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Law Of Unintended Consequences

Mumbai, July 1992. A home to millions, and a land of contrasts. Glitzy high rises in the Southern tip of the city that had nothing in common with the masses of humanity that resided in the slums. The centre of commerce and industry, with untold wealth for those who made it, and untold misery for those who would forever stay stuck many leagues under it. 

‘Maya Nagri’ (city of dreams) they called it, for its ability to keep a man entranced by what might lie ahead. It kept people in their place, hoping that something would happen. Much like it did to the people in those glitzy cars and shimmering towers all around them. Liberalization of the Indian economy had just taken place, and there was a bunch of new companies that had opened, with unprecedented job opportunities. ‘MNC join karna hai’ (I want to join a multinational corp.) was the magic mantra for those stuck in-between. Competition was tough, as would be the case with ten million people in the island city—but there was no stopping those with determination and some talent to succeed. There was money all around, if you knew how, with more on the way. It was also the perfectly set stage for a well-developed ‘underworld’. 

Local dons, international dons, dons turned politicians and vice versa. There were a lot of characters who ran different parts of the metropolis or had their own set specialization. The city was divided into clusters, and there was an unwritten code for who ran what, and where. Extortion, money lending, gambling and liquor dens, prostitution, petty theft… someone knew exactly how to run each business and had developed the expertise to manage it like an enterprise. 

But nothing needed a better blend of street smarts, muscle, connections and what the locals called ‘daring’ than to be part of the smuggling racket. This operation was largely run by a man known as Billa Bhai, and his men. Every smuggling operation was connected to or run by this group, for they had a stranglehold over the docks, unions, officialdom and the local street level muscle that could make things move. Gold, diamonds, cigarettes, textiles, perfumes, video games… you name it! Premium brands for every type of product were available, with markets across South Mumbai awash in illegally imported goods. Everything was available, everyone made money, and everyone was happy. 

The liberalization of 1991 meant that foreign goods were available more easily, and smuggling became a lot less rewarding. But the underworld was resilient and like it overcame prohibition a couple of decades earlier, it decided to diversify yet again. The shrewd mind that Billa Bhai was, he called a meeting with his trusted lieutenants, which in the corporate world might have been called a workshop. The Bhai was a man of few words, but each word carried a lot of weight. Meeting in an old mill, that belonged to an owner who owed him many favours, they filled up the erstwhile conference room. 

There was a hushed silence when Billa Bhai’s bodyguards walked in, led by the menacing henchman Walli. Walli was known to carry an American Colt .45, one of the few Mumbai mobsters who was proficient in its use. He also carried a Rampuri knife, which scared potential victims a lot more. These knives originated in the city of Rampur from the northern state of Uttar Pradesh and were the weapon of choice of common mafioso. Likely one never needed to use them, with quick resolutions possible upon the first sighting of the weapon. Walli walked in, accompanied by three handpicked men and scanned the room, confirming the familiarity of every face present there, and the general decorum. Upon being satisfied, he whispered to one of his men, who walked out briskly and returned a couple of minutes later with Billa Bhai. 

As the conference room doors swung open, all eyes turned to the figure framed in the gloom—Billa Bhai’s silhouette a shining monolith in the dim light. He moved with feline grace, each measured step breaking the stillness in the room.

Unlike the dark clothes many of his men wore, Billa Bhai favoured a crisp white safari suit, impeccably tailored to his broad, heavy frame—an imposing figure that stood out sharply against the shadows. His fair, weathered complexion and imposing stature marked him unmistakably as a Pathan, a community known for strength, pride, and fierce loyalty.

A jagged scar cut across his left cheek, adding menace to his sharp features. His light brown eyes, cold and steady, swept the room, silencing whispered conversations. Men shifted uncomfortably under his piercing look. A thick gold chain glinted against his throat, a clear sign of both wealth and authority.

Before entering, Billa Bhai’s eyes briefly settled on Walli—ferocious and unyielding—a living reminder of a different time. A fleeting memory surfaced—his only run-in with the police. A young constable had worn him out with a relentless chase, then tackled him to the ground, wrestling him into submission, before mostly whacking him all the way to a nearby police station. Billa swore revenge but soon moved on to bigger pursuits, this humiliation (and his real name) a forgotten chapter in his rise through the underworld ranks. Such cops were a dying breed, he mused with a faint smirk—good for them, but better for his business.

When Billa Bhai finally spoke, his low, gravelly voice carried the weight of unspoken threats. The room leaned in, knowing his silence was as deadly as any gun. 

Upon taking his seat, the Don addressed the room, ‘We have made a lot of money with smuggling, and you have all been the beneficiaries of the trade. Smuggling has and always will be our business, except now we will start some other lines of work. If people have money, they need protection and they will pay for it. So, we can request them to pay us to protect them. Each of you has your zone in the city and will still run it, so all the key merchants and traders will have your attention. They should not have any objections to it, as most businesses are already paying off key officials in the tax, police and municipal departments. We will be one more addition to an existing practice, but on a larger scale. Builders, stockbrokers, businessmen, movie stars...all those who have extra cash! You will generate your own lists, and my network will also provide you with targets who you have not managed to identify. I will keep fifty per cent of the collection from such targets. For all the others, coming from your own lists, my cut will remain a nominal twenty-five per cent of the collections, as a say, royalty for using my name. Any questions?’

The last bit was a formality. Most of the men present in the room nodded their heads in agreement, some more vigorously than others, as if they had a deeper understanding of the impact of the new business. With little else to discuss on the matter, what followed was some brief chit chat over tea and snacks. The Bhai pronounced his judgement about some issues between the local overlords in the room and hinted at some other directions to be taken. Then he exited, with Walli and the henchmen leading the way. 

The monsoon of 1992 wore on, and it seemed like only the last few showers of that year were left. Phones rang all over the city, as the business development plans for a new vertical kicked off. It was the beginning of a reign of terror, where peace came in installments, one every few months… and if one were affable and open to it, was easy to come by. The gang had a network of well-paid informants all over the city to provide intelligence on who was making how much money. This was followed by a call…a discreet conversation with a quiet voice calling from a Dubai number. This was usually all it took for people to willingly part with some money and buy momentary peace of mind, and some influence. The gang was also available later, if those subscribing to the protection racket were caught in some kind of jam. 

For those unwilling to pay, there was a network of muscle with ladka log (boys) holed up in different parts of the suburbs. One visit from these men with the glimpse of the ubiquitous 9 mm ‘Star’ pistol tucked under the shirt was all it took for a few khokhas (Rs. 1 crore/10 million) of money to change hands. For the braver, or those who dared to report to the police, there was no option but to resort to something stronger like getting savagely beaten or being shot. These hits were loud and sensational, and intended to send a message to those in two minds. 

It was one such rainy, humid afternoon when the phone rang at Mahavir Glass Factory. The receptionist answered the phone in a rehearsed tone, ‘Mahavir Glass Factory, how may I help you?’, only to hear a rough voice talking in Hindi, asking for the Seth (Boss). These calls continued for a week or so when she finally thought it made sense to mention them to the administrative manager who might be able to tell her what to do about them. The manager, the avuncular Mr Moorthy, froze as he instantly realized the nature of these calls. 

He excused himself and walked up to the proprietor, Mr Tarang Mehta’s office. This huge corner office oversaw the plant building and had its own living room style meeting arrangement, where Mr Mehta conducted meetings. While on a call, he motioned in the worried looking manager. The call ended in a couple of minutes, and Mehta greeted the man, with a ‘Good Morning Moorthy Sir, how are you?’ The man had served his father, and Tarang Mehta had been seeing him in office since he started attending office in his late teens, now for over two decades. Beads of sweat lined up on Moorthy’s forehead as he told Tarang about the calls. He listened calmly to the employee and told him to put the call through to him next time.

Tarang Metha prided himself on his capability to talk his way out of anything. So, the next time, the phone rang, and the voice started with ‘Kya re Secretary, does your boss not want to talk? Should I come over?’ he had the secretary connect the line to him. ‘Sir, it’s the call that you’ve been expecting, yes…on line 1’. 

Mr Mehta took the call confident of his ability to reason with anyone. Only to be confronted with a stream of invectives as Billa Bhai’s diminutive lieutenant Sunil ‘Pintya’ Surve vented at the time taken to get through to the businessman. ‘You think you’re too shaana (sly)? Should I show you how sly I can get? Your wife is shopping at the Ramsons store at Breach Candy, and her driver is taking a nap outside at the wheel. Should I replace him with one of my boys, take her for a ride? Your boy is playing in the school yard, and his yellow windcheater is hard to miss… shall I continue, you little punk? A few crores in the bank and you think you’re above everyone?’ Mehta took it all in, his blood pressure rising and then the business blood took over—this was a deal to be driven. 

He tried to sound calm, but could only mutter, ‘Sir, what is your name? Who are you?’ Sunil snarled, ‘Tera Baap!’. He continued, ‘Your profits this quarter were Rs. 1.9 Cr. Keep ten per cent aside for my boss, and we will connect again during Diwali. When and where do I send my boys? Remember, any conversation with the Police, and the next call will be about your wife or child.’ 

Tarang Mehta was palpitating, but clear on what had to be done. He was willing to pay the money demanded, but he knew that he could not allow a permanent ten per cent reduction in profits. So he agreed to keep the cash ready, while his mind worked furiously. 

At the same time, a meeting was taking place in the Mumbai Police Headquarters. In the dimly lit conference room of Mumbai Police Headquarters, Commissioner Satish Bhagat addressed a group of tense officers. The city was gripped by a recent wave of extortion calls terrorizing businesses and citizens alike. Bhagat, a veteran with a distinguished Army service background, stood tall at the podium. His stern gaze swept across the room as he detailed the escalating threat. ‘Gentlemen, this menace must be crushed,’ he declared, his voice carrying the weight of authority.

He outlined a multi-pronged attack on the extortion rackets, emphasizing intelligence gathering and swift action. As he spoke, the room crackled with a palpable energy. ‘We must send a clear message,’ Bhagat concluded, his eyes narrowing. ‘This city is not up for grabs!’ 

In the back, a young Assistant Police Inspector named Suryakant Patil listened intently, his mind racing. To him, these words were more than just orders—they were a call to arms. Patil interpreted the directive as a green light for aggressive tactics, including the controversial ‘encounters’ that had become Mumbai’s unofficial response to organized crime.

These encounters were a euphemism for extrajudicial killings, where suspected criminals were shot dead under questionable circumstances. Officially reported as shootouts, these incidents often involved unarmed suspects being killed in cold blood. The practice had become an open secret in Mumbai’s law enforcement circles, a brutal yet effective method of dealing with hardened criminals who seemed to slip through the cracks of the justice system.

Patil was no stranger to this world of shadow justice. With thirty-one encounters already under his belt, he had earned a reputation as one of the force’s most prolific ‘encounter specialists’. His name was whispered in the dark alleys of Mumbai with a mixture of fear and awe. Patil was part of an elite group of officers, a band of ‘troubleshooters’ that the Commissioner called upon when conventional methods failed to yield results. These men operated in a gray area of law enforcement; their actions tacitly approved by a system desperate to curb the rising tide of organized crime.

As the meeting adjourned, Patil’s determination hardened. His mind was racing, and he was ready to turn up the heat, whatever the cost.

Meanwhile, Tarang Mehta rang his extensive family and business network, seeking a connection directly to the Police commissioner for a khaki clad resolution to his business problems. 



Operation Baygon

The monsoon-drenched streets of Mumbai echoed with the relentless patter of rain as Tarang Mehta, the prominent businessman, made his way to the Police Commissioner’s office. His face, usually composed, now looked exhausted and desperate. For weeks, he had been subject to extortion calls, and cash demands from a notorious gang, in exchange for his safety and that of his family. 

Inside the wood-panelled office, Commissioner Satish Bhagat listened intently as Mehta poured out his story. The seasoned officer’s eyes narrowed; his jaw set with determination. ‘We’ll put an end to this, Mr Mehta,’ he assured, his voice carrying the weight of authority. ‘But I need your cooperation.’

The plan was set in motion with meticulous precision. As the appointed hour for the hafta collection approached, plain-clothes officers strategically positioned themselves around Mehta’s factory office building. API Patil, at the helm of the operation, sat in an unmarked car in the parking lot, his hand resting on his trusty .38 Smith & Wesson, eyes scanning the surroundings with predatory focus.

Right on schedule, two rough-looking men pulled up on a Yamaha RX-100 motorcycle, looking alert, but very confident of successfully executing yet another collection. As they entered the building, Patil’s muscles tensed, ready for action. Minutes later, they emerged, a briefcase clutched tightly in one man’s grip. Patil’s eyes narrowed. ‘Now’ he said quietly into his radio, and to his driver.

His unmarked police car, an Ambassador, suddenly roared to life, tires screeching as it accelerated towards the unsuspecting duo. The motorcycle riders barely had time to react before the car slammed into the front wheel of the bike, sending them flying. As they hit the ground, dazed and disoriented, a flood of policemen emerged from their hiding spots in nearby buildings. The cops converged upon the fallen men, tackling them with bone-jarring force. The air filled with shouts and curses as the gang members found themselves pinned beneath the weight of Mumbai’s finest. 

‘You’re under arrest!’ one officer yelled, wrestling to secure handcuffs on the thrashing suspect. The smaller of the two men, his face contorted with rage, managed to twist his head towards the factory building. ‘Seth, marega tu!’ (Boss, you’re finished) he screamed, his voice raw with fury.

His threats were cut short as he was roughly hauled to his feet, clubbed between the shoulder blades with a rifle butt and manhandled into a waiting police van. The briefcase filled with marked notes, momentarily forgotten on the ground, was quickly secured as evidence.

As the dust settled, API Patil surveyed the scene with an all-knowing look. The operation had been swift and effective, as an opening salvo to the underworld. But as the echoes of the arrested gangster’s threats lingered in the air, Patil couldn’t shake the feeling that this was far from over.

The operation was a success, so far. At the press conference, Commissioner Bhagat’s hard stare swept across the assembled press corps, his voice resonating with unwavering resolve. ‘This operation is a clear message to all criminal elements,’ he declared, his words carrying the weight of authority. ‘The Mumbai Police will not tolerate extortion in our city.’

He paused, allowing his words to sink in before continuing with renewed vigour. ‘Let me be absolutely clear: we are committed to maintaining law and order through due process. The Mumbai Police respects the law and will always operate within its boundaries. However,’ his voice took on an edge, ‘any attempt at violence against our citizens will be met with a force far greater than any gangster can imagine.’

Then a crime journalist from a prominent tabloid chimed in, his pen poised over his notepad. ‘Commissioner,’ he began, his voice cutting through the throng, ‘the underworld isn’t bound by rules or laws. They operate outside the system, while the police must follow protocols and procedures. How can you assure us that the police can keep up with such ruthless criminals when you’re constrained by legal boundaries they don’t respect?’

Bhagat smiled coldly as he leaned forward, his hands gripping the podium. ‘We too, are not bound by outdated methods or rigid thinking. Hum lakeer ke fakeer nahi hain! (The police too will not blindly follow the rules!) We will do whatever it takes within the confines of the law to protect our city and its people.’

The Commissioner’s words hung in the air, charged with determination. The message was clear; the Mumbai Police were ready to take on the underworld with unprecedented force. But the underworld had other plans. 

A few weeks passed, and Mehta and his entire family were well protected. Nothing untoward took place, not even a threatening phone call. In fact, extortion calls overall had dipped significantly.

Then on a Friday evening after work, Mehta left his office with a police bodyguard in his car riding shotgun, and an escort vehicle—the popular Gypsy with four armed policemen. The drive from the factory, located in the Mumbai suburbs was uneventful, and they covered the 25 km or so relatively quickly.

Not very far from his residence, they turned off into the long street leading to his apartment building, a plush high rise, overlooking the Arabian Sea. Traffic slowed down a bit, thanks to a Police checkpoint set up to crack down on errant drivers. As Mehta’s car approached the checkpoint, the police bodyguard sitting in the front rolled down his window to salute the officer on duty and signal that they were escorting a protected individual. Suddenly, his wireless crackled to life with a frantic message from the cops in the Gypsy following behind: ‘Don’t stop, it’s a—’

But it was too late. The fake ‘inspector’ manning the checkpoint raised his pistol and opened fire, unleashing a hail of bullets that shattered the calm of the evening. The bodyguard in the front seat was struck thrice, slumping forward as life drained from his body. Then the two other ‘policemen’ at the check post pulled out their pistols and opened fire on the car.

As gunfire erupted, a large Isuzu goods truck suddenly swerved into view, its engine roaring. With devastating force, it slammed into the side of the escort vehicle, crumpling metal and sending the Gypsy spinning. The impact was catastrophic, leaving the constables inside critically injured and trapped in the mangled wreckage.

Inside Mehta’s car, time seemed to slow down. The businessman’s eyes widened in horror as he realized what was happening around him. Before he could react, a hand holding a 9 mm automatic poked in from the lowered front window and fired five times. Mehta’s body jerked violently as four rounds found their mark, his life extinguished in a brutal instant.

As quickly as it began, the attack was over. An eerie silence fell over the scene, broken only by the sound of approaching footsteps. The shell-shocked elderly driver had been roughly yanked out and pistol-whipped repeatedly. His face was covered with bruises, blood trickling from a gash above his eyebrow. Trembling uncontrollably, he slumped against the car, his eyes wide with terror as one of the assailants leaned in close.

‘Listen carefully, old man,’ the attacker growled through paan-stained teeth, his voice cold and menacing. ‘You’re going to tell everyone exactly what happened here. Every detail. Make sure they know that no one is untouchable. This is what happens when you don’t pay our hafta. Understand?’

The driver nodded frantically, too terrified to speak. As the attackers melted away into the gathering darkness, he was left alone with the carnage—a survivor tasked with spreading a chilling message to the authorities.

From his safehouse on a rusty ship in an innocuous shipbreaking yard, Billa Bhai made a call to a local newspaper. ‘This is just the beginning,’ he proclaimed, his voice flat and emotionless. ‘No one can stop us. The city is ours.’ The underworld had struck back, turning the police’s victory into ashes. Commissioner Bhagat’s face grew grim as the reports flooded in. The press, which had lauded him just days before, now turned hostile. Questions were raised about the police’s competence and their ability to protect the citizens who dared to stand up against the mafia.

As reports flooded in, the Commissioner was a cornered man. Eager to quickly settle the chaos, Bhagat summoned API Patil to his office. The atmosphere was tense, with the air thick with countless accusations from the media and politicians. 

‘This is unacceptable, Patil!’ Bhagat growled, slamming his fist on the desk. ‘We’re losing credibility by the minute. No one will step forward to help us now. Don’t you see? With every failure, the underworld grows stronger, flush with extortion money. They’re turning our city into their personal piggy bank!’

Bhagat’s voice lowered, tinged with frustration and determination. ‘We can’t let this continue. If we don’t act now, we’ll lose Mumbai to these thugs. Our force will become nothing more than a joke, powerless against the tide of crime.’

He leaned forward, his eyes boring into Patil’s. ‘One policeman was killed. That’s one too many. We need to end this, and we need to end it now. The gloves are coming off, Patil. Find them,’ Bhagat ordered, his voice low and dangerous. ‘And when you do, make sure they can never threaten this city again. Do all you can to get rid of these pests. Saaf karo saalon ko (clean them out)! Do you understand?’

The broad-shouldered, nearly six-foot-tall inspector with a swarthy complexion and handlebar moustache nodded, a grim smile playing at the corners of his mouth. ‘Perfectly, sir.’

There were no written orders. For such assignments, there usually were none. 

API Patil’s reputation preceded him, a shadow far larger than the man himself. Known as one of Mumbai’s most notorious encounter specialists, Patil had carved a name for himself in the murky world of extrajudicial killings. His record boasted an impressive tally of over forty criminals ‘eliminated’, earning him both fear and grudging respect within the force. Patil’s methods were brutal but effective, often blurring the lines between law enforcement and vigilantism. He operated in no man’s land where results trumped procedure, and the end justified any means. His superiors turned a blind eye to his tactics, valuing the drop in crime statistics that followed in his wake. To the public and the press, Patil was a controversial figure—a hero to some, a cold-blooded killer to others. But within the force, he was a man who got things done, no questions asked. 

Even as he left the Commissioner’s office, Patil’s mind was already racing, formulating plans. He would need his best men for this, and they would need to act fast. He picked a dozen men, all battle tested and with a background of shooting first and asking questions later. While nine of them would form the perimeter, three would accompany Patil as the intervention team. Backed by an intelligence grid that was second to none, they were sure of nailing the mobsters. The gang would be lying low, but they couldn’t hide forever. All it would take was one slip, one informant willing to talk, and Patil would have them. 

For the next week, Patil and his team worked tirelessly. They combed through informant networks, analysed patterns, tapped phones, looked up relatives, wives and girlfriends, and followed every lead, no matter how small. Sleep became a luxury; meals were hurried affairs over case files and maps. Then, finally, the break they needed. An informant, driven by fear and greed in equal parts, provided the location of the gang’s safehouse. It was an old apartment building in Worli, unremarkable from the outside, but now the focus of Patil’s laser-like attention.

As they prepared for the raid, Patil briefed his team. This wasn’t just about making arrests anymore. This was about sending a message, about restoring the balance of power in Mumbai. The unspoken understanding being, this was an encounter, and there would be no prisoners. And so, on that rain-soaked night in 1992, API Patil and his team found themselves approaching their target, buoyed, rather than weighed down by the Chief’s expectations on their shoulders. 

The events that unfolded in flat 902 that night would become the stuff of police legend, a case referred to repeatedly in training schools and over after-work drinks. The monsoon-drenched streets of Worli glistened under the dim streetlights as API Patil and his team approached their target. Patil’s seasoned eyes scanned the surroundings, his hands cradling his weapon. A pack of stray dogs emerged from underneath parked cars, low growls filling the air. 

‘Biscuits, Sir,’ whispered a young Sub-Inspector, offering a packet. It was their ritual—bribing the stray dogs around such buildings to keep quiet. As they crept closer to the old apartment building, Patil nodded to his men. For hours, they had watched the building, noting every movement. The informer’s call had come just earlier in the day: ‘They’re in. These are the guys who were at the Mehta shootout. All three of them are present. Armed with a couple of pistols, 1-2 mags in all…and maybe knives. But hurry, these guys shift safe houses at a moment’s notice!’ Patil grinned when he heard this. He was capable of handling more. 

The four-strong intervention team was much better armed, with a Carbine for Patil, two Self-Loading Rifles (locally adapted version of the British L1A1 self-loading rifle), for two constables, and carrying a Browing Hi-Power pistol, was Constable Shinde. While that pistol was generally carried by senior cops, Patil would make it a point to ensure his teams were armed to the teeth. What do seniors do with the fancy pistols anyway? he would often think. 

The elevator was out of order—a blessing in disguise. It was one of those older ones with collapsible grilled doors, where they would be sitting ducks to even a man with a pistol up top. They climbed the stairs silently, their off-regulation sneakers barely making a sound on the worn steps of an otherwise dimly lit, but squeaky-clean building. One could tell the building had been recently refurbished, with a generous smattering of tiles dotted with images of various religious deities lining up the walls. Shinde and one of the other constables seemed to instinctively mutter a little prayer every time they came across the tiles, and it only made sense. One could not be in their line of work and afford to be a total atheist! Patil supressed a snigger seeing this side of the burly, cynical Shinde!

The little windows along the staircase were shut to keep out the rain, locking in the lingering whiff of yesterday’s incense and bombil fry. Outside, the rain intensified with deafening thunderclaps that had not been heard at all this monsoon. Each thunderclap rattled the staircase wall beneath Patil’s hand, the vibration grounding his nerves. The stairs felt endless, the air thick and suffocating with humidity, their vests sticking uncomfortably to sweat-slicked backs.

The rain and thunder masked their steps and hushed whispers as they moved up stealthily, wary of watchers. Underworld mafioso had a longstanding, and highly effective practice of appointing local boys to act as an early warning system. Strangers spotted in the area would be approached by youngsters innocuously asking if they were looking for someone. While a boy would ostensibly offer help and engage, there would be another who would race away to alert the gang member of an unknown presence. Tonight, no one was around. This was the gang’s safe house, thought Patil. They would make it a point to stay low-key so no one could tip off the cops about suspicious men in their building. 

The cops advanced keeping a watchful eye for any innocent passersby. No youngsters playing carrom in the hallway, or future software engineers pacing around with their books, or underage kids sneaking a smoke. It was just past 2 a.m., and that band in the middle of the graveyard shift always offered this advantage. Less crowded, less complicated. 

They moved up swiftly as if conducting an exercise. All smooth and stealthy until they got to the seventh floor. Rounding the corner towards the next flight of stairs, they ran smack bang into a young couple cozying up on
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