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            ONE

          

          
            ADVENTURES IN SILENCE

          

        

      

    

    
      You know what's a real bitch?

      Not sleeping for three days straight.

      That's when I become the nastiest SOB ever to have an overweight man gasping for air in a chokehold, his brain struggling to instruct his desperate hands to grab my Glock.

      Then the SOB stopped wriggling and reached for my eyes instead. Damn. Guess his brain was getting some oxygen after all.

      I shifted my hold, leaned my head, so that his searching fingers entered my open mouth.

      I bit down. Hard.

      He screamed.

      I tightened my chokehold so the sound stayed stuck in his throat. That's how it would have ended if it wasn't for that goddamn phone call.

      I recognized the ringtone on my cell phone. How could that be? That ringtone was assigned to the only person on this planet who mattered to me.

      Priyanka. My wife. My dead wife.

      She was murdered and I was hot on the trail of those who killed her.

      The man started pointing at my pocket from where the cellphone rang. Why would a man about to die want me to take a call?

      My curiosity peaked. I figure curiosity is a bigger son of a bitch than lack of sleep.

      I loosened my grip, allowing my new friend a life-saving breath.

      Maybe it was the rogue unit within RAW, I speculated.

      Stop. What the fuck is RAW, you ask?
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        * * *

      

      The Research and Analysis Wing—RAW—is India’s intelligence arm, like the CIA in the U.S. or Saudi Arabia’s GIP.

      People dismiss it as primitive, ineffective. We let them.

      A mask of ineptitude to hide what we can actually do.

      Those who knew, knew—and some of them are out to dismantle RAW, and the one unit inside it that does the work India needs most.

      The Chanakya Division.

      Named for the ancient strategist, the Chanakya Division—“Chaks,” if you’re family—runs on an informal lattice. A matrix of handlers and teams working independently; missions rarely touch. Sounds insane. It isn’t. It’s the only way to contain leaks and keep India secure.

      Our world is anything but secure. Double agents at every turn.

      Chaks doesn’t chase terrorists. We tell the world that’s what we do.

      Our mission is to hunt down corruption.

      Corruption hollows a nation from the inside—more dangerous than any bomb with a manifesto.

      It was this corruption that had led this overweight, out-of-breath gentleman, into my loving embrace.
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        * * *

      

      I shoved Fat Man away and took the phone out of my pocket. Watched him as he hit the wall and slipped down to the floor. I trained my Glock on him out of habit, looking around to make sure we stayed out of sight in this isolated area at the Bangalore airport.

      Now, this is counter intuitive to so many people and worth explaining. When you take in information, you expose yourself to dis-information. This phone could be like a virus that placed verbal manipulators expertly designed to lead my cognitive machinery down a path I should not be on. The last time I let that happen, I lost my wife. I lost my best friend.

      I put the phone to my ear. Not saying a word. The voice on the other end called out my name.

      "Abhay?"

      I didn't ask who it was. I already knew.

      It was my dead wife. It was Priyanka.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            MY MALLU FRIEND

          

        

      

    

    
      THREE DAYS EARLIER

      Tony and I were cruising back to my place in his Maruti when my phone chimed with that obnoxious ringtone everyone hated, but never failed to make me grin.

      Tony rolled his eyes. "That's annoying."

      I winked at him and picked up. "Hi babe!"

      Tony pretended to look out the window, but I knew he was all ears. We were trained that way. Listening was our bread and butter.

      "Where are you?" she asked.

      Her voice had an edge that sent shivers down my spine. I was in tune with every nuance of Priyanka's voice, and I caught the raw terror she tried to mask.

      "They're going to kill me," she said, flat and emotionless.

      I didn't waste time asking questions. They didn't matter.

      I tried to match her cool. "Let me talk to them. They won't kill you. You'll be fine."

      I glanced at Tony. Wordlessly, he floored the accelerator, zigzagging through midday traffic toward home.

      "Priyanka?" All I heard was dead air.

      We arrived at my flat in the swanky Serenity Grove in New Mumbai to find the door ajar. No forced entry.

      We entered, guns drawn.

      The living room was spotless, just as Priyanka liked it. No sign of a struggle. Her oil paintings of ruby-throated hummingbirds – a tribute to our time in New York – hung on the walls. Mute witnesses to whatever had happened here.

      I could hear Tony panting from sprinting up five flights of stairs. Kids playing cricket outside. Traffic.

      I turned every corner, expecting to see Priyanka's bloodied body. But there was no one in the apartment. Priyanka was gone.

      Taken.
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        * * *

      

      Tony put his arm around me as I stood there, shattered. Angry. Confused. If I couldn't protect my wife, how could I protect my country? I forced myself to focus on the facts. The next steps.

      Tony suggested calling RAW's Site Investigation Team, but I refused. No RAW. No police.

      A kidnapped spouse compromised an agent, and RAW would bench me until she was found. That was the last thing I wanted. I needed to stay in the game to chase her captors.

      We scoured the flat for clues, but we knew the kidnappers were pros who wouldn't leave a trace. Imagine my shock when I found a cellphone on the bed with a note underneath:

      "Your wife dies tonight."

      Not if I get to you first, assholes.

      Tony checked the phone for explosives using his portable detector. It wasn't foolproof, but it gave us some peace of mind.

      We left the flat, cellphone in hand – my sole link to my vanished wife – and headed to Bandra.

      "What now?" Tony asked.

      I knew the call with impossible demands would come soon. I had to act fast.

      "Sheru," I said.

      Tony nodded. If anyone knew about a professional kidnapping team in Mumbai, it was Sheru, kingpin of the city's underworld.

      Tony expertly navigated through the chaos of Indian cars, weaving in and out of traffic. Soon, we left South Mumbai behind.

      What would I do without my Mallu buddy, I wondered.

      Fireworks lit up the night sky. Diwali, the festival of lights and Hindu New Year, was tonight.

      I considered myself spiritual, not religious. Most Hindus like me only get religious past sixty, when mortality stares us down.

      "We're being followed!" Tony's sharp voice interrupted my thoughts.

      Tony pointed at the TATA Sumo Mumbai Police Interceptor tailing us in the rearview mirror. It kept its distance, but it was there.

      "They must have followed us from the apartment," I suggested.

      "No, it's the phone," Tony replied. "They must have a tracker in it, or they're triangulating the cell signal."

      I eyed the device I was holding, tempted to toss it. But the phone was my lifeline to Priyanka. They'd probably banked on that. They wanted to keep tabs on us, see where we went, who we met. Keep us company. Nice bunch.

      "Let's say hello," Tony grinned.

      I couldn't help but smile. Tony swerved onto a side road, and sure enough, the TATA Sumo followed, maintaining its distance. They didn't seem concerned about being spotted.

      Tony pulled to a stop. "Follow me," he said tersely. I knew my brain was fried, so I trusted my Mallu friend and his plan.

      I followed him without question.

      That was my first mistake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            DIWALI DHAMAKA

          

        

      

    

    
      The bang-bang-bang symphony of a thousand-bomb Ladi crescendoed as we neared the nondescript building. A dirt-streaked tin sign declared it to be the 'H.M.O. Water Society'. Tony was familiar with the place; I wasn’t.

      "Go in and wait. I'll outflank them—there's a side entrance," Tony shouted at me, his voice tense. I followed his instructions.

      That was my mistake number two. I should've stayed with Tony.

      The police interceptor screeched to a halt nearby. I saw three men jump out. It didn’t take much to figure out who their leader was. A fair-skinned man I immediately nicknamed "Goru." He was the one barking orders.

      They spotted me and Goru sent his goons charging after me. I dashed inside. I wished I had gotten a better sense from Tony about what his plan was.

      I entered the building and saw two elderly female security guards chatting and laughing. The building was closed for the holiday and they really shouldn’t have been there.

      I waved my Glock at them and yelled, "Police! Building’s closed! Go home!" They exchanged a fearful glance and scrambled out a side door.

      I raced through a narrow corridor and entered a room with a sign outside -- "Customer Service." Perfect. It was littered with archaic telephones. What a set for a shootout. I prepped my weapon, checked my spare mag and found a spot from where I could cover all the entrances.

      I could anticipate the action several steps ahead in my mind. And I was prepared to improvise.

      More than anything, I had faith in my mallu friend.

      This was my third mistake.
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        * * *

      

      Diwali firecrackers roared like battle drums, signaling a war between good and evil. As I prepped for my own bang-bangs, the phone from Priyanka's kidnappers rang.

      The caller ID simply read "Unavailable", and I knew it had to be Goru. I half-expected the whole thing would explode like a Laxmi bomb in my face when I answered the call.

      I pressed the green button.

      No explosion. Good.

      The voice on the other end was surprisingly deep. "We have your friend."

      I heard Tony yell in the background - "Abhay, they'll kill you!"

      The deep voice offered a clarifying note: "meet us on the roof or we kill your friend."

      The sounds of the Diwali firecrackers faded from my mind. I quickly weighed my options and took the stairs to the roof.

      Glock held in a two-handed grip I reached the rooftop. My mind was a mix of fear and determination.

      I stepped out onto the roof, it was empty. No Tony. No Goru.

      That's when I heard the explosion. That wasn't a Diwali firecracker. That was the sound of a fuel tank exploding.

      I rushed to the parapet wall and looked over.

      My car, the one we had arrived in, was now a fiery inferno.

      That phone rang again. I answered.

      Goru said in his taunting voice, "your friend's dead and burning in your car."

      The words were like a physical blow, and I raised my Glock in fury, taking aim at the Interceptor.

      But Goru’s next words froze my trigger pull. "Your wife is with us."

      Priyanka’s head was pushed out of the window of the Interceptor for a moment, as if to see what I would do.

      Then, she was pulled back in.

      The Interceptor accelerated away. I held my fire. I couldn't hold my tears.

      As I stood there frozen, unable to decide a course of action, I heard Priyanka's scream on the phone.

      "Abhay!"

      Followed by the sound of gunfire.

      Goru's voice, "and now, your wife is dead too."

      The phone went dead. So did I.

      The exploding fireworks around me no longer spoke. They were mute witnesses to this moment in which my world was forever changed.

      There was no thought of revenge. Not yet. That'd come later. All I could think of right now was why. Why did this happen? Why Priyanka? Who was Goru? Why?

      I didn't know.

      All I knew was that my mallu friend was dead.

      Priyanka was dead.

      And I was no longer living.
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            MORNING RAGAS

          

        

      

    

    
      I knew I should feel something, but I was numb.

      I made calls. My personal network was looking for any information about Priyanka’s body that I knew they would dump somewhere. Any information that could lead me to Goru, the man I held responsible for her murder.

      My relationship with Priyanka had been strained in the weeks leading up to her death.

      She seemed distracted and distant, stressed out about something but she wouldn't say what. I couldn't shake the feeling that her stress was connected to her abduction.

      Now it didn't matter. All that mattered was finding Goru and making him pay for what he did.

      My anger ebbed, allowing grief to swell.

      I drank.

      It was early morning when sleep began to overcome me and Priyanka’s alarm clock went off. It played her favorite track by Pandit Bhimsen Joshi. His distinctive vocals were accompanied by her voice in my head telling me all about the nuances of the Hindustani classical track playing, and how Ahir Bhairav was her favorite raga ever.

      The haunting melodies stirred up feelings within me. Loneliness. Uncertainty. But hope and determination as well.

      I felt energy surging through me. An ancient energy that reached through time to connect me to the vast human experience that had gone before me.

      It was a feeling I wish I could have shared with Priyanka.

      It was late morning when Ram Chandra, a close friend in the National Analytics and Security Services, called. He had a location for me. A call had been made on the cell phone two days before it was left in my apartment.

      The location was in a temporary marketplace for fireworks erected just for the Diwali season organized by the Sri Durga Fireworks Association.

      I jumped on my trusty Enfield Bullet. Its deep throated sound resonating with the sound of my heart pounding.

      The market was off a major road and surrounded by commercial establishments. Traffic was picking up, so I jumped on the Ring Road for a portion of the ride to avoid it.

      Twenty minutes later, I reached, and was running to the shop when

      I saw him.

      Goru, wearing a bright yellow shirt had already seen me. When I spotted him, he was just standing there, watching me.

      Our eyes met and the bastard smirked.

      I exploded with anger and raced to smash his face in. He took off, jumping over tables like he was a goddamn parkour artist.

      I stayed on his tail as he raced through the crowded market and shoving people aside.

      A furious store owner, cursed after us both -- "what the fuck do you think you are doing, motherfucker? I'll break your balls and feed them to you for dinner” – throwing a box of "Thunder Bombs" at our fleeing backs in a futile gesture.

      Someone or something tripped me. I fell.

      When I got back up, Goru was nowhere to be seen. As my eyes searched for him, a fire started at a stall where I had seen him last and fireworks started going off.

      It was chaos.

      Goru must have started the fire. I raced towards that stall and saw the hole ripped in the fabric at the back.

      I ran through the fire and jumped through the hole.

      I heard a motorbike roar off to my right.

      It was Goru. I ran behind him. But it was no use. Within moments, he was gone.

      I grit my teeth. I would stop at nothing to find Goru. Make him pay for what he did to Priyanka.

      This was just the beginning of my hunt.
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            ASHES TO ASHES, DUST TO DUST

          

        

      

    

    
      Priyanka would have been cremated. But there was no body to cremate.

      Tony had no body left to speak of. A funeral home did the best it could do to gather his remains into a casket which I then flew to Bengaluru.

      Tony had no family of his own, but his parents, brother and two sisters attended. They wanted a quick burial. Tony never spoke of them. They didn't feel much of a connection to Tony from what I could see.

      Soon it was all over.

      Tony, my mallu friend, was resting for all of eternity six feet below.

      It was time to get back to my mission.

      I spent the rest of the day planting seeds I hoped would result in a harvest of kills.

      I hopped on a flight to Delhi.

      Running into the dead ends made me realize I needed help. I had to see if the organization I had dedicated my life to, would help me in my quest for justice.

      Vengeance. My quest for vengeance.

      The agency car picked me up. A Toyota Innova with darkened windows. I slipped into the front passenger seat and closed my eyes.

      I had to focus my mind for the conversation I was about to face.

      I couldn’t do it. With a sigh, I opened my eyes and saw the driver watching me in the rearview mirror.

      "What's your name?" I asked.

      "Nihal Khan", he responded with a smile.

      "Nice name. What does it mean?"

      "I was given the name, not its meaning," was his matter-of-fact response.

      Nihal, probably feeling bad for his blunt response, spoke up. "What's your name, sir?"

      "Abhay."

      "Fearless. Your name means fearless. Are you fearless?" Nihal Khan asked with no malice.

      I wanted to say yes, but the answer was no.

      I had a deep fear of enclosed spaces which always triggered a deep-set panic reaction. No, I was not fearless. But I had hidden that fact well from the rest of the world.

      Except perhaps from Nihal, as he proceeded to answer his own question. "I don't think you are fearless. You look like a person who fears a lot of things."

      "Thank you, Nihal," I responded. The sarcasm in my voice was lost on him.

      He proceeded to tell me his life story - his move from his village in Uttar Pradesh to Delhi to find work, his initial stints as a driver driving the very old Premier Padmini cabs to his job with the agency.

      I nodded absently. My mind was finally cooperating and I was working out what I was going to say to my Handler, and more importantly, Chief.
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        * * *

      

      Chief kept his focus on the pen he twirled in his fingers. He said nothing after I had finished.

      My handler Jacob, on the timid side when it came to managerial situations, wasn't about to break the heavy silence.

      I decided not to either.

      We sat there. Three mute men.

      Chief sighed before he broke the uncomfortable silence. "Hiding
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