireless radio that the team had with them, alerting all nearby units that a suspect was being chased.

‘Grey shirt, black trousers, duffel bag. Repeat, grey shirt, black trousers, duffel bag. PSI More sir is chasing,’ the constable said urgently into his radio.

More ran hard after his suspect, who was having a hard time keeping up his pace with the bag on his shoulder.

‘Stop!’ More called out. ‘Abey ruk ja, we’re not going to 
hurt you!’

The man weaved in and out of the crowd, making his way up a foot overbridge, More on his heels.

The suspect’s progress was understandably slow, first because of his bag and second because of the crowd. He kept pushing through, eliciting more than a few curses from the people he brushed past. A couple of them even turned to him to start a fight but then saw the uniformed cops on his heels and quickly distanced themselves. No one wanted to get involved in a ‘police ka lafda’.

The suspect was trying to put as much distance as possible between himself and More, but without much luck. He managed to get as far as the middle of the overbridge that connected the local platforms with the concourse before he realized the futility of his efforts.

Taking one last look at More over his shoulder, he slid the bag off his shoulder and let it fall to the ground.

‘Get the bag!’ More called out to the constable who was following him, and quickened his own pace. He was almost within touching distance of his quarry when the latter did the unthinkable.

He ran straight to the railing of the overbridge, climbed over it without even stopping to think, and jumped.

‘NO!’ More yelled, flailing wildly, hoping against hope to catch the falling man. He failed.

The man landed splat on the tracks. His head hit solid iron and at that exact moment, a local train bound for Churchgate came in roaring and ran over him.

Cursing, More ran down the stairs to the platform and raced straight towards the motorman’s cabin.

‘Move the train fast!’ he snapped. ‘You ran over a man.’

‘I … I saw …’ the visibly shaken motorman said.

More patted his shoulder.

‘It’s not your fault. I’ll give a statement. Just move the train and let’s see if we can still save him.’

Of course they couldn’t. The head injury itself would have been fatal enough but being run over by a train had sealed the runner’s fate. More called for a stretcher and rushed the body to Nair Hospital, just outside the station, as procedure demanded. But he knew it was just a formality. The man was dead.

It was a good hour before he walked into the police station, feeling despondent and puzzled at the same time. His constable, who had picked up the suspect’s bag, was waiting in the cabin of the senior inspector in charge of the police station.

‘You okay, son?’ the senior inspector asked. More was fresh out of probation and this was his first posting as a confirmed sub-inspector. Subsequently, this was also the first death he had witnessed on the job.

More only nodded and sat down. The senior inspector called for tea.

‘Why did he run?’ More said, half to himself. ‘Whatever was in that bag, he could have easily cut a deal with us and given up the person he was transporting it for.’

It was routine practice for the cops to be lenient with couriers if they gave up either their supplier or the intended recipient.

‘Maybe he was a first-timer? That’s why he panicked?’ More said. ‘It’s puzzling.’

The tea arrived. The senior inspector waited till the boy had set the cups on the table and left. Then the older cop stood up and pushed the bag from one corner of his cabin to where More was sitting.

More looked up.

‘Open it,’ his reporting head said.

More, who had just picked up his cup, set it back down on the table and leaned forward. He pulled open the bag’s zip.

He stared at the bag’s contents for a long time.


7

The market in Pathankot was bustling with the usual crowd of tourists and locals as Shaina Verma sipped her tea and took a moment to enjoy its warmth.

She was sitting in an open-air café, a book on the table in front of her, dressed in a comfortable shirt and jeans that concealed her compact and strong frame. No stranger could have guessed just by looking at her that she was a major with the National Security Guard, a fearsome hand-to-hand combatant and a skilled sniper with a string of kills to her name.

Shaina was on loan to Military Intelligence as part of a special operation to crack down on infiltration into India through the Pathankot border. Over the past couple of years, MI had picked up a lot of chatter about terrorist elements attempting to cross the border and set up a base, and there was even talk of a tunnel being dug for this purpose. To add to the concern, there had been an increased number of drone camera sightings near the border, leading the authorities to believe that reconnaissance was being stepped up in preparation for a terror strike.

Every concerned agency had been on high alert for months and some of the best soldiers from various Indian military organizations had been deputed to Pathankot in order to help with any potentially disruptive situation.

Shaina, with her record, had been the first choice when the NSG was asked for some of its best. For the last two months she had been undercover, posing as an assistant director doing background research for an upcoming movie.

It was in her first month that she discovered she could do more than just hang around in case things got hairy. Twice in her career, she had had the opportunity to work closely with the legendary Shahwaz Ali Mirza, spymaster and currently head of the Maharashtra ATS. Both the experiences had whetted her curiosity about the world of intelligence and left her craving for more. Fifteen days after she got to Pathankot, she’d called up Mirza and asked him what she could do other than hanging around the local markets buying souvenirs she did not want and clicking boring photos.

‘See if you can cultivate an informant,’ Mirza had told her. ‘Pick someone not too clean but not too dirty, with the gift of the gab and a nose for gossip. Take your time. You don’t seem to be going anywhere soon. Just be ready to spend a lot of time and money on this once you spot the right guy, and don’t tell anyone what you’re doing. Bureaucracy has a strange aversion to its foot soldiers taking initiative without being told to do so.’

Shaina had found a possible candidate at the end of her first month, a tourist guide who seemed to be always chattering without a pause and had been overheard several times claiming to be able to get whatever his customers wanted. His name was Iqbal Singh, a wiry Sikh with a flowing beard and a liking for bright-coloured turbans.

She approached him and engaged his services, letting him show her the sights and getting to know him in the process. It didn’t take her long to realize two things about him—he loved money and wasn’t afraid to take risks. She let another fifteen days pass before she made her move, casually telling him what an observant person he was and joking about how he would make a good police informer.

‘O madamji,’ Iqbal said, leaning close and smiling his crooked smile, ‘how do you know I’m not already one?’

Her suspicion proven right, Shaina identified herself to him and placed a thick bundle of Rs 2,000 notes in front of him.

‘Want to move to the big leagues?’ she asked him, watching him as he tried hard to tear his eyes away from the money in front of him.

And so it was that Iqbal Singh started feeding her information in exchange for cash about ‘suspicious characters’ being spotted in Pathankot. She knew that it would be a while before he actually gave her something that would qualify as actionable intelligence, and she was prepared to wait.

At the same time, she read up on intelligence reports about the city, especially about the local police. If one of Iqbal’s tip-offs did amount to something worthwhile, she would need someone reliable in the police force. This was the part she was still working on when Iqbal had called her up early in the morning around a week ago.

‘Madamji, a shady fellow has been spotted around the Wadhera market for three days. He is not a tourist for sure, and definitely not a local. He just hangs around all day, does not buy anything and goes back to his hotel at night.’

From that day, Shaina and Iqbal had started watching the man from afar, and Shaina’s suspicion was rising with each passing day. The man was definitely up to something, and she was willing to bet that he was waiting for someone to make contact, someone that he did not know and could only identify with the help of a sign—a codeword, a particular garment or any other such marker.

Shaina had sounded out Mirza on the phone a few days after the suspect had first been spotted, to ascertain that she wasn’t being unnecessarily paranoid.

‘How concerned should I be about something like this?’ she’d asked Mirza after listing out all the red flags in the suspect’s behaviour.

‘More than a little,’ Mirza had replied. ‘This is typical hitman behaviour, where an assassin is put into place and asked to wait for further instructions.’

 Shaina hadn’t expected Mirza to confirm her suspicions.

‘Whoa …’ she said.

‘Yes,’ Mirza replied. ‘When the 9/11 terrorists were being slipped into the US, one of them was stopped at immigration as part of a routine check. He was unable to tell the officers where he would go or whom he would meet after exiting the airport, so he was sent back because the officer questioning him recognized these same signs. This man was replaced by Zacarias Moussaoui later.’

Shaina’s phone buzzed, jolting her out of her thoughts. It was her local contact at the Pathankot army base.

‘We’ve got a communication from your commanding officer, asking us to get you to Mumbai at the earliest,’ the army officer said.

‘Mumbai?’ Shaina asked, puzzled. ‘Why?’

‘I really have no idea, but it’s top priority and you have an hour to pack up and get to the base. We have a chopper waiting.’

An hour later, having pressed a fatter-than-usual bundle of money into Iqbal’s hands and instructing him to stay on the suspect’s tail, Shaina ran towards a chopper at the army base. She ducked and jumped inside, and almost lost her balance as she saw the man sitting inside.

‘Vik … Vikrant?’ she asked, more than a little surprised.

‘Better buckle up,’ Vikrant said, smiling and handing her a large envelope.

Shaina got into a seat and fastened her seatbelt, while struggling to keep her emotions in check. It had been years since she and Vikrant had shared a brief romantic relationship, but her heart still skipped a beat every time she saw him.

‘What’s this?’ she asked, opening the envelope.

‘Your new identity,’ Vikrant said, still smiling.

Shaina dipped into the envelope and took out a passport. She opened it and read the name on the first page.

‘Nisha Suvarna’.
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For many reasons, Mirza had decided that the investigating team would not work out of the ATS headquarters.

The biggest problem was that the walls of any bureaucratic building had too many ears and information leaked out of them faster than water from a sieve. It was bad enough that DGP Anirudh Kumar Jain had placed an officer of his choosing on the task force. Operating out of the ATS HQ would mean risking further leaks, as there were bound to be officers looking to get into the DGP’s good books for the next big posting.

The other reason was the media. In a unanimous decision taken at the meeting with the CM, it was decided to keep the fact that the city had been attacked under wraps. Apart from those attending the meeting and the investigating team, no one was even told about the DDoS attack and the hacker’s email. There were always a few reporters visiting the ATS HQ, as well as the other police officers who had offices in the same compound on any given day, and the risk of a media person getting to know was too high.

A day after the meeting, the Traffic Police had issued a statement stating that the server that controlled the traffic signals had crashed due to a maintenance issue. The CM issued a statement of his own, something about having taken serious note of the incident and issued instructions to never let it happen again. Tungare knew that his detractors were going to have a field day with this, but they would attack him even worse if the DDoS attack came out in the open. He didn’t need the headache right now.

The DCP drafted into the team by Jain, Karthik Vijayan, reported to Mirza and was asked to await further instructions. Mirza planned to keep him at arm’s length so that he could only report back the barest minimum amount of information to his boss. And so it was that three days after the DDoS attack, the investigating team met at the Maharashtra State Police Housing and Welfare Corporation building in Worli. The location was a great one for two reasons; first, it was a side posting where officers were sent as punishment or to cool their heels after a couple of plum postings, which meant minimum footfall at any given time, and second, it was right next to the Traffic Police Headquarters compound. Mirza had spoken to the head of the corporation and a little-used conference room on the top floor had been allocated for the task force to work out of. The staff was told that Mirza was working on a sensitive research project for the CM, and he and his team were to be left alone.

The meeting began early in the morning and was attended by Mirza, Vikrant, Deo and Vijayan. Shaina was purposely not included. Mirza didn’t want anyone other than himself and Vikrant to know about her role and had decided he would coordinate with her personally whenever her services were needed.

‘All right, lad,’ Mirza said to Deo as everyone settled down in their seats. ‘Tell us what you have.’

Deo stood up, cracked his neck and started speaking.

‘We’ve made a little progress over the last five days, sir. It’s still early, but I think this is solid intel.’

‘No need for prefaces, boy,’ Mirza said. ‘We all know how difficult this is. Give us what you’ve got.’

His apprehensions put to rest, Deo continued a little more confidently.

‘First of all, sir, we’ve learned that a massive botnet was purchased on the dark web three days before the traffic signals were hit. We found this out by monitoring chatter on dark web discussion forums. It is hard to keep a secret on the dark web, just like in real life, as there will always be someone with a loose tongue. In this case, it was a hacker who was boasting that he had made the biggest sale of his life and was off to enjoy a luxurious vacation. This sale was the botnet in question. Apparently, it was a huge one and he earned good money on it.’

‘How huge?’ Vikrant asked. He was sprawled out on his chair, head resting against the chair’s back, eyes closed, arms folded. Everyone who knew him called it his ‘samadhi’ position.

‘Close to a million hacked devices,’ Deo said and there were exclamations all across. Vikrant kept his eyes closed but uttered a hushed ‘fuck’.

‘How does one hack that many devices?’ Vijayan asked. ‘Sorry,’ he added, ‘this is new for me.’

‘No problem,’ Deo said, smiling at him. He saw no reason to hate the man simply because he had been drafted by the DG. He would be wary but friendly.

‘This kind of botnet is created over time,’ Deo continued. ‘We’re talking years. This is not something that you immediately profit from. You just keep sending out phishing emails or planting your malware into ads that you place on the internet, and let your malware infect people’s devices. It is something you do on the side while running other scams for immediate profit. Then someone comes along seeking a large botnet, and if you have one large enough for the buyer’s needs, you get a huge payment.’

‘And how much did this hacker get for his botnet?’

‘Around $10 crore, in a Swiss bank account.’

‘Whoa,’ Vijayan said.

Mirza looked at Vikrant and saw that his protégé was looking at him as well. They exchanged the briefest of nods before Vikrant turned his head away and closed his eyes again.

‘Our second important discovery,’ Deo continued, ‘is that we’ve found out how the hacker traced the IP address of the traffic signals’ server. In order to ping a particular server, you need to know the IP address, which can be found out by hacking a device connected to the server. In this case, it meant hacking a traffic signal.’

‘How hard is that?’ Mirza asked.

‘Not hard at all. You just need to get close enough to a traffic light and plug your device into it. You use a pre-written software programme designed to only execute one function and execute it fast—trace the server’s IP address. Once you have that, you disconnect your device and get out of there.’

‘So, where did this hacking happen?’

‘At a traffic signal in Kandivali, in the early hours of the morning, exactly a day before the DDoS attack,’ Deo said. ‘One of the civilian hackers we use came up with a programme that scanned all traffic signals for outside intrusion. We’ve analysed the system logs of the signal and confirmed this. But it gets worse.’

‘I’d be disappointed if it didn’t,’ Vikrant said, his eyes still closed.

Deo chuckled and hit a key on his laptop’s keyboard. The screen was split into four smaller ones, all of which showed a traffic signal—presumably the one that was hacked—from different angles. The visuals stayed the same for a couple of seconds before they all suddenly became blurred and ultimately turned to visual static.

‘What … what happened?’ Vijayan asked.

‘My guess is that the hacker used a CCTV camera jammer before walking into their field of vision,’ Deo said.

‘Where do you get one of those?’ Mirza asked.

Deo shrugged.

‘You can order one on any retail site,’ he said.
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PSI Dhananjay More preferred things being simple. Like his surname, for instance. He was eternally thankful to be born in a family with one of the most common surnames in his community. A simple word with two letters in Marathi and four letters in English that everyone knew how to pronounce and spell. His heart went out to some of his fellow cops who had surnames like Bhingardive, Nagargoje and Chandratre, and who spent a significant part of their lives explaining the pronunciations or reciting the spellings of their surnames.

Just like his surname, More liked his life to be simple as well. Not like this nonsense, he thought sourly as he sat staring at the duffel bag that his suspect had discarded before throwing himself off a damn foot overbridge and into the path of a bloody train.

More checked his phone, in case he had missed any calls. He knew he hadn’t, but he was really hoping that the call he was waiting for would come soon.

Sighing, he opened the bag once again, like he had been doing every day since the incident, and stared at its contents.

Bundles and bundles of Rs 2,000 notes, stacked on top of each other and tied with rubber bands. On the night of the incident, he and a team of constables had sat in the senior inspector’s cabin with the door locked and counted the money. Then they had counted it again, and then a third time. At every instance, the tally came up to the same amount.

Rs 5 crore.

Five bloody crores in cash in a duffel bag and a dead body, More thought, sliding the zip shut with more force than was necessary. He heaved the bag back into the cabinet where it had been stored and locked it, slipping the key into his pocket. Then he opened a drawer above it and took out a large square plastic bag. It contained the belongings salvaged from the mangled remains of the courier’s dead body. They had only been sent that morning by Nair Hospital.

One by one, More started placing the blood-flecked items on his desk. A set of three keys, currency notes and coins; three slips of paper with numbers and random words scrawled on them; and a plastic card holder containing a train season ticket and a PAN card. His cell phone had been crushed under the train. The PAN card identified the dead courier as thirty-five-year-old Haresh Parekh.

It was the surname that had provided the first possible clue. But More still wasn’t sure whether he was on the right track.

The dead man’s surname indicated that he hailed from Gujarat, and that, coupled with the massive amount of cash he had been carrying, suggested that he was an angadia.

Literally meaning a person who carries goods on his ‘ang’ or person, an angadia was the courier of choice for ferrying cash or diamonds worth crores of rupees within Mumbai or between Mumbai and Gujarat. Angadias were efficient and reliable, and operated on a system of trust, which was why businessmen trusted them with large amounts of money on a daily basis. As a rule, angadias would dress in the plainest of clothes so that no one would be able to guess that the well-worn bags they carried with them would contain cash or diamonds worth crores of rupees as they unobtrusively slipped in and out of the crowds.

More sat back in his chair and thought hard. Parekh’s name, plain attire and the cargo he was carrying fit the bill of an angadia. What did not fit was the fact that he had been visibly scared. More knew this because he had seen Parekh’s face before the latter had jumped off the overbridge. And even before that, Parekh had faltered almost imperceptibly when he had seen More and his men enforcing the routine check at the exit. That was not how an angadia behaved. A seasoned angadia would breeze past a police checkpoint without slowing down, not looking at the cops even once. And in case he did get stopped and pulled aside, he would simply call his client or his boss and let them handle the matter. It wasn’t his headache. He was simply a courier doing a job and getting paid for it.

More picked up his phone from his desk once again to check if he had missed any calls and at that instant, the phone started vibrating. More saw the name on the screen and answered within the first second.

‘Please tell me you have good news,’ he said.

‘I have news,’ Police Sub-inspector Sarvesh Rikame from the Bandra–Kurla Complex Police Station said. ‘Good or bad is your lookout.’

More and Rikame had worked together as probationary sub-inspectors at the airport police station before being transferred to their current postings, and had become good friends. The BKC, with its bustling diamond bourse, was the hub for angadias to pick up and drop off deliveries and hence, any good cop posted there made it a point to develop a couple of good informants among them.

More had reached out to his friend immediately after receiving Parekh’s personal effects. Rikame had told him that he was still working on cultivating his own informants, but would seek help from his superiors and request them to circulate the victim’s picture and details among their own tipsters. More had been eagerly awaiting Rikame’s call since then.

‘Tell me,’ More said, pulling a notepad and a pen out of the drawer.

‘Your dead guy was an angadia for sure. Had been one for about ten years. Multiple angadias who visit BKC have confirmed this after seeing his picture and being told his name. I’ve got his boss’s number, which I’ll send you once I end this call.’

‘Great,’ More said. ‘Anything else?’

‘One of my seniors also found out that he had been on leave for a week.’

‘He’d been what? Are you sure?’ More stopped writing and asked, puzzled.

‘Yes, I am. Cited personal reasons and didn’t give any details. Hadn’t been in contact with anyone at work since then.’

‘What was he doing with a bag full of cash, then?’

‘That’s for you to figure out, isn’t it, my friend?’ Rikame replied.
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This time, the traffic was normal as Vikrant’s vehicle raced from his office in Nariman Point to the task force’s command centre in Worli. Vikrant’s mind, though, was racing as fast as it had on the day of the DDoS attack.

The day had begun normally, or as normally as it could for someone who was part of a top-secret investigation into a never-seen-before cyberattack on the financial capital of the country.

Vikrant had reached his office, where he’d planned to spend an hour or two to catch up on some pending work as well as keep up appearances. The team had decided against spending all their time at their command centre, lest someone start asking too many questions.

Mirza’s call had come around an hour later. Vikrant had been going through a new research report about cybersecurity at the time and almost missed the call.

‘Turn on the news. Then get here ASAP,’ was all Mirza said before hanging up.

Vikrant turned on the TV in his office, praying hard that it wasn’t what he thought it was. His hopes were shattered.

He watched the report for five minutes before switching to other news channels one after the other. All of them had the same story running. He knew this would get worse before it got better. Five minutes later, he was speeding to Worli.

Vikrant reached the office building just as Vijayan got there. Both of them exchanged salutes and ran to the elevator. Within minutes, they were seated in the conference room with Mirza and Deo.

‘Okay, Deo,’ Vikrant said. ‘Give it to us.’

Deo looked bleak as he started speaking.

‘The email landed in Mirza sir’s inbox at 9 a.m. today. I reached out to a couple of friends in the news media, both print and electronic, and it seems that all media outlets received the email at the same time as well.’

Deo hit a key on his laptop and a large screen put up at the end of the conference room came alive. After their last meeting, he had arranged for a screen and a projector. He hit another key to display the email in question on the screen.

Good morning,

To say that I am surprised at your stupidity would be an understatement. That you—and by you I mean the entire law enforcement mechanism and the government—should choose to so blatantly lie to your own people instead of telling them the truth, only strengthens my hatred for you and confirms my belief that those in power do not deserve it.

To the news media, I would like to say that what happened with Mumbai’s traffic signals a week ago was not some random ‘glitch’, as your government would like you to believe. It was me. I hacked into one of the city’s traffic signals and executed a Distributed Denial of Service (DDoS) attack.

The reason behind my actions will be revealed at the right time. But right now, all of you—the police, the government and the media—need to know that I have enough resources at my disposal to ensure a repeat of the attack. And that is exactly what I am going to do.

Consider this a warning.

There was silence as everyone in the room read and reread the email several times.

‘Thoughts?’ Mirza said finally.

Vikrant was the first to speak.

‘The tone of the email is the same as the earlier one. Short, crisp, to the point. Even that stuff about hatred for the government and whatnot is summed up in one sentence. That alone could have made for three or four paragraphs, but he is not interested in waxing eloquent.’

‘Exactly what I thought. His main purpose was to make it known that a DDoS attack happened and he was the one behind it. Then he gives that warning about one more attack and simply signs off,’ Mirza said.

‘Which is why I think our first move should be to take the stuffing out of his words,’ Vikrant said.

‘How do we do that, sir?’ Vijayan asked. Mirza wondered if he sounded a little too eager to know, and whether he was going to speed-dial the DGP as soon as he got out of the meeting.

‘We could call it a hoax,’ Vikrant said. ‘The Chief Minister’s Office, or even the ATS for that matter, gets hundreds of hoax calls and emails. It wouldn’t be too hard.’

‘True, but if we’re going to lie about it, the lie needs to be ironclad. Or as ironclad as possible. Simply issuing a statement saying that the email is a hoax is not going to suffice,’ Mirza replied.

Another silence followed before Mirza spoke again.

‘We could create more such emails,’ he said. ‘Various nutcases claiming responsibility for the traffic-signal failure in different ways. Then we could have the CM release an entire set of the emails, saying that he received scores of hoaxes and these are just a few examples.’

‘Yes, but all of the emails we create will land in the CM’s inbox AFTER this genuine one. Wouldn’t that look suspicious?’ Vijayan asked.

‘Photoshop,’ Deo said, smiling. ‘We send the emails, then we use Photoshop to change the date and timing. We’ll only release printouts, so it wouldn’t matter as long as we do a good job. The media is hardly going to demand access to the CM’s inbox to verify the timing of the emails.’

‘Oh, I know a couple of self-righteous so-called news anchors who might demand that as well,’ Vikrant said, and everyone chuckled.

‘But … will CM Tungare agree to this?’ Vijayan asked.

‘He will,’ Mirza replied.

Vikrant turned to look at him. He stared at his mentor for a few seconds and then broke into a smile that soon turned into a chuckle.

‘What?’ Mirza asked, his face deadpan.

‘You have already spoken to the CM, haven’t you, sir?’ Vikrant asked, smiling from ear to ear.

Mirza held his deadpan face for another two seconds before giving up. He smiled broadly, looking pleased with himself, and leaned back in his chair. Deo was smiling too.

‘You two already set the plan in motion before we got here,’ Vikrant said. ‘Those Photoshopped emails are ready, aren’t they? They’re already with the CM?’

‘Emailed to his official ID an hour ago,’ Mirza said. ‘Now we just need a few more emails to be sent, which he can add to the set that he will release to the media shortly.’

‘I’ll get on that. I’ll send an email posing as a retired bureaucrat—anonymous, of course—and say something like the entire state government is running on outdated infrastructure and the system is going to come crashing down one day,’ Vikrant said, clearly enjoying himself.

‘That’s good, boy. That’s good,’ Mirza replied.

‘Another idea,’ Deo put in. ‘If you change the time on your computer’s clock, your emails show the changed timing in their “sent” time. We could use that for a couple of emails.’

‘Wow,’ Vikrant and Mirza said together.

Mirza turned to Vijayan.

‘Any ideas, lad?’ he asked.

Vijayan’s face was stony. In that instant, Vikrant realized that it wasn’t him that Mirza had wanted to keep in the dark, it was Vijayan. His mentor had deliberately set the plan into motion without waiting for the others, because he knew that Vijayan would immediately inform the DGP, who would then try to discredit or sabotage the plan.

‘I … I’m thinking, sir,’ Vijayan managed.

‘Take all the time you want,’ Mirza said, smiling.
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The hacker’s reaction came sooner than the task force had expected.

At precisely 2 p.m. the next day, exactly twenty-four hours after the CM addressed a press conference denouncing the hacker’s email as a hoax, the signalling system of the entire city’s railway infrastructure on all three lines—Central, Western and Harbour—stopped working.

The effect was immediate and devastating. It started with all the trains coming to a halt because no motorman was going to drive a train without a proper signal. As one stopped behind another, commuters started getting restless. Those who were stuck in trains close to railway stations, and were young and fit enough, jumped off the carriages and walked to the stations. Middle-aged women, children and the elderly were not so lucky. Most of them elected to stay on the trains, thinking that it was a momentary glitch and would resolve itself.

It didn’t.

The servers of all the three lines were rebooted immediately but crashed once again within seconds. This time, the engineers elected to be more careful and run a full diagnostic which, for servers of that size, would take hours.

The railway police and Railway Protection Force personnel were rushed to the tracks to deal with the situation. Extra personnel were requested from the city police to man the railway stations. As one hour turned into two and two into three, the people went from being restless to agitated to downright furious.

Those on the platforms started storming into the station masters’ offices, demanding to know what was happening. That didn’t prove to be of any use because the station masters themselves were at sea. Those stuck on trains started running out of water or needed to use the bathroom. Frantic calls were made to the police helplines as cell-phone batteries started running out by the end of the third hour.

The fire brigade was called in and ladders were rushed to each stalled train, which were used to get the stranded passengers off. Even though the office rush hour had passed, a large number of people still failed to reach work on time. Those working early shifts could not get home. Losses amounting to crores of rupees were sustained.

It was a miracle that no one died but casualties were still recorded, as those with blood-pressure problems fainted from the sheer stress of the situation, while some suffered dehydration. An eighty-year-old man had a mild heart attack but rescue workers were able to get him off the train and to a hospital in the nick of time.

This, however, was just half of the problem.

Five minutes after the signals failed, another email was sent to Mirza, the CM and all news media outlets.

It simply read:

You tried to write me off as a prankster. This is my retribution.

You haven’t heard the last of me.

What happens next depends on how much respect you give me this time.

You have been warned.

The media, of course, went ballistic as soon as the email hit their inboxes. A visual of the email was shown on loop as news anchors yelled their lungs off. Cyber experts came out of the woodwork, predicting that the end was nigh. Words and phrases like ‘cyberterrorism’, ‘twenty-first-century terror’, ‘threat of the future’ were thrown around. As the speculation grew, so did the panic.

Meanwhile, with the trains out of action, the commuters chose the option of travelling by road and BEST, the government bus service, started running extra routes for the people’s benefit. As a result, it did not take long for the roads to be jammed. Traffic was crawling and getting anywhere on time was impossible.

Which is why Mirza and Vikrant decided to have a meeting with the CM via videoconference. They were in their task force headquarters in Worli, while Tungare was in his office at the Mantralaya.

‘Did you anticipate that this would happen, Mirza?’ Tungare asked, the strain of the day showing on his face.

‘We anticipated that something would happen. We had no idea it was going to be this quick or this big.’

‘Tell me there’s an upside to this,’ Tungare said. ‘Please tell me some good will come out of this whole mess.’

‘Well, sir,’ Vikrant said. ‘We know that he had a larger botnet at his disposal than we had initially thought. He made the servers of all three railway lines crash not once but twice. That indicates the availability of some serious resources.’

‘And that is useful for us because?’

Vikrant and Mirza exchanged a look before Vikrant spoke again.

‘This is something that had occurred to us earlier, sir, when Deo told us that a massive botnet was purchased off the dark web for a whopping $10 crore. That’s serious money and cannot be put together by an individual.’

‘Meaning?’

‘Meaning we think that these are state-sponsored attacks,’ Mirza spoke this time. ‘Whoever is doing this has the backing of an enemy nation.’

There was silence as Tungare digested what Mirza had 
just said.

Mirza and Vikrant also took a moment to mull over the seriousness of the words that had finally been spoken out loud.

‘If this is Pakistan, the Centre is going to have a field day with it,’ Tungare said finally.

Both police officers knew what he meant. Maharashtra was one of the few states where the ruling party was not in power, but in most of the country, it had been touting the anti-Pakistan agenda pretty strongly. As long as the people of the country had a common enemy and the hope that the party was the only one capable of ending it, the votes would keep coming in.

‘They will, but I don’t think this is Pakistan. Not with the scale of the attack. I’m inclined to think it’s our other friendly neighbour.’

‘China?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘I’m still not seeing any upside to this, Mirza,’ Tungare said, a touch of impatience creeping into his voice.

‘Well, sir, between the traffic-signal incident and today’s attack, he has to have exhausted his supply of bots. Which means he will be looking for a fresh supply.’

‘And that will be us?’

‘If all goes to plan, yes.’

‘Then make sure it does. You have my backing to do what you need. Just keep me in the loop at all times, even if it is verbally.’

‘We will, sir.’

‘What about this email that the hacker has sent? How do we deal with that?’

Mirza and Vikrant exchanged another look, this time with a smile.

They had been discussing this just before the video call with the CM.

‘We have an idea that the Centre is going to love, sir,’ Vikrant said, his smile broadening.
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DGP Anirudh Kumar Jain watched with satisfaction as the news channel played the same story for the third time in an hour.

He didn’t blame the channel. It was the biggest story of the year; two suspected cyberattacks within a span of one week on the financial capital of the country, with the story made juicier due to the emails that the hacker had sent out to the media houses.

Ever since the task force had been put together, Jain had watched with slowly increasing envy as Mirza and Vikrant became heroes in the chief minister’s eyes. It was bad enough that the state’s cybercrime unit was reporting directly to the CMO and not to him. The fact that repeated attempts from his side to get the unit transferred under his control had failed only increased his frustration further.

Then the first DDoS attack occurred and Jain thought it would be the perfect opportunity to once again try and convince the CM to let him assume control of the unit. His idea was to offer to take the ‘added load off the CM’s hands’, as the cybercrime unit would now have its hands full investigating a full-blown terrorist attack on Mumbai, and a cyberattack at that, something that had never been witnessed earlier.

Instead, when CM Tungare had called a meeting to discuss how the case should be handled, he immediately approved a task force under Mirza, with Jain being a passive participant in the whole affair. The CM had not even waited after the meeting ended to give Jain a chance to sidle up to him to push his agenda; he had simply told Mirza that the latter had carte blanche and walked out.

A furious Jain had returned to his office, seeking consolation in the fact that he had managed to plant an officer of his own on the task force. Vijayan, however, was not exactly part of his coterie. Like any DCP-level officer, Vijayan would doubtless grab the chance to make the DGP happy, but that was where it ended. He wasn’t exactly falling over himself to please Jain, and from the reports the DGP was getting, Mirza seemed to be doing his best to keep his man out of the loop when it came to important decisions. Jain had watched with mild surprise as printouts of the hoax emails were released to the press who, of course, lapped them up and showcased on prime time, effectively discrediting the hacker and his emails.

Which was why Jain felt vindicated when the hacker had sent out his latest email, minutes after the second DDoS attack. The news media was still coping with the sheer influx of information about the attack itself when the email reached, and an image of the email became the perfect visual to play along with the story as it developed.

The city was still limping back to normal and the people were angry. They were demanding answers. And Jain happily directed them towards Mirza and the CMO while watching the frenzy mount from the comfort of his office.

A high-pitched voice interrupted his chain of thought as the anchor cut herself off in mid-sentence to announce the latest breaking news.

‘We have just received information that a possible suspect behind the cyberattacks has been identified by the Maharashtra police,’ the anchor began and Jain almost jumped out of his chair. The Maharashtra police had definitely not identified any possible suspect. He would know because he headed the damn force.

‘While information is sketchy at the moment and details are still coming in, we must take note of the fact that this is definite progress in very short time. If the police have indeed identified a suspect, even as the city’s railway infrastructure is still recovering from the repeated failure of its services, the speed with which the investigation has progressed must be commended.’

Jain grabbed his landline phone.

‘Get me Mirza NOW,’ he snapped to his operator and banged the receiver into its cradle.

The news anchor was gathering steam, and for good reason.

‘DO NOT go anywhere as we’re getting fresh inputs about this massive development in the investigation, mere hours after the suspected cyberattack. The police have not only identified a suspect; they also have a sketch of this person, which is going to be released to the press any second. STAY WITH US as our reporter joins us from outside the Chief Minister’s Office, where we are expecting a briefing from CM Tungare!’

The screen split into two and a reporter holding a mike appeared on the right side of the screen.

‘That’s right, the Maharashtra police have already identified a suspect who is believed to be behind the cyberattack on the city’s railway services today. The authorities have confirmed that this was indeed a cyberattack, known as a Distributed Denial of Service attack, and the man responsible for this has indeed been identified …’

The reporter’s piece was getting a little repetitive, but that was hardly surprising. Jain got the sense that the reporter was expecting a fresh development shortly and was simply stalling for time.

His landline rang and he snatched the receiver at once.

‘Mirza?’

‘Sorry, sir,’ his operator said. ‘I spoke to Mirza sir’s orderly. Mirza sir is with CM sir.’

‘Tell my driver to get the car ready. We’re going to the Mantralaya,’ Jain said, standing up as he slammed the receiver back down.

He checked himself in the mirror quickly to see if his uniform looked okay and was putting on his cap when the news anchor screeched again.

‘And there we have it, viewers—the sketch of the suspect that the authorities believe is responsible for today’s cyberattack. What we’re being told is multiple agencies have already been tracking this man for activities against India and today’s cyberattack was only one of them. The CMO has released a press release that says that this man is based in Pakistan and this was a state-sponsored attack. Once again, Pakistan stands accused of targeting our great country …’

Jain hit the mute button, knowing only too well the kind of jingoism that was going to follow, and sat back in his chair.

The sketch was of a man roughly in his thirties with largely nondescript features, including a beard that was neither too thin nor too dense. The eyes were narrow and looked emotionless, but most eyes looked like that in police sketches. The forehead was broad and the hairline was high, but the rest of the hair was fairly thick.

Jain’s phone rang again and he picked it up. It was a call from the CMO. Jain waited for the call to be transferred to Tungare.

‘Sorry for springing this on you, Jain,’ the CM said.

‘Not at all, sir,’ Jain replied through gritted teeth.

‘I’m playing this one close to the chest. As it is, admitting that we were the victims of a terrorist attack, and that too a cyberattack, is going to unleash hell in the days to come. The Centre is going to have a field day with this. Not that I don’t trust you, but I simply decided that apart from Mirza, Vikrant and me, no one else should know about this till we made it public.’

‘I’m sure the Centre will love the opportunity to attack Pakistan once again, sir,’ Jain said and Tungare chuckled.

‘Small mercies,’ he said. ‘Drop in some time in the late evening when the daily rush is over and we’ll talk about this in detail.’

‘Yes, sir. If I may, sir, who is this man that we suspect is behind today’s cyberattack?’

Tungare laughed.

‘You’re going to love this, Jain,’ he said.
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Immediately after Haresh Parekh was identified, the Mumbai Central Railway Police had sent a team to his residence in Kandivali to inform his wife about his death.

PSI Dhananjay More wanted to be the one to break the news, but his senior inspector forbade it. It was while trying to escape More that Parekh had jumped to his death, and while one could argue all day about whether or not it was the sub-inspector’s fault, it was more than a little possible that Parekh’s wife would blame him. Grief coupled with anger never leads to desirable consequences. As a result, a female officer and a constable had done the job, and also overseen the handing over of the body.

Which was why More was aware of a strong feeling of nervousness as he made his way up the staircase to Parekh’s third-floor apartment in Thakur Village. The neighbourhood was a semi-affluent one, populated mostly by members of the Gujarati community. The society’s noticeboard bore a short to-the-point message about Parekh having ‘left for his heavenly abode’.

‘Pardon me,’ More said as he rang the doorbell and the door opened. ‘Is this Haresh Parekh’s house?’

The woman who had opened the door was in her thirties and obviously in mourning. Her hair was dishevelled, her face pale and her eyes bore the telltale signs of having shed too many tears in too little time.

Sighing heavily, the woman asked, ‘Which one are you?’

The question threw More off.

‘I’m … I’m sorry?’ he said.

‘Insurance, police, colleagues? There’s been an endless line of people coming here ever since we lost him.’

More’s heart went out to her.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said again. ‘I can … I can come back later.’

‘If you need to come back, it means you’re here for a reason other than to offer condolences,’ the woman, who was obviously Parekh’s wife, said. ‘So, again, which one are you?’

‘I’m with the Mumbai Central Railway Police. PSI Dhananjay More.’

There was an awkward silence.

‘You’re …’

‘Yes,’ he said simply. There was nothing more to be said.

More saw a tear fall from the woman’s eye. She turned away abruptly but left the door open.

Tentatively, he set foot inside the apartment just as Mrs Parekh, whose first name, according to his records, was Rakshita, walked over to a couch in the living room and sank into it.

More also sat on a chair.

‘Ma’am, I know how hard this must be, and believe me, I truly am sorry for your loss. But there are some questions I need to ask you regarding the circumstances surrounding … surrounding what happened …’

It was More’s first death on the job and hence the first time he was interacting with the family of the deceased. Nothing in the Police Training Academy had prepared him for this.

‘He would never do anything wrong,’ Rakshita said. ‘I mean, I know what he did for a living and I am aware of the legality of it. But he would never do anything that would put his family in danger. Everything he did, it was for me and our kids.’

More didn’t know what to say.

‘I want to believe you, ma’am, and you might even be right. But he did run as soon as he saw us, and he did jump off a bridge trying to escape. Has he ever been in trouble with the law before this?’

‘Never. He’s been in this line of work for close to ten years and there’s never been any problem. At least not until he met this damned new client of his.’

More felt a tremor of excitement.

‘What new client, ma’am?’

‘The one he was ferrying the cash for. Didn’t his employers tell you? There was some big-shot client whom he met on the job. Apparently, this client had heard good things about him. They kept in touch. Haresh told me that he would work for this client for a month or so, and that the pay would be great. We have two kids … he said it would secure their future.’

More had pulled his notepad and pen out of his pocket.

‘What can you tell me about this client?’

Rakshita shrugged.

‘He never told me anything specific. But he went to meet this client a few times over the last one month. I know because I’d called him during one such meeting to ask if he was going to be home for dinner and he snapped at me for disturbing a work meeting for such a trivial reason. He … he later said that he was sorry, he was with the client and it was a big job … but he’s never spoken to me like that before …’

Rakshita started crying as the memories came flooding back. More waited for her to regain control. He knew that this was part of the job—he would have to be patient yet firm in order to coax the information out of her.

After a while she stopped crying and wiped her tears with the end of her saree.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

‘It’s okay,’ More replied gently. ‘Do you remember when this meeting took place? The day or the date, perhaps?’

Rakshita shook her head.

‘I’m terrible at remembering dates. I just remember it was evening because I was preparing dinner. And he seemed pretty stressed because he yelled at me loud enough to be heard over the sound of the train.’

‘The train?’ More asked. Either Rakshita was disoriented due to her loss or she always said things without context.

‘Yes, there was a train passing by when I called him. The sound was pretty loud. And yet I could hear him clearly as he … he shouted at me over something so small …’

Rakshita looked like she was about to cry again. More quickly shut his notebook and slipped it inside his pocket, along with his pen.

‘Thank you for your time, Mrs Parekh,’ he said. ‘If you do remember anything more about this client, could you please get in touch with me at the police station?’

Rakshita was wiping her tears again as she nodded.

More was at the door when he stopped. He turned back around to face her.

‘I really am sorry for your loss,’ he said. ‘Believe me, I did try to save him, but it happened too fast.’

More had no idea if he’d said this to make her feel better or himself, but either way it didn’t help. He still felt like shit.

He waited till he was well away from the building before he pulled out his cell phone and called one of the constables working the case with him.

‘Go through Parekh’s call records. He received a call from his wife in the evening some time over the last one month, when he was at a railway station. Pinpoint the day and time when his cell phone would have pinged a tower close to a station, and then pull all CCTV footage from there,’ he said.


14

DCP Karthik Vijayan sipped his coffee in the State Police Housing and Welfare Corporation canteen and tried hard to calm himself down.

The coffee was strong and had no sugar, the way he had ordered it, and it felt good. He wished he could have a smoke, but it had been close to two years since he had quit and he didn’t want to relapse.

Vijayan’s current state of mind was the result of several factors. The immediate trigger was the call that he had finished just minutes earlier. It had been from DGP Jain and he had not been in a good mood.

‘Not only did Mirza keep me out of the loop; you also failed to alert me! What’s the use of getting you on the task force?’

Vijayan didn’t blame Jain for this. He knew that he had only secured his place on the task force because Jain had wanted him to be his mole.

But despite Jain’s expectations, Vijayan was not interested in being anyone’s mole. From a humble background, he had cracked the IPS exam in his maiden attempt and was the only cop in his family. Mumbai was his first big posting after the initial string of rural assignments and he did not have a godfather in the force yet.

It was precisely for this reason that Jain had picked him to be part of the task force. The DGP was hoping to be that godfather, in exchange for Vijayan’s fealty. Vijayan, however, was not so sure that Jain, given his reputation, was the right mentor to have.

When Jain had put him on the task force, Vijayan had seen it as an opportunity to work with the true legends, Mirza and Vikrant. The problem was that because he had been appointed by Jain, he was doomed from the start. Mirza was purposely keeping him out of the loop on all major developments and not even making any attempts to hide this.

When news about the suspect being identified had broken, Vijayan had been sitting in the conference room that served as the command centre, monitoring chatter on the dark web like Deo had taught him to. The news took him completely by surprise, but before he could react, Mirza, Vikrant and Deo walked in.

Mirza and Vikrant were smiling, but Deo looked decidedly uncomfortable.

‘We … we found a suspect, sir?’ Vijayan managed to ask, feeling supremely stupid.

‘Tell him, will you, lad?’ Mirza said to Deo, who took a swig of water before bringing Vijayan up to speed.

There was, in fact, no suspect. Mirza and Vikrant had put together a composite of three different sketches of suspects from three different cases across India, added a dense beard to the mix and come up with a new face with the help of an online tool that Deo had grudgingly recommended. Deo was supremely uncomfortable with the whole thing. As was Vijayan.

‘But … but isn’t that … aren’t we committing fraud, sir?’ a shocked Vijayan asked.

‘Depends on where you’re looking at the matter from, son,’ Mirza said. ‘In the short run, yes, this is fraud. In the long run, it has many benefits.’

‘Such as, sir?’ Vijayan asked, struggling to keep his voice flat.

‘It takes the wind out of the hacker and his emails, for one. And it will anger him, which will make him slip. I’ve been around for quite some time, Vijayan, and I can assure you that the worst mistakes are made by criminals in moments of anger. And that’s when we’ll be waiting for him. At the exact moment when he slips up.’

‘What if he doesn’t?’ Vijayan wondered aloud.

Deo spoke up.

‘Well, he’s bound to hit back somehow, and for that he’ll need botnets. With two major cyberattacks, he’s bound to have run out of them. I’m already working on a plan to reel him in once he starts shopping for a new one. It is kind of unorthodox, but Mirza sir assures me I can do it without worrying about any kind of blowback.’

Great, Vijayan thought. Another risky step.

‘But this would mean admitting that the city was hit by a cyberattack, sir,’ he said. ‘Wasn’t that something CM sir was trying to avoid?’

‘It was,’ Vikrant said. ‘But denial and subterfuge can only go that far. Particularly after the hacker hit the railway system twice. The media wasn’t going to buy the hoax email theory so easily. This way, even if we do admit we were attacked, we have something to divert the media’s attention. Plus, after two attacks, the city will have to be put on high alert, which means security and vigilance will be at their peak. That will only help us. Now we can focus on the business of hunting this fucker down.’

Vijayan had a lot of arguments to offer but he knew it wasn’t going to be of any use. He could also actually see the genius thinking behind the move. It was typical of Mirza, a legend when it came to spycraft, to concoct a lie that would do more good than harm. At the same time, he was terribly hurt at having been kept out of the loop. This was something he would have loved to be part of, to have contributed to.

Instead of arguing any further, Vijayan had excused himself and gone downstairs for a stroll. And of course, by then, the CM had told Jain about the whole plan and Jain had called his deputy to give him a verbal lashing.

Vijayan drained his cup and stood up, making up his mind. He walked to the conference room where he found Mirza sitting alone, reading something on a laptop.

‘Still here, lad?’ Mirza asked without looking up. ‘Vikrant and Deo have left for the day.’

‘I … I was wondering if we could talk, sir,’ Vijayan said.

Mirza looked up at him over the laptop screen, saw his expression and shut the laptop.

‘Tell me,’ he said, leaning back in his seat.

‘I don’t mean to sound rude, sir, but I’ve been kept out of the loop on every major decision that this team has taken. And while I guess I understand your reasons for doing so, it makes me redundant and if it is all the same to you, I would rather go back to my regular posting than be the DG’s showpiece on the task force, sir.’

Vijayan’s heart was beating so loudly, he was sure Mirza could hear it.

Mirza leaned forward, regarding Vijayan silently.

‘Is that what you really want?’ he asked.

‘What I really want, sir, is to play an active part in the investigation. But my fate was sealed the minute the DG put me on this team, so I don’t see that happening anytime soon, sir.’

Mirza regarded him silently for another couple of moments before he straightened up.

‘From tomorrow,’ he said, ‘you will be part of every decision, big or small, and your input will be sought on everything. You have a week to prove that you’re more than … how did you put it? … yes, the DG’s showpiece. At the end of that period, we will decide what happens next.’

Vijayan thought he was going to collapse from sheer relief.

‘Thank you, sir,’ he said, breathing hard.

‘One more thing, Vijayan,’ Mirza said, deadly calm.

‘Yes, sir?’

‘If even a small bit of info finds its way to Jain, I will get you suspended. And believe me, I can make that happen.’
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Unorthodox is a fucking understatement, Deo thought as he watched the team of hackers at work.

It was a plan that Vikrant, Mirza and he had come up with together. It had begun as an idle thought that they had thrown around just to see if it was doable. At some point down the line, all three of them had realized that it was completely possible and suddenly it was no longer just an idea. They started discussing logistics and timelines and what they could do to make it work without any hitch.

Deo was already uncomfortable being part of the lie about the bogus hacker, and when this idea started translating into action, it made him all the more uneasy. But he also knew that this was the best chance they had to trap the person responsible for the cyberattacks.

‘This is espionage, lad,’ Mirza had told him. ‘We’re no longer engaged in antiterrorism or cybersecurity. What we’re doing is counterintelligence, but in cyberspace. That’s your area of expertise and we need you to make this work.’

The next day, Deo had sat in a room at the cybercrime headquarters while three civilian hackers, whom he regularly consulted, worked on a malware tailored to do what he needed it to.

‘Are you sure it will work as per our requirements?’ he asked for the fifth time.

‘It will, sir, it will. Don’t worry,’ one of the three hackers assured him without taking his eyes off the screen.

‘Don’t forget it’s not supposed to …’

‘We know, sir,’ another hacker cut in. ‘Relax.’

Deo had got off his chair and paced about the room as the hackers continued their work, their fingers flying across their keyboards, frequently muttering to each other in jargon-ridden lingo. He understood roughly half of it but he knew better than to interrupt them with questions while they were working.

Finally, all three of them had straightened up and slid their chairs back.

‘It’s done!’ they said, almost in unison, and exchanged high-fives.

‘Send it to me,’ Deo said.

‘Sent!’

If I were a terrorist, Deo thought grimly, this would be the point where I would shoot them all.

Aloud, he said, ‘Remember you’ve all signed non-disclosure agreements. Between that and the case we’re working on, action will be pretty harsh if you breathe a word to anyone about this.’

All three of them had nodded, dead serious. This wasn’t the first time they were working with Deo and they knew when he meant business.

As they filed out of the room, Deo had sat back on his chair and opened his laptop. The malware that the hackers had just created for him was in his inbox, disguised as an antivirus software set-up file.

Quickly, he had started composing an email.

Dear Sir/Madam,

Attached herewith is a new antivirus software that we are installing on all Indian government systems as part of a systems upgrade. The new software comes with added features for the security and integrity of your device, and will help protect your data better. As an incentive, we are letting government servants install this software on their as well as their families’ personal devices for free. We hope you will take advantage of this opportunity and do your part in strengthening the cybersecurity of our country.

He had added a false name at the end of the email and a CERT designation. He checked the email for any spelling or grammatical errors—dead giveaways of phishing emails—and sent the mail from a bogus email ID he had created years ago.

Now, three days after he had sent out the email, he opened a programme the three hackers had just written that was helping him keep track of how many people had installed the ‘antivirus’ software. It contained a running log of how many people had downloaded the malware, which was designed to take over their systems and turn them into bots. With a large enough number of bots, Deo would have a botnet to offer to the cyberterrorist once he came looking for it on the dark web. And Deo was sure he would come.

The counter told him that over two crore people all over India had already installed the malware. Deo marvelled at how stupid people could be, especially when something was offered to them for free. The malware was designed to simply lie dormant on the compromised systems till the command-and-control server—which in this case was Deo’s laptop—issued a command for it to be activated. Once that happened, he could make the compromised devices do anything he wanted them to.

Deo’s laptop pinged. It was a message on a dark web chat forum. He saw the sender’s name and the content of the message, and immediately felt a tiny tingle run down his spine. The sender’s username was ‘Muntaqim’. The message was short, succinct and precise, just like the emails sent out by the attacker.

Need large botnet. Price not an issue. Expect more havoc than traffic signals and railways DDoS. Have something bigger in mind. Ping me.

Deo scribbled the ID on his notepad. Finally, they had a name for the attacker. The content of the message was well crafted. It outlined what Muntaqim needed, claimed responsibility for the two attacks, promised something bigger and that was it. No big words, no paragraphs full of self-praise, nothing apart from the bare facts.

Deo started typing out a message of his own, using the fake ID he was logged in with.

‘@Muntaqim how big you want?’

He waited, praying hard that Muntaqim was still online.

Barely a minute later, Muntaqim replied.

‘How big do you have @Bl@ckh@t?’ he asked.

Deo immediately sent a direct message to Muntaqim.

Bl@ckh@t: Over two cr devices and counting. Interested?

Muntaqim: Yes. But would like bigger.

Bl@ckh@t: It’s expanding as we speak. Wait for a few days and it will be.

Muntaqim: Gr8. Price?

Bl@ckh@t: Will discuss after 3 days, depending on how big it is then. Cool?

Muntaqim: Cool. C ya.

Bl@ckh@t: Wait. Y u doing this?

Muntaqim: What?

Bl@ckh@t: The DDoS attacks against Indian infidels. U from Pak?

Muntaqim: Haha. Idiot Indians can’t see beyond Pak.

Bl@ckh@t: But ur display name sounds Urdu.

Muntaqim: It’s the Urdu word for avenger. FYI, Urdu is an Indian language.

Bl@ckh@t: Then where r u from? C’mon, tell!

Muntaqim: China.
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Although Mirza’s idea of a fake scapegoat was useful when it came to taking the wind out of the real hacker’s claims, it also meant admitting that Mumbai had indeed been attacked by a cyberterrorist.

Mirza and Tungare had debated for a long time about the pros and cons of the move but in the end, Tungare had had to agree to take a hit. In any case, keeping something like this under wraps for long was next to impossible. The sooner it was out of the way, the better.

The city immediately went on high alert, with police deployment being stepped up everywhere. The only problem was that with the terrorist operating through cyberspace, physical police presence was almost useless.

‘Let the deployment be focused on critical public services,’ Mirza advised the Mumbai police commissioner. ‘He’s clearly targetting those, if the last two times are any indication. Let there be enough cops around public transport and any other place with high footfall. If he does attack these, at least our men will be around to quickly rescue any civilians that get trapped.’

The Mumbai top cop immediately agreed and concentrated half of the deployment on this mission, while the other half was tasked with ground intelligence. Since the assumption was that the hacker was based either in or around Mumbai, police teams started visiting all hotels and lodges to check details of recent guests.

Police stations with a large concentration of slums in their jurisdiction tapped their informants to find out about any new arrivals. These slums, where the slumlords gave out rooms with scant verification as long as they got the desired rent, were favourite hiding places for criminal elements.
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In the lobby of a three-star hotel in western Mumbai, Shaina watched with idle interest as three uniformed policemen spoke to the manager. Within minutes, the manager turned over the guest register to them and the cop leading the team started taking notes. The television set in the lobby, too, was playing news of the cyberattack.

Stating that the suspect is based in Pakistan is a great move, Shaina thought. With the frequent incursions at the border, no one, be it the media or the people, would have any trouble believing this.

The ruling party at the Centre, of course, had gone ballistic as soon as they’d heard the neighbouring country’s name. Leader after leader addressed press conferences about how it was high time that Pakistan was held accountable for its endless string of crimes against India. The former chief minister of Maharashtra, who was from the ruling party, told anyone who would listen that had he still been the CM, such a thing would never have happened. How exactly he would have prevented an attack that could have never even been imagined was anybody’s guess.

‘Bring me back next time and see what I do!’ he kept declaring.

One evening, as she sat chuckling at his theatrics on TV in her rented apartment, Shaina had got a call from Mirza.

‘You’re on,’ was all he said before hanging up. She knew exactly what he meant and started preparing to play her part. Since her arrival in Mumbai, she had been staying under the assumed identity of Nisha Suvarna. Mirza and Vikrant had agreed that they would keep her out of sight till the right time. Apart from them, no one had known about her initially, not even Deo.

It was only after Deo had managed to make contact with Muntaqim that he was brought into the loop. Vijayan was also told about her role, although neither Deo nor he knew her real name. A plan was hastily drawn up: the next time he spoke to Muntaqim, Deo would insist on evidence that the hacker was indeed behind the two cyberattacks. In return, Deo would offer to hand over the botnet in person, as a show of good faith, but would also insist on the payment being made electronically before the handover.

The idea worked. By the time Muntaqim got back in touch again, Deo had more than three crore devices in his botnet and Muntaqim seemed satisfied. Deo got the feeling that he was more than a little miffed at being asked for proof, but the size of the botnet was too large for him to pass up. Within the hour, he sent Deo a detailed technical account of all the steps he had taken in order to execute the two attacks.

‘I won’t ply you with jargon,’ Deo had told the others, ‘but only the perpetrator of the attacks could have the details that he’s shared with me. This is definitely our man.’

The next step of the plan was made easier by Muntaqim himself.

‘We need 2 take this off the net,’ he messaged. ‘Indian govt getting extra vigilant, so let’s make the handover physically. I can send money thru hawala channels or make the transfer in front of u.’

‘Ur choice,’ Deo said. ‘I can share botnet in flash drive. Time and place of ur choosing.’

Muntaqim conveyed the time and place, at which point Mirza had called up Shaina.

And so it was that Shaina was in the hotel lobby, a flash drive in one pocket and details of a bank account on a slip of paper in another. She had been sitting for an hour now, and she was prepared to wait for as long as it took. She knew Muntaqim would want to make sure that she was alone and that he wasn’t walking into a trap.

Her phone buzzed. She pulled it out of her pocket and saw a message from Muntaqim on a chatting app Vikrant had asked her to install. She was logged in using the same ID that Deo had used while chatting with him.

As surreptitiously as possible, she scanned the lobby to see if she could spot him, but couldn’t see anyone suspicious.

‘Leave,’ the message said.

Shaina quickly replied with ‘?????’ and Muntaqim responded within seconds.

‘Cops in the lobby. Leave fast.’

‘What about our trade off?’

‘It will happen soon. I’ve been watching you for an hour. Satisfied this is not a trap. Leave. Now.’

Muntaqim went offline before she could respond. Slowly and casually, Shaina stood up and picked up her shoulder bag, not even looking at the cops at the reception desk. Two of the cops were scanning the lobby with alert eyes.

She waited behind a pillar, pretending to be typing on her phone, till a medium-sized group of men and women came down the stairs into the lobby. As they passed by the pillar, she slipped into their midst and smoothly exited the hotel with them.

Her phone buzzed again.

‘Nice exit.’

He’s still inside! she thought.

‘What next?’ she replied.

‘I’ll be in touch,’ Muntaqim said and went offline again.

Shaina slid her phone back into her pocket and was about to start looking for a taxi when it started buzzing again. She removed it, half expecting it to be Muntaqim.

It wasn’t.

It was Iqbal Singh, her informant in Pathankot.
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PSI More sat down at his desk. One of the constables working the case with him, Sanjay Lakde, slid a laptop across the table.

‘What am I looking at?’ More asked as Lakde came over to his side.

‘Play the video, sir,’ Lakde said, sounding rather pleased with himself.

It had been three days since More had met Haresh Parekh’s widow and instructed his constables on their next course of action. In keeping with his orders, Lakde had mapped Parekh’s cellular locations on all the days that he had received calls from his wife, looking specifically for days when he spent prolonged periods of time at or around railway stations. After scanning hours and hours of cell-phone records, Lakde had zeroed in on one day, a week before Parekh’s death, when the victim had spent over an hour at the Thane railway station.

Then came the hard part. Lakde had contacted the Thane Railway Police and sought all CCTV footage for the day in question. By a sheer stroke of luck, an officer with the Thane Railway Police, who was coming to Mumbai Central the same day to collect some documents, brought the footage with him.

Over the next two days, Lakde scanned the entire footage till he found Parekh sitting on a bench on one of the platforms of the busy station. It was this footage that he was now showing More.

The camera had been mounted over a pole that was at one side of the bench and was partly hidden from view by a commercial hoarding. However, the hoarding had not blocked the lens, as a result of which, while a casual observer might not have been able to spot the camera immediately, the camera had captured everything within its line of sight.

Apparently this was why the two men had not noticed the camera.

His senior watched intently as Parekh walked into the camera’s view and sat down on the bench. Parekh sat by himself for around fifteen minutes—during which period Lakde fast-forwarded the footage—after which a man approached him. The man looked around before sitting down next to Parekh.

‘This is where it gets interesting,’ Lakde said.

Both cops watched as the two men sat without turning towards each other. However, the camera had picked up slight movements of the head from both that one makes while conversing. Only someone looking intently could have noticed them.

‘They’re talking to each other,’ More said.

‘Yes, sir,’ Lakde replied.

A minute into their surreptitious conversation, Parekh slipped a hand into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. He spoke for barely a few seconds before putting the phone back in his pocket.

‘This was when his wife called him?’ More asked.

‘That’s right, sir. I checked the time. And watch this,’ Lakde said. He reached over and hit a key, slowing the speed of the footage.

More watched like a hawk as the unidentified man took out an envelope from his pocket and slid it over to Parekh, who quickly slipped it inside his own pocket. The man then stood up and started walking away.

He walked right past the camera, which he had still not noticed, giving it a clear view of his face.

‘Can you trace his movements after he leaves the station?’ More asked.

‘Already did, sir,’ Lakde said. ‘He walked right out of the station and into the city. The cameras over there fall under the city police’s purview. Someone senior will have to put in a request.’

‘I’ll talk to Senior sir,’ More said, referring to his reporting head with the slang word that most policemen use for a senior police inspector.

‘Play the footage for me again,’ he told Lakde. ‘The part where the man walks past. And play it slowly.’

Lakde did as he was told and both he and More watched carefully as the man walked past the camera very slowly. The camera was of reasonably good quality and as it was evening time, the station was well lit. The man’s face had been captured fairly well. He had a close-cropped haircut, a moustache, was of medium height and build with a slightly swaggering gait.

‘Almost like a cop,’ Lakde remarked and More nodded.

More couldn’t help but feel worried. While Lakde had been working with the cellular locations and CCTV cameras, he had got in touch with as many cops as he could who were posted in angadia hotspots, asking all of them if they had heard of any movement of large amounts of money through hawala channels. His reasoning was that as Parekh’s consignment was in his custody, that amount would have to be replenished somehow.

The problem, he realized, was that most cops had working arrangements with angadias that they would not be willing to disturb for the sake of a newbie cop barely out of probation.

Therefore this CCTV grab of his suspect was currently his best lead.

More stood up.

‘I’ll let you know about the CCTV footage from Thane City,’ he told Lakde.

‘Sir …’ Lakde said, making More turn back.

‘Should I enter this in CCTNS?’

More slapped his forehead. This was something he should have thought of.

The Crime and Criminal Tracking Network System was a central government project that aimed to collect all information about criminals and their records on a central server. Every police unit was required to enter all details of their cases into the CCTNS server as part of procedure. The project had been in the works for almost a decade, as connecting an entire country to a common server was no joke, logistically speaking, but the project had taken off successfully in Maharashtra just a month ago. For this reason, most cops were not yet used to it and kept forgetting to enter details of fresh crimes or suspects.

‘Yes, go ahead,’ More said. ‘Who knows what it might throw up.’
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‘Tell me what happened again,’ Vikrant said.

‘Nothing happened!’ Shaina said. ‘I waited in the lobby for over an hour and then he suddenly texted, telling me to leave.’

Shaina was back in her rented apartment and talking to Vikrant via video call. Mirza had really pulled out all stops for security, installing spy cameras inside as well as outside her apartment. He had told her and the rest of the team that as the face they were presenting to the hacker, she was the most at risk. They would have to assume that every attempt would be made to spy on her. At the same time, if she was posing as a hacker, it would look suspicious if she would allow herself to be spied upon. Hackers, as a rule, are paranoid and take utmost precaution to evade attention, either over or covert.

Hence, apart from the concealed cameras in and around her house, Mirza had also supplied her with equipment to sweep for bugs. All her communication, be it through her phone or her computer, was highly encrypted.

‘At first,’ Shaina continued, ‘I thought it was the cops in the lobby who’d spooked him. But the cops had been there for around five or ten minutes before he texted me. I think he was watching me, making sure I was indeed alone. And he wanted to see if I would leave when he told me to. As in, if the cops were actually with me, I’d be unwilling to lose them. That’s why I took extra care, blended in with that group of guests while exiting.’

‘That was a good move,’ Vikrant said. ‘You didn’t see him?’

‘I didn’t even know who I was looking for,’ she replied. ‘I kept checking out whoever I could around me, but I didn’t want to be too obvious.’

The door to the conference room opened and Mirza and Deo walked in. Vikrant signalled them over.

‘Can we check the CCTV cameras in the hotel lobby?’ Shaina asked.

‘Too risky,’ Vikrant replied. ‘That place was of his choosing, so we have to assume that he took every precaution against being detected. Any move on our part could alert him and he might call off the deal.’

‘Plus,’ Mirza said, ‘without knowing who we’re looking for, it’s going to be like finding a needle in a haystack. We could be looking right at him and wouldn’t know it.’

‘Well,’ Shaina said, ‘what next?’

‘We wait for him to make contact,’ Vikrant said. ‘Haggle with him over the price he offers. Deo will take care of that part. If he insists on another face-to-face, we send you.’

‘What then?’ Shaina asked.

‘Then,’ Deo answered, ‘I get to show you guys what a genius I am.’

Deo was smiling broadly. Shaina raised her eyebrows, but Vikrant shook his head.

‘Don’t ask me. He’s being awfully secretive about it. Not to mention smug.’

‘Just let me have my moment, sir. You’ll find out soon enough,’ Deo said, looking pleased with himself.

They ended the video call and Shaina closed her laptop’s screen. As she entered the kitchen to make herself a cup of black coffee, her mind went back to the conversation she’d had with Iqbal Singh earlier in the day.

She didn’t answer his call immediately, letting it ring out. She’d first caught a cab and waited till she was a safe distance away from the hotel before taking out a second cell phone from her purse and calling Iqbal from that.

‘O madamji,’ Singh had said, answering on the second ring. ‘You need to come back fast.’

‘What do you mean I need to come back fast?’ she asked with more than a little irritation. She’d been expecting at least a face-to-face encounter with Muntaqim and going back empty-handed had put her on edge.

‘Madamji, our hero, who I’ve been tailing ever since you left, has suddenly become very active. He’s met three men in the last two days, and all of them are very suspicious-looking. Not tourists and making no attempt to hide it. They’re planning something for sure.’

‘Are you being careful?’

‘Yes, yes. But I don’t know what’s brewing and how big it is. I need your help in figuring this out.’

‘I can’t come to Pathankot right now, Iqbal bhai. I’m in Mumbai.’

‘You must!’

Shaina thought for a moment.

‘I’m sending you some money,’ she said. ‘Stay on his tail for a couple more days. Call me as soon as you have something more.’

The mention of more money seemed to satisfy Iqbal.

‘Okay, but I’m telling you, something big is being planned. Our suspect is meeting these people every day and spending long periods of time with them in hotel rooms. And the people he meets are based all over Pathankot. It seems to be a wide network.’

‘Any chance you can take pictures?’ Shaina asked.

‘I can try, but it could be risky. I don’t know who these people are and what they might do if they catch me. But for you, madamji, I will try.’

‘This is good work, Iqbal. Expect a payment from me shortly. Be in touch,’ Shaina said before ringing off.

Now, as she brewed her coffee, she used an e-wallet to send a significant amount of money to Iqbal. In a few minutes, she received a notification and checked her phone.

It was a message from Iqbal that simply said, ‘Got payment. Thank you madamji :-).’

Alarm bells went off in Shaina’s head as she set her cup of coffee down.

Iqbal had never acknowledged any payment she had sent him till date. Their entire relationship was clandestine and sending a message thanking her for the payment was tantamount to acknowledging that he was an informant for the authorities, something that he would never do.

Her first instinct was to call him but she stopped herself. Her heart was beating fast and sweat started forming on her forehead. Iqbal was the first informant that she had ever cultivated, or tried to, and if he was in any trouble because of her …

She shook her head and dialled Mirza. He cut her call but immediately called her back using a VoIP app.

‘All okay with you?’ he asked.

‘No,’ she said and told him what had just happened.

‘Okay, firstly, calm down. When was the last time you spoke to him?’

‘In the cab from the hotel to here. That was around three hours ago.’

‘And you received this message from him just now?’

‘Five minutes back.’

Mirza went silent for a bit.

‘You’re sure this is a red flag, right? I can make some calls, but I don’t want to raise hell over nothing. Not to mention that if nothing is wrong, we might be exposing your informant to risk by sending people to check on him.’

‘I know the fellow, sir,’ Shaina said. ‘What he did was completely out of character.’

‘Okay, hang tight. I know someone in the Pathankot police who I can ask to make a discreet round of his house. Give me his address.’

Shaina waited for the next one hour, pacing about and drinking cup after cup of coffee before Mirza called her again.

‘I’m sorry, Shaina,’ he said. ‘Iqbal Singh is missing.’
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‘This better be worth it, Deo,’ Vikrant said as he settled into his chair.

It was close to dawn. Vikrant, Mirza and Vijayan had sped to the Housing Corporation building after receiving an urgent call from Deo, who refused to say anything else. All the three cops were sleepy while Deo looked charged up and excited.

‘It’s more than worth it, sir!’ he said happily.

‘Wait,’ Mirza said as he pulled his phone out of his pocket and dialled Shaina. She answered on the first ring, not having slept a wink ever since receiving the news about Iqbal.

‘Join the video conferencing link but keep your camera off,’ Mirza told Shaina, who complied within the minute.

Deo powered up his laptop and connected it to a projector. Vijayan unrolled the projector screen for him.

‘An hour ago,’ Deo began, ‘Muntaqim pinged me on my dark web ID.’

‘Why were you even awake at that time?’ Vikrant asked.

‘I wasn’t. But I’ve set up loud and insistent notification alerts for his messages. Most hackers are nightbirds and to give the impression of authenticity, it was important that I be available at night.’

‘That’s … wow!’ Vijayan was impressed with Deo’s dedication.

‘Thanks,’ Deo said, mildly pleased. ‘So, he pinged me saying he was satisfied that I was genuine, and was ready for a trade. By now, the botnet has around 4.5 crore devices all over the country. I told him as much and he said he wanted it immediately. I asked him how much he was offering and he straight up offered me five crore rupees.’

Everyone in the room sat up.

‘Just like that?’ Mirza asked.

‘Just like that. One would be a fool to turn it down. This guy is clearly well funded. Nobody has that kind of money just lying around. Even if Muntaqim is running phishing scams on the side, he would take a long time to earn this much. He’s clearly getting some serious financial help.’

‘How is he paying you?’ Vikrant asked.

‘This is where it gets interesting. He said he can send the money through a hawala operator. Right now.’

Mirza turned to Vijayan.

‘Get in touch with the agencies that cover financial crimes. Economic Offences Wing, Directorate of Revenue Intelligence … all of them. Find out if they have picked up any chatter about large amounts of money being moved.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Vijayan said, making a note.

‘Where is the handover going down?’ Mirza asked Deo.

‘We’re supposed to send someone to a hotel near the airport. The money will be handed over and control of the botnet will be transferred to Muntaqim at the same time. He’ll give me the name of the hotel at the last minute.’

‘Why isn’t he making the payment electronically?’ Vikrant asked. ‘He could have paid in cryptocurrency.’

‘I asked him the same thing. He said he wants to keep it off the grid as much as possible. I suggested handing the botnet over in a flash drive to further keep it off the grid and he agreed immediately. This is one paranoid man.’

Mirza turned to his laptop, through which Shaina was now listening in to the conversation.

‘Nisha,’ he said, ‘you up for this?’

‘I’m not far from the airport, sir,’ she said. ‘I can get there within the hour.’

The cops all looked at one another.

‘This is it, isn’t it?’ Vikrant said.

‘That it is, lad. That it is.’

Within fifteen minutes, Deo had emailed the code for the botnet to Shaina and she had transferred it to a new, unused flash drive. He then logged into the dark net and contacted Muntaqim, asking if the trade could be made in an hour. Muntaqim was online and replied in the affirmative immediately. Every cop on the team, as well as Shaina, felt their adrenaline levels spiking.

‘This civilian operative,’ Vijayan asked Mirza. ‘She can take care of herself, right?’

‘Yes, she can,’ Mirza said simply. ‘As an added precaution, I want you to drive down to the airport and position yourself there. Make it look like a routine patrolling round. Do not go anywhere near the hotel. If you’re needed, I’ll let you know.’

Vijayan, who was in plainclothes, pulled his service weapon out of his waistband.

‘I won’t let you down, sir,’ he said, ejecting the magazine and checking it before ramming it back in. Without saying anything else, he walked out of the room.

Shaina took over the chat ID from Deo and asked Muntaqim for the name of the hotel. He told her and left immediately. It was one of several medium-budget hotels on the main road close to the airport.

From then on, they just had to wait. Vikrant, Mirza and Deo paced about restlessly. Shaina was completely out of contact till the handover had happened. Vijayan, who was on his way to the airport in his personal vehicle, called Vikrant every fifteen minutes to update his location.

The tension in the conference room started mounting as the clock ticked. All three cops kept looking at each other and then at their phones.
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At the hotel, Shaina got off the cab and was about to enter the lobby when she heard a voice behind her.

‘Blackhat?’ the man said, referring to ‘bl@ckh@t’, the chat ID that Deo had set up.

‘Yes?’ she said, turning around.

A man stood behind her with a duffel bag on his shoulder. He was wearing simple black jeans and a T-shirt, and a cap with the visor pulled low over his face. Shaina wondered how he was able to see anything at all.

‘Muntaqim sent me.’

He set the bag down on the ground and stepped back. Shaina opened it. It was brimming with currency notes. She quickly rifled through it to make sure there were no stacks of blank paper hidden underneath the first layer of currency. Then she zipped the bag shut, hefted it on her shoulder and pulled out the flash drive she was carrying in her pocket.

The man took it from her and walked away without looking back. She walked away from the hotel and kept walking for a good ten minutes before she stopped to hail a cab. Once inside, she called Vikrant using her other phone.

[image: Images]

Vikrant hung up, a relieved smile on his face, and nodded to Mirza. Deo was glued to his laptop.

‘What happens now?’ Mirza asked Deo.

‘Wait and watch, sir,’ the officer said, tense and excited in equal parts.

Vikrant and Mirza huddled around him.

Barely five minutes later, Deo got a notification on his laptop.

‘Get your phones out and open your cameras,’ he said urgently.

Both his seniors obeyed without asking questions.

For one full minute, everyone waited with bated breath. Then Deo’s screen came alive with an image. It was a picture of a man working on his laptop, the photo having been captured from his own laptop’s camera.

‘Take a picture of that!’ Deo said as his fingers flew over the keyboard, saving the image in multiple folders on his laptop.

Both Vikrant and Mirza took photos with their phones. As Deo continued to type furiously, the other two compared the quality of the pictures they had taken.

Finally, Deo straightened and let out a long sigh. He was smiling from ear to ear.

‘What just happened, lad?’ Mirza asked.

‘The botnet,’ Deo said, still smiling. ‘I had my hackers hide a function in it. As soon as it was activated on any computer other than mine, it would access the computer’s camera and take a picture of the user.’

‘Are you saying …’

‘I’m saying that we just got our first glimpse of Muntaqim, sir,’ Deo said, standing up.

Vikrant and Deo threw protocol to the winds and hugged each other. Mirza patted both of them on the back.

Vikrant called Vijayan and asked him to head back to the office.

Mirza called Shaina and told her to keep the money safe with her and to watch her back. Everyone was jubilant.

‘Wait a minute,’ Mirza said. ‘Muntaqim still has that botnet, right?’

‘No, he doesn’t,’ Deo said. ‘I just disabled his access to it.’
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‘Who wants one more?’ Vikrant asked and got a chorus of replies in the affirmative.

It was early morning by the time Shaina had got back to her hotel with the money. Everyone decided to take half the day off and catch up on their sleep. Mirza, before going to bed, circulated the picture of Muntaqim to all his contacts in the intelligence community. They all convened at the Police Housing Corporation building that evening, rested and happy at the small victory they had scored.

Shaina, too, went with the team for the first time. After Deo disabled Muntaqim’s access to the botnet, the latter was sure to have realized that he had been taken for a ride. And if he was as expert a hacker as the team thought him to be, he would have discovered the hidden function in the botnet that had captured his picture as well. Which meant that there was no longer any need for Shaina to keep up appearances. She didn’t have to work in a vacuum, out of contact with the rest of the team. In any case, with Iqbal Singh gone missing, she sorely needed some human interaction, failing which she suspected she would go crazy.

Vijayan had picked up a bottle of Irish whisky on his way to the task force office. Vikrant brought ice and mixers. Mirza brought his drink of choice: a two-litre bottle of Thums Up.

Now, Vikrant mixed the third round of whisky and soda for himself, Deo, Shaina and Vijayan.

‘It’s a genuine pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Suvarna,’ Vijayan said to Shaina. ‘What we’ve achieved so far couldn’t have been possible without you.’

‘Speaking of which,’ Vikrant said, turning to Mirza, ‘any response on his picture?’

‘Not yet, lad, but this is bureaucracy. It works at its own speed. We’ll just have to be patient. I suggest we give ourselves this day to sit back and relax. We might not get the opportunity again.’

Everyone agreed.

‘Sorry for talking shop on our evening off,’ Vijayan said, ‘but what happens now? Muntaqim is going to be pissed.’

‘Yes, but if he’s planning any more DDoS attacks, he’s going to need to start looking for a botnet again. That’s bound to slow him down … Shit!’ Deo said suddenly, scrambling for his laptop.

‘Please tell me it’s not more bad news, lad,’ Mirza said.

‘No, no,’ Deo said, tapping away at his laptop. ‘I just forgot that the fake ID I’d set up to chat with Muntaqim is now burned. I need to disable it. Muntaqim is sure to have let the word out that I’m an imposter and these hackers can be really vindictive. I wouldn’t put it past some of them to try and hack my computer. Just taking some precautions.’

The other cops watched, mildly impressed, as Deo’s fingers danced across his keyboard despite him being on his third drink.

‘I like this man!’ Vijayan, who was more than a bit sozzled, declared. ‘I like him. He’s a star.’

Deo smiled from ear to ear but continued typing.

‘I’m setting up new IDs to monitor the chatter. Vikrant sir already has multiple IDs in place which he can use too. So we’re good on that front,’ he said.

‘Which means,’ Vikrant said, ‘till we get a hit on that photo, it’s just wait and watch.’

Vijayan pulled out a pack of cigarettes from his pocket.

‘Permission to light up, sir?’ he asked Mirza.

‘Hadn’t you quit?’ Deo asked.

‘That was a different DGP back then,’ Vijayan said, and the room erupted in laughter.

‘In the corner by the window,’ Mirza said after he stopped laughing.

Vijayan stood up and Vikrant joined him. Shaina went over to Deo and started looking over his shoulder as he worked.

‘I won’t take long, Miss Suvarna,’ Deo said, throwing a smile at her over his shoulder.

‘Nisha, please,’ she said smiling back.

The drinking session lasted for another hour, by which time it was late night and everyone except Mirza was reasonably drunk.

‘None of you is driving,’ Mirza said sternly. ‘And no singing on the way down,’ he told Vijayan, who had started humming Ilaiyaraaja songs.

‘You want to come to my place tonight?’ Vikrant asked Shaina. ‘Just in case Muntaqim is watching your rented apartment?’

‘That’s a good idea,’ Mirza said, and Shaina agreed. The team exited the building. Mirza got into his car and offered to drop Deo and Vijayan. Vikrant and Shaina got into Vikrant’s official vehicle, which had a driver.

It was only when they were alone together that the awkwardness set in. Their romantic relationship had ended badly because Shaina had wanted to give her ex-boyfriend another chance. They had talked it out later and put it behind them, but this was the first time since then that they were alone with each other, and drunk.

Not for the first time, Shaina found herself wondering whether she had made a mistake by letting go of someone like Vikrant. Her admiration for him had only grown as the years passed, both professionally and personally.

Vikrant, on the other hand, was trying hard not to think of the two glorious weeks they had spent together before it all went to hell, at least for him.

He sighed. Whatever they were thinking, they couldn’t talk about it in the car, with the driver present. After an extremely uncomfortable ride to Vikrant’s house in Bandra, they both got out of the car and walked into the house a little unsteadily.

‘You got anything to drink?’ Shaina asked as soon as they were inside.

Vikrant looked at her.

‘You okay?’ he asked.

Shaina sat down.

‘My informant’s missing,’ she said.

Vikrant was immediately concerned.

‘Tell me what happened,’ he said gently as he sat down on the couch next to her.

Quickly, Shaina brought him up to speed on what she’d been doing in Pathankot and how Iqbal Singh had gone missing hours before she had had her rendezvous with Muntaqim’s courier.

‘Shit,’ Vikrant said. ‘I had no idea. Couldn’t have been easy, being on the job with that weighing on your mind.’

‘I’ve … I’ve never been in this situation before,’ Shaina said, close to tears. ‘I just wanted to make myself useful. I never thought about the danger I was putting Iqbal in.’

Vikrant stood up and went to the kitchen. He returned with a bottle of Scotch, two glasses and an icebox.

‘The first time is always hard,’ he said, making drinks for both of them. ‘Informants might be working on our instructions, but they also have a mind of their own. Sometimes, they take stupid risks without asking us. We still don’t know exactly what happened. What’s Mirza sir saying?’

‘He’s asked his contact in the Pathankot police to stay on this, without making it too obvious. So far, there’s been no news. He wants to wait for another day before we sound the alarm and go all out,’ Shaina answered, taking the glass from him.

Vikrant sat down next to her again. Shaina slid close to him and laid her head against his shoulder. He put his arm around her.

‘We’re going to regret this tomorrow, aren’t we?’ he asked softly as they nestled even closer.

‘Let’s find out,’ she whispered back.
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Mirza was irritable and tired. He had hardly slept and exhaustion was catching up. But the job at hand was too important for him to take a break. I’m getting too old for this, he thought as he walked out of the Indira Gandhi International Airport in Delhi. He was carrying no luggage and his exit had been smooth and speedy. He had refrained from using his official position because he wanted to keep his visit as under the radar as possible.

It took him ten minutes to book an Uber to the Indian Army Headquarters in Delhi Cantonment, and another five minutes for his ride to arrive.

‘Delhi Cantonment,’ he told the driver as he got into the cab. ‘Indian Army Headquarters.’

Once on his way, he sat silently, looking out of the window.

Mirza had reached home close to midnight after dropping off Deo and Vijayan and had been about to turn in for the night when his phone buzzed. It was a landline number not saved in his contacts. The area code indicated that it was from Delhi.

‘Is this ADG Shahwaz Ali Mirza?’ the voice on the other end had asked as soon as he answered.

‘Yes, it is,’ Mirza answered simply. ‘May I know who’s calling?’

‘This is Brigadier Jagdish Cheema, Military Intelligence,’ the caller said, and Mirza felt his adrenaline levels spiking.

‘How may I be of service, sir?’ he asked.

‘Sorry if I woke you up, Mr Mirza,’ Cheema said. ‘But earlier today you sent a photo to my agency, asking for any and all information on the subject. It landed on my desk in the evening, but I only got around to seeing it right now.’

‘No apologies necessary, sir,’ Mirza said. ‘Am I to assume that you have some information for me?’

‘I do, but I am unwilling to get into it on the phone.’

‘I can be on the next flight to wherever you are, sir.’

‘I’m based at the Army HQ, Delhi, and I took the liberty of booking you a seat on a flight that leaves from Mumbai in two hours.’

‘Thank you so much, sir. I shall be on it,’ Mirza said. Half an hour later, he was speeding towards the Mumbai airport.

He had tried to catch some sleep on the two-hour flight but was so excited that he barely managed to take a half-hour nap.

Now, as the cab moved towards the Delhi Cantonment area, Mirza felt his excitement rising again. He had circulated Muntaqim’s picture to several agencies, including the Intelligence Bureau, RAW and Military Intelligence, and MI was actually the last place he had expected to get a hit from. It was a highly specialized agency that dealt only with matters connected to the armed forces, and the very fact that a brigadier from MI had called him suggested that he had stumbled onto something big.

It was only a short drive to the Cantt. Mirza got off the cab at the gate. He was clearly expected, as he was waved through as soon as he showed his ID. A uniformed soldier was waiting for him just inside the gate in a vehicle, and he was driven to Brigadier Cheema’s office.

Judging by his clothes, Cheema had clearly slept in his office and freshened up just before Mirza got there.

‘I seem to have stirred up a hornets’ nest, sir,’ Mirza said as he sat down.

‘You have no idea, Mr Mirza,’ Cheema replied. ‘How’s it going with the Maharashtra ATS? Back to your home cadre after a long time, eh?’

Mirza was originally an IPS officer from the Maharashtra cadre but had stood out the very first time he got a central government deputation with the IB as a young superintendent of police. He had been retained for several terms after that. From the IB, he had moved to the National Investigation Agency and then to RAW. Along the way, he had met and mentored Vikrant, who was now the closest thing he had to a son. Vikrant himself had earned enough deputations with intelligence agencies and made a name for himself in the fields of intelligence and counterintelligence.

Together, the mentor-protégé duo had foiled two major attacks on the country and countless minor terrorist activities that not many were aware of.

Cheema was clearly making small talk, but Mirza decided to indulge him.

‘Feels good to be back home, sir,’ he said. ‘Like a ship that’s been out at sea for too long.’

‘And how’s Anirudh Kumar Jain?’ Cheema asked with a clearly disdainful expression on his face.

Does that man have any fans? Mirza wondered.

‘Doesn’t seem to like me very much, sir,’ he said aloud.

Cheema laughed.

‘Don’t take it personally. The man likes few people other than himself.’

There was a lull.

‘Well, sir, if you don’t mind …’ Mirza began tentatively.

‘Yes. I was stalling. Hear me out and you won’t blame me,’ Cheema said a little sourly, opening a drawer and removing a file.

‘What you’re about to read,’ Cheema said, ‘is highly sensitive. I made some inquiries and found out that you’re working on the series of cyberattacks on Mumbai, which is very, very serious. Before I show you this folder, I have two questions.’

‘Ask away, sir.’

‘Is your query about the man in the photograph connected to those cyberattacks?’

‘Directly connected, sir.’

‘And if I share this information with you, will you be sharing it with anyone else?’

‘I’ll need to share it with my team, sir. It’s a small team of four people including myself, and they need to know. And, if I’m guessing right, you’ve researched me extensively by now, so you know I won’t share any information with anyone if I don’t deem it absolutely essential.’

Cheema sighed.

‘After you read this, Mr Mirza,’ he said, suddenly sounding tired, ‘try not to judge us too harshly. We’re only human and we all make mistakes.’

Mirza was filled with a sense of foreboding.

Cheema slid the folder across the table.

Mirza picked it up and opened it. He read it thrice. The first time, he simply read it with a growing sense of disbelief. He read it a second time to make sure he hadn’t misunderstood what he was reading. The third time he committed every detail to memory. Then he looked up at Cheema.

‘With all due respect, sir, what the bloody hell?’ he asked.
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Shaina woke up feeling calmer than she had in days. The isolation during the Muntaqim case and then the development with Iqbal Singh had affected her more than she had realized. She had been sweeping her feelings under the carpet, telling herself that there was no time to get emotional and she would deal with them later.

It was only the previous night when she and Vikrant had thrown caution to the winds and made tender, sweet love that she realized just how long it had been. It had been the best night she had had in a long time, and if Vikrant’s reactions were anything to go by, he, too, felt the same way.

As she turned around in bed, her eyes still half closed, she was aware of a feeling of peace. She didn’t feel any regret. There would be plenty of time to discuss whether or not last night should have happened at all. Right now, she just snuggled closer to Vikrant, who was sleeping on his back, and put her arm around him. He stirred in his sleep and slid one arm around her, and she placed her head on his bare chest.

It was past dawn but not quite morning. The air blowing through the open window of Vikrant’s sixth-floor apartment was cool and yet to be shredded by the insistent sounds of traffic. For the moment, at least, it was as peaceful outside the house as it was inside.

Vikrant’s cell phone buzzed, reminding her that she had left her own phone in the living room in the heat of the moment as Vikrant had picked her up and carried her to the bedroom. Her training had taught her to always be within reach of her cell phone when not in the battlefield and sheer instinct drove her out of bed, albeit grudgingly. She walked to the living room and picked up her phone from the table where their half-empty glasses were stacked. There were three missed calls from an unknown number.

Shit, she thought as she called the number back, praying hard.

The call was answered on the first ring.

‘Madamji, where are you?’ Iqbal Singh asked, sounding supremely scared. Shaina’s sleepiness dissipated in a second, as did her sense of peace. Her heart started thudding.

‘Where the hell are YOU, Iqbal bhai?’ she asked. ‘You disappeared! Whose phone is this?’

‘It … it’s a phone I keep for emergencies. I need to meet you as soon as possible. It can’t wait.’

‘Where are you?’ Shaina asked, walking fast to the bedroom.

‘I’m just outside Mumbai,’ the reply came.

Shaina stopped in her tracks.

‘Mumbai? What the hell are you doing near Mumbai?’

‘The … the suspect spotted me. I had to run. You told me you’re in Mumbai, so I borrowed a friend’s truck.’

‘You DROVE to Mumbai?’

‘I’ve been driving for nearly thirty hours with few breaks, madamji.’

‘For God’s sake!’ Shaina said, furious. She was absolutely not prepared for this. ‘I’ll call you back,’ she said.

‘Madamji, I’m very scared! Please help me,’ Iqbal said, sounding terrified.

‘I will, Iqbal bhai. Just let me figure this out and call you back,’ she said.

She woke Vikrant and brought him up to speed.

‘This is not good!’ Vikrant said, reaching for his phone.

‘Tell me about it!’ Shaina said. ‘Is there a safe place where I can meet him?’

Vikrant thought for a moment.

‘It’s best to meet outside city limits. If he’s driven down from Pathankot, he can wait on the Mumbai–Gujarat highway. There’s any number of hotels or dhabas on the Mira–Bhayandar stretch where he can wait for us.’

‘Us?’

‘Us,’ Vikrant said. ‘You don’t know what you’re walking into and I’m not letting you go alone. I’ll stay out of sight, purely as backup.’

‘What … what about Muntaqim?’

Vikrant held up his phone.

‘Mirza sir texted. He flew to Delhi last night to chase a lead. He’s on his way back right now. Till he gets back, there’s nothing to do on that front.’

Shaina hesitated.

‘It’ll be just like old times,’ Vikrant said.

Shaina had to smile.

An hour later, they were speeding towards Mira Road in Vikrant’s private vehicle. He had handed over his personal licenced weapon to her, while sliding his service weapon in the waistband of his trousers. The morning traffic was yet to begin and the roads were reasonably empty. Shaina, before leaving, had told Iqbal where to meet her.

‘Are we going to talk about last night?’ she asked.

‘We are,’ he replied, not taking his eyes off the road. ‘But after we finish this.’

Shaina nodded.

Still looking at the road, Vikrant opened the glove compartment and removed a rectangular plastic box, which he handed to Shaina.

She opened it to see a wristwatch and a wireless earpiece.

‘Put on the watch,’ Vikrant said. ‘It has a mic hidden in its strap. It will relay all sound around you to the earpiece, which I’ll be wearing.’

‘Fancy,’ Shaina said, fastening the watch around her 
left wrist.

‘A little gift from a friendly intelligence community,’ Vikrant said, taking the earpiece and slipping it into his left ear.

‘Oh, yeah.’ Shaina chuckled. ‘I forgot you’re Chota Mirza.’

Vikrant burst out laughing and the tension in the car decreased a bit.

The rest of the drive passed in comfortable silence as they exited Mumbai via the Dahisar check post and got onto the Mumbai–Gujarat highway. Shaina got a call from Iqbal, who told her the name of the dhaba in which he was waiting.

Just as they were about to reach, Vikrant got a call from Mirza. He received it on speaker mode.

‘I just saw your text about Shaina’s informant, lad,’ he said.

‘You landed?’

‘Just did. Outside the airport now. Where are you guys?’

‘Reaching the rendezvous spot, sir,’ Shaina said.

‘Stay in constant touch. Text me the exact spot,’ Mirza said and rang off. Shaina shot off a text to him from Vikrant’s phone.

In another five minutes, Vikrant pulled up by the side of the road. Shaina touched a button on the side of her wristwatch, activating the hidden mic.

They looked at each other and nodded. Shaina got out of the car and started walking.

Vikrant stayed in the car, checking his gun to make sure it was loaded before putting it back into his waistband. Then he waited, listening to the feedback in his earpiece. The sun was rising and traffic was building up.

In a few minutes, he heard a change in the ambient noise, indicating that Shaina had turned off the main road, presumably into the premises of the dhaba. He listened intently as she spoke.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked.

There was no response, but Vikrant assumed that this was because Iqbal had nodded his reply. Another couple of minutes passed by. ‘What happened? You sent me a text acknowledging my payment. You’d never done that before, so I got worried and asked someone to check on you.’

‘That’s how you knew I’d disappeared?’ a man’s voice asked.

‘Yes! Tell me what’s wrong.’

There was a short silence.

‘Madamji,’ the man’s voice came. ‘I’m really very sorry about this.’

Fuck, Vikrant thought, jumping out of his car. He started running towards the dhaba just as the sound of automatic gunfire reached his ear. He pulled his phone out of his pocket without slowing down and speed-dialled Mirza.

‘Send help now!’ he said urgently before sliding the phone back in his pocket, while simultaneously pulling his gun out of his waistband.

Then he started running like a madman.
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The entrance to the dhaba was a stone arch with its name on a colourful signboard in the centre. Vikrant immediately picked up on the fact that the arch would provide better protection than the compound wall, which was made of bamboo sticks.

Vikrant ran to the arch and took cover behind one of its pillars, even as people came running out, scared, and another burst of automatic gunfire echoed from inside. He slowly stuck his head out, gun ready, and started scanning the surroundings, looking for Shaina. At the same time, he kept an eye out for civilians, waiting for the herd to thin.

‘Anyone else inside?’ he asked the last man who came out running. The man turned around to look at him and immediately baulked at the sight of the gun in his hands.

‘It’s okay, I’m a cop. Are there any other civilians inside?’ Vikrant said urgently.

‘I … I don’t think so.’

‘Get out of here,’ Vikrant said, turning his attention back to the dhaba and resuming his attempts to spot Shaina. She was nowhere to be seen, but he could make out the retreating form of a man entering the kitchen, which was the only concrete structure in the otherwise open-air eatery. Vikrant was pretty sure he had seen an automatic rifle in the man’s hands.

Gun half-raised, Vikrant advanced towards the kitchen. He was halfway there when a turbaned Sikh crawled out from under a cot in the compound.

‘Iqbal Singh?’ Vikrant called out as the man stood up. The startled man looked at him and nodded before he could check himself. Without slowing down, Vikrant went up to him. He grabbed the puzzled man’s shoulder with his left hand and whirled him around. Then he raised his right hand and hit Iqbal on the back of his head with the butt of his gun, taking care not to hit too hard. Singh collapsed as if someone had taken the bones out of his legs.

This fucker’s not going anywhere, Vikrant thought as he ran the rest of the way and took cover just outside the kitchen door. Another short burst of automatic gunfire sounded and this time, he heard five to six shots from a pistol in response. Shaina was alive.

He took another minute to listen and picked up the sound of a fresh magazine being slapped home. The attacker had just reloaded his weapon.

Vikrant raised his gun and entered the kitchen.

The attacker was in the middle of the structure, pointing his gun—which Vikrant now saw was an AK-56—directly at an overturned wooden table. It had several bullet holes in it. It wasn’t going to hold up for too long under the 7.62 mm rounds.

‘HEY!’ Vikrant yelled, opening fire. He had just squeezed off the first shot when his foot slipped on something wet and he went down, his shots going wide. However, the unexpected gunfire did send the attacker sprawling for cover. The man ran to the rear exit and took cover just beyond it.

Cursing, Vikrant picked himself and got on his knees. Both men came to a stop with their guns pointed at each other. Just as Vikrant was trying to come up with his next move, three shots rang out from behind the overturned table. They hit the doorframe beyond which the attacker was hiding.

Vikrant started crawling towards the table, keeping his gun trained in the direction of the attacker, and this was when he saw that his trouser legs were stained with something red and sticky.

He looked back at the spot where he had slipped and felt sick. He had slipped on blood. There was a lot of it on the floor. The attacker had not been hit at all.

‘Shaina!’ he shouted.

‘I’m here,’ her weak voice sounded from behind the table. The attacker stuck his head out of cover and Vikrant squeezed off four to five shots at him before crawling to the table and around it.

Shaina was on the floor, barely conscious, her gun hand still up and pointed in the general direction where the attacker was hiding.

Vikrant saw that she was bleeding from two bullet wounds on her left side.

He was about to check her wounds when fresh rounds slammed into the table, and a chunk of wood scraped his cheek. Shaina reached out and pulled him further down, bringing him almost to the floor.

‘Stay awake,’ he whispered. ‘Do you hear me? Stay awake. Mirza sir is sending …’

Another barrage of bullets hit the table, blowing part of it away.

‘Stay awake,’ he whispered again and sprang from cover. Till help got there, it was imperative to keep the assailant focused on him and away from Shaina.

Vikrant ran all the way to the front door through which he had entered, moving as fast as he could. Evading fire from an automatic rifle was ten times harder as compared to a pistol, as the rate of fire was higher.

He managed to reach the front door unhurt and took position just beyond it. He caught his breath before calling out.

‘Shaina!’

‘I’m here.’ The voice was getting weaker.

‘Well, shoot the fucker!’

Shaina’s gun hand came out of cover and she started shooting. He, too, peeked out of cover to see the attacker duck behind the doorframe.

Keep shooting. Please keep shooting, he thought, praying hard that Shaina would do what he hoped. Turning, he started running around the kitchen’s perimeter.

It took him less than two minutes to traverse the kitchen’s wall till he was one corner away from the rear door. Shaina, fortunately, was still shooting.

Vikrant ejected his clip and rammed a fresh one into the butt. He took a deep breath, raised his gun and turned.

An AK-56 assault rifle was lying on the ground near the rear door. The gunman was gone.

Vikrant ran to the rear door and to the end of the wall, but the man was nowhere to be seen. Through his frustration, Vikrant managed to discern that Shaina’s shooting had stopped.

He turned and ran back to the kitchen, entering it through the rear door and going straight for the table behind which she had been taking cover.

Shaina was sprawled out on the floor, her eyes closed, gun by her side. She was lying in a pool of her blood.

‘No, no, no,’ he said as he sank to the floor and checked for a pulse. It was there but weak.

As the first of the sirens became audible in the distance, Vikrant started sobbing.
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Vikrant kicked open the room door, barged inside and pounced on a terrified Iqbal Singh, who started screaming for help.

Mirza, Vijayan and Deo heard his cries but the furious Vikrant kicked the door shut and bolted it before they could get inside.

Vikrant yanked his gun out of his waistband, his anger blazing through his eyes. In slow, deliberate movements, he pulled the barrel back to check if it was loaded and let it fall back into place again. The click of the barrel sounded unusually loud in the quiet room. Vikrant then took two steps forward and stood looming over Iqbal, who started weeping.
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The first police unit to respond to the scene of the shootout on Mira Road had been a patrolling team with the local police, which had been diverted from its rounds. They had quickly sent out a wireless alert and an ambulance from the nearest hospital had sped to the spot. Shaina was taken to the hospital, where she was stabilized and then rushed to the bigger Ambani Hospital in Andheri. Mirza had reached just as Shaina was brought in, Vikrant with her, and Shaina was taken directly to the operation theatre.

Vikrant had gone out for a smoke, while Mirza spoke to the doctor. For the first time in a long while, Mirza didn’t seem to mind the smoke swirling around his protégé as he joined him near the gate.

‘The bullets seem to have missed any vital organs, but she’s lost a lot of blood,’ Mirza said.

‘Will she make it?’ Vikrant asked bluntly.

‘We can’t say for sure right now,’ Mirza said. He wasn’t about to insult Vikrant with platitudes.

‘Where’s Iqbal Singh?’ Vikrant asked through gritted teeth.

‘Unit 12. I asked Deo and Vijayan to get there ASAP.’

The Mumbai Crime Branch’s Unit 12 was in Dahisar, hence the closest to Mira Road. It had been imperative to get Iqbal into custody and out of sight at the earliest.

Vikrant threw his cigarette to the ground and started walking to his car. Mirza followed him. Both of them got into the car.

‘You might not want to be there for this,’ Vikrant said.

‘On the contrary, lad, I really want to be there for this,’ Mirza said, a quiet fury emanating from him.

Vikrant switched on his siren and stepped on the accelerator.

They got to Dahisar in an hour, and Deo and Vijayan met them at the gate.

‘Where is he?’ Vikrant asked quietly.

‘Interrogation room. Way at the back,’ Vijayan said.

Vikrant brushed past the rest of the cops and stormed into the room.

Now, as he loomed over Iqbal, Vikrant looked the man in the eye and put the gun to his forehead.

‘Who was the man?’ Vikrant thundered. ‘Who was the fucker with the AK-56?’

‘Sir … please, sir … I think they’re watching my family back home … I need your help … this … what you’re doing is illegal …’

‘You want to see illegal?’ Vikrant snarled. ‘I’ll show you illegal.’

He went to the door and opened it. Mirza and Vijayan walked in, dragging a chair each behind them. Deo shut the door and bolted it from the outside.

Mirza sat down on one of the chairs, facing Iqbal.

‘That man,’ Mirza said, pointing to Vijayan, ‘is a DCP with the Crime Branch, and the place you’re in right now is a Crime Branch unit. Every cop that works in this building reports to him.’

Iqbal swallowed.

‘This man, who is thirsty for your blood,’ Mirza said, gesturing towards Vikrant, ‘is an IG. Senior to the DCP. And the one thing he wants right now is to kill you. He also happens to be someone I like very much and we have a long history together. I will, literally, do anything for him.’

Iqbal said nothing but his hands started trembling.

‘And I,’ Mirza said, ‘am an additional director-general of police. There are very few officers in this state who are senior to me. And I am very, very upset at what you did to Shaina. I could put a bullet in your head right now and everyone in this building will gladly help me cover it up. The woman who is in the hospital because of you is a major with the National Security Guard and a decorated officer. I will have the support of the entire police force and the NSG in whatever I do.’

Iqbal was shaking like a leaf.

‘You have one chance, and one chance only. Tell us everything you know, and I will make sure you come out of this alive. Make one wrong move, and this room is the last place you will see.’

‘Now speak,’ Vikrant snapped.

Iqbal started talking. Vijayan took notes that ran into several pages. Mirza and Vikrant kept shooting questions.

Halfway through, there was a knock on the door. Vijayan unlocked it and Deo stuck his head inside.

‘The CP’s here,’ he said.

Vijayan handed him his notepad.

‘I got this,’ he said and walked out of the room. As DCP with the Crime Branch, he was directly answerable to CP Ashutosh Dharmadhikari.

Vijayan bolted the door from outside as he left and Deo took his place, taking notes as Iqbal spoke. He talked for over an hour and the cops spent another half an hour questioning him, making sure there were no discrepancies or unanswered questions.

Finally, they all straightened up.

‘Someone will get you food and water,’ Deo told him. ‘If you remember anything else, you ask for one of us. If we find out you hid anything from us, we will come back here and beat you to death.’

Iqbal looked like he was about to cry.

‘I … I am sorry, sir …’

‘She trusted you, Iqbal,’ Mirza said. ‘She trusted you and you betrayed her. You will not find a single cop sympathetic to you. I suggest you cooperate at every step from here on and maybe, just maybe, there’s a chance you walk away from this unscathed.’

‘My … my family …’

‘The Pathankot police took your entire family into custody an hour ago. They’re out of the city and under my protection now.’

Iqbal burst into tears.

The cops left him to wallow in his misery and filed out of the room, locking him inside. Vijayan came up to them.

‘Dharmadhikari sir wants to talk to you, sir,’ he said.

‘Good,’ Mirza said. ‘I want to talk to him, too.’

Deo’s phone buzzed. He checked it and let out a long sigh.

‘Finally, some good news,’ he said. ‘CCTV camera near the dhaba captured the attacker on his way out. We have a clear grab of his face.’

Mirza looked at the three cops with him.

‘I want you all to do exactly as I say and not ask any questions,’ he said.
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The next morning, a meeting was held at the task force command centre of the Maharashtra Police Housing Board building in Worli. Apart from Mirza, Vikrant, Deo and Vijayan, one more man was present.

Madan Shukla was a career Military Intelligence officer and had worked with Mirza and Vikrant in the past. That had led to a mutual respect between them, which existed to this day.

After Iqbal Singh’s confession was recorded and Mirza had issued instructions to all his subordinates, he called Shukla. The latter had flown down from Pathankot immediately.

It was Shukla who had roped in Shaina to be part of the Pathankot operation, on Mirza’s recommendation. Shaina was an NSG veteran and an expert sniper who had seen plenty of combat. She was also a reliable team player and had worked on intelligence missions earlier, all of which made her an ideal  candidate.

Shukla, however, had had no idea that she was running Iqbal Singh on the side and as soon as Mirza brought him up to speed, he had responded by saying that he would be in Mumbai as soon as possible.

Shukla had already been introduced to the team. Now, as they all settled down, Mirza asked him to start.

‘I’ll pick up where you finish,’ he said and Shukla nodded.

‘Around three months ago, we began receiving repeated inputs from some deep-cover agents in Pakistan that a large-scale infiltration attempt was going to be mounted. Our agents told us that the Lashkar-e-Taiba was supremely happy about something that was going to help them a lot, but we weren’t sure at the time what it was,’ Shukla said.

‘That is why you drafted Shaina and other soldiers into the mission?’ Vikrant asked.

Shukla nodded.

‘We needed good fighters in case things went wrong and in such situations, things go really bad really fast. As it is, while Shaina was in Mumbai we made some really explosive breakthroughs.’

‘Like?’ Mirza asked.

‘Like we found a tunnel, for one,’ Shukla said.

Everyone else in the room sat up.

‘A tunnel to Pathankot?’ Vikrant asked. ‘You mean from …’

Shukla nodded again.

‘From Pakistan. At least, it points towards Pakistan. We sent our boys up to seventy-five metres in it before deciding to call them back. No one wanted them to end up on the wrong side of the border. But by our estimates, it’s at least 150 metres long, quite old but has been recently dug up again. Legend has it that several such tunnels were dug during the British era, not just in Pathankot but also in Jammu and Kashmir, and were later filled up.’

‘So …’ Deo spoke up for the first time. This was a completely new field for him and Vijayan, who was tongue-tied and listening with rapt attention.

Everyone turned to Deo.

‘So, you think someone is digging up all these old tunnels again?’

Shukla nodded.

‘I think this is what the LeT was so happy about. Its operatives discovered the locations of these tunnels and were digging them up. Now there’s a massive search operation by us underway along the international borders to find more of them. We’re also trying to find any old records or books that might give us their locations. All the soldiers we’d roped in for the mission have been pressed into service.’

‘Wait,’ Deo said. He glanced at Mirza and Vikrant before looking back at Shukla.

‘The fucker that shot Major Shaina—did he come through the tunnel?’

Deo wasn’t referring to her as Nisha Suvarna any more. Mirza had told him and Vijayan about her real identity after she had got shot.

Mirza spoke up.

‘This is where I step in, Shukla,’ he said. ‘Shaina, in her spare time, was cultivating an informant named Iqbal Singh in Pathankot. After she left for Mumbai, Iqbal kept watching a suspect who had recently appeared in the city. It turns out that this suspect was smarter than they’d thought. He managed to get the jump on Iqbal and hold him captive. He was also joined by two other equally suspicious-looking fellows and together, the three of them put the fear of God into Iqbal. On their orders, he managed to glean Shaina’s current location out of her, since she was new to espionage. Then Iqbal and the suspect drove to Mumbai, taking turns at the wheel, in a borrowed truck.’

Vikrant took over the narrative.

‘Iqbal would drive for some six to seven hours, after which the suspect would bind and gag him and put him in the back, hidden behind sacks of rice and grain. Iqbal would sleep like that while the suspect drove and then get behind the wheel again. The suspect had told Iqbal that his two companions were watching Iqbal’s family back home, and any wrong step on his part would result in their deaths.’

‘So,’ Vijayan said, unable to stay a mute spectator any longer, ‘Iqbal and the suspect get to Mumbai, where he makes Iqbal call up Major Shaina and insist on a meeting. And once the meeting is set up, the suspect attacks the major.’

Shukla was impressed.

‘You guys must have really scared this Iqbal fellow. He seems to have told you everything.’

Vikrant shrugged.

‘We were all really angry. You should have seen Mirza sir.’

‘So,’ Deo said. ‘This suspect we’re now chasing; he came to India through the tunnel, right? He must have been the advance scout, slipping in and settling in, while setting up things for the others to follow. Strangers can’t simply appear in a city one fine day. They’ll need at least accommodation and identity documents waiting for them, plus weapons. And Iqbal said that the first suspect—our shooter—was meeting with all kinds of nefarious elements.’

‘You’re good,’ Shukla said. ‘Let me know if you ever want a central government deputation with the IB or RAW.’

Deo beamed and Vijayan slapped him lightly on the back.

‘Things are falling into place rather nicely,’ Vikrant said, ‘thanks to Shukla’s inputs and Iqbal’s interrogation.’

‘Except for two things,’ Shukla said. ‘The shooter, he wasn’t just an advance scout. He was the leader of an LeT module whom we’ve been chasing for a long time. The fact that he himself came to set things up for his boys means that they’re planning something really big.’

‘Anyone we know?’ Vikrant asked.

‘Zaheer Anwar.’

Vikrant whistled lightly and Mirza raised his eyebrows.

‘That’s a pretty big name,’ Mirza said.

‘Absolutely. And now the fucker is in Mumbai.’

‘About that,’ Mirza said. ‘I’ve already set some wheels in motion. You’ll see soon enough.’

‘Great,’ Shukla said.

‘What’s the second thing?’ Mirza asked.

‘We circulated Anwar’s pictures among our own informants and also scanned CCTV footage at exit points out of Pathankot at the rough time that we believe Iqbal and he left for Mumbai. Pretty soon, we were able to isolate and track a cell-phone number to trace his movements. Two numbers that were constantly in his company stood out, so we started tracking their movements too.’

Shukla paused.

‘And?’ Vikrant asked.

‘We picked up his two accomplices last night. They were with the superintendent of police, Pathankot, in his official vehicle.’

Deo almost spilled coffee from the cup he was holding. Vikrant burst out of his chair with a loud expletive. Vijayan could only stare with his mouth wide open.

‘Where is this SP now?’ Mirza asked through clenched teeth.

Shukla smiled ever so slightly.

‘He was flown from Pathankot to Mumbai, in restraints, on an Indian Army aircraft this morning. The Prime Minister’s Office has given us permission to interrogate him at the ATS headquarters.’

Every cop in the room broke into a smile. Some chuckled grimly.

This was one interrogation they were all going to enjoy 
very much.
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The wheels that Mirza had set into motion to nab Zaheer Anwar started showing their results half an hour after Shukla and Mirza’s team had had their meeting. But by then they were speeding towards the ATS headquarters in Nagpada to interrogate the Pathankot SP and didn’t get to know.

Maharashtra DGP Anirudh Kumar Jain, however, was in office at the time and was watching the news. Which was why he saw the story the moment it started being telecast.

As with the previous instance, it began with the news anchor cutting himself off mid-sentence and starting a new one, his voice three notches higher.

‘We’re getting major, major breaking news now!’ the anchor began and Jain immediately straightened up. He still remembered what had happened the last time.

‘We have just received confirmation that the shootout at Mira Road yesterday is directly connected to the cyberattack that had targeted the city of Mumbai earlier this month.’

Jain’s face was flushed.

‘That’s right, ladies and gentlemen, this is an explosive revelation, but it seems that the terrorist who shot and injured NSG Major Shaina Verma is the same person who had launched a major cyberattack against the city’s railway infrastructure. The Maharashtra government has also released a statement confirming that the failure of traffic signals in the city just a week before the railway attack was also due to a Distributed Denial of Service attack. And that’s not all.’

Of course it isn’t, Jain thought savagely as he snatched his intercom off its cradle and punched in a number.

‘This terrorist, not content with the two cyberattacks, has now reached our city in order to deal even more damage to Mumbai. Sources are telling us that the shootout at Mira Road was part of an intensive and top-secret manhunt undertaken by a special task force, headed by Maharashtra ATS chief Shahwaz Ali Mirza …’

Jain pressed the mute button on the TV remote just as an officer knocked and entered his cabin.

‘Find out who released that information to the press,’ Jain snapped.

‘I already did, sir. It was from the CMO. I think CM sir might brief the press this evening.’

‘Get me the CMO on the phone, then,’ Jain said angrily.

‘I … I received a call from the CMO just before you called me in, sir. CM sir has asked you to meet him at his office in an hour.’

Jain was too furious to say anything other than, ‘Get out.’

The officer saluted and left. Jain leaned back in his seat, breathing hard. The TV was still playing, and the anchor’s face was now replaced with an enhanced CCTV still of 
the suspect.

He was damn sure that the shootout had nothing to do with the cyberattacks. But he also saw what Mirza was trying to do. With the responsibility of the shootout as well as the cyberattacks on his head, the suspect had suddenly become the most wanted man not just in Mumbai or Maharashtra, but the country.

His face was now released to the media and would be widely circulated everywhere. Already, Jain was certain, the picture was being sent to various WhatsApp groups as well as being tweeted and uploaded on Instagram, Twitter and Facebook. Mirza had pulled out all the stops and turned the heat on the fucker. Not that he didn’t deserve it, but Jain was sore at being kept out of the loop on such an important decision.

He knew what was happening. Had he been part of this decision, the press release would have had to mention his name and give him nominal credit as a matter of protocol. Mirza was purposely cutting him out so that Jain couldn’t claim credit where he hadn’t done the work.

Jain let out a sigh of frustration. The DDoS attacks had been his one chance at bringing the cybercrime department back under his ambit. It continued to irk him to no end that an IG-rank officer, be it Vikrant or anyone else, was bypassing him and directly reporting to the CM. He had tried his best to defame the department, but the fact of the matter was that cybercrime was on the rise and the department was actually doing good work.

The fact that Vikrant was doing a stellar job of heading it was an added thorn in his side. Within six months of his posting, Vikrant had busted a major child pornography racket. And within minutes after that, the first DDoS attack had happened, placing Vikrant in the limelight again.

Jain had gotten to where he was by ensuring that he was the only hero in the room, right from the time he was a young SP-rank officer. When he was given a deputation with RAW, he had risen through the ranks by staying firmly in the good books of his bosses and getting the results that they wanted, not what the country needed, no matter what the cost. He knew Mirza didn’t like him for it, and he hadn’t cared—until now.

After serving with RAW for twelve years, he had become the Mumbai police commissioner and then Maharashtra state DGP. By anybody’s standards, it had been a successful run. But then Mirza and Vikrant had come along and been given ATS and Cybercrime, respectively. As he had feared, the mentor and protégé were stealing all his limelight, and even planting DCP Vijayan on their team did not seem to have worked.

Well, he thought, I’ll be damned if I’m going to take this sitting down.

For the next half an hour, he issued instructions to all concerned commissionerates and agencies, asking them to step up security in Mumbai and nearby areas and focus on catching the suspect. He promised a reward for the first cop who got confirmed information on the shooter. Mirza may have played his card, but he was going to be the one to catch the terrorist.

Then he called his aide back inside.

‘Write down this order. And make sure a physical copy reaches the recipient before the sun goes down,’ he said.
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SP Mahindar Singh seems quite calm, all things considered, Mirza thought as he and his team entered the room where the officer was being held.

Interrogations are either intense affairs with a lot of shouting and cursing, or peaceful ones where the subject has already realized the futility of resistance and just wants to get the whole thing over with. Singh, who was fully aware of exactly what he had done, seemed to have fallen in the second category. His hands and legs were shackled together and he was sitting on a chair, hands resting on the table in front of him. His head was bowed but his eyes were open. The officers at the ATS headquarters who had been watching him through a camera feed told Mirza that he had not asked for anything since he was brought in, not even water.

Two armed soldiers stood guard outside the room. Shukla nodded to them as he approached, and one of them unlocked the door. Shukla and the cops filed inside. Chairs were immediately brought in for all of them and arranged in a loose semicircle in front of Singh. They all sat down.

Shukla was impassive but every cop in the room was looking at Singh with unbridled anger and hatred. There are few things that a cop really hates with the core of his being, and a blot on the uniform is one of them. Legend has it that when disgraced constable Sunil More was arrested for sexually assaulting a girl under the influence of alcohol while on duty, a senior IPS officer had stormed into the lock-up where he was being held and kicked him so hard in the chest that he had fallen down, taking the chair with him.

Deo and Vijayan were the angriest, as they were both young and idealistic, barely a few years out of the IPS Academy. Mirza and Vikrant had seen enough cops fall from grace, but it still made them angry each time it happened. And now, with Shaina battling for her life, the matter was personal.

‘How do you want to do this?’ Shukla asked.

Mahindar Singh shrugged and looked up.

‘Ask me what you want to know,’ he said simply.

‘When did they first make contact?’

‘About a month ago,’ Singh said. ‘The first fellow who appeared in Pathankot, the leader, approached me in a bar and struck up a conversation. Offered to buy me a drink. Said he had heard a lot about me. We met a couple of times after that before he made his move. Told me that he wanted to set up a drug-running operation in Pathankot, and needed my help with it.’

‘And you agreed?’ Mirza snapped.

‘I …’ Mahindar Singh sighed. ‘I have expenses. Too many expenses. Money has always been a problem.’

‘What the SP means,’ Shukla said scathingly, ‘is that he has a wife, two sons and a mistress on the side with very expensive tastes. Isn’t it so?’

Singh nodded, his head down again.

‘Were you ever honest, you bastard?’ Vikrant growled.

Singh didn’t even look up this time.

‘What happened after you agreed?’ Mirza asked.

‘He showed up with two more men. He said that they would coordinate with me from now on, that I would need to ferry them to their meetings so that they could avoid being stopped during routine checks. I was paid one lakh rupees in cash every time I ferried them.’

All the interrogators looked at each other. That was serious money.

‘How many meetings did you take them to?’

‘Seven. Whatever they’re setting up, if it’s not drugs, it’s something big. They also told me that they would need to go to Jammu and Kashmir next month.’

‘Why Kashmir?’

Singh shrugged.

‘They didn’t tell me. Said it was better if I didn’t know. But they had specific locations which we were supposed to visit next month.’

‘You know these locations?’ Shukla asked.

Singh nodded.

‘I had to know beforehand so that I could come up with plausible reasons to go to them. I had to have a cover of my own. I assumed that they were going to bring charas from Kashmir to sell in Pathankot. There were a total of five such locations, all of them in civilian areas but close to the border.’

‘Tunnels,’ Vijayan and Deo said together while the others nodded.

‘What?’ a confused Singh asked.

Shukla told him who Zaheer Anwar really was and what he was planning.

‘Hey bhagwan,’ Singh said, starting to sweat.

‘Save it,’ Shukla said. ‘I’ll need the locations they were going to visit, and all the places you took them to over the last one month.’

‘Anything you want,’ Singh replied.

‘What can you tell us about Zaheer?’ Vikrant asked. ‘The one who first made contact with you?’

‘Very smart, very thorough. He had everything planned. Where to put up his men, where to get food from. Never visited the same eatery twice. Told me that I should never call him; he’d call me. And he seemed to have plenty of SIM cards at his disposal. He called me from a different number every time.’

‘What else?’ Mirza asked. ‘Think hard. No detail is too small for us.’

‘He … well, I don’t know if this is useful, but he was clean-shaven when he met me and let his beard grow over the next couple of weeks. Hair too. He was obviously working on changing his appearance. Had no qualms about drinking, despite being Muslim. I couldn’t believe my ears when you told me that he’s a terrorist. They’re usually much more rigid in their lifestyles.’

Mirza and Vikrant exchanged a look. They knew this type of terrorist. The one who allows himself to shave his beard and consume alcohol so as to mingle with the infidels and attack them while staying among them. It made sense that someone as high up in the LeT ranks as Zaheer Anwar would be open to adapting.

‘You’re sure there were only three of them?’ Shukla asked.

‘At least for the time being. They did hint at the fact that more would be coming, but I simply assumed that once they had their drug-running operation up, they’d need to bring in more men that they could trust.’

‘And in all this time,’ a disgusted Vijayan asked, ‘it never crossed your mind to ask them where they were coming from?’

Singh sighed.

‘I asked once. They told me it was in my best interests not to ask too many questions. And I …’

‘You needed the money, we know,’ Deo snarled, standing up and storming out of the room.

Vikrant stood up too.

‘I guess we’re done here,’ he said.

Shukla nodded to him and turned to Mirza.

‘You’ll get someone to record his confession?’

‘I’ll put my best man on it.’

They all filed out of the room. Vikrant climbed down the staircase and around the headquarters building to the corner where the cops usually went for a smoke, away from prying eyes. Deo wasn’t much of a smoker, but Vikrant knew he would find his subordinate there today.

He was right.

‘Sickening, isn’t it?’ Vikrant said, lighting a cigarette of his own.

Deo just shook his head.

‘There will always be bad cops, Deo,’ Vikrant said. ‘Just as there will always be good cops.’

‘Hopefully there will be more good ones than bad,’ Deo replied.

‘Don’t bet on it,’ Vikrant said wryly. ‘But you’ll find, as I have, that the good ones, even though they are fewer in number, are always worth it.’

Deo nodded.

‘How’re you holding up?’ he asked, and Vikrant looked at him curiously.

‘You seem to be pretty affected by what happened to Major Shaina. Mirza sir said you two had worked together before. You also seem to be focused on finding Zaheer Anwar. Most of the questions you asked Mahindar Singh pertained to him directly.’

Vikrant chuckled and threw his cigarette butt to the ground, grinding it under his foot.

‘You’re too smart for your own good, Deo,’ he said, putting an arm around his junior’s shoulders and leading him away from the smoking corner.

They walked back to the staircase, where Vijayan was standing with a bleak expression, an official-looking letter in his hand.

‘What?’ Vikrant asked.

‘A written order from the DGP,’ Vijayan said furiously. ‘Taking me off the task force and ordering me back to my regular posting with immediate effect.’
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The second meeting of the day began half an hour after DCP Vijayan received the DGP’s letter. It was held inside Mirza’s office at the ATS headquarters. He asked Shukla to sit in as well, as the subject concerned Military Intelligence.

They didn’t have much time because Vijayan was required to report back to his former posting in a couple of hours. Mirza could have very easily gone over Jain’s head and spoken to the CM about retaining Vijayan on his team, and everyone had been expecting him to do just that.

However, Mirza had surprised everyone by telling his junior to follow the order. No one understood why but they all trusted Mirza and were sure that he had a plan.

Mirza always had a plan.

‘The night before the shootout at Mira Road,’ Mirza began, ‘when you buggers were drunk and sleeping soundly, I got a call from a Brigadier Cheema.’

Shukla raised his eyebrows.

‘Cheema, as in Military Intelligence?’ he asked.

Mirza nodded.

‘That’s why you’re here,’ he said to Shukla before continuing.

‘If you remember, I’d circulated pictures of Muntaqim, our hacker, to all central agencies to see if we would get a hit.’

‘Wait, you’re saying we got a hit with MI, of all things?’ Vikrant asked incredulously.

‘Exactly how I felt, lad. Which is why I took the first flight to Delhi and met Cheema in his office. What he told me should not leave this room. There is a reason why I am only able to report this to you verbally. Cheema didn’t even let me have a copy of his file.’

‘They have a file on Muntaqim?’ It was Deo’s turn to be incredulous.

Mirza sighed, as did Shukla. The latter, from sheer experience, had a feeling that this was not going to be good.

‘About six years ago,’ Mirza said, ‘the Indian Army top brass started receiving reports from near the Sino–Indian border in Himachal Pradesh about repeated attempts at infiltration being thwarted by our soldiers. The person sending the reports was one Colonel Dheeraj Chauhan, who was posted in one of the border villages.’

‘Six years ago?’ Vijayan asked. ‘Why didn’t we hear of this?’

‘Only Chauhan, his unit and his immediate reporting head, whom he sent the report to, knew of it. After sending some ten to twelve reports, Chauhan began wondering why he wasn’t hearing back from the top brass. It was during this time that he met Cheema and casually asked whether his reports had been found to be actionable. Cheema told Chauhan that he had no idea about any such reports.’

Mirza paused to drink water before continuing.

‘Chauhan met his commanding officer the next day, certain that there had been some lapse in communication and an in-person meeting would solve the issue. The CO told Chauhan that he had received the reports but had not sent them to anyone, as they were too “unpalatable” to be circulated.’

‘Unpala … what on earth does that mean, sir?’ Vikrant asked.

‘What do you think?’ Mirza shot back. ‘The political leadership was not interested in hearing about China right then. Not that it is very interested right now either. The focus is on Pakistan and the only intelligence the Central government wants is that which portrays Pakistan as enemy number one.’

‘But …’ Deo began.

‘Yes, lad?’ Mirza asked.

‘But isn’t China clearly the bigger threat? I mean, agreed, Pakistan seems to exist for the purpose of making life difficult for us, but how much of a threat do they really pose? They’re a struggling nation, barely managing to keep it together. China, on the other hand, is efficient and ruthless. Even the US is taking notice of them!’

‘Yes, but the US isn’t ruled by a party that reaps votes from lashing Pakistan in public,’ Shukla said.

Everyone looked at him.

‘I’m still assuming that nothing that is said here leaves this  room?’

The others nodded.

‘Chauhan’s is hardly an isolated case,’ Shukla said, suddenly looking sad. ‘Over the years, we’ve had repeated inputs of the Chinese getting more and more aggressive along the border. The army and the Border Security Force have prevented hundreds of attempts at infiltration.’

‘Then why haven’t we heard of it?’ Vijayan said. ‘There would be something, right? Something in the news?’

Shukla shrugged.

‘How much about the cyberattacks have you guys actually told the press?’ he asked.

There was a sudden silence as the cops understood what Shukla was saying. They went over their own actions over the last couple of weeks, ever since the first DDoS attack, and all that they had done since then. The dummy sketch of the suspect, laying the blame on Pakistan, then declaring Zaheer Anwar responsible for the attacks. They had been constantly lying and manipulating ever since the beginning, and only now were they beginning to realize the impact of this.

Mirza, though, remained unruffled. However, he understood the dilemma in his juniors’ minds.

‘This is war, boys,’ he said. ‘A different kind of war. A war of wits that we will win only if we control the narrative. Muntaqim, more than anything else, wants to make a point, and the only way we can continue to stop him is by taking that power away from him. Give him a podium to speak from and he suddenly becomes a hero. Deny him that and he’s only a madman with a computer.’

Everyone digested this.

‘What happened to Chauhan?’ Vikrant asked finally.

‘Well, as you might expect, Chauhan wasn’t exactly happy. He tried reasoning with his CO, saying that the threat was serious and needed to be acted upon. He needed more troops, resources and so on. His CO told him to either get in line or get out. Chauhan came back to his post furious.’

‘Unknown to him,’ Shukla pitched in, ‘the CO had actually let us know about his reports and the MI had put Chauhan under surveillance, just in case.’

All heads turned to Shukla again.

‘You know this story, huh?’ Mirza said.

Shukla nodded, looking pained.

‘We watched Chauhan round the clock and noted his increasing frustration as the skirmishes at the border did not stop. It was a wonder that we didn’t lose any men. China kept up its efforts and we kept foiling them, but there was a marked feeling of unrest among the soldiers posted near the border. Something had to be done.’

‘Something like what?’ Vikrant asked.

Shukla pinched the bridge of his nose before he went on.

‘We made the mistake of asking the political leadership what to do instead of handling it ourselves. The message that came down was clear—make an example out of Chauhan and discourage anyone else from talking about China.’

Shukla was unable to go on. Mirza took pity on him and continued.

‘A month before he was to receive his promotion, Chauhan was court-martialled for spreading rumours harmful to national security, and dishonourably discharged.’

‘Seriously?’ Vijayan asked.

‘They took everything from him. And this was one hell of an officer. Sharp, daring, leading from the front. The kind of man you’d want as your ally, not your enemy. But the opposite happened.’

‘Chauhan is Muntaqim,’ Vikrant said.

‘Yes,’ Mirza said. ‘The photo of Muntaqim that we circulated is an exact match for Chauhan from his dossier. He dropped off the radar five years ago. Airport records show him taking a flight out of the country around a month after he was discharged. There is no record of him having ever returned.’

‘A flight to where?’ Deo asked.

‘China.’
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It was evening when Deo slid into his usual chair at the task force command centre and switched on his laptop, the one he used exclusively to surf the dark web.

Just before Vijayan had left to resume charge of his posting at the Crime Branch, he had taken Deo aside for a quick chat.

‘I was thinking,’ Vijayan said, ‘the dark web must have its own communities, right? Different groups believing in different ideologies?’

‘Oh, yes. Why do you ask?’

‘Well, are there any patriotic hackers?’ Vijayan asked, a little unsure.

Deo had to smile. An astonishingly large number of hackers were willing to do anything for their countries.

‘What’re you thinking, Vijayan?’

‘Well,’ Vijayan said, still sounding uncertain, ‘what if we offer a bounty for Muntaqim? By now the dark web, like the rest of the world, must think that Zaheer Anwar is the one behind the DDoS attacks. Those against India will already be hailing him as their new hero. But those from India or in support of us are bound to be thirsting for a chance to hurt him in some way or another.’

Deo nodded. Hackers were human too. After every terrorist activity anywhere in the world, there were always lengthy discussions on dark-web chat forums with those in support of the targetted country throwing around ideas on how to anonymously help the authorities.

‘That’s a bloody good idea!’ Deo said.

Vijayan smiled.

‘Consider it a parting gift,’ he said. ‘And going by how calm Mirza sir was about my removal from the task force, I wouldn’t be surprised if I find myself back on it tomorrow.’

‘Mere bhai,’ Deo told Vijayan earnestly, ‘if there’s one thing I’ve learned about Vikrant sir, it is to never try and guess what he is thinking. Now multiply it by 100 and that’s Mirza sir for you. Just go with whatever he says.’

Vijayan nodded.

The cops shook hands and Vijayan left for his office.

Deo sped back to the task force command centre, logged in to the dark web using a secure server and put out the bounty on Muntaqim, verbally crucifying him in the harshest of words and laying the added responsibility of the Mira Road shootout on his shoulders as well.

The idea would work in two ways—accusing Anwar of carrying out the cyberattacks and blaming the real Muntaqim—or Colonel Dheeraj Chauhan—for the Mira Road shootout, increasing the pressure on both of them tenfold.

Now, after an entire night of fitful sleeping, Deo was in the office at the crack of dawn, checking his dark web inbox as well as responses to his posts on chat forums. There were about 150 messages from various people, all of them claiming to know something or the other. Deo sighed and took his first sip of coffee. He was going to need a lot of it. He thought for a second and texted Vikrant to check if he was awake. He was, and called immediately.

Deo explained the problem he was facing.

‘Start with the messages that claim to know Muntaqim’s true identity,’ Vikrant said, sounding as if he had not slept at all. ‘We already know who he is, so put all those messages on the back burner. Same with tip-offs offering a confirmed location. From whatever I’ve learned about the dark web so far, it’s not so easy to pinpoint someone’s location within half a day of a bounty being offered. There will also be elements who are simply trying to waste your time by sending you on a wild goose chase. Filter them all out. The rule that I go by when dealing with an avalanche of tip-offs is that if it sounds too good to be true, it probably is.’

‘You’re awesome, sir,’ Deo said.

‘I know, Deo.’ Vikrant chuckled, and Deo smiled. It was the first joke Vikrant had cracked since Shaina had been shot.

Deo ended the call and got to work, sifting through the messages till he had isolated seven, which seemed to be a good place to start. It had taken him the better part of two hours to arrive at this point, but at least he had something to work with.

The messages were not too vague, not too precise and did not demand the bounty upfront. Two of them did not want any money at all, saying that they would provide the information for free, as they owed it to their country.

It was the third message that caught his attention. It was from a user who identified himself as ‘shad0c8’, which Deo guessed was ‘shadowcat’.

Hi. Nt sure who Muntaqim is. Tried looking 4 digital footprint but he’s 2 slippery. But I chatted with him yday and he no longer needs a botnet. Says he has something much bigger. HMU if you wanna talk.

Deo was about to send shad0c8 a message when the door opened and Vikrant walked in.

‘Didn’t sleep much either, I see, sir.’

‘Shaina is out of danger,’ Vikrant said, smiling broadly. ‘I was at the hospital all night and spoke to the doctors this morning.’

Deo stood up and gave his reporting head a tight hug. Both men held on to each other for a moment before letting go.

‘What’s happening?’ Vikrant asked, pulling out his pack of cigarettes and opening a window.

Deo brought Vikrant up to speed on his progress so far. Vikrant finished his cigarette and pulled a chair close to where Deo was sitting.

‘Hit him up,’ Vikrant said.

Deo sent a simple ‘Hi’ to shad0c8. Both men leaned back in their seat, expecting to wait for at least a short while till the hacker replied. But the response came immediately.

Dude. Took ur time. I ws about 2 sleep.

So sorry. Lots of messages in my inbox. U knw hw it works with bounties.

K. Wht’s ur interest in this Muntaqim?

Deo thought for a moment before typing.

I’ve had dealings wid him in d past. Sold him a botnet. No idea he ws such an evil fucker. Dat shit in Mira Road ws the last straw.

Same here. I contacted him 2 days ago to ask if he still needed a botnet. He said no, tht he had sumthing much bigger, tht will bring India to its knees. This bastard is not just a hacker, he’s a terrorist.

Exactly. It’s 1 thing to conduct DDoS attacks to expose where v r vulnerable but this is beyond us.

Yup. Thts why m worried abt what he’ll do nxt.

‘Any idea wht it cud be?’ Deo asked, praying fervently.

All he said was that zero day wl break India. His words.

‘Fuck,’ Deo and Vikrant said together.
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Colonel Dheeraj Chauhan stretched out on an easy chair on the balcony, a cigarette between his lips and a cup of steaming hot coffee in his hands.

The first thing he had done after finishing his five-year-long training in software engineering and hacking was to start a series of phishing scams that got the money rolling into multiple accounts that he had set up for himself using his new identity, Muntaqim. He specifically targeted Indians and, as he had expected, the money began coming in within a month. The phishing scams were also his first real-world assignment from his trainer, who was very happy with his progress. Soon, Chauhan was ready for more advanced work, and set about putting a botnet together for his first DDoS attack. It was a relatively small one, aimed at an internet service provider in China. His trainer had insisted that he start from scratch and build the botnet himself.

For three weeks, Chauhan had spent every evening at the bar where the service provider’s employees liked to hang out after work, till he finally got the opportunity to flick an office ID card off one of them. He committed the employee’s official email to memory before returning the card to him, claiming to have found it on the ground. The next morning, he sent an email to the same employee’s official ID, which was loaded with a malware that got him the company server’s IP address.

Simultaneously, he sent out scores of emails every night to unsuspecting citizens, claiming that they were eligible for a lucky draw offered by one of China’s leading garment chains.

Every person who clicked the link in the email unwittingly installed a second programme that turned their computers or cell phones into bots. By the end of two months, he had enough bots to take down the internet service provider’s server. Which is exactly what he did.

‘Now you’re ready,’ his trainer had told him. ‘This will be the last time we meet. Good luck, Muntaqim.’

Chauhan had launched the first DDoS attack on the traffic-signalling system in Mumbai, fully believing that it would bring the city to a standstill. However, he had underestimated the team of cops that had started investigating the case. Every day after the attack, he waited to see some news about it, but the press only reported it on day one and followed it up on day two with some stupid story about a glitch in the server. He couldn’t believe that the government was wilfully covering it up instead of making the people aware of how vulnerable they were.

This was what the people needed to know. This was exactly what he had tried do when he had been in the army—to warn his superiors about just how vulnerable his country was. And instead of thanking him, the bastards had kicked him out in disgrace.

Chauhan had watched with increasing frustration as the cops investigating the DDoS attacks check-mated his every move; first inventing some fictitious terrorist and holding him responsible for the attacks, then identifying him as some other fellow who had shot up a dhaba on Mira Road. Even the face of the shooter vaguely matched the sketch the police had first come up with, which was hardly surprising, as the sketch was the most generic one he had seen. It was becoming increasingly clear that he was dealing with a bunch of very crafty cops.

Not only had they foiled his attempts at exposing India’s vulnerabilities, they had also fooled him into buying a dummy botnet. And if the alerts sent out by his laptop were accurate, that same botnet had had a programme built into it that captured his face using his own laptop’s camera. Which meant that they now knew what he looked like, and would soon know who he was.

Revealing my identity was always on the cards, but not so fucking soon, he thought, as he took a last drag of his cigarette and stubbed it out.

Right now, however, none of that was important. For the last two months, he had also been working on something else, something that would make all his previous work pale in comparison. And finally, after two months of long hours at his computer, he had found what he was looking for.

He drained his cup and stood up. From news reports, he had gathered that the investigation was being headed by Shahwaz Ali Mirza. He had heard of Mirza while in the army, of course, and whatever he had heard pointed to Mirza being very dedicated and cunning. He was sure that all the misdirection had been planned by Mirza himself.

Chauhan walked over to his workstation and powered up his laptop. It was time to beat Shahwaz Ali Mirza at his own game. The programme that he had started writing that morning was half done. He started tapping away at the keyboard, placing line after line of code, adding a command here, subtracting a function there. He worked fast, without a break, and it still took him two more hours to finish it. But by the time it was ready, Colonel Chauhan was smiling.

With one final command, he let the programme loose on the internet. It was like a virus, spreading from one infected device to another, propagated through a promotional post on all social media sites. Once a user clicked on the ‘know more’ section of the post, the programme would send a message to all of the user’s contacts with the same post. Its real function, however, was to scan all the people in every picture uploaded on the website for one face: that of the Mira Road shooter released by the authorities to the media.

Almost everyone was in the habit of posting pictures of wherever they were on their social media accounts, so the programme would scan all the pictures posted by as well as viewed by infected devices to look for the Mira Road shooter.

Mirza and his team were trying to make the public believe that the Mira Road shooter was behind the DDoS attacks. Chauhan was going to lead the police to the shooter and wait until he was either nabbed or killed, after which he would unleash another cyberattack, using the digital equivalent of a nuclear bomb that he had just got his hands on. Mirza would have no one to pin this attack on, and everyone would be forced to take notice of Muntaqim.

And then, Chauhan thought with sadistic pleasure, he would make the final revelation.
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Immediately after taking charge as IG, Maharashtra Cyber, Vikrant had undergone an orientation course on cybercrime and cybersecurity and had learned about zero-day vulnerabilities.

However, that had been nearly a year ago, and after that he had hardly had occasion to brush up on his knowledge on that aspect, as he had not come across a single case involving zero-day attacks ever since he’d taken charge. Which is why his knowledge about it was rudimentary at best.

However, he did remember that a zero day was a pretty serious vulnerability in any system, and asked Deo to help him understand the full impact of it.

‘Suppose,’ Deo said, ‘you build a machine. You’ve taken every precaution known to you to ensure that it is perfect and the most secure. But, as it is bound to happen with machines, there will always be weak points that you have no idea about. How, then, would you find out about them?’

‘By accident?’

Deo nodded.

‘That’s one way. When the machine develops a snag, you examine it more closely with that particular snag in mind, and if you’re lucky you find out what’s causing it.’

‘And if I’m unlucky?’ Vikrant asked.

‘Then, you learn about the glitch when someone else discovers it. This can work two ways. Either the person who discovers it is an ally who runs routine tests, finds the vulnerability and tells you about it so that you can fix it. Or a hostile party figures it out and exploits it to their advantage, and you learn about the vulnerability only after it has been exploited. This is how a zero-day attack works.’

‘Translate that in cybercrime terms for me?’ Vikrant said, getting the gist of it but still wanting to be sure.

‘Apply the machine analogy to an internet-based system. Organizations, both government and private, routinely offer bounties to ethical hackers to find vulnerabilities in their systems. When ethical hackers discover them, they are rewarded and the snags are patched. That’s the best-case scenario,’ Deo said.

‘And the worst-case scenario?’

‘That’s when an unethical hacker, whom we call a threat actor in cyber parlance, finds the vulnerability and exploits it. In such cases, we discover the weakness by reverse-engineering the exploit. And since there are zero number of days between the vulnerability being discovered and it being exploited …’

‘It’s called a zero-day vulnerability!’ Vikrant finished, realizing what Deo was arriving at.

Vikrant was silent as he took a moment to absorb the full impact of what he had learned.

‘So, if shadowcat is right, Muntaqim … I mean, Chauhan has discovered a vulnerability in a system used by the Indian government, and is planning to exploit it.’

‘Exactly, sir,’ Deo said. ‘That vulnerability could be anywhere, in any system, in any sector. Transport, infrastructure, military—we have no idea. And we will only know about it if and when Chauhan exploits it. By which time not only will it be too late, but he will also have dealt a major blow to whatever system the zero day exists in.’

‘Is there nothing we can do?’ Vikrant asked, pulling out his pack of cigarettes and moving towards the window.

‘We could send out an alert to all departments and put our hackers to work, asking them to look for any vulnerabilities. But the sheer number of departments we have in the government, and hence the sheer number of systems, is simply too large and we don’t even know where to look. It’s like looking for a needle in a haystack, if I may use that cliché. And it will take weeks, if not months, to pinpoint. Plus, government-owned servers are never fully secure and once we start looking, we will find scores of zero days and will have no clue which one Chauhan has set his sights on.’

Vikrant lit his cigarette and blew smoke out of the window.

‘Put the hackers to work,’ he said. ‘Do that on priority. I’ll bring Mirza sir up to speed. What else do you have on your plate right now?’

Deo slid a sheaf of papers across the table in Vikrant’s direction.

‘Just some boring bureaucratic stuff. But best to get it over with.’

‘What is it?’ Vikrant asked.

‘Remember the child pornography racket we busted? Just before the first DDoS attack?’

With all that had happened since then, the operation felt like ancient history. But Vikrant did remember it clearly.

He nodded.

‘What about it?’ he asked.

‘Because of the DDoS attack and the aftermath, I’d forgotten to enter its details into CCTNS,’ Deo said.

It took Vikrant a moment to figure out what Deo was referring to. The Crime and Criminal Tracking Network System, which had become operational barely a month ago.

‘Better get it over with,’ Vikrant said, stubbing his cigarette out. ‘I’ll do it. Don’t want our beloved DGP raising a stink over how the cyber department isn’t following procedure.’

Vikrant picked up the file and went over to where his own laptop was placed on the conference room table. He logged into the CCTNS server and entered all the details of the operation into it, including photographs of the arrested accused and their particulars.

It was while he was uploading the photographs that a thought struck him. He went over to the stack of printouts and photographs related to the DDoS attacks and the Zaheer Anwar case on the other end of the table. He sifted through them till he found the CCTV grab of Anwar as well as the picture of Chauhan that Deo had obtained through his hidden programme.

Deo, who was sending out emails to all government departments asking them to look for potential vulnerabilities in their systems, looked up.

‘Anything I missed, sir?’ he asked.

‘No, no. Just had a thought. As long as we have CCTNS at our disposal, might as well enter the photos of Anwar and Chauhan in it too. Never know what might turn up.’

Vikrant scanned both the photographs using his cell phone and transferred them to his laptop, after which he uploaded them into the CCTNS server and keyed in all available information about both Anwar and Chauhan, keeping the information on Chauhan as vague as possible. Then he minimized the window and stood up to go to the washroom. Just then his laptop beeped. Curious, he went back and maximized the CCTNS window again.

Deo had heard the beep too.

‘What’s up, sir?’ he asked.

‘What’s up,’ Vikrant said, staring hard at his laptop screen, ‘is that the photograph of Chauhan just got a match.’

‘What?’ Deo came over. ‘Which case?’

‘Some accidental death case of an angadia registered by the Mumbai Central Railway police two weeks ago,’ Vikrant said, completely puzzled.

Even as they were trying to make sense of this latest revelation, Vikrant’s phone started buzzing.

It was Mirza.
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The tension inside the SUV with tinted windows was tangible as it sped towards Marve Beach near Malad.

Apart from the driver, who had his foot glued to the accelerator and his eyes firmly on the road, there were five other men inside. Four of them were the finest and fiercest commandos with the NSG, clad in bulletproof vests and armed to the teeth with MP5 sub-machine guns and pistols, as well as plenty of ammo. The fifth was Shahwaz Ali Mirza.

The SUV negotiated a turn at high speed and came to a screeching halt around the corner just before the beach. The rear passenger door was thrown open even before the car stopped and Vikrant, who was waiting by the side of the road, jumped in. The vehicle took off again with a squeal of burning rubber.

A commando handed Vikrant a vest.

‘Tell me what happened, again?’ he asked Mirza, who was helping him secure the vest. Mirza had only given him the bare outline of the story over the phone.

‘Two hours ago,’ Mirza said, ‘an email landed in my official inbox. It was a series of pictures from some youngster’s Facebook account. He had taken a selfie with three of his friends at Marve Beach, just outside the hotel where they were all staying. The second picture was a blow-up of one corner of the picture, which had captured a man heading into the hotel.’

‘And we’re sure who this man is?’

‘The beard’s gone and the hair is close-cropped but I had someone at RAW run it through their facial recognition software, and it’s a perfect match for Zaheer Anwar.’

 ‘Fuck,’ Vikrant said, taking the pistol that a commando handed him and checking to see if it was loaded.

‘We tried to trace the email ID from which the photos were sent but the IP address was masked and the email account itself was no longer active. The email was simply signed “Muntaqim”,’ Mirza finished.

‘He’s taunting us,’ Vikrant said.

‘Yes,’ Mirza replied. ‘And if we don’t move fast, there’s no telling who he might share that information with.’

‘Are we sure Anwar is still in the hotel?’

‘I confirmed with the hotel manager over the phone, sharing the picture with him over email. Told him to call us the minute Anwar steps out of his room.’

The driver suddenly made another turn and the leader of the NSG squad swore loudly.

‘What?’ Vikrant asked.

‘Media vans,’ the leader said. ‘We passed at least three of them. They seem to be camping here, waiting for something to happen.’

‘Waiting for us,’ Mirza said. ‘Muntaqim tipped them off too.’

‘We need to keep them at bay till after we have Anwar in custody,’ Vikrant said.

‘I’ve already informed Vijayan,’ Mirza said. ‘This area falls under him and not even Jain can stop him from responding to an emergency of this magnitude.’

The SUV came to a grinding stop outside the hotel.

‘This is it! The hotel from the picture!’ the driver yelled.

The doors to the SUV were thrown open and everyone except the driver jumped out. Mirza, like Vikrant, was armed with a pistol.

They started running towards the hotel and Vijayan, in plainclothes, appeared from amidst the crowd of weekend revellers as they reached the entrance. The crowd was just beginning to notice all the activity.

‘That’s DCP Vijayan!’ Mirza called out for the benefit of the NSG commandos.

‘Cordon off the area and take the rear,’ the squad leader said to Vijayan. ‘You two, go with him.’

Without asking any questions, Vijayan turned around, two commandos on his tail. He unclipped his wireless radio from his belt.

‘All units move in. Cordon off till as far as you can,’ he said into the radio.

Cops began emerging from the crowds, guns drawn, and started shouting orders. Police barricades were unloaded from a truck parked close to the hotel and were placed all around it. The revellers were pushed back beyond them.

‘Local police station staff is on the way!’ someone yelled.

‘Great! No one in or out,’ Vijayan shouted back, heading towards the rear exit.

The squad stormed into the hotel lobby, where the manager was waiting for them.

‘Get everyone inside their rooms and the staff inside the kitchen,’ Vikrant told the visibly scared manager. ‘What room number is the suspect in?’

‘Room 102,’ the manager stammered out. ‘It’s … it’s on the first floor. Last door on the left.’

‘Get to the kitchen with the rest of the staff and lock yourself in,’ Vikrant said, cocking his pistol.

The NSG squad leader, Captain Sohail Khan, drew abreast with Vikrant, his MP5 raised.

‘Want to cover me?’ he asked, eyes on the staircase.

‘It will be my honour, Captain,’ Vikrant replied.

Both of them started advancing up the staircase as they heard doors slamming shut. The manager had started calling up everyone, telling them to lock themselves inside their rooms.

Shoulder to shoulder, Vikrant and Khan reached the first floor, covering each other’s blind spots, while commandos and plainclothes cops brought up the rear.

‘Zaheer Anwar!’ Captain Khan called out. ‘Surrender now and nobody gets hurt.’

There was no response. Khan repeated his command twice, even as the commandos behind him took positions along the corridor. The cops stayed at the rear.

‘Advance,’ Khan said softly, and the entire squad started moving forward. They were about halfway down the corridor when the last door to the left opened. Vikrant, who was on the right side of the corridor, saw it first.

‘DOWN!’ he yelled, just as a clean-shaven, short-haired Anwar came out, pistol in hand. The entire squad hugged the floor as Anwar fired blindly. Vikrant and Khan returned fire.

Anwar ducked and turned to the window behind him at the end of the corridor. He put two bullets into the window glass, shattering it, and vaulted over the windowsill.

Urgently, Khan relayed the situation to his two men with Vijayan, who were covering the rear exit. Then he, too, jumped out of the window, Vikrant at his heels. Both men landed on their feet, guns raised as Vijayan and the two commandos came into view, in hot pursuit of Anwar.

Vijayan was in the lead and gaining fast. Anwar sensed it and suddenly turned off the street into a shanty by the side of the road. As Vijayan followed, Anwar whirled around, gun raised.

‘No, you don’t, asshole,’ Vijayan snarled, throwing himself at Anwar. Both men went down in a tangled heap of limbs as the four occupants of the shanty ran out in terror.

Vijayan had just managed to get a stranglehold around Anwar’s neck when the latter pulled a knife out of his shoe and stabbed Vijayan in the thigh.

The cop yelled out in pain but refused to let go. Anwar pulled the blade out of his flesh and stabbed him again. He was about to do it a third time when Vikrant, Khan and the NSG commandos burst inside.

Mirza brought up the rear, pistol raised. He paused near the door once, then entered the shanty himself, shutting the door behind him.

There was a sudden burst of automatic fire, followed by the sound of a man crying in pain.

Then everything went silent.
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Two people had two extremely opposite reactions to the short interview from the scene of the shootout.

The frame started with the shanty Zaheer Anwar had run into, followed by the cops and the NSG commandos. It was a long shot, as the camera was behind a police barricade that was over fifty metres away from the scene of the crime, along with other television news crews. Reporters from print, TV as well as online media pushed against each other as Mirza came out. Even from afar, they could make out that his shirt was crumpled and his hands looked like they had dried blood on them.

An ambulance came speeding to the spot, its siren screaming, and was waved through the barricades. Even as two men clad in white jumped out and ran into the shanty, the reporters started calling out Mirza’s name.

‘Mirza sir! One sound bite! Please, sir! We need an update!’

Mirza hesitated for a second before stepping forward near the barricade. Microphones were immediately shoved into his face. The reporters quickly settled down.

‘Gautam, you ask!’ one of the reporters yelled at Gautam Mengle, a reporter with a leading English daily who was closest to the barricade. For every big story, reporters who gather at the scene of action work with an understanding, where one of them asks questions on behalf of the others. The questions need to be precise, to the point and elicit all the information that the person on the other side of the mic has to give. A veteran of over twelve years in crime and terror reporting, Mengle was known for two things—bad jokes and good questions.

‘Yes, Mengle, go ahead!’ another reporter called out and within seconds, a consensus was reached.

‘Mirza sir, several of us were tipped off earlier today that the terrorist responsible for the Mira Road shootout was hiding in this area,’ Mengle said. ‘Based on what we just saw, can you confirm this?’

Mirza took a deep breath before speaking.

‘The terrorist’s name is Zaheer Anwar and he was indeed hiding in a hotel here. He is responsible for the Mira Road shootout as well as the two DDoS attacks that hit the city earlier. We received the same tip-off as you did and rushed here with a squad of NSG commandos and the local Crime Branch. Unfortunately …’

Mirza paused before going on.

‘Unfortunately, he was able to get away after injuring two of our people. DCP Vijayan from the Crime Branch sustained two stab wounds to his thigh, while an NSG commando was shot in the torso when Anwar seized a sub-machine gun and opened fire. The commando’s bulletproof vest prevented him from sustaining any bullet wounds, but the impact of the rounds has left him injured. Both are being rushed to the hospital right now.’

‘And Anwar managed to get away?’

‘He fled through the shanty’s rear door into the forest area behind it. A full-scale search operation is being mounted as we speak.’

‘What more can you tell us about Anwar, sir?’

‘He’s a significant figure from a known terrorist outfit, but I’m not at liberty to divulge any specifics. What I would like to do is appeal to the people to keep an eye out for him and inform us immediately in case they see something suspicious. He has shaved off his beard and cropped his hair, so he looks different from the sketch we’d released earlier. We’ll be putting out an updated one soon.’

‘One important question, sir,’ Mengle said just as Mirza was about to step away. ‘The tip-off we received also stated that Anwar had nothing to do with the DDoS attacks. Could you comment on that?’

Mirza didn’t even blink.

‘Everything we’ve found out so far indicates that the Mira Road shootout and the DDoS attacks were the handiwork of the same person. That’s all I can say at this point.’

‘And if at some point in the future …’

‘I think I’ll comment on the future when it’s the right time. Thank you, Mengle. Thank you, guys,’ Mirza said and turned away.
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Sitting in his office in Colaba, DGP Anirudh Kumar Jain watched with great relish as Mirza admitted to the world that he had let a terrorist get away. He had overheard Mirza send out the call and Vijayan respond on the wireless, and had been furious at Vijayan for jumping to help Mirza. But this more than made up for the heartburn he had caused.

Jain’s petty pleasure also stemmed from the fact that Mirza was supposed to be next in line for the post of Mumbai police commissioner. The current Mumbai police chief was due for promotion to DG in a month, and there were three frontrunners for his post. Mirza easily outshone the other two with his number of achievements. Everyone knew that his appointment was but a formality.

However, this incident was going to be a severe setback to his track record and when it was time to choose a new CP, the selection committee could not afford to ignore it. The opposition would have a field day with it; Jain, who had sucked up to the former CM, now the Opposition leader, would make sure that that happened.
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The other person watched the interview with a growing sense of horror.

Colonel Dheeraj Chauhan had been at his laptop, working on his next move, when he’d started getting news alerts about Zaheer Anwar. He immediately opened a news channel’s website and went to their live streaming section, where Mirza was answering questions.

With growing frustration, Chauhan listened as Mirza told the press that Anwar had managed to get away, and swore loudly at the end of the interview. He needed Anwar to be out of the picture before he made his next move. Anwar was too much of an inconvenience, and he didn’t need any distractions.

Swearing again, he picked up his cell phone and dialled a number. He was going to need all the help he could get.
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Mirza walked back to the shanty just as two men were brought out. One of them was DCP Vijayan, who was in a wheelchair, his leg heavily bandaged. The other, clad in an NSG uniform, was unconscious on a stretcher.

Mirza entered the shanty to see Vikrant sitting in a chair, an unlit cigarette between his fingers.

‘This is an active crime scene, boy,’ Mirza snapped.

Vikrant raised his hands.

‘I’m not going to light it up,’ he said placatingly.

‘You better not. And stop looking so happy.’

‘I’m not!’ Vikrant said, but the smile still stayed on his face.

Mirza shook his head.

‘Make the call,’ he told his protégé.


34

The weekly market in Dombivali was bustling with activity, like every Wednesday. Everything, from eatables to household items, was laid out on stalls or sheets of plastic on the road, as people jostled against each other. Some were examining the wares, some bargaining over the price, others quarrelling with hawkers over the quality.

On any other day, nobody would have given the woman a second look.

Today, however, was not any other day. As the woman, who was in her late twenties and very pretty, walked down the road, checking out each item on display, three men kept an eye on her from various points, moving when she moved and stopping when she stopped. There were enough stalls lining both sides of the road for them to quickly turn to and look busy in case she happened to glance at any of them.

The three men were not alone.

About fifty metres ahead of them, at the corner of a lane that turned away from the market road, two more men waited at a tea stall, one sipping tea from a ‘cutting’ glass, the other smoking a cigarette.

The two were not even looking at each other.

Further up the lane, another man in shabby clothes, hefting a small duffel bag over his shoulder, entered the compound of one of the many small bungalows in the lane. This was one of the few areas where the residents had been able to build cottages before real-estate developers had discovered the once-godforsaken suburb and started cramming every road with buildings.

The man knocked on the door of the cottage, which was opened by a woman in her forties.

‘Plumber, madam,’ the man said. ‘I believe my employer told you I’d be coming?’

She let him in without a word.

At the tea stall, the man who was smoking a cigarette saw the young woman approaching. He speed-dialled a number on his cell phone.

In the cottage, the plumber answered.

‘Bol?’ he said.

‘She’s close. Work fast,’ the smoker warned.

‘I’m just setting it up. I’ll need some time,’ the plumber replied, pulling his tools out of his bag as the woman who stayed in the house watched with a mix of fascination and nervousness.

‘Hold on,’ the smoker said.

There was a pause, during which time the plumber assembled a long parabolic mic.

‘False alarm,’ the smoker said in about a minute. ‘She passed by and went farther ahead. She’s still shopping. But make it fast.’

‘Then stop bothering me!’ the plumber snapped and ended the call.

Working quickly, he pointed the mic through the ground-floor window directly towards the cottage next door and checked its feedback using a wireless headset. Then he carefully concealed the mic inside a large flowerpot on a stool near the window, in a way that it stayed pointed at the house next door.

‘Whatever you do,’ he told the lady of the house, ‘don’t touch this till I come back and take it out.’

The lady nodded and continued to watch him as he worked.

Next, the plumber removed three cameras from his bag, each no bigger than a two-rupee coin. He went to the first floor of the cottage and climbed out of the window and on to the parapet. Keeping one eye on his surroundings, lest a nosy neighbour was watching, he placed one camera on the joint of a water pipe running down the wall, another on the roof, pointing downwards, and the third in the bedroom window itself. All three offered perfect points of view into the cottage next door.

He had just climbed back into the house when his phone started buzzing again. It was the smoker.

‘I’m almost done,’ he said.

‘She’s coming,’ the smoker said and cut the call.

As he climbed down the stairs to the ground floor, the plumber made a call of his own.

‘How’s the video from the cameras looking?’ he asked.

‘Perfect,’ came the answer from the other end. ‘Standing by to check sound.’

‘Target’s approaching the house. Stay on the line and tell me.’

In the lane, the smoker’s companion had finished his tea. He let the young woman pass by before paying the tea-stall owner, then started after her at a casual, leisurely pace. She had a large plastic bag in each hand as she walked up the lane to her house.

She stopped at the house just before hers, which also happened to be the cottage where the plumber was.

Fuck, the tea drinker thought as he kept walking.

‘Aunty!’ the woman called out. ‘Basra aunty!’

Inside, Basra aunty looked at the plumber, terrified.

‘Act normal,’ the plumber said. ‘I’ll stay out of sight till she’s gone. Act completely normal.’

Basra aunty opened the door and went up to the gate, a smile plastered on her face.

‘Wednesday market, Ritu beti?’ she asked brightly.

Ritu nodded. Behind her, the tea drinker walked past without so much as a glance in her direction.

‘That fellow with the besan laddoos you liked so much is back. He’d gone to his native place, which is why he wasn’t there last week. You want a box, aunty?’

‘Oh, no, no, child. I only allowed myself one laddoo the other day. Have to stay off sugar,’ Basra aunty said sadly.

‘That’s a shame,’ Ritu replied. ‘But anytime you feel like having one, just come over. I’ve bought enough for the entire lane today.’

Both the women laughed.

‘Chalo, aunty, I’ll be on my way. Have to cook and all,’ Ritu said. She smiled at Basra aunty and turned to go.

From both ends of the lane, the tea drinker and the smoker watched Ritu push open the gate of her own cottage, the one next door to Basra aunty’s. Within the minute, she had unlocked her front door and entered her house.

‘Stand by for sound,’ the plumber said into the phone, sitting on the floor of Basra aunty’s house.

Ritu removed her cell phone from her purse and saw a missed call. She returned it.

‘Hi!’ she said. ‘So sorry, my phone was in my purse. I was in the market …’

The plumber had his phone stuck to one ear and his wireless headset to the other.

‘I can hear perfectly,’ the plumber said.

‘So can I,’ the operator in the main control room confirmed. ‘And one camera is pointed perfectly at the ground floor. I can actually see her. She’s coming to the window. We’re in business.’

‘Stay on the line and let me know when she moves away from the window. I don’t want her to see me leave.’

Ritu’s conversation, which she completed leaning against the living room window of her house, lasted for another minute before she went back inside. The plumber, who had already packed up all his tools, got the all-clear and nodded to 
Basra aunty.

‘Your government thanks you for your service,’ he said. ‘By tonight, we’ll have taken care of the builder who’s been harassing you.’

Basra aunty only nodded, sweating slightly.

The plumber slipped out of the house and walked past the one he had just put under surveillance. As he did, he sent a text message.

‘Mission successful.’

‘Thanks, lad,’ the reply came. ‘I owe you one.’
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At 9 in the morning after the cameras and bugs were installed to spy over Ritu’s house in Dombivali, the services of a leading cellular service provider in India went offline.

None of its customers thought much of the incident for the first fifteen to twenty minutes, thinking that it was a usual outage. All cellular service providers were known to experience outages once in a while. Hence, the first reaction was one of mild irritation coupled with the expectation that services would resume soon.

Except that they didn’t.

After the first half an hour, customers started contacting the service provider’s customer care centre to ask what was wrong. What they were told raised the first wave of concern.

‘We’re really very sorry, sir, but our server has suddenly crashed. We’re trying to restore it as soon as we can, but it is expected to take some time. We assure you that you will be compensated for your trouble.’

The mention of compensation calmed down the customers a bit. Of course, many of them asked what the compensation would be, and received assurances of free talktime, discounts on bills, cashback and other such offers.

Even that consolation worked only for the next hour or so. When services still did not resume, the customers started getting even more restless. The customer service executives had their hands full, placating angry customers who found their work stuck. The same was true for family members, which led to a fair share of panic.

Those who had the option to do so shifted to landline phones. Some started using web-based calling apps through WiFi networks. But businesses that relied on executives working in the field suffered the most due to the lack of communication.

Losses started mounting.

Even as the people were trying to make sense of what was happening, Gautam Mengle published an exclusive story on his newspaper’s website. The story quoted the corporate communications head of the cellular service provider confirming that the provider had been victim to a DDoS attack.

As expected, the story made a massive splash, with everyone scrambling to follow it up. Business reporters, who were in regular touch with the corporate communications head, took offence and gave him hell for not giving them the story first.

‘He asked,’ the head said in response. ‘We were anyway going to issue a press release confirming that there was nothing internally wrong with our servers and we had been attacked by an external party. He just thought of it before you guys could.’

By this time, Mengle had published a second article on his newspaper’s website, quoting Mirza confirming that a third cyberattack seemed to be underway, this time aimed not just at Mumbai but the entire country, as the service provider had customers all over India. The article was even picked up by international websites.

Television channels made it the lead story of the day, running it endlessly, calling expert after expert to air their opinion on the matter. Meanwhile, the service provider continued to be offline, rendering lakhs of cell phones across the country useless. The chaos lasted for a full three hours before services came back online as suddenly as they had stopped.

The resumption of services sparked another media frenzy, but it took attention off the cyberattack angle for a while. The media moved on to putting out stories about how the return of communication services had come as a relief to so many people and how they were coping with the losses they had sustained in the last three hours.

Mengle had one more ace up his sleeve. The third story he published on his newspaper’s website quoted five different cybersecurity experts all saying the same thing: there was effectively no preventive measure for a cyberattack, and any city, country or system would always be vulnerable to it, because no one knew how to predict and hence prevent one.

About half an hour after the cellular service provider’s services had resumed, the dark web was flooded with messages crediting Muntaqim for the attack. All of them praised Muntaqim, first for giving the NSG and the Mumbai police the slip at Marve, and then hitting back at them by crippling a large chunk of the communications of the country. Anti-India groups started hailing Muntaqim as their hero. Widespread discussions were held about how most hackers had only imagined or discussed DDoS attacks of this magnitude, but Muntaqim had actually done it. Scores of hackers pledged their allegiance to him.

Even as the discussions on the dark web forums were gathering steam, Muntaqim finally surfaced, posting a message on one of the forums saying that he had nothing to do with this DDoS attack.

His message was met with a lot of scepticism. Hackers told him to stop being modest and stop worrying about what the Indian authorities would do. He had proven himself to be a great hacker as well as an expert combatant on the field, which made him a hero.

Colonel Chauhan spent the better part of an hour trying to convince the hackers that he had not fired a single bullet, he was not Zaheer Anwar, and he had not carried out the DDoS attack. Nobody believed him and ultimately, he posted a message saying that he had something far bigger than a botnet, and he had moved beyond DDoS attacks.

All the hackers now started insisting that he reveal what it was. Finally, out of sheer frustration, Chauhan said that he had a zero-day vulnerability that was going to cause a bigger bang than any DDoS attack.

As soon as he posted this on the forum, he got a direct message. It was heavily encrypted, but that wasn’t the problem. He had spent five years learning the ins and outs of software engineering and a few levels of encryption were not a big deal for him.

What concerned him was the display name of the person who had sent the message—ZedA. Zaheer Anwar.

Chauhan cut through the layers of encryption and saw that the message contained seven image files.

He downloaded them to see that they were surveillance shots of the young woman known as Ritu.

Ritika Chauhan.

His daughter.


36

Mirza got off the phone and sighed heavily.

He looked across his desk at the people seated in front of him—Vikrant, Deo and PSI Dhananjay More from the Mumbai Central Railway Police.

‘From the beginning?’ Vikrant asked.

‘From the beginning,’ Mirza said.

Vikrant turned to More, who gulped once before he started speaking. Every cop in the room was several ranks senior to him, and two of them were legends.

In great detail, he recounted how he had spotted Haresh Parekh while enforcing a random check at the station, how Parekh had run and ultimately chosen to jump off the foot overbridge into the path of an oncoming train rather than get arrested. He went on to narrate how he had used CCTV footage to track down the man that Parekh had met at the Thane railway station.

‘Cut to the present,’ Vikrant said. ‘I entered the pictures of Colonel Chauhan and Zaheer Anwar on the CCTNS server, and facial recognition threw up a hit within minutes. The picture of the suspect who met Haresh Parekh at Thane station was a perfect match for Chauhan. That means Parekh was ferrying the money for Chauhan.’

‘Why?’ Mirza asked, even though he had a fair idea.

‘Money,’ Vikrant said. ‘That’s how Chauhan was paying for the botnets. He was moving money through hawala operators. That’s how he paid for the dummy botnet that Deo baited him with as well.’

‘Which means,’ Mirza said, ‘that Chauhan is in India. Not only in India, but in Mumbai.’

Everyone else nodded.

‘Immigration has no record of him officially coming back to India after he flew to China five years ago. He must have come back on a fake passport. Has to be a bloody good one if it bypassed immigration. I’m assuming it happened the usual way,’ Vikrant said.

There were nods all around again. ‘The usual way’ meant that a genuine passport was issued but on the basis of bogus documents. Forged passports were easy to catch, bogus documentation not so much. For someone like Chauhan, who had served in border areas and frequently rubbed shoulders with intelligence operatives, it would have been child’s play. It all came down to having the right contacts. And, like Mirza and Vikrant suspected, if Chauhan had the backing of Chinese intelligence, it would have been even easier.

‘So, it’s safe to assume that Chauhan was moving money to pay for a botnet for his second DDoS attack, but Parekh’s death delayed it. However, by the time I finalized the deal with him, he had the cash ready, which means he must have had multiple angadias at his service. Where did he get those from?’ Deo said.

‘I just got off the phone with a source of mine,’ Mirza said. ‘The reason we missed it is because we were looking for movement of money between India and Pakistan, as our friendly neighbour is always the usual suspect. But this money was being moved at the behest of certain elements in China.’

‘China?’ More asked.

‘According to my sources in China, their intelligence has been getting unusually pally with the Indian business community in the country. It is through these businessmen that money was being moved in large amounts through hawala.’

‘That’s … a first, I guess?’ Vikrant said.

‘A lot of firsts in this case. My source tells me that Indian businessmen in China were being paid hefty commissions in exchange for putting an agent in India in touch with seasoned angadias. We’re assuming that this agent is Chauhan. I think Chauhan was using angadias to move large amounts of cash to safe places, so that it could be delivered to whoever was selling the botnet. Which, incidentally, turned out to be us.’

‘Which also means,’ Vikrant said, ‘that PSI More here deserves a commendation.’

‘Already spoke to the Railways CP,’ Mirza said, smiling at More, who smiled back gratefully.

‘You realize,’ Vikrant said to More, ‘that nothing we talk about can ever leave this room?’

‘Absolutely, sir,’ More said.

‘Good man.’

There was a short silence, after which Mirza spoke again.

‘You’ll be hearing from us, More,’ he said.

Realization dawned on More’s face. The senior cops needed to talk in private.

‘Of course, of course, sir,’ More said, standing up. ‘Thank you so much, sir.’

Mirza, Vikrant and Deo watched him leave, after which they got back to the business at hand.

‘Sum it up for me, lad,’ Mirza said to Vikrant.

Vikrant opened his mouth to speak but stopped. He turned to Deo.

‘You want to try?’ he asked.

Deo tensed, but also saw the opportunity to prove himself to two veterans of intelligence work.

‘Absolutely, sir,’ he said.

He took a deep breath and started.

‘Six years ago, Chauhan was dishonourably discharged because he wouldn’t stop sending reports about incursions at the Sino–Indian border. He flew out of the country to China where, we assume, he learned as much as he could about hacking, presumably from Chinese intelligence. They would have welcomed him with open arms, given his history. Then he came back to India, where he started enlisting the aid of angadias to move money. Once he had that in place, he executed the first DDoS attacks on the traffic signals in Mumbai. We’re assuming he already had a botnet in place for that one.’

He looked at both Vikrant and Mirza, and saw encouragement on both their faces. He went on.

‘Parekh was part of the system that Chauhan was putting in place. But Parekh ran into a police checkpoint and panicked, because this time he wasn’t ferrying cash for any of his usual contacts, who would handle any trouble with the police. This time, he was working for a man completely unknown to him, and he had no idea if Chauhan would bail him out if he got arrested. So, Parekh ran and, in the process, lost his life, which wouldn’t have mattered had it not been for the CCTNS.’

‘Brilliant,’ Vikrant said. ‘News reports about the CCTNS being put into place have been doing the rounds for years now, and Chauhan had no reason to believe that it would suddenly become operational over the last one month. It was a chance he thought he could take. Then Deo, posing as a hacker, contacted him and pulled that stunt with the botnet.’

‘That’s a President’s Medal right there, boy,’ Mirza said. Deo beamed and took up the narrative from Vikrant.

‘We pretty much know about the rest of it, including the sudden appearance of Zaheer Anwar and how we used it to our advantage. And now, Chauhan seems to have got his hands on a zero-day vulnerability. I think that should be our focus for now.’

‘And where are we on that?’ Mirza asked.

‘On track, sir,’ Deo said, smiling from ear to ear. ‘Completely on track.’


37

Chauhan had spent a harrowing twelve hours after receiving his daughter’s picture.

He had sent dozens of messages to Anwar, but the terrorist had not responded to a single one. Chauhan understood that this was a pressure tactic; Anwar was purposely making him wait. He was pretty certain that Anwar had read all his messages and was biding his time to see what Chauhan would do as the pressure built.

Chauhan spent the first couple of hours trying to figure out if there was some way he could find Anwar and finish him off himself.

Tipping off the cops once hadn’t worked. The incompetent bastards had allowed the terrorist to slip through their fingers. If he tried doing the same again, Anwar would know it was him and the first thing he would do was hurt Ritika.

Chauhan’s daughter had severed all ties with him the day he was discharged from the army. It wasn’t that she believed the charges against him. She simply blamed him for not falling in line and keeping his mouth shut when the situation demanded. His disgrace had rubbed off on her and she had been sacked from her job as soon as news of his court martial became public.

‘Not all of us have the luxury of throwing caution to the wind, dad,’ she had said. ‘I was building a career and a life, both of which you destroyed.’

The night she left him, he had seriously considered ending his life with a bullet to the head. Ultimately, his thirst for revenge proved to be too strong. He had tried warning his country about a threat and his country had turned on him. That same night, he had decided that he would show everyone what China could do if it wanted.

He’d spent a year researching, reading up all that he could about China and its espionage strategy, as well as talking to anyone who would entertain him after his fall from grace. What worked in his favour was that a lot of people knew he had been wronged and were willing to humour him for simply that reason.

He had walked into the Chinese consulate in Mumbai and asked for a meeting with the consul general, refusing to take no for an answer. The meeting lasted for three hours, at the end of which he walked out with a tourist visa and a number he was supposed to call once he reached Beijing. He had booked a flight to Beijing the same day and flown out a week later.

The next three months had been the hardest of his life, as he was subjected to intense scrutiny and interrogation before the Chinese finally decided that they could trust him. Learning software engineering was his own idea and it was this show of initiative that ultimately worked in his favour. The Chinese assigned him a case officer, who was also his teacher, and Chauhan spent the next four years learning everything with an intensity that had scared even the Chinese, before returning on a bogus visa and setting his plan into motion.

He had considered trying to contact Ritika more than once but in the end, he had decided against it. First, because he had no idea how she would react, and second, because any contact with her while his mission was underway would put her at risk. He was fairly sure that the Chinese were watching him and did not want to give them the impression that he was straying from the mission. He had decided that he would meet her after his mission was over; perhaps she would finally see his point.

And now, he had ended up endangering her life anyway, not from the Chinese but someone far more dangerous and ruthless. He had read up on Zaheer Anwar when he’d first heard the name and had not at all liked what he had read. Born in Pakistan and recruited into the Lashkar-e-Taiba at an early age, Anwar had got noticed within his first year with the terrorist outfit, thanks to his inclination towards brutality and his apparent inability to feel any sort of emotion while taking a human life. Tales were told about how Anwar would slit a man’s throat and not blink as his prey’s blood sprayed in his face.

Anwar had a particularly strong hatred for anyone who came between him and his mission, and there were several accounts of him butchering entire families who he felt had hindered his cause.

Desperately, Chauhan reached out to his Chinese handler for help, but, unsurprisingly, received none.

‘You created this mess, you clean it up,’ his handler said coldly. ‘And do it fast, or we cut you loose.’

Now, Chauhan’s laptop emitted a beep. He rushed from the window to his desk, opened it up and saw that he had received a message through the dark web.

Praying fervently, he logged in to the chat application and let out an audible sigh of relief when he saw a message from ‘ZedA’.

The last message that Chauhan had sent to Anwar was, ‘Can we please talk about this?’

In reply, Anwar had sent a message simply saying, ‘Talk.’

Chauhan’s fingers flew over his keyboard.

Muntaqim: What do you want?

ZedA: You screwed me over, put the blame for your cyberattacks on me. I’m going to destroy you.

Muntaqim: That wasn’t me!! That was the cops. I swear I had nothing to do with that. I have been on a completely different mission and didn’t even know about you till I saw it on the news.

ZedA: You expect me to believe anything you say?

Muntaqim: How did you find my daughter?

ZedA: Same way I found you. Same way I found out that you tipped off the cops about my location. I have sources all over. Police, government, everywhere.

Muntaqim: We don’t have to be enemies. We can work together.

ZedA: Who do you work for?

Muntaqim: I can’t tell you that.

ZedA: Exactly why we can’t work together. I don’t trust you and you don’t trust me. And especially because you led the cops to me. I had to leave everything in the hotel when I escaped. My fake passports, my money! Now I’m on the run with nothing in my hands.

Muntaqim: How can I make it up to you? Can I get you money?

ZedA: No. I want nothing from you. Except revenge. And that I will get by killing your daughter.

Muntaqim: Wait. I have something you might want.

ZedA: The mission I came here for has failed. My men are in custody. There is nothing I want.

Muntaqim: How about something that will bring India to its knees?

There was a pause before Anwar replied.

ZedA: The zero day you were talking about on dark web forums?

Muntaqim: There is no zero day. That’s just a lie. What I have is far bigger.

There was another pause as Chauhan waited, his heart beating.

ZedA: What is it?

Muntaqim: Can we meet? I will bring it with me. You pick the place and time.

Anwar took his time before replying.

There’s a playground not far from where your daughter lives. Be there at 5 a.m. tomorrow. Any tricks and you both die.


38

Early-morning joggers and exercisers were just trickling into the playground when Chauhan walked in through its arched gate, dressed in a tracksuit and sneakers to blend in. The ground had a foot-high wall surrounding it, topped with a fence several feet high. There were two gates facing each other, which were the only ways in or out. Anwar seemed to have chosen well. He had probably scoped out the place beforehand and selected it for this meeting, which indicated that a negotiation had always been on the cards.

Good, Chauhan thought. That meant there was hope that he might be able to save his daughter’s life.

He didn’t care much for his own well-being. He had stopped caring about that the day he lost his uniform. But his stubbornness had cost his daughter a lot in the past and he had no intention of letting that happen again.

Chauhan started walking along the inner perimeter of the ground. It was five minutes to 5 a.m.

He spent the next five minutes walking, stretching and doing light exercises, while also taking in his surroundings. The ground was located in a residential area and there were buildings on all sides. The lane that his daughter stayed in was a five-minute walk away. For a moment, he was afraid that she might come to the park for a morning walk or a run. He wouldn’t put it past Anwar to schedule the meeting at a time when she was around so that Chauhan couldn’t try to trick him.

His cell phone buzzed and he slid it out of his pocket. True to his expectations, it was a message from Anwar through an obscure chatting app that they had both agreed to use the previous day.

‘There’s a cell phone inside the flowerpot near the eastern gate,’ was all it said.

Casually, Chauhan walked over to the gate and knelt down near the tall flowerpot, pretending to tie his shoelace. Sure enough, there was a cell phone, partly covered with clay. He slipped it out and stood up. It started buzzing immediately.

He sat down on a bench and received the call.

‘Where are you?’ he asked.

‘Look at the western gate,’ the voice on the other side said.

Chauhan’s trained mind identified the heavy Punjabi accent, which made sense, as Anwar had been born and brought up in Pakistan.

Chauhan looked where he was told to, and could make out a well-built man standing just outside the gate, leaning against its arch. He was dressed in a simple T-shirt and jeans, with a cap. The man brought his hand up in a slight wave as he caught Chauhan looking in his direction.

‘How are we doing this?’ Chauhan asked.

‘Depends on what it is you have,’ Anwar replied.

‘Access to cell phones and computers of defence department employees,’ Chauhan said. ‘Hundreds of them.’

‘Explain,’ was all Anwar said after a short pause.

‘Three months ago, I wrote a malware and disguised it as an app for the Ministry of Defence’s canteen and stores department. I obtained the official email IDs of all defence personnel from official websites of the armed forces and emailed it to them. I accompanied it with a short note saying that the canteen and stores department was launching a new app, and asked everyone to install it on their phones.’

Anwar was silent again for a minute, during which time Chauhan imagined him digesting the information.

‘And they fell for it?’ Anwar finally asked.

‘You’d be surprised. Most of them opened the attachment. More than half of those installed the app on their phones. Which means their computers, either official or personal, as well as their cell phones, are now infected with my malware.’

‘What … what does this malware do?’

‘Provides complete access. Once the malware is installed on a device, it can allow you to monitor its operations in real-time. Every email opened or sent. Every number dialled. Ever message received. Which includes sensitive emails, calls and messages. You can simply enter a command and sit back and watch. My malware even lets you record all the operations of the infected machines.’

‘You’re saying that …’

‘I’m saying that once I give you control over this malware, you’ll be able to spy on at least 80 per cent of the Indian defence ministry in real-time. This includes everyone from low-level staffers to senior officers with the highest levels of clearance.’

‘You’re shitting me!’

For the first time, Anwar sounded as if he was genuinely interested. Chauhan smiled.

‘Make this deal with me and see for yourself.’

‘And your paymasters will be okay with you handing this over to me?’

‘My paymasters don’t even know about this,’ Chauhan said, unable to stop himself from gloating a little. ‘This was supposed to be my ace in the hole, which I was planning to use to get my honour back.’

‘Your honour?’

‘Doesn’t matter,’ Chauhan said, his eyes never leaving Anwar as he spoke. ‘Are we doing this or not?’

‘How will you hand it over to me?’

‘It’s stored online. I can guide you on how to access it. You just need the login ID and password of the command-and-control server.’

‘Give it to me,’ Anwar said.

‘What guarantee do I have that you will leave my daughter alone if I do?’

‘If the malware indeed does what you say it does, it gives me an opportunity to redeem myself in the eyes of my masters and make up for my failures. That is more important to me than hurting your daughter or you. I can contact them and tell them what I have, and they will get me out of the country on priority.’

‘I was hoping you’d say that,’ Chauhan said. ‘It’s what I’d do, too.’

‘I’m not asking for your fucking approval,’ Anwar snapped. ‘Stop stalling and give me the login details.’

Chauhan told him the login ID and password.

‘Stay on the line,’ Anwar said as Chauhan watched him take the phone away from his ear and start typing.

Chauhan watched as Anwar typed in something, waited, then typed again.

Finally, Anwar put the phone back to his ear.

‘Leave through the other gate,’ he said. ‘Don’t look back. We’re done.’

‘I hope we are,’ Chauhan said. ‘Because if you still harm my daughter after this, I will have nothing to lose, and I’ll come after you with everything I’ve got.’

Chauhan ended the call without waiting for Anwar’s response, threw the cell phone on the ground and stood up. He walked fast and exited the playground through the western gate. He was almost at the main road when he heard the sirens.

‘EVERYONE STAY WHERE YOU ARE!’ a voice on a loudspeaker said. ‘THIS IS A POLICE OPERATION. PLEASE, JUST STAY WHERE YOU ARE.’

Fuck! Chauhan thought and was about to run towards the station when a thought struck him. Turning, he started running back to the playground just as the uniformed cops jumped out from everywhere and started surrounding him, their guns raised and faces tense.

Chauhan tried to dodge them, but they seemed to be everywhere. Even before he could figure out what to do next, he heard a voice call out his name. He whirled around and saw Shahwaz Ali Mirza walking towards him, a Beretta 9-mm pistol in his hands, aimed straight at his head.

‘It’s over, Colonel!’ Mirza shouted. ‘Don’t make me shoot you!’

‘Anwar’s here!’ Chauhan shouted back, raising both his hands in surrender. ‘Zaheer Anwar’s here.’

‘You mean me?’ a voice behind him said in accented Hindi.

Chauhan drew a sharp breath and turned around, almost falling over.

Calmly, Vikrant removed his cap and smiled at him, running a hand over his hair.

Chauhan recognized him from the pictures he’d seen on the news. A sudden rage unleashed itself inside him and he slipped his right hand under the left sleeve of his tracksuit, coming out with a dagger he had concealed there, just in case.

He lunged at Vikrant, who caught Chauhan’s dagger hand with his own but lost his balance in the process. Both men went down and Mirza rushed forward, trying to get a clear shot.

For half a minute, even as more and more cops started appearing, Chauhan and Vikrant grappled with each other on the ground. With surprising strength, Chauhan, who had managed to land on top of Vikrant, slowly pushed his dagger close to the cop’s face.

Mirza pounced on Chauhan, his gun raised, and wrapped his free arm around the colonel’s neck. Gritting his teeth, he pulled Chauhan off Vikrant and threw him to the ground.

Chauhan immediately rolled around to face Mirza, who fired. But Chauhan rolled out of the way and the round hit the ground. He kicked out at Mirza’s legs, who tripped and lost his hold over his gun.

Vikrant, who had picked himself up by now, went into a dive and caught the gun mid-air with both hands as it fell. He turned around to see Chauhan leaping on top of Mirza, the dagger still in his right hand, raised for attack.

Even as the dagger travelled down through the air towards his mentor, Vikrant raised the gun and fired thrice.

All the three bullets caught Chauhan in the head when the dagger was one inch away from Mirza’s face.

It was over.
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Mirza and Vikrant waited as Chief Minister Vaibhav Tungare regarded them silently.

‘So, Zaheer Anwar was killed in that shanty near Marve Beach the same day that we were tipped off about him?’ Tungare said finally.

‘Yes, sir,’ Mirza replied.

‘And the escape story was put out for what reason, exactly?’

‘So that Deo could pose online as Anwar and make contact with Chauhan, sir. His daughter was put under surveillance for the same reason—to make him believe that Anwar was watching his daughter.’

‘Whose idea was this?’ Tungare asked.

Mirza opened his mouth to speak but Vikrant beat him to it.

‘It was mine, sir,’ he said. ‘I’m sure Mirza sir was just about to claim responsibility, so that he’d catch any blowback for it as well. But I can’t let him do that. This was my idea. For years, I’ve been learning espionage and counterespionage from him, and the idea came from watching him at work. But the idea was entirely mine, and he went along with it because, frankly, it was the only idea we had at the time.’

‘And if I may add, sir, it worked,’ Mirza said, after throwing a murderous glare at Vikrant.

Tungare was silent for a minute.

‘And now you want me to lie to the press and tell them that it was Zaheer Anwar who was shot dead in Dombivali this morning?’

‘Yes, sir,’ Mirza said.

‘And maintain the lie that Anwar was behind the cyberattacks?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And we’re going to pretend as if Chauhan never existed?’

‘For all intents and purposes, sir, Chauhan took a flight to China five years ago and never returned.’

‘And why would I do that?’

‘Because,’ Vikrant said, ‘we’d never be able to prove it. Chauhan’s story begins with the army court-martialling him because the Centre didn’t want to acknowledge China as the enemy. The Centre’s stand on that, as you’re well aware, is still the same. They’d deny it AND malign Chauhan’s name, painting him as a traitor and God knows what else. Which would have been fine had he been alive. But he’s not, and frankly, sir, his daughter has been through enough.’

Tungare sat silently, his face resting on his palm.

‘You should have kept me in the loop from the beginning. This was too risky a game for you to have played on your own.’

‘We wanted to, sir,’ Mirza said. ‘But the less you knew at the time, the better it was.’

‘Isn’t that what they call plausible deniability in intelligence parlance?’ Tungare said, a small smile appearing on his face.

Mirza smiled back at him.

‘Exactly, sir.’

Tungare sighed.

‘Anything else I should know?’

Mirza and Vikrant exchanged looks. Vikrant spoke up.

‘That DDoS attack on the cellular service provider, sir …’

‘Vikrant, if you stand there and tell me that someone else was behind that attack …’

‘It was us, sir,’ Vikrant said, fighting to keep a straight face. ‘Deo used the botnet he had built to lure Chauhan to attack their servers. We needed to get in touch with Chauhan posing as Anwar, and we knew Chauhan would surface on the dark web to deny his involvement.’

Tungare glared at both the cops.

‘Are you serious?’

‘It worked, sir,’ Vikrant said. ‘In more ways than one. You might have read the coverage by Gautam Mengle …’

‘In which he spelled out clearly just how helpless we are against cyberattacks?’ Tungare snapped.

‘All the more reason why the cyber department should stay under the CMO’s purview, sir,’ Mirza said.

There was a minute of stunned silence on Tungare’s part before he could speak again.

‘Get out of my office,’ he said, but he was smiling as he 
said it.

Mirza and Vikrant saluted and walked out. They didn’t say anything till they reached the parking lot of the Mantralaya. Media vans had started arriving. Tungare would be briefing the press soon.

Mirza and Vikrant got into the passenger seat of Mirza’s official vehicle and the driver turned around to ask where they were going next.

‘Give us a minute, lad,’ Mirza said to the driver, who immediately got out of the car and shut the door.

‘Shaina’s getting discharged today,’ Mirza said.

‘I know, sir,’ Vikrant answered. ‘I’m picking her up.’

‘Are you, now?’ Mirza said, staring hard.

Vikrant looked away, embarrassed, smiling a little. Mirza reached out and patted his shoulder.

‘Go for it,’ he told his protégé. ‘We, of all people, lead very uncertain lives. Don’t let there be any regrets.’

Vikrant looked back at him, still smiling.

‘Yes, sir.’

Mirza opened his door to call the driver back in, and saw DGP Anirudh Kumar Jain walk into the parking lot towards his own vehicle. Mirza told Vikrant and both cops got out, joining all the other cops standing at attention and saluting as Jain passed.

Jain was just about to get into his vehicle when he saw Mirza and Vikrant. He changed course and came over to them.

‘I just met the CM,’ Jain said, his face stony.

‘Is it, sir?’ Mirza said.

‘He wanted me to tell you personally,’ Jain said, looking as if he were about to break something, ‘that he’s approved your appointment as Mumbai CP after Dharmadhikari retires next month.’

‘Thank you very much, sir,’ Mirza said, keeping his face expressionless.

‘And you,’ Jain said, turning to Vikrant.

‘Yes, sir?’ Vikrant said.

‘You’re in line for Mumbai Crime Branch chief when the next general transfers happen.’

‘Thank you so much, sir.’

Jain turned on his heel and walked away.

Mirza and Vikrant got back into the car, as did the driver. They both stared straight ahead.

‘My office, lad,’ Mirza said to the driver, who started the ignition.

Mirza and Vikrant managed to keep looking ahead for five more seconds before they both turned to each other at the same time.

They burst out laughing.
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