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THE MAN WAS becoming decidedly more annoying, but she had dealt with worse. Much worse.

So, as he once again tried to strike up a conversation, she simply pulled out a book from her bag, opened it, and started reading.

‘Oho! Shayari! I love shayari!’ the man said, looking at the title of her book. ‘It touches something deep inside me. So stirring! Urdu is such a beautiful language!’

Coolly, she shut the book and turned to him.

‘You like poetry?’ she asked.

‘Oh, I love it!’

‘Who is your favourite poet?’ she asked.

‘Oh ... oh ...’ he stuttered. ‘I don’t have a favourite poet as such. I focus more on the content, not the writer.’

‘Your favourite poem then,’ she asked, giving him a smile.

The smile encouraged him and his chest puffed up.

‘Koi deewana kehta hai, koi pagal samajhta hai;

Magar dharti ki bechaini ko bas baadal samajhta hail’

She inwardly shook her head. The man was quoting a verse by Dr Kumar Vishwas, which every lovelorn teenager had adopted as their anthem.

‘Your turn,’ he said, confident that he had successfully caught her interest. ‘What’s your favourite poem?’

‘Oh, you know ...’ she said, playing with her hair.

‘Come on, I’d love to hear it,’ he said.

‘Ishrat-e-qatra hai dariya mein fanaa ho jaana;

Dard ka hadh se guzarna hai dawaa ho jaana’

The verse by Mirza Ghalib had the desired effect. He stared at her uncomprehendingly, his mouth half-open for a few seconds before he pulled out his cell phone and muttered something unintelligible.

Smiling sweetly at him, she slid the book inside her bag, slung it over her shoulder and walked towards the boarding gate. The sign for boarding had just been turned on. None too soon, she thought to herself.

As the line for boarding moved, she glanced idly at the TV screen in the lobby and caught sight of a familiar face. A news channel was running an ‘exclusive’ interview with ‘underworld don’ Shakti Pillai. He had called the channel’s office earlier in the day, and they were running the conversation.

Don believed to be in the Middle East—the ticker read.

She chuckled. He wasn’t in the Middle East. He was in Bangkok. Where she was going.

Her passport identified her as Saba Mansoor, aged thirty-five, resident of New Delhi. And her visiting cards claimed she was a photographer. Very few people knew who she really was. For a fleeting moment, she almost felt like revealing the scars left behind by three bullet wounds under her left breast to the annoying man in the lobby, just to see the look on his face. But then, she thought, she would have to kill him.

Saba’s journey to Bangkok had its roots in the bitter fury of one of Mumbai’s top industrialists who had sworn revenge against Shakti Pillai, whatever the cost.

The industrialist, Amarchand Mehra, had been the happiest man in the world six weeks ago, having fixed his daughter’s marriage to the son of his childhood friend and media magnate Amitabh Bose. The wedding was announced with much fanfare and Mehra’s phone hadn’t stopped ringing ever since. Everybody who was anybody was calling to express their good wishes so that they could be invited to the lavish wedding and get the chance to be captured in the same frame as Mehra and Bose.

So it was without much thought that he answered a call from an unknown number three days after the announcement. The caller turned out to be Shakti Pillai.

‘You are spending quite a lot of cash these days, Mehra,’ he began. ‘Send some of it my way too.’

‘Who is this?’ Mehra asked, annoyed.

‘This is Shakti Pillai,’ the gangster replied, ‘and if you are smart, you will have ten crore in cash ready in a week.’

‘Are you threatening me, you two-bit piece of shit?’ Mehra asked furiously.

‘Calling me names is not going to change the facts, Mehra. And the facts are that if you don’t pay this little donation, you will have to cancel that much hyped wedding.’

Pillai ended the call before Mehra could go on. Mehra speed-dialled the police commissioner who, after spending ten minutes calming Mehra down, assured him that Pillai would not touch a hair on his head.

‘The zonal DCP will personally be enforcing security at your daughter’s wedding. You have my word on that,’ the top cop assured Mehra.

Exactly one week later, Pillai called again.

Mehra listened to him identify himself before saying, ‘I don’t know if you have a hearing problem or something, but you remain a two-bit piece of shit in my eyes.’

After a few seconds of silence, Pillai said, ‘You are responsible for what I am about to do,’ and hung up.

Mehra called the police commissioner again, and he doubled his and his family’s security within the hour.

Roughly six hours later, Mehra’s phone rang again. He was poring over some files in his study at his Nepean Sea Road house and absently answered the call without checking the caller ID.

‘You know,’ Pillai said on the other end, ‘you should really teach your daughter some basic cybersecurity.’

Mehra felt a cold hand wrap itself around his heart. Whatever he had been expecting, the word ‘cybersecurity’ hadn’t figured in it.

‘What the fuck ...’ was all he could manage.

‘Check your email,’ Pillai said before the line went dead.

Mehra hastily logged into his email, fumbling over the keys twice before getting it right. The latest email contained a link to a social media page. He clicked on the link and felt himself freeze.

Someone had created a Facebook page dedicated to his daughter, and it was full of pictures of herself in the shower and in her bedroom in various stages of undress. There were also some pictures of her with some female friends, topless, in a private villa in Bali, where she had gone on a trip last year. Her friends had been blurred out, and only she could be seen clearly. Another picture showed his daughter sprawled sideways across the laps of three young men roughly her age at what appeared to be a house party.

Mehra willed himself to move, scrolling downwards, making himself look at all the pictures. Just as he was done, his personal assistant came running into the study, sweating and trembling. For a long moment, both men started at each other’s faces. Then the PA spoke.

‘Some ... some pictures ... have gone viral ... on WhatsApp ...’

‘RASHMI!’ Mehra roared as he sprang out of his chair and stormed to his daughter’s room. ‘Rashmi!’ he shouted as he reached her door. It was ajar. He kicked it open and stomped inside, coming to a halt at her bed. Rashmi was sitting on the bed, crying uncontrollably. Her phone was lying on her lap.

With shaking hands, he picked up the phone and saw that she had been looking at the same Facebook page. Mehra flung the phone aside and kicked the bed hard before going to the window, breathing heavily.

Two days later, Bose and his entire family visited the Mehra residence. That same evening, the wedding was officially called off, citing ‘personal reasons’.

Of course, everyone knew the reasons, including the news media, who camped outside Mehra’s house for a week before losing interest. Rashmi’s friends started an online campaign of sorts, and within half a day enough people had reported the page to Facebook. The head of the Cyber Crime cell of the Mumbai Police visited him to tell him that they were trying to trace the IP address. The commissioner of police called several times to convince him to register a formal complaint against Pillai. Mehra only responded with stoic silence.

In the privacy of his study, Mehra studied each and every news item concerning Shakti Pillai and jotted down details about his modus operandi. Through his trusty PA, he gathered information about every businessman, small or powerful, who had ever been attacked, in any way, by the gangster. He invited the Crime Branch cops for a quiet drink at his house and wheedled out whatever he could about the fugitive, including his location. Of course, the cops knew where he was, no matter what they told the media. After a lot of cajoling and bribing, Mehra finally received confirmation that Pillai was in Bangkok.

And after completing his research, he invited seven industrialists as rich and powerful as him to his holiday home in Seychelles for a discreet conference.

‘I guess you all know by now why we’re here,’ Mehra began.

‘Shakti Pillai,’ said one businessman.

‘Son of a bitch,’ said another.

‘Yes,’ Mehra said. ‘But a clever one.’

Without waiting for anyone to speak, Mehra went on.

‘This is a new breed of criminal, gentlemen. He is desperate to make a name in a world that has been ruled by very few till now. He is young, hungry and, above all, he is clever. He thinks outside the box. Instead of the usual armed men shooting at our storefronts to force money out of us, he is actually using modern methods to his advantage.’

There were nods and murmurs around the room.

Mehra turned to the man sitting on his left.

‘He hired Mumbai-based private detectives to follow you,’ Mehra said. ‘Got pictures of you with your mistress and sent them to your wife. How much are you paying her in alimony now?’

‘Too bloody much,’ the businessman growled.

Mehra turned to another man.

‘He hacked into your email and sent the plans of your latest product to your competitor. How much did you lose when they launched the same product before you did?’

‘A hundred and fifty fucking crores,’ the man spat out.

Mehra nodded.

‘That’s why he is dangerous. He is no longer threatening to kill us. He is threatening to destroy us. My daughter has been on suicide watch for the last four weeks. And the bastard’s made sure everyone knows it was him. The next man he calls won’t think twice before paying up whatever he demands.’

‘Did he hire you to be his PR agent or something, Mehra? Is that why we’re here?’ one of them asked.

Mehra shook his head.

‘We’re here so that we can put a stop to him while we still can,’ he announced. ‘And by stop, I mean kill.’

There was silence for almost a minute before the room erupted. For the next three hours, Mehra argued that putting Pillai down was really the best thing to do. One by one, he convinced them all. It was not easy. These men were sharks, but of a different kind. The only stabbing they did was figurative. A couple of men in the room could not even stand the sight of blood. They were ruthless, but they lived in a different world.

Finally, the men settled down.

‘How?’ one of them asked.

There was a polite cough at the far end of the room, as Dilshad Rehman, one of the city’s top security solutions providers, stood up.

‘I have a friend,’ he said. ‘Someone I knew back in the army, who is now in the arms business. He ... knows people we can hire.’

‘Is it safe? For us, I mean?’

Khan nodded. ‘Give me a few days. Shall we meet again in, say, a week?’ he said.

And so it was that one week later, each of the eight men who had gathered in Seychelles met again, this time in Barcelona.

Rehman handed Mehra a folder.

‘Contact numbers, email IDs, bank accounts. The assassin ...’ Everyone except Khan and Mehra flinched at the word. ‘ ... prefers to be called by the name Venus. She—’

‘It’s a woman?’ one of them said.

Khan ignored the interruption. He had seen too much patriarchy and misogyny in his own house to waste time arguing about it. ‘She has asked us to avoid phone calls unless absolutely important and would prefer to converse via email.’

‘Anything else?’ Mehra asked.

‘She needs a final price by tonight.’

After much haggling—they were businessmen after all—the eight men agreed to pool in a hundred crore rupees each. It was decided that the money would be transferred to a single account the same day. The account would be operated by Mehra and Khan, and they would provide spending money to Venus as per her requirements, and pay the balance when the job was done. The option of a bonus at the end of the operation was kept open.

And so, a week later, Venus, bearing an Indian passport identifying her as Saba Mansoor, was going over the plan in her mind one more time before boarding her flight to Bangkok.
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POLICE COMMISSIONER SANJAY MATHUR was excited and nervous at the same time.

An Indian Police Service officer of the encounter era, Mathur had personally shot down two gangsters as a deputy commissioner with the Mumbai Crime Branch. Later, when he returned to the Crime Branch as joint commissioner, he picked out the best officers the force had to offer and gave them a free hand as long as they did not get into trouble. Scores of gangsters were killed in encounters sanctioned by him till the bad press got too much and orders came from the higher-ups to stop.

Mathur was a firm believer in the encounter school of thought: If you know they are guilty, kill them and move on. Which was why Shakti Pillai was a huge thorn in his side.

The episode with Mehra was only the latest in a string of failures when it came to Pillai. Every time Mathur was approached by some big figure or another from Mumbai, seeking protection from Pillai, he would promise them that the Mumbai Police would do everything it could. And every time, Pillai, sitting in Bangkok, would do something like hack into an email account or hire a private eye, causing losses to the tune of crores to his targets. Other times, he would simply launch brazen shootings in broad daylight and claim responsibility an hour later by calling the news media.

The Crime Branch officers informed Mathur that Pillai was successfully striking terror in people, and they were no longer approaching the police, opting instead to pay whatever Pillai demanded.

After Mehra’s daughter’s pictures went viral, Mathur tried to convince Mehra to register a complaint. The first time Mathur called, Mehra listened calmly and then hung up without saying a word. The next time, Mehra simply refused to take his call.

Time and again, Mathur had found himself wishing that Pillai were in Mumbai, or anywhere in India, so that he could just finish off the bastard once and for all.

It was only the previous night, while watching the news with a glass of wine by his side, that the germ of an idea spawned in his head. The chief of the Metropolitan Police, who was responsible for law and order in Bangkok and its suburbs, was giving an interview to an international channel about the state of crime in his city. Mathur didn’t even realise it till it began taking shape, and when it did, he straightened up and sniffed his glass to make sure it was indeed wine he was drinking.

The entire night Mathur turned the plan over and over in his head, letting it grow and develop till it had taken form and was staring him in the face. The next morning he made a call from his personal cell phone to Narong Anantasu, the commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, in Bangkok. Both men knew each other, having met at a global conference on terror eleven years ago, and had stayed in touch. And more importantly, Anantasu owed Mathur a favour.

In 2010, a British woman had been found murdered in a five-star hotel in Bangkok. She had checked into the hotel three days before the murder, and the only visitor she’d had was a man who was later identified as Sumit Chandra, an Indian national who had befriended the woman when she was on a trip to India. The woman, Olivia Hall, had undergone a bitter divorce, and Chandra, who was rich, good-looking and charming, had wooed her till she had fallen madly in love with him. She had wanted to marry Chandra, but there was a problem: he had no intention of committing to her and was already on the hunt for his next girlfriend.

Olivia began calling Chandra fifty times a day and even turned up at his workplace, after which he convinced her to leave the country and wait for him in Bangkok, telling her that his parents were opposed to the marriage and that they could elope when he came to Bangkok for a business meeting. Chandra joined her in Bangkok, spent the night with her in her hotel room, slit her throat when she was asleep, and was on a flight to India before the body was discovered.

When Mathur and Anantasu met for the first time at the global conference, Mathur was joint commissioner, Crime Branch. Anantasu took the opportunity to gripe about the fact that the Mumbai Police had done nothing to try and trace Chandra, who the Bangkok Police knew was in India. Mathur just nodded indulgently and made a mental note of it.

After returning to India, Mathur called some of his best officers and promised a glowing positive remark in the Annual Confidential Report for the first officer to give him a confirmed report on Chandra’s whereabouts. Two weeks later, an enterprising police inspector with Unit III called him.

‘Sir, Chandra is in Nanded. He sends money to his mother in Mumbai every month and I traced his account details. He’s married now and has a son,’ the officer said, followed by the customary question every cop asked in such a scenario. ‘Shall we pick him up, sir?’

To his great disappointment, Mathur replied, ‘Get there and watch him, but do nothing.’

Mathur then called Anantasu.

Within twelve hours, a team of officers from the Metropolitan Police landed in India and Chandra was arrested jointly by the Metropolitan and the Mumbai Police. He was taken to Bangkok with much fanfare and Anantasu was hailed as a hero in the Thai, as well as the British press.

‘Mathur, my friend,’ Anantasu told the Mumbai cop. ‘If you ever need my help, for any damn thing, all you have to do is tell me.’

That morning, Mathur called in the favour before leaving for work. Now, as he paced about his office, he was aware of a sheen of sweat on his forehead. If this worked, it would be the biggest thing he ever pulled off. If it didn’t ... well, he didn’t want to think about that possibility.

There was a discreet knock on the door and his orderly entered.

‘Agarkar,’ the orderly said politely. Mathur nodded and sat down at his desk. The orderly withdrew, and a few seconds later, a tall, hefty man entered, walked up to Mathur’s desk, saluted smartly and stood at attention.

Mathur contemplated his subordinate silently for a few seconds. Police Inspector Dayanand Agarkar had recently been reinstated to the Mumbai Police, having been cleared after the last of the departmental inquiries against him. A former encounter specialist, Agarkar had killed a string of notorious gangsters under Mathur’s leadership before his dismissal over charges of corruption. After three years of investigation, the charges against him were dropped and Agarkar approached the Maharashtra Administrative Tribunal seeking reinstatement. After another year of hearings, the tribunal ruled in his favour and Agarkar returned to his former rank.

Mathur didn’t care if the charges against Agarkar were true. All he knew about Agarkar was that the man was able to follow orders, and was of the same school of thought as he was when it came to killing criminals.

‘Sit, Agarkar,’ Mathur said.

The junior cop thanked his boss and took a chair.

‘Good work on the drug bust.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ Agarkar beamed.

After his reinstatement, Agarkar, who had thrived on bumping off gangland elements, found himself at sea for a short while. This was a new world for him, where guns were rarely fired and the term ‘human rights’ actually meant something. But, like Mathur had known he would, Agarkar quickly adapted to the situation. He identified the latest ‘in thing’ when it came to crime— mephedrone. The drug was the latest rage, due to a variety of reasons. It gave the user a high, it helped them lose weight and it enhanced sexual performance. By the time the police woke up to the threat and the government included it in the Narcotics Drugs and Psychotropic Substances Act, half the city had become addicted to it.

Agarkar, who was posted with the Andheri police, squeezed every drug dealer in his jurisdiction till he hit pay dirt. One of them finally told him where the drugs were coming from, and a week later, a team from Andheri Police Station, led by Police Inspector Agarkar, raided a lab in Palghar that was producing mephedrone by the ton every night after the nearby villages went to sleep. Agarkar was a hero again.

Now, as he sat glowing in front of Mathur, the top cop congratulated himself on his choice. He had picked the right man for the job.

‘How much do you know about Shakti Pillai?’ Mathur asked.

Agarkar’s face changed.

‘Needs to be dealt with before he gets out of hand, sir. We took him lightly for too long.’

Mathur nodded approvingly. Picking up his phone, he asked his orderly to get tea for them before continuing.

‘He’s in Bangkok these days. Moved there soon after his split from Maqsood Alam,’ he said.

Agarkar nodded. ‘I’m told he’s got his fingers in a lot of pies there and keeps the local cops very happy.’

‘While in India, he’s getting bigger by the day,’ Mathur growled. ‘Apart from those hit jobs he keeps taking for any and every one, he’s into cybercrime now. I’m hearing about him hiring hackers to develop viruses, and frankly, that is bloody scary.’

‘If he’d been in Mumbai, I would’ve taken him out by now, sir,’ Agarkar said.

He knew he could speak freely in Mathur’s presence because they’d had innumerable conversations such as this back when they were both in the Crime Branch. The solution that both the cops were thinking of, if Pillai were in Mumbai, was simple: pick him up, take him to a suitable spot, kill him and plant a couple of guns on his body, after which they would tell the media that he had tried to attack them and that they were forced to return fire.

‘How would you like to do that?’ Mathur said.

Agarkar stared uncomprehendingly. Mathur didn’t blame the poor man.

‘How would you like to kill Pillai?’ Mathur said.

Agarkar nearly fell off his chair but checked himself as Mathur’s orderly entered with a teapot and cups on a tray.

Mathur made tea for them while watching Agarkar chew on what he had just said, struggling to come up with a suitable response.

‘In ... in Bangkok, sir?’ Agarkar asked finally.

Mathur nodded.

‘An encounter ... on ... on foreign soil?’ Agarkar was still trying to wrap his head around the idea.

‘Don’t be silly.’ Mathur smiled. ‘That would be a criminal offence.’

Agarkar finally gave up and waited for his superior to explain.

‘I have a friend in the Royal Thai Police,’ Mathur began, leaning forward in his chair. ‘He has agreed to help me out, but I need someone I can trust, and someone who will get the job done.’

Agarkar felt his chest puff up a little.

‘We know he’s in Bangkok, and we know he’s running several rackets there. He has somehow managed to keep a layer between himself and these operations, not to mention bribing the local police well enough to be able to learn when they are coming for him.’

Agarkar nodded.

‘Which is why we need someone who is not on his payroll. The Bangkok Police chief has agreed to help you out in every way he can, if you help him in return.’

‘And how do I do that, sir?’

‘You knew Pillai back when he was here, before he fled to Bangkok. And you know who his close aides are. Very few of our current lot have the kind of knowledge you do. Share this information with the Bangkok Police chief. He’s putting together a small team of trusted men. Work with them. Find Pillai’s inner circle. Get to Pillai,’ Mathur said.

‘And the Thai government will agree to extradition, sir?’ Agarkar asked.

Mathur smiled.

‘Who said anything about extradition?’

Agarkar, who had picked up his cup to take a sip, felt his hand tremble a little.

‘That’s right,’ Mathur said, still smiling. ‘Shoot the bastard. Plant a gun or two on his body. The usual, right?’

Agarkar put his cup down.

‘Will our government—’

‘Fuck our government,’ Mathur snapped. ‘Once Pillai is dead and they find out we were involved, they’ll fall over themselves to claim a share of the credit. And by default, they will have to give you some as well.’

Agakar nodded slowly, finally getting Mathur’s drift.

‘So, till it actually happens ...’

Mathur nodded.

‘Till Pillai is actually dead, this will have to be top secret. Nobody except you and me can know about this. And I mean nobody. Officially, you’re going on a holiday. Apply for leave today and leave the rest to me.’

Agarkar nodded.

‘Just one thing,’ Mathur said, rising from his seat and walking around his desk to where Agarkar was sitting.

‘You will have to let the Bangkok Police claim the credit for the actual encounter. But you will come back as the officer who made it all possible,’ he said.

‘And if something goes wrong?’

‘I will claim ignorance, officially.’

Agarkar sipped his tea silently.

‘What do you say?’ Mathur asked. ‘Karega?’

Agarkar smiled.

‘Karoonga, sir.’
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