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  Preface



After spending over three decades in the world of IT Networking and Cybersecurity — building secure infrastructures, defending enterprise systems, and navigating evolving threat landscapes — you’d think I’d seen it all.




But there was one itch I hadn’t fully scratched: fiction.




I’ve always been a storyteller at heart, writing in both Tamil and English — dabbling in humor, poetry, and human drama. The challenge? Merging my deep-rooted professional experience with my passion for narrative.




That’s when I turned to ChatGPT, not as a tool, but as a co-author.




Together, we set out to write a collection of short stories that would blend the logic of firewalls with the unpredictability of feelings, the structure of networks with the chaos of life.




It started with a simple idea — can we create fiction that speaks both to the cybersecurity professional and the emotionally curious reader?




ChatGPT proposed the title — Firewall & Fiction: One Metaphor at a Time — and the chapter outlines.




That was enough to wake up the fiction writer inside me.




Over the course of these chapters, you’ll find:


	Network engineers who become routers in spirit

	Malwares that infect not just systems, but souls

	Ransomware that costs more than money

	Policies that mirror people

	And a quiet plea for authenticity in a world of proxies




Each story stands alone, yet reflects a shared theme: human behavior is, in many ways, a network of its own — with ports, protocols, authentication, and, at times, denial-of-service.




Let’s secure some metaphors.




~Mohan Krishnamurthy







  Disclaimer



This is a work of fiction.




All characters, organizations, companies, locations, and events portrayed in this book are either products of the authors’ imagination or are used fictitiously for storytelling purposes. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual organizations, institutions, or events is purely coincidental and unintentional.




The narratives are metaphorical in nature, intended to blend cybersecurity concepts with fictional storytelling. They are not based on real incidents or intended to reflect actual professional practices, behaviors, or outcomes.
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He just routed!




S. Manivannan stared at the glint of his Hyundai Creta from his glass cabin. Parked neatly in the front row of the company’s office in Guindy Industrial Estate, it looked proud — waxed, dust-free, its chrome grille catching the late morning sun. Twenty years ago, the only four wheels in his life were attached to the rickety second-hand Yamaha RX100 that coughed up half its horsepower trying to climb the slope in T. Nagar.




His inbox pinged. Another resignation letter. This one from Arjun, his junior, whom he’d handpicked three years ago from a job fair at Sairam College. Sharp kid, quick learner, rough edges — the kind Mani had always had a soft corner for. He had groomed him, personally walked him through their customer escalation matrix, taught him the quirks of the old Layer-3 switch still humming in the far corner of their DC.




“Sir, it’s been great working here. I’ve accepted an offer with double the salary. Joining next month. Please consider this my formal notice.”




Mani leaned back. His fingers hovered over the keyboard, then paused. He turned toward the window again.




From his perch, he could see the very path he used to walk daily in his early years — past the tea kadai near the gate where the older security guard still made sugary, watery coffee; past the exhaust duct where they used to lean during smoke-samosa breaks with Sundar and Siva. He smiled faintly.




That was a different era. A simpler topology.




Back then, Mani lived in a single-room portion in the crisscross lanes behind Panagal Park. The rent was low, the ceiling lower, and the commute sweaty. But there was hunger in him — the kind that didn’t need lunch breaks. He worked 14 to 16 hours a day, then spent weekends preparing for network certifications. When he passed his first CCNA, he didn’t throw a party. He just laminated the certificate and tacked it above his monitor. Recognition came in the form of a nod from his manager, and occasionally, a “Good work, da Mani” during office functions where the loudspeaker squeaked more than it spoke.




He remembered vividly the thrill of configuring a POP3 mail server for a jewelry client near Mylapore — sitting cross-legged on the floor at midnight, his face lit only by the CRT monitor. The sense of purpose back then was pure. There were no Slack alerts or HR policies on wellness. There was just uptime, and the adrenaline of chasing it.




Now?




Now, the new generation worked 10 to 6. They asked about “comp off” if they stayed late for a deployment. Their phones buzzed with weekend trek plans, not Nagios alerts. They drank almond milk cappuccinos from the office pantry. He had once overheard someone say, “Legacy infrastructure is like legacy people — stable but slow.” It had stung more than he’d admit.




His phone buzzed again. Arjun.




Mani picked it up. “Yes, tell me.”




“Sir, you saw my mail?”




“I saw.”




There was an awkward pause. Then Mani said gently, “Why don’t you stay one more year? I’ll push for your promotion myself. You’ll be leading projects next cycle.”




Arjun hesitated. “I know, sir. But… double salary next month itself. Why wait one year?”




A silence hung in the air.




Mani felt the words like an arrow, clean and quick, right through the center of his chest. He didn’t flinch.




“Okay,” he said after a moment. “All the best.”




“Thank you, sir.”




Click.




Mani looked at the old whiteboard in his cabin — a leftover relic no one used anymore. He had drawn network diagrams on it a thousand times. Once, his team had jokingly added a smiley face on the loopback address.




Loopback. That was what he was now. Reachable, always on, always listening. But only internally. No one dialed in for his opinion on new architecture decisions. He was there — just not routed through anymore.




He pulled out the HR master list. So many of the names he had once handpicked — from his village, his college, his friend’s cousin’s nephew — had moved on. Some abroad. Some started their own ventures. Some had simply vanished from LinkedIn, like expired DNS records.




He thought of those old smoke-samosa breaks with Siva and Sundar. They’d crowd around a cracked plastic table, paper plates sagging under the weight of oily bondas, sharing syslog horror stories like war veterans. Now, there was a sleek pantry with free Wi-Fi, ergonomic chairs, and a chart listing “30 ways to reduce caffeine dependence.”




Mani lived in a posh Anna Nagar apartment now. Three bedrooms. Modular kitchen. Smart TV. Even a Roomba that confused his dog. But he missed the nights in T. Nagar, zipping past potholes on his bike, going to client’s places at odd hours, the joy of manually terminating cables, arguing with vendors for 2 extra meters of Cat6.




He wasn’t bitter. Just… aware.




Over the years, he had become more than a manager. He had become a router.




He received packets of ambition and forwarded them to better destinations. He masked people’s flaws from upper management, NATing their behavior so they’d be accepted. He port-forwarded opportunities. Opened channels. Closed bridges. He was the interface that connected so many others — while becoming increasingly invisible himself.




There was a knock at the door.




A new joinee. Nervous. Lanyard slightly twisted. “Sir, they said you’re the one who built this entire team. How did you manage everything back then — when there were only three of you?”




Mani looked at him. Then at the switch blinking steadily in the rack nearby.




“I didn’t manage,” he said with a half-smile. “I just routed them.”




The boy smiled, not quite getting it. But he would — eventually.




Mani turned back to his window. The Creta still gleamed. Traffic outside honked faintly in the distance. Somewhere, another resignation letter was probably being typed.




The network remained. He remained.
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Never Again


The ride from Jayanagar to JP Nagar was smooth that morning. For once, Silk Board hadn’t lived up to its reputation. The Regional Manager of Techline Systems, Ravi Subramaniam, took it as a sign.


He didn’t usually do client meetings or pricing war rooms anymore — that was what Account Managers were for. But something about this tender didn’t sit right. Too many “almost wins.” Too many just-underbids by their rival, Nexlogics, based on M.G. Road.


Every time Techline quoted 8.35 crores, Nexlogics came in at 8.27. When they went to 7.9, Nexlogics landed at 7.83. The margins were too tight for it to be coincidence. It was almost like someone was watching their terminal while the bids were typed.


Ravi had been in the business too long to ignore patterns. He didn’t need firewall logs to know when a breach had occurred — human behavior was just another kind of network traffic.


He parked near the office in Jayanagar 4th Block, waved to the security guard, and walked in with his usual calm stride. His team greeted him politely, but Abhay — the star Account Manager — avoided eye contact.


That confirmed it.


Abhay was everything a modern enterprise sales rep needed to be — well-dressed, well-spoken, high-closing. Clients liked him. Regional Heads tolerated his showmanship because he met targets. But Ravi had seen too many smooth operators who eventually cracked under the pressure of temptation.


Abhay didn’t know that Ravi had personally overridden the tender submission process for Project Vistaar — a massive infrastructure deal with a government think-tank in Bengaluru. This time, Ravi would build the pricing model himself. But he made sure Abhay thought he was still in charge.


Over three days, they reviewed specs, debated clauses, discussed margins.


“Sir, if we quote 8.6, we’ll be out. Nexlogics is desperate. They’ll go sub-8.5.”


“You think so?” Ravi asked, feigning indifference.


“I know so,” Abhay replied, too quickly.


That night, Ravi sat alone in the boardroom. He stared at the Excel sheet for a long time. Then he changed the number. Just a few lakhs shaved off. Enough to beat whatever Nexlogics was told.


Three days later.


Techline won the bid.


It wasn’t even close. Nexlogics had quoted higher. Abhay looked genuinely surprised. Or maybe he was just a better actor than Ravi gave him credit for.


Two hours after the results were announced, Abhay received a message:


“CCD near Lal Bagh. 4:30 PM. Come alone.”


The Coffee Café Day near Lal Bagh was surprisingly quiet that afternoon. Outside, the sound of honking rickshaws and BMTC buses was a low background hum.


Abhay arrived in a hurry, sunglasses on, collared T-shirt a little too crisp.


Two men from Nexlogics were already there — one in a grey blazer, the other sipping cold brew through a paper straw. No names were exchanged. Just nods. Like all deals done over café tables, this one thrived on plausible deniability.


“You gave us the wrong price,” the man in the blazer said, voice
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