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Prologue


The girl stepped out into the darkness of Nariman Point and hurried across the empty street. The constant clamour of cars, footfalls and voices was absent at so late an hour, lending an eerie tinge to the hazy Mumbai night punctuated by yellow pools below streetlights. Towers of concrete and glass, built more for utility than elegance – some glitzy, some drab – thrust upwards into the night that shrouded the financial hub of corporate India. Few people were about, but the man was there once again.

Oh God! She had forgotten all about him. This was the third day he had been waiting for her outside the office.

She had first seen the heavyset man two days ago, skulking about and following her as she went for lunch. He had been there that evening too, talking on his phone and fingering his black moustache. He had followed her for a short distance as she left for home. Though he had not been as obvious the next day, she had espied him sitting in the shadow of a paan shop. He was here again today. Why?

Panic gripped her already fragile mind, and she all but ran. She turned right at the next corner, scurried down the length of the dark street and turned left, emerging near Express Towers. The roads were broader at the end of this street. That should be safer!

She threw back a quick glance as she passed the Air India building. The man was following her now, and she could see the Bluetooth hands-free device blinking on his right ear. Unlike the previous two days, he didn’t try to hide today. Instead, he came boldly, his flinty gaze and set expression sending a shiver down her spine. She continued to run, wondering what the brown paper bag in his hand contained.

Ignoring indignant car horns, she sprinted across Madame Cama Road and hastened along the length of the curved LIC building, staying as close to the streetlights as possible. She would take a local from Churchgate station, she decided, and change trains at Dadar. Churchgate was closer than VT; she would rather change trains for Ghatkopar than risk walking all the way in the dark to VT.

She was panting by the time she reached Churchgate. Fortunately, a train was at the platform, and she rushed into the first class ladies’ compartment and sank into a seat. Restless as she was, she rose once again and stood near the door, wiping her face.

The train began pulling out of Churchgate, and the cool breeze felt good on her face. She thrust her face out of the open door and closed her eyes to Mumbai. She had to get a hold on herself. Her thoughts went back to the meeting three weeks ago, when it had all began, when the MD of the bank where she worked had summoned her.

‘The property loan to Blue Gem Limited,’ the MD had snapped in front of a packed room, ‘what was the value of the property they bought?’

‘Around 300 crores, sir,’ she had replied crisply.

‘How did you establish that?’

‘From the valuation certificate.’

‘You took it at face value?’ The faces in the room were humourless.

‘Yes, sir. It was from an independent valuer.’

 ‘Did you cross-check the value?’

‘No, sir. I...I got the impression that it was not necessary...and there was no time. Cross-checking would have taken at least ten days –’

‘Did anyone tell you not to cross-check?’

‘Not in as many words, sir. The practice is to check only if we doubt the certificate.’

‘Is that what the bank’s procedure manual says?’

She had remained silent; what was written and what was practised were seldom the same.

‘The property was worth no more than 70 crores,’ the MD had concluded. ‘We won’t get even 50 today.’

How they had nailed her! First, they had framed her. Then, the commission had indicted her. Now, they had fired her! Her humiliation was complete. The bastards! May they burn in hell!

Tears of frustration stung her eyes as her mind grappled with the burgeoning spectre of humiliation. Finding herself at others’ mercy, her habitual equanimity deserted her. How would she tell her aged father, a rock of old-school values amid rising waters of decadence?

With an effort, she pulled herself together. She could restart her career somewhere else, far from greed and betrayal; her father would understand. Her mind flew homewards to Agra. Minutes passed.

Her eyes abruptly snapped open; Dadar was a minute away. She decided to get off before the train came to a halt and go across quickly to the central line platforms. She leapt off the moving train at Dadar, as many Mumbaikars do, stumbled, regained her balance and sprinted to the stairway leading to the overbridge. She climbed two steps at a time and looked back once she reached the top. The man – her pursuer – was climbing the stairs behind her! Oh God, he had taken the train too!

Oblivious to stares, she now ran the length of the overbridge and sped down another stairway.

Damn!

The platform was empty. The digital clock showed that the next train was due in two minutes. At the spot where the ladies’ compartment would stop were two khaki-clad women, comfortingly hefty. Teary-eyed and panting, she halted behind them, letting their bulky bodies partially shield her from her pursuer. Fear showed plainly on her face. The two women stared at her curiously, then followed her fearful gaze to her pursuer and drew the obvious conclusion.

The heftier of the two women turned and glared at the man, while the shorter one took a protective position near her. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, as the man hesitated and stopped fifty feet away. ‘Come with us. Where are you going?’

‘Ghatkopar.’

Two minutes later, the three women were standing by the door of a near-empty compartment. A few women slept inside. The girl contemplated her next move. She would be on her own again once the train reached Ghatkopar. She had to outwit her pursuer; he would be somewhere on the train. What if she alighted at Kurla and took an auto-rickshaw home? The man would be expecting her to get off at Ghatkopar. If she jumped off the train just as it was leaving Kurla, she may get away.

She inched closer to the door of the speeding train, the two women behind her. She held the door with her right hand while the left clutched her handbag. They rattled past Sion station, and she watched the speeding lights through the door, mentally preparing herself for flight once more. Kurla was two minutes away.

Suddenly, a khaki-clad hand swept down from above and wrenched her hand off the door. Almost simultaneously, the other woman pushed her from behind. As she fell forward, a foot tripped her.

Surprise and fear prevented her from screaming as she fell into the void. A blaze of pain erupted as she hit the adjacent train track. Something tore into her chest and her hip. A second later, a train from the opposite direction loomed over her. The last thing she heard was the deafening screech of metal against metal as the massive locomotive struggled to come to a halt.

Then, darkness erupted.



Chapter 1


R.C. Visht, chairman of First Line Credit Bank, was a worried man – despite him retiring in less than three weeks. The reason for his uneasiness lay on his desk; the bank’s internal loan portfolio report seemed too clean, almost sanitized.

He punched a button on his speakerphone and called his secretary.

‘Kannan, when did I commission CBS to examine our loan portfolio?’ he asked.

Visht had asked CBS & Co., one of the ‘Big Five’ global accounting firms, to look into a sample of the loans the bank had given.

‘Just after New Year, sir. Do you want the exact date?’

 ‘No... When is their draft report due?’

 ‘Next week, sir. We haven’t fixed a date yet.’

 ‘Okay. See if I can speak to Mr Subramaniam now.’

 K. Subramaniam, called Subbu by most, was a senior partner at CBS and the head of their substantial audit practice.

‘Yes, sir.’

Visht hung up and returned to the internal report. For months, all the risk reports generated by the bank had been clean. Yet, loan defaults were rising. Now, hardly a week passed without an unpleasant surprise hitting him. Something was seriously wrong. Risk reports needed to highlight potential defaults before they occurred.

His phone buzzed discreetly.

‘Subbu,’ Visht said straightaway, ‘what’s the status of the portfolio audit?’

‘Almost done. The team is finalizing the report.’ ‘What are the findings?’

‘You’ll have it in a couple of days, Visht. They are still crosschecking their conclusions.’

‘Subbu, off the record, how does it look?’ They were close friends from their college days, and Visht implicitly trusted him. ‘I know you’ve seen only the initial findings, but give me the gist. How bad is it?’

He heard Subbu take a deep breath. ‘Off the record, Visht...it stinks.’

‘That bad?’

‘Worse.’

‘Okay. Let’s schedule a preliminary presentation for early next week.’

‘Done.’

Once he put down the phone, Visht went to the window and gazed out into the descending dusk. His career, one that spanned thirty-seven years and was considered illustrious by some, would end on the last day of the month. He had safely guided the banks he had led through bouts of economic turbulence, political pressure on public sector banks, unbridled greed in the financial sector and a slew of other moral hazards. Yet now, in the twilight of his career, was he being blind-sided?

Not if he could help it. He still had two and a half weeks left. CBS’s work would help him.

He returned to his desk and began wrapping up for the day when Kannan came in and placed a copy of Mid Day on his desk. A photograph of a familiar face on the front page caught his eye.

‘Accident or Suicide? Email reveals girl was fired the day she died,’ the headline proclaimed beside the photograph of the young woman. Visht picked up the newspaper and began reading:

Accident or Suicide?
 Email reveals girl was fired the day she died

Mumbai: Investigations into the death of 26-year-old Shruti Mathur have revealed that the young woman, who died after falling off a moving train between Sion and Kurla stations on Friday, the 3rd of February, had been fired by her employer, Devalkar Bank, an hour before her death. A printout of the termination email, a copy of which is with Mid Day, indicated that the bank had terminated her employment just an hour before her time of death.

‘We are shocked to hear of Shruti’s death,’ said Sheela Jadeja, an HR executive at the bank. ‘As of now, we have nothing to suggest that her death was linked to her termination.’

The police are yet to confirm whether Shruti’s death was an accident or a suicide, but sources suggest that the email could have led her to contemplate the latter. Two women, who were in the same compartment as Shruti and had reported the incident to the Police at Kurla station, said they had seen her crying when she boarded the train at Dadar. ‘The whole compartment was empty, yet she chose to stand at the door. She seemed to be distraught,’ one of the two women, who wished to remain unnamed, told Mid Day.

Visht grew increasingly perturbed as he read the news. He dropped the newspaper and returned to the window. Shruti dead? He couldn’t believe it. He had seen the girl three days before her death, when she had seemed full of life, yet consumed by grief.

His mind went back to the day she had deposed before the commission. A dozen banks had together lost thousands of crores over the past three years. After representations from the affected banks and the Reserve Bank of India, an inquiry commission had been set up to investigate the affair.

A judge par excellence and incorruptible even in the face of death threats, Justice Nokhar had been the obvious choice to head the commission. Dr Hegde’s name had virtually suggested itself as an acknowledged expert on financial legislation and as the erstwhile chairman of ZARA Foundation, a reputable NGO that helped farmers fight land sharks and get a fair price for the lands they sold. The Finance Secretary had insisted on Visht, whom he considered a doyen of the country’s financial circles.

The commission had started its work from a temporary office in one of Nariman Point’s ubiquitous towers. Shruti was the twelfth person from her bank to depose in the windowless, plywoodpanelled hearing chamber. In the gruelling two hours of her deposition, she had laid bare every little detail of the Blue Gem loan and her work. She had seemed small and crushed to Visht, but Justice Nokhar had been unmoved.

‘Your plea that you weren’t negligent doesn’t hold water, Ms Mathur,’ Nokhar had said at the end of her deposition. ‘Not when your bank’s procedures clearly required you to verify the value of the property.’

The retired judge removed his glasses and laid them on the desk, rubbing his eyes. His stern face had softened for the first time as he gazed at the broken young woman in front of him.

‘However,’ he continued, ‘this commission has more flexibility than a court of law. There is no dispute on the facts of the case – you accept that you did not verify the property value. That led the bank to sanction a loan that was far in excess of the true value of the property. What you refer to now is a matter of intent. Is there anything you wish to place before us to support your stand?’

Shruti’s eyes flashed in anger. She opened her mouth to speak, but stopped as tears sprang to her eyes and her face disintegrated into a picture of turmoil. Her hand flew to her mouth as she fought back tears.

The middle-aged woman sitting beside Shruti intervened. Nokhar’s one accommodation had been to allow the older woman – Shruti’s friend and legal advisor – to be present during the deposition.

‘Can we get a ten minute recess, Mr Chairman?’ she asked. ‘For Ms Mathur to pull herself together?’

Nokhar glanced at the clock and nodded.

‘Ten minutes, no more. We resume at 5.15 p.m. We must conclude this today and I don’t want to go beyond 5.30 p.m.’

The older woman shepherded Shruti into an adjoining cabin as the three men returned to their rooms. Visht’s room was next to the cabin the two women were in, and as soon as he entered, he overheard the older woman say, ‘What were you going to say?’

He hesitated for a moment as he closed the door. The laminated plywood partition was too thin to muffle their voices.

‘What were you going to say?’ the woman repeated.

‘I want to nail the bastard! Let the world know the scum that he is. He played with my feelings. He...even...proposed to me.’

‘Softly!’ The older woman shushed her. ‘Are you sure you want to tell the commission about him?’

Visht remained frozen in his spot next to a chair, undecided whether to sit or not. He decided to keep standing, lest the creaking of the chair alerted the two women. It had been evident from Shruti’s deposition that there was more to the case than the two had let on. Visht decided to eavesdrop.

‘Why not?’ Shruti’s voice was softer now. ‘Let him sink with me. He deserves it!’

‘Listen to me, Shruti. The commission will find you guilty for sure. What remains is the question of intent – your intent!’

‘So?’

‘Don’t you get it? They believe you were negligent, and didn’t do it on purpose. Bring him into this, and your personal intent is established. If you say that he talked you into skipping the verification, they will suspect that you did it on purpose. For him! They will then probe collusion and fraud. You could go to jail!’

‘No!’

‘Yes! Don’t screw it up now. Nokhar wants to end it by 5.30. They will pass a verdict of negligence of duty.’

‘Then the snake will go free!’ Shruti was indignant.

‘I know. Look at it from your point of view. Do you want to be labelled a fraudster and be sent to jail, and have your name splashed all over newspapers? Isn’t it better to be reprimanded for negligence and let off? I will ensure that the press is kind to you. You are going to lose your job anyway. Besides, you have no proof of his involvement.’ The older woman had been calm, but the firmness in her voice was unmistakable.

‘It’s not fair!’

‘It isn’t. We are dealing with laws here, not fairness. You must look after your own interests. Cut your losses and restart your career.’

Visht’s mind was racing, even as Shruti began crying. Minutes passed in silence, before a knock sounded.

‘I’m okay now. Let’s be done with it.’ Shruti sounded resigned.

Visht waited for a few more moments as he considered what he had overheard. His instincts had been right. A naïve young woman had been deceived, and the commission had targeted the wrong person. He became uncharacteristically angry as he returned to his seat. The others had already taken theirs, as had Shruti, now a shadow of her former self.

‘Well?’ Nokhar asked. ‘Is there anything you wish to add, Ms Mathur?’

Shruti took a deep breath before replying, ‘No, sir. All I can say is that I did it in good faith, and in the face of an impending deadline. I had no reason to doubt the valuation certificate. In hindsight, however, I regret not verifying it. That, sir, is the extent of my error. If anybody has gained from it, it is not me. The only thing I have is my pride. I made a mistake, and a serious one. But please don’t ruin my career for it, sir.’

Visht’s eyes ran down a sheet of paper in front of him – a summary of Shruti’s assets the investigators had prepared. She had one bank account, from which she had systematically invested 5,000 rupees every month into each of the three mutual funds. Her savings stood at a little under 5 lakhs after working for three years. She had no other declared assets. He looked up to see her gazing at them with pleading eyes.

Nokhar sat back with the look of someone who had completed his task. Visht leaned forward towards Shruti.

‘Is there nothing more you can say in your defence?’ he asked in his customary soft-spoken manner. ‘No mitigating circumstances that made you do what you did?’

Shruti looked at him in surprise. Her eyes grew wide and she hesitated for a moment before dropping her gaze and shaking her head.

‘No, sir. It was an honest mistake. All I ask for is a second chance.’

A lengthy silence followed. Shruti did not look up.

‘We have often seen the wrong side of human nature, Ms Mathur. We understand the realities of handling large amounts of public money, and the pressures that brings upon vulnerable young people. We are flexible too, as Justice Nokhar said. You must speak when you have the chance. Help us help you.’

Indecision twisted her face. Finally, she shook her head, still not looking up. ‘Thank you, sir. I have nothing more to add.’

Visht sat back in sadness. He had tried to help her to the extent he could. He now let it pass, and nodded to Nokhar. The retired judge took over.

‘Very well then. Thank you, Ms Mathur.’

Visht’s eyes followed the shattered young woman as she left the room, even as he began to feel sorrow and anger clouding his mind.

Shruti turned at the door and met his eyes. Desperation was writ large on her face. Her eyes brimmed and lips trembled. She looked like a trapped doe. The older woman stepped forward and shut the door. Visht dragged his attention back to the two men with him.

‘The facts are clear,’ Nokhar was saying. ‘She did not verify the value of the property. She did not perform her duty, tight deadline or not. However, there is nothing to suggest that she did it on purpose. Nor is there evidence of a windfall.’

‘Establishing intent within the framework of our laws is difficult at the best of times,’ Hegde said. ‘We don’t succeed even in one out of fifty cases. Negligence of duty, I would say.’

The two older men turned to Visht, who remained silent. He didn’t allow Nokhar to hurry him, 5.30 p.m. deadline or not. He began contemplating the situation. On one hand, he could speak of what he had overheard. On the other, he would be within the guidelines of the commission if he chose not to. The commission had to go by what had been placed before it and verifiable. Hearsay did not count.

Natural justice was supreme in Visht’s mind, as long as it did not violate the laws of the land; of the two, it was the Greater God. Wasn’t Shruti more likely a victim than an offender? Natural justice would be better served by letting things be. Given Nokhar’s blinkered view of justice, bringing up the overheard conversation would only cause more injustice. The older woman had been pragmatic in stopping Shruti. Visht turned to Nokhar.

‘I agree with Dr Hegde that it is negligence from a legal standpoint. However, I suspect that someone pressurized her to skip the verification. Determining real estate values – particularly outside cities – is a laborious affair, and Ms Mathur may not have had the time.’

Hegde nodded. ‘The depositions point to her supervisor mounting pressure on her to complete her part in haste –’

‘Perhaps,’ Nokhar cut in, ‘but that doesn’t alter the fact that it was she who skipped the verification process.’

‘There is another matter we must consider,’ Visht continued ‘Not all bankers are as careful with public money as they should be. Devalkar Bank is not known for prudence. To lay the blame wholly on a junior employee would be unfair. The cavalier attitude of the bank’s management is more to blame than she is.’

‘Please list your points in a note, Mr Visht,’ Nokhar said, closing his file and glancing at the clock. Visht’s appeal had been water off a duck’s back.

‘Negligence of duty will be too harsh, Justice Nokhar,’ Visht tried to insist one last time. ‘It would not be right to penalize her for the sins of her employer. Justice will not be served.’

‘The law is the law, Mr Visht. Neither you nor I can change it. But you are free to write a dissenting note.’

Visht looked at Hegde for support, but the older man could only shrug his shoulders. ‘I feel sorry for the young lady,’ he said, ‘but Justice Nokhar is technically correct. Our role is to interpret the law, not to dispense justice.’

Nokhar frowned at Hegde, but said nothing. He then looked up at the clock and nodded. The time was 5.33 p.m.

‘Negligence of duty, it is,’ Nokhar concluded. ‘I will add Mr Visht’s note to our conclusion.’

[image: image]

Visht shook away his reverie to find guilt clawing at his conscience. Did the deposition have anything to do with Shruti’s death? Would Shruti be alive today if I had spoken of the overheard conversation? He was not sure. She had hidden something and had died a few days later. Were the two events connected? Was her death convenient for someone?

He decided to find out about Shruti’s friends. Kamini, his daughter, could help him. She had interviewed Shruti while researching an article she had to write.

Five minutes later, he was in the backseat of his car, rubbing his aching forehead with his fingertips. He felt let down. What a sham the commission is turning out to be! It was meant to uphold the principles of justice, not become a party to framing Shruti. For all his experience, Nokhar had missed the woods for the trees.

Shruti was incidental in the fraud; it was now clear to him that she had been a scapegoat, a mere instrument to be used and discarded by the real fraudsters. The culprits would go scot-free while some poor cog-in-the-wheel had had her career ruined. And now, she had lost her life too. Visht’s faith in the commission and Justice Nokhar’s legal process was shaken.

Besides, he was alarmed at how banks, including his own, had begun neglecting basic banking tenets. What he had seen at the commission was what he had been seeing inside FLC Bank too. However, thanks to his diktat to suspend loans for real estate purchases, his bank had escaped the scam. Even then, many risky loans had come back to haunt it.

Loans had become the preferred instruments of fraudsters. Sacrificing asset quality for growth and their annual bonuses, some bankers had grown careless in sanctioning loans. Shortcuts had become part and parcel for some banks. Unsurprisingly, unprecedented growth was camouflaging mounting risk. The door had been left unlocked for the unscrupulous, as rigour and diligence grew scarce. This could not last for long.

He stared blankly out of the window as his Honda Accord threaded its way towards his daughter’s flat in Worli. Since his wife had died three years ago, he had made it a habit to have dinner with Kamini on Fridays. His face softened as he thought of her – the two of them had only each other, and that worried him. He looked forward to moving to the flat above hers when he retired.

Retirement! Could he finally get away from the politics of greed? The thought lifted his spirits. But the corporate world would not let him go easily, and the comforts that came with board positions were too nice to ignore.

In any case, he had decided to associate himself with worthier causes than making money. He would check out ZARA Foundation, one of those sparks of rectitude in the swirly dark mists of corruption. Hegde had arranged a meeting with the young founders of the NGO. It would be a nice change to work for a social issue, with youngsters, for causes other than one’s own benefit.

He pushed the matter out of his mind as the car turned into his daughter’s apartment building.



Chapter 2


Kamini could never decide if the exquisite looks she had inherited from her mother were a boon or a blight. From the time she became aware of how she looked, she realized that people turned to stare at her. At first, it was the harmless gaze of those who thought her an adorable little girl. But as she grew older, that changed. For much of her school years, she was a popular but uncomfortable centre of attention. By the time she reached womanhood, she realized that the behaviour of most men changed in her presence, complemented by hostility from some women. She wanted people to befriend her for who she was, not for her looks. But that was not to be. With no siblings to resort to, she withdrew into her small group of friends or kept to herself.

After finishing her economics degree, the petite young woman decided to pursue journalism in London. Once there, she found unexpected relief. The psychological glass wall that separated Asians from the locals came to her aid. The invisible wall that was the lament of so many from the subcontinent became her saviour. White men seldom looked at her the way their counterparts at home did, and if English women looked at her with hostility, it was usually for ethnic reasons.

Encouraged, Kamini threw herself into her work with zeal and began excelling. She was free and happy for the first time in her life. It was in this contented state that she met Padmesh, a genteel and erudite doctoral student. Love blossomed quickly, and Kamini’s mother was pleased at the turn of events.

The next year was the best year of Kamini’s life. Until the wanton cruelty of man snatched away her happiness.

The train coach she and Padmesh had been travelling in became a terrorist’s target. The bomb had exploded twenty feet from her, just as the train was pulling into an underground station. Padmesh had shielded her from the blast by throwing himself on her.

The next fifteen minutes had been like fifteen years. Surrounded by wails and groans, soaked in blood – hers and Padmesh’s – she had lain pinned under him among other unmoving figures. When the police and emergency services arrived, she could hear their saws searing open the metal coffin that her compartment had become, but they had taken an eternity to reach her. By that time, Padmesh’s skin had gone cold.

Kamini’s mother came to live with her, and her college had been most understanding. But Kamini would sit silently at the window for hours, staring at the unending drizzle outside. Her mother had taken her to Scotland on the advice of doctors, so that she could get away from everything that reminded her of Padmesh. But even there, she would only watch the snowflakes drifting lazily to the ground.

Visht had then sat her by the fireplace and talked to her over three days. Gently, lovingly, but firmly. She couldn’t let life defeat her, he had told her. She couldn’t become a living shell; Padmesh would not have wanted that.

Kamini had gone for a long walk on the moors the next morning and, much to the surprise and pleasure of her parents, returned to announce that she would return to London and pick up the threads. She had thrown herself into her work once more, and obtained her journalism degree four months later with distinction.

But the vacuum in her life that had been kept at bay by eighteenhour workdays overwhelmed her once her course was over. She fell into a deep depression once again, and her mother thought it best to bring her back to Mumbai once and for all. There, she nursed her back to normalcy over the next two years, and finally, Kamini began smiling again.

But lightning does strike the same place twice sometimes.

Within a few weeks of being diagnosed with cancer, Kamini’s mother was no more. Before she died, she extracted a promise from her that she would not let life defeat her again.

Kamini was perilously close to a collapse once again. But this time, it was her father who needed her more. Visht was devastated by the death of his wife, and seeing that her father’s plight was worse than her own, she recalled his conversation in Scotland, and resolved to uphold the promise to her mother. She stepped into her mother’s shoes and looked after her shattered father. The first few months were testing, but Visht slowly regained his composure. A year later, he gently encouraged her to move to her own flat, telling her not to be bogged down by his meagre needs. After a few months of hesitation, she had moved into her own flat in Worli.

Now, as a financial analyst, she was making a name for herself in the print media with her insightful columns on financial jugglery. She had wanted to cover the scam, but the conflict of interest, with her father in the commission, had prevented her. But she followed the commission and all its findings in detail.

‘Hi Dad,’ she said, as Visht entered her flat, her face lighting up at seeing her father. ‘Early today?’

‘I’ve given away most of my day-to-day work, you know. But I also read something that brought me here sooner than usual. I’m very sorry to hear about Shruti’s death. Wasn’t she your friend?’

‘Yes, but we weren’t very close.’ Kamini’s face clouded. ‘But it’s real sad, the way she died. She was a nice person.’

‘What kind of a girl was she?’

‘I only met her over a story I was doing, so I didn’t know her very well. Kunal had put me in touch with her. She came across as an honest, hard-working girl who took pride in what she did. She went out of her way to help me.’

‘Was she a spendthrift?’

‘Oh no. Quite the contrary. She didn’t come from a wealthy family, and was careful with money. She was carrying a beaten-up phone when we met. She even joked about it. You could hardly see the numbers on the keypad.’

‘How long ago was this?’

‘The interview? Three, maybe four months ago.’

‘Were you in touch with her?’

‘Only on Facebook.’

Visht fell silent. If a girl had come into money, the least she would have done was to get herself a new phone. Far from being a culprit, Shruti seemed more and more like a victim to him.

‘She deposed before the commission, didn’t she?’ Kamini asked. ‘Have you figured out about the scam?’

Visht nodded. ‘It’s quite simple. Banks, as you know, give out thousands of loans every year to small and mid-sized companies. Borrowers are required to provide collateral, against which the loans are issued. They usually offer properties or share certificates as collateral. Ascertaining the value of shares is easy – one just has to look at financial statements. But valuing real estate is tricky.

‘Real estate values can vary considerably depending on the location, access to a main road and similar factors. So even within half a kilometre of each other, a property can be twice as expensive as another.’

‘In that sense, the real estate market is really a collection of micromarkets,’ Kamini nodded. ‘But there are certified valuers who value properties for a fee.’

‘There are, and banks insist on a valuer’s certificate before granting a loan against property. But it so happens that there are unscrupulous valuers too, who are willing to undervalue or overvalue a property for...ah...an additional fee.’

‘Not unexpected, I guess.’

‘Not at all. But some unscrupulous businessmen, usually owners of small and mid-sized private companies, use certificates from dodgy valuers to inflate the value of their collateral. A warehouse worth 100 crores, for instance, was shown to be worth 400 crores.’

‘Wow!’

‘But that in itself isn’t enough, because banks are required to cross-check the value of the collateral with another source. This is where it starts becoming murky. When bank employees – the very people who are responsible for scrutinizing loan applications and verifying collateral values – collude with fraudulent applicants, all checks and balances break down. This is exactly what happened. Bank employees ensured that the fake values of collateral were not cross-checked. As a result, loans worth thousands of crores were sanctioned to unscrupulous companies.’

‘Can’t these valuers be brought to book?’

‘It’s going to be difficult. For one, they have covered themselves with legalese. Second, the wide variation in values within a locality makes it difficult to prove it beyond doubt.’

‘So that’s why all these loans went bad?’

‘Yes. When the borrowers failed to repay the loans, some banks tried to recover their money by liquidating the collateral. But they found that the market value of the properties were a fraction of what the valuation certificate claimed. And when the banks tried to confront the companies, they found that the companies were on the verge of bankruptcy. Their promoters had sucked out all the money. The banks were left holding an empty bag.’

‘What a scam!’

‘Yes, Kamini. And I fear this is only the tip of the iceberg. I suspect that fake valuation certificates are also being used to buy and sell real estate at highly inflated prices.’

Kamini frowned and shook her head. ‘But why would anyone want to buy a piece of real estate at four times the market value? I don’t understand.’

‘It’s one way to take money out of a company and drive it to bankruptcy,’ he said cryptically. ‘And get another hundred crores from a bank in the bargain.’

‘That would be a deliberate fraud! Such promoters can be prosecuted!’

‘Only if you can prove it was intentional. Besides, such promoters are not alone. They are often part of a wider conspiracy.’

‘Phew! Talking of scams and conspiracies, are you going to set up the anti-fraud cell for the Finance Ministry after you retire?’

‘I’m not sure. I think I’d rather work with ZARA. The conscience needs soothing after a lifetime of managing money.’

‘What exactly does this ZARA do?’

‘It helps small landholders fight land grabbing, and helps them get a fair price for their land. I’m told that a majority of their beneficiaries are small farmers living outside cities, along highways or in industrial corridors – places where vast acreage were being acquired by any means, fair or foul. Thousands have been forced to sell their only source of income at a fraction of the market price. But a hundred or so farmers have held off land sharks with the help of ZARA’s lawyers, and two hundred others have chosen to sell at a good price.’

‘Have you decided to join them?’

‘More or less, but I want to meet the founders before taking a call. Why?’

‘I wanted to know if I could start moving your stuff to the flat upstairs.’

‘The two are not linked, Kamini. I want to be near you regardless.’

‘Me too! Your new furniture has arrived. The computer and printer have been installed. Except for the kitchen, the flat will be ready when you come next Friday. You can sleep there if you wish.’
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After dinner, Visht’s borrowed his daughter’s laptop to check his Gmail.

‘I get these requests to join Facebook,’ he said at length. ‘Should I?’

‘It’s fun if you have a lot of friends on Facebook. It’s pointless otherwise.’

‘It makes no sense to me.’

‘Most of your friends don’t even use computers,’ she teased, ‘let alone go on Facebook. You will have no friends on Facebook.’ ‘Can others see your friends on Facebook?’

‘If I allow them to.’

‘Then, can I see who your friends are?’

‘Dad!’

‘I don’t want to snoop, Kamini...’ Visht hesitated, ‘...actually...I was wondering about someone else’s friends.’

‘Whose?’

‘Shruti Mathur.’

‘Dad!’ Kamini turned and faced him with her hands on her hips.

‘You can’t be serious!’

‘Would that be wrong? Would you be letting her down?’

‘Don’t...I am just uncomfortable with it. Besides, I don’t know if her account is still active.’

Visht remained silent. Kamini gazed at her father for a few more moments.

‘You are serious, aren’t you?’ she said softly. Visht nodded.

‘Why?’

‘I can’t tell you,’ Visht said, finally looking up. ‘I have a hunch. What I see on Facebook will not affect the commission’s findings.’

‘All right.’

She opened her Facebook page and clicked on Shruti’s name. The account was still active. She pushed the laptop towards her father and returned to tidying the kitchen.

Visht felt queasy peeking into a dead girl’s life, seeing who her friends were, her posts and suggestions of half-acknowledged relationships. Fifteen minutes later, he shut the laptop and leaned back, rubbing his eyes. They burned from unaccustomed staring at a computer screen.

‘It’s astonishing how much Facebook reveals about a person – genuine or put-on,’ he said. ‘Her aspirations, character, relationships, affections. Not everyone who pretends to be a friend is one. Poor Shruti. She was a simple, trusting girl.’

‘What happened, Dad?’ Kamini’s voice was hushed.

‘It’s a nasty world, Kamini.’ He pulled out the Mid Day copy from his briefcase and slid it towards her. ‘Where there is money, there is deceit. With lots of money, there is lots of deceit. Be careful of whom you trust.’

He would say no more.



Chapter 3


‘I want to quit!’

Varsha’s anger was directed at Subbu, a big, jovial, grey-haired man who could easily be mistaken for a retired sports master.

A stone’s throw away from Kamini’s flat, Subbu listened intently to the one person who refused to call him by the name everyone else did. The man who was ‘Subbu’ to the world was ‘Mr Subramaniam’ or ‘Subbu Uncle’ to this perky, affable girl who in many ways was the daughter he, a bachelor, had never had.

It was evident that something was troubling her today. She absentmindedly brushed away the tomboyish short hair from her jet-black eyes, gauging her mentor’s reaction to her announcement. Subbu was the only man apart from her father this independent, bindaas daughter of Mumbai brooked advice from.

‘Why do you want to quit?’ he asked.

‘I’ve done this job for a few years, and I don’t like it. I can’t be bound to a desk and look at documents and spreadsheets all my life. It’s just not me.’

It was at Subbu’s suggestion that Varsha had joined CBS three years ago, after she had finished her chartered accountancy degree. She had now risen to the level of an assistant manager.

‘I know you would like nothing more than to backpack around the world, but first make a mark at work like you did in academics. Most partners in the firm speak highly of you. If all goes well, you will become a manager in six months. Get your managership before you think of quitting. The marketplace will be different after that. You will have better options.’

‘Okay, but audit is not what I thought it was. At least, it’s not practised the way it should be. You always said that it is a noble profession.’

‘That it certainly is. Audit is the very pillar on which investor confidence rests. But for it, fraud would be rampant, and financial markets would collapse. How has it been different from what you expected?’

‘Form over substance, Uncle. Some partners view audit as a set of blind procedures to be completed within an allotted time. They fuss over the auditing process, but are not concerned about the truth behind the numbers they inspect. They are happy with superficial work.’

‘For instance?’

‘Take SRIL, the company I am currently auditing. An unusually high number of loans was taken last year. The company raised and retired loans every few months – and we don’t know why! The interest rates vary widely, and several dealings are with unknown firms that may well be fronts. The company is needlessly churning its debt. The least we should do is to understand why.’

‘See?’ He smiled for the first time that evening. ‘You have a nose for audit. What are we doing about these loans?’

‘Nothing! We are happy as long as transactions adhere to accounting policies. We don’t bother to understand the rationale behind them. We do not ask the questions we should.’

Subbu nodded.

‘All in the pursuit of growth, Varsha – we ignore the fundamentals of our profession in the pursuit of growth. But this will stop soon – we are putting measures in place to penalize such behaviour. Partners who do a superficial job will lose their bonuses. We’ll eradicate this blight within a year.’

Unimpressed, Varsha toyed with her fork and didn’t look up. Subbu contemplated her bowed head for several moments. She was gifted with a sharp mind, but it was a restless one that was easily bored. He had often chided her that nothing seemed to hold her interest for more than a year or two. He was not surprised at the conversation they were having.

‘You haven’t told me the real reason, have you?’ Subbu’s voice was gentle, coaxing. ‘What is bothering you, Varsha?’

‘Vincent Shain!’ Her eyes flashed in anger as she finally looked up from her plate. ‘Now that the partners have made him the COO, he has moved to this glass cabin from where he keeps watching people in the aisles.’

‘So?’

‘Uncle, he is a lech! He leers at the women all day! We – at least most of us – want to avoid those aisles, but can’t. We hate it!’

‘How long has this been going on?’

‘He has always been like this. But we could ignore him when he sat in his corner. Now, we can’t. And he is the bloody COO too! He calls women to his cabin on one pretext or the other and ogles at them. Whenever he talks to me, his eyes are below my neckline. He told me yesterday that I should wear Western dresses more often. How dare he?’

Subbu’s face darkened in anger.

‘The bloody lech!’ growled Subbu. ‘Of all the –’

‘– I’ll nail him!’ Varsha fumed. Her fork clattered to the table. ‘I’m going to lodge a formal complaint.’

Subbu studied her quietly for a few moments. Fiery, impulsive Varsha. He had to guide her through this crisis.

‘Have you thought this through?’ he asked softly.

‘What is there to think through? The firm has a process on harassment. I have checked it out.’

‘Okay. Is anyone else joining you in making the complaint?’

Varsha blinked as if taken by surprise. ‘Should that matter?’

‘Well, you said that many women resent his behaviour. I thought a group of you may lodge a joint complaint.’

Varsha shook her head. ‘Nobody else wants to.’

‘Have you considered why?’

A frown gathered on Varsha’s brow as the beginnings of selfdoubt gnawed at her. Subbu leaned forward, making her look into his eyes.

‘The world is never kind to a whistleblower, you know,’ he continued. ‘They seldom have peace of mind after blowing the whistle. For years.’

‘But –’

‘Do you have proof that will withstand scrutiny? There isn’t much you can do if he leers or speaks indecently. Your word against his will not be enough, my dear girl. Hard evidence will be difficult to come by unless he does something stupid.’

Anger flamed on Varsha’s face again. ‘Then should I just let the creep go? You want me to put up with this quietly?’

Subbu gazed at her silently, allowing time for her anger to recede. His features softened as he shook his head.

‘No, Varsha. I don’t. Nor do I want you to be seen as a person who sees sexual harassment at every turn. Far from it, you are among the most broadminded women in the firm.’

‘Then?’

‘Let me take it up instead of you. Coming from me, it will carry a lot more weight. I assure you that he will face the consequences of his actions. There are better ways to nail him than to accuse him without tangible evidence. I’ll get the global board that oversees partner matters into this. It’s headed by a lady who sees red in matters of sexual harassment. They will speak to you and a few other women. There is no surer way to nail him.’

‘Uncle, don’t get into a fight on my account.’

‘Don’t worry. I know what I am doing. I’ll fix Vincent. Meanwhile, don’t be hasty about your career. Your problem is less with audit and more with an individual. Let your father return from the US next month before you decide.’

Varsha nodded, not entirely happy with the outcome.

‘Anyway, I am travelling all of next week,’ she said, suddenly brightening. ‘I’m going away to the Pune and Nasik factories on Monday. I’ll return on Saturday.’
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‘Did you read about Shruti Mathur?’ Hegde asked Visht on their way to a meeting with ZARA’s founders the next evening.

‘I did,’ nodded Visht. ‘The poor girl must have been shattered with the way she lost her job.’

‘Mumbai locals aren’t the safest of trains for distraught young women, I fear.’

‘Particularly for one associated with fraudsters.’

Hegde’s head snapped towards Visht. ‘What do you mean?’

Visht shrugged. ‘I don’t know, Dr Hegde... I am a little uneasy about Shruti’s death. Yes, there is no evidence to suggest anything untoward. But still...’ He left the sentence unfinished.

‘The Blue Gem loan she testified about was like other loans, wasn’t it?’ Hegde asked.

‘Collaterals were overvalued in almost all the loans we looked at – about 80 per cent of them. But the Blue Gem loan was different. There was no separate collateral involved. The loan was directly used to purchase property, which itself was the collateral. A factory worth 70 crores was bought for 300 crores.’

‘So?’

‘Who benefitted from the transaction, Dr Hegde? Surely not Blue Gem.’

‘Hmm. I see what you mean.’ Hegde frowned and scratched his chin. ‘Clearly, the seller of the property stood to gain. He got four times the market value.’ He looked up at Visht, his eyes bright. ‘The seller’s name must be in the Blue Gem file. We can –’

‘No.’ Visht shook his head. ‘Nokhar says that investigating such real estate transactions is beyond the commission’s mandate. We are to look at only what happened inside the banks.’

The two men fell silent. At length, Hegde stirred.

‘You were right about Shruti the other day,’ he said slowly. ‘We let her down. Negligence of duty was harsh. We may have helped some fraudster frame her.’

Visht felt an acute pang of guilt. ‘I feel...responsible for her death, Dr Hegde.’ There was palpable sadness in his voice.

The older man reached out and touched his arm. ‘I’ll take it up with Nokhar. We will broaden the mandate. Come, let’s go up.’

Five minutes later, they were in ZARA’s meeting room, a small partitioned space with a table and five chairs. Across the table from Visht and Hegde sat three people in their early thirties.

‘I am Ashwath,’ one of them introduced himself. The softspoken man with intense eyes was neatly dressed in dark trousers and a white half-sleeved shirt. ‘These are my friends, Zubin and Aarti. Reshmi, our fourth founder, is away in Bangalore. Thank you for agreeing to meet us, sir. We are hoping that you will also agree to join us. Your experience and judgement will be invaluable to ZARA.’

Before Visht could come up with something noncommittal to say, Hegde laughed. ‘Don’t embarrass him so soon,’ he said. ‘He won’t join you then.’

The young man was contrite at once. ‘I’m sorry, sir –’

‘It’s okay, Ashwath,’ Hegde interrupted him. ‘Why don’t you tell him about ZARA instead?’

‘Yes, Dr Hegde.’ Ashwath turned to Visht, his teeth shining through his overgrown moustache as he grinned sheepishly. ‘Four years back, we had gone to the village Aarti’s folks come from. There, we came across many families that had suddenly become jobless after farming their own land for years. Among them were Aarti’s uncles. We discovered that they had been forced to sell their lands at a fraction of the market value. They were unwilling, but were coerced into it. It may not have been too bad had they got a fair price. That would have enabled them start a business –’

‘– but that didn’t happen,’ Aarti took over. Visht got the impression that this rotund, bubbly woman couldn’t be kept quiet for long. ‘They sold their land for a pittance. One of my uncles committed suicide. The four of us then decided to start an NGO that could help such victims of land grabbers. We put in some money and formed ZARA. The name is an acronym of our first names – Zubin, Ashwath, Reshmi and Aarti. Our mission, sir, is to fight land frauds, especially for small landholders.’

What they did not say, but Visht knew, was that the four youngsters came from political families across the spectrum and from different states; none of them had joined politics though.

Aarti, the daughter of a sitting minister from Maharashtra, had married Ashwath, the nephew of the leader of the Opposition. Zubin was the son of a Union minister, and Reshmi the niece of a Karnataka MLA. The fact that they came from different parties had caught the media’s fancy, who regarded them as the next generation of the political class, one with conscience. The media had lauded them for casting politics aside and overcoming political divides to set up what they called the ‘first legitimate initiative’ to fight the malaise. ‘Perhaps there was some hope for the country,’ one commentator had remarked.

Encouraged by its early success, ZARA had expanded its activities and become a ‘market maker’ for small farmers who wished to sell. It now facilitated small landholders coming together to offer their combined holdings in the property market. ZARA verified their physical holdings, certified land papers and set a reserve price for the consolidated acreage.

Visht spent the next hour understanding what ZARA did, and how he could contribute. Soon, he found himself relaxing and enjoying the chat. For a change, he was in a conversation that was not about making or saving money.

‘The truth is, the founders do very little,’ Hegde said when he and Visht were alone, on the way back. ‘Most of the work is done by the forty employees and part-timers like me. But the backing the founders provide is invaluable. Without it, we cannot do a fifth of the work we do. They are willing to bring their political weight to bear, and that clears our way.’

Visht made up his mind to join ZARA, but decided not to announce it until he had discussed it with Kamini.

‘If Nokhar doesn’t let us investigate the real estate transactions as part of the commission,’ he told Hegde before getting out of the car, ‘we’ll file an RTI application and investigate them from ZARA.’
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The week passed quickly for Varsha. Delighted to be away from overpopulated jungles of concrete spires, and instead in wide-open spaces with manicured gardens open to blue skies, she threw herself into her work. While the factory buildings themselves were hot and dusty, the greenery around them, particularly the expansive lawns and flower beds, made her forget her problems at CBS. The week was over before she knew it, and she returned home on Saturday afternoon.

The thought of going to office on Monday began weighing on her mind. A familiar question arose – what should she do if she left CBS?

She had always been confused about what she wanted to do in life. Not that she ever lacked options – academics had been her strong suit, despite spending very little time on it. Her interests lay elsewhere, in outdoor activities other girls avoided. The only things she knew by the end of high school were that she disliked science and loved the outdoors. She excised the sciences from her life and took up commerce by default, but continued looking for a line of work that wouldn’t restrict her to an office.

She briefly considered being a sports journalist, but changed her mind when she saw female cricket ‘enthusiasts’ on TV do little more than flaunt tiny noodle-strap blouses over low-waist saris, and flash vacuous grins at the camera. No other sport was sufficiently popular for her to consider.

Still confused, she followed her father’s footsteps into chartered accountancy, and at Subbu’s suggestion, joined CBS. Now, three years on, she was experiencing the familiar feeling of boredom.

The ringing of the doorbell shook her out of her stupor. She had forgotten that she had invited two friends, Manish and Kunal, to her Cuffe Parade flat that evening. She quickly patted down her hair, straightened her clothes and went to the door.

‘…another earthquake, 6.5 on the Richter Scale... Hi, Varsha!’ Kunal seemed to be glued to his phone and jerked his head up when Varsha opened the door.

‘Earthquake?’ she asked. ‘Where?’

‘North India and some parts of Pakistan,’ Manish said, grinning. ‘It’s got Kunal all shaken up.’

Manish, who she had known since school, was a sales manager at a software company. He had recently negotiated a large contract with a government department in Rajasthan for implementing new software in preparation for the new tax regime. Kunal, however, was someone she had met more recently, only about six months back. A little under six feet and older than her, he was a handsome young man with an air of casual ease. His lean well-proportioned face with a hint of aristocratic bearing, coupled with a friendly demeanour, went down well with young women. All Varsha knew about his professional side was that he worked in IT security, and never seemed to lack the means to acquire whatever gadget he wanted.

‘When do you want to have dinner?’ she asked when they had settled down. ‘I’ll reserve a table. The restaurant gets crowded on Saturday evenings.’

‘About 9?’ Manish suggested.

‘Let’s make it 10 if that’s okay with you,’ Kunal said. ‘I have to pop into Dheer’s house for a bit.’

‘Where?’

‘On one of the upper floors of this building.’

Varsha made the booking for 10 p.m. and returned with three beers.

‘I am looking forward to a lazy Sunday after a hectic week,’ she said. ‘Next week is going to be tight too.’

‘Same here,’ Manish said. ‘Not much work for me, apart from going to Jaipur the week after. I have to tie up some loose ends, and my target for the year will be met. Then, it is the delivery team’s responsibility.’

‘Good old Mumbai for me,’ Kunal said. ‘No travelling if I can help it.’

They continued chatting for an hour, and talk strayed in all directions.

‘What news of Ashwin, your flatmate?’ Kunal asked Manish. ‘He seems to be a regular visitor to my blog.’

‘He’s as geeky as ever,’ Manish said. ‘I never know when he comes home or when he leaves. Crazy guy!’

‘Not crazy!’ Varsha protested. ‘He is one of the sweetest guys in CBS. Always willing to help. And he really knows his stuff, unlike you sales guys.’

‘He must be crazy if he holds Kunal in awe.’ Manish grinned, ducking Kunal’s swing at him. ‘Yeah, you’re right. He’s a great guy. I’ve known him for fifteen years now, and have never heard him say no.’

Kunal looked at his watch. ‘I better head to Dheer’s place now if we are to make it to dinner on time.’

Manish began telling Varsha about his Jaipur project once Kunal had left. Kunal returned a little later, just when they had begun clearing the tables.

‘Come, let’s go,’ Manish said, as he put away the beer mugs. ‘I have a nice appetite worked up. Oof! You smell of whisky, Kunal. You’ve spilled some on your jeans too.’

‘I know! One of the guests, a banker, dropped his glass on my lap.’

‘Drunk already?’

‘More nervous than drunk. I think he didn’t know his boss would be at the party too. Made a fool of himself. Come, let’s go. Your car, Manish?’

‘Sure.’

The restaurant was nearby, and they returned a little before 11 p.m.

‘More tremors in North India,’ Kunal said, looking at his iPhone. He sounded worried. Varsha knew that his folks were in Delhi. ‘People in Delhi are spending the night in the open fearing aftershocks.’

‘No earthquake will wake me up tonight!’ Varsha declared as Manish turned into her apartment block. ‘Park in that empty slot, Manish. I’ll get off.’

Manish parked the car and turned to face Varsha in the backseat.

‘What plans for tomorrow?’ Kunal asked her.

‘One sec…my keys have fallen down.’

She felt under the driver’s seat with her hand, looking out the windscreen as she felt the floor. As soon as her fingers felt the key chain, she saw something fall about twenty feet ahead of the car. It took a fraction of a second for her to realize that the falling object had arms, legs and a head.

As she watched in shock, the figure hit the cement pavement with a sickening thud and wobbled as the head and limbs bounced with the impact. The limbs jerked upwards and fell back. One arm, outstretched as it hit the pavement, folded itself over the figure’s chest.

Varsha’s free hand flew to her mouth to stifle a scream, and the right clenched the keychain so hard that it bit into her palm. Colour drained from her face and her eyes grew wide with shock.

‘What was that thud?’ shouted Manish, his alarm heightened by the sudden change in Varsha’s composure. He and Kunal were still facing her, but now with concern etched on their faces. Varsha pointed a trembling finger through the windscreen.

Just as the two men began turning their heads, something hit the windscreen. The impact made the two men recoil; cracks sprang from the point of impact and radiated outwards across the windscreen, turning the transparent glass opaque. The windscreen bulged inwards for a moment and then gave way, shattering into thousands of small shards. Something small and dark crashed through it, hit the gearshift lever and fell to the floor.

‘What the –’ began Manish.

‘Earthquake!’ Kunal yelled and flung his door open. ‘Get out!’

Varsha sprang to the door and opened it as Manish scrambled out the other front door. Instinctively, she looked upwards to see if anything else was falling through the night sky. Except for some lighted windows, the sky was clear, and neither the building nor the solitary tree in its parking area seemed to be shaking. She realized that her feet were planted on steady ground.

It was no earthquake!

Her eyes returned to the still figure on the pavement. The man lay there, face up, looking eerily serene. He seemed familiar, but her mind refused to recognize him. She had no doubts now.

The man was dead.



Chapter 4


Adark stain began to form on the cracked cement ground. It took Varsha a few moments to realize that it was blood, and its sudden sight sent her into a trance. Time seemed to stand still as she stared at the unmoving figure in the shadows. In an instant – which stretched an eternity – her eyes took in the sight.

The man’s sharp nose stood out in the reflected light of the apartment complex’s lights as his elderly face looked skywards with closed eyes. She noticed the light-coloured shirt and dark trousers, but she was unable to make out the colours. A leather slipper dangled from the big toe of his right foot, and his left foot was bare. A watch with a broken strap lay near his left arm, which had stretched itself out, flung outward as if pointing to something. His right arm lay bent at the elbow, the bruised forearm and hand resting on his chest.

When time began moving again, the world was in slow motion. She saw Manish from the corner of her eye, looking ludicrous with his mouth half-open and his bulging eyes. On her left, Kunal, unlike Manish, seemed to spur into action and run towards the figure. Varsha slowly lifted her gaze upwards.

The parking lot of her building had little apart from pillars and the solitary tree. Behind the fallen man were numerous cars parked in between the pillars. Above them was the first floor, dark and empty. The floor above that had one light – her flat, 2A. Her balcony was dark, but some light filtered into it through the sliding doors and the partially drawn curtains. Varsha ran her eyes further up, along the two vertical sets of balconies running upwards. Most windows were dark, and the few that were lit were curtained. All the balconies seemed to be dark, save one on the penultimate floor. Light from its hall spilled into the balcony through the open doors. Her mind mechanically registered the fact that the balcony of flat 17A was lit but empty.

Far to her right, one of the watchmen, Jha, looked around in a confused manner from his post at the gate, trying to locate the source of the thud. As she gazed at him, he seemed to notice Kunal running towards the fallen man and sprang up, all in one bizarrely comic motion.

Kunal bent over the body and felt for a pulse. Varsha stared, transfixed as his hand moved across the man’s chest to feel his throat. A flash of admiration crossed her mind. She would never have the courage to touch a dead man! She saw Kunal’s hand come away. It was red, smeared with blood. Her stomach lurched, and her eyes snapped shut of their own accord. Nausea threatened to overwhelm her, and she buried her face in her hands as she looked away. She heard Jha’s footfalls and Manish’s groan before she shut out the world.

Several moments passed before the nausea abated. A silence had descended on the parking lot, before Jha broke it out with a loud cry:

‘Satrah malah ka saab gir gaya!’

She felt a tap on her shoulder. It was Kunal.

‘It is Mr Visht,’ he whispered. ‘Kamini’s father!’

‘What?’ Varsha’s brain refused to accept what she had just heard.

‘The man who fell is Mr Visht.’

‘Oh my God! Poor Kamini!’

Varsha straightened and darted to Manish’s car to pull out her handbag as Kunal went to wash his hands. Faced with adversity, she shed her own distress and swung into action. Her phone was already out and her fingers sped over the keypad. Two rings later, a voice answered:

‘Hello, Varsha?’ Subbu asked. ‘Is everything okay?’

‘Uncle...Uncle...your friend...Mr Visht...Kamini’s father...’

‘What about Visht?’

‘He is dead, Uncle! He fell.’

‘Are you sure, Varsha? Fell from where?’

‘He fell from his balcony. I don’t have the guts to see for myself... it’s awful!’

‘I will bring Kamini. Don’t call her! Understand?’

‘Ye...yes.’

‘Is anyone with you, Varsha? Are you alone?’

‘My friends are with me.’

‘Tell them to wait there till I come.’

She hung up and leaned against the car for support, burying her head in her arms against the roof of the car. The call to action had driven away the nausea, but the dizziness remained. An unfamiliar smell wafted from Manish’s car. As she covered her nose and backed away, Kunal stepped forward. He ducked into the car and emerged with a broken bottle in his hand. A small piece of the bottle was missing, but a large part remained intact, albeit cracked: a bottle of Chivas Regal. The whisky had splattered the dashboard and soaked the driver’s side of the car.

‘Is this yours, Manish?’ Varsha asked.

‘No.’

‘Kunal? You had something in your bag.’

Kunal shook his head.

‘Then where did it come from?’

‘It fell through the windscreen!’ Kunal exclaimed. He suddenly sobered down. ‘I better leave it where it was. The police will want to see it. Damn! My fingerprints are on it now.’

A crowd had gathered by now, as several residents came down due to the ruckus. Kunal stepped forward and took charge. Gently, but firmly, he moved people at least ten feet away from the body.

Someone began to bang the closed gate of the apartment complex. Three men, mildly drunk, stood outside calling for the watchman. When Jha let them in, they began berating him for locking the gate. But on seeing the gathered crowd, they cut it short and hurried towards them.

‘Oh my God! It’s Mr Visht!’ one of the men said.

Varsha glanced at the speaker, a dapper man of about thirty, dressed in pale blue jeans and a navy blue T-shirt. He handed the soft drink bottles he was carrying to the man next to him and darted forward to bend over Visht. He felt Visht’s neck and forehead for a few moments and looked up, pale-faced.

‘Dead?’ he asked unnecessarily. His fingers were trembling. Kunal nodded as Varsha turned away.

‘Has anyone called his daughter?’ the man asked, almost to himself.

He hurried away without waiting for an answer, and was gone before Varsha’s numb mind realized he was going to call Kamini. In any case, it was too late now.

A little while later, a Qualis drove up with four uniformed men. The police took charge at once, and Kunal stepped back. While two of them examined Visht’s body, the other two sent people away.

The inspector, a serious-looking bespectacled young man, rose after a few minutes and looked around.

‘Did anyone see him fall?’ he asked.

‘I did.’ Varsha stepped forward. She quickly recounted what had happened, introduced her friends and spoke about the bottle of whisky that had crashed through the windscreen.

‘Did he have any relatives?’ the inspector gestured towards Visht.

‘Yes, his daughter –’ she began, only to be interrupted by the man who had recognized Visht.

‘– I called his daughter,’ he said. ‘She is on her way.’

Varsha turned to have a closer look at him. He was about six to eight inches taller than her. His oval face was clean-shaven and his hair was brushed back. He looked well to do and spoke in an urbane manner with a quiet confidence. He nodded at her as he apologized, ‘I am sorry, I interrupted you,’ he said. ‘Did you call Kamini too?’

‘No. I called the person who is bringing her here.’

‘Subbu?’

Varsha nodded.

‘I have known Mr Visht’s family for many years,’ he continued, turning to the inspector.

‘Your name, sir?’ the inspector asked.

‘Ashok Khote.’

‘Do you live here?’

‘No. I live in Malabar Hill, and was visiting a friend here.’

‘Did you see Mr Visht fall?’

‘No. We were returning from a shop after buying some soft drinks, and saw the crowd –’

‘It is Mr Visht!’ exclaimed another voice.

A spare, elderly man with a receding hairline had just hurried up and was peering at Visht’s face through the crowd surrounding the body.

‘You know him, sir?’ the inspector asked, turning to him.

‘Yes, of course,’ the man slurred, his inebriation apparent. ‘He is our chairman. I am the deputy managing director. My name is Banerjee, and I live in this building. I was at a party in 17B when the security guard came up and enquired if anyone was in Mr Visht’s flat – which is 17A. I rushed down immediately. Excuse me, I must call the MD.’

‘Kamini is here,’ Ashok whispered and hurried towards a silvergrey Mercedes honking at the gate.

Varsha ran past him as Jha opened the gate to let the car in. Two people got out and walked towards the crowd. The petite figure of Kamini looked helpless next to Subbu, who had his arm around her shoulders.

‘Stay close to her,’ Subbu whispered to Varsha, while he gently steered a visibly distraught Kamini towards the body. Varsha held Kamini lightly near the elbow. Ashok stepped up close behind.

‘Gently, Kamini. Gently,’ Subbu whispered, almost paternally.

The police had left Visht’s corpse exactly as it had fallen, except for the sheet now covering it.

‘Oh, Dad!’ sobbed Kamini and gripped Subbu’s arm as she steeled herself.

A policeman lifted the sheet. A low moan escaped Kamini and she fainted. Prepared, Ashok and Varsha caught her. Ashok gestured to Kunal, and together they took Kamini to Varsha’s flat on the second floor.
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As soon as Kamini was escorted to Varsha’s flat, the inspector sent the complex’s residents back to their flats, instructing them to stay inside for an hour and not leave the complex.

‘We will conduct a search,’ he said to his deputy as the residents dispersed. ‘Check the common areas for strangers.’

‘Inside the flats as well, sir?’

‘Eighty flats at midnight, Abdul? Not unless we have a reason to suspect foul play.’ He looked up at the building. Very few windows were lit. ‘Most people are asleep. Watch the gate for strangers leaving the complex.’

The inspector sent two policemen up to stand outside Visht’s apartment, and stationed two others at the gate, with instructions to question everyone entering or leaving the building in the next 24 hours, and to keep a detailed record. With the gate locked and all residents secured inside their flats, a dozen policemen now moved rapidly to search the complex. They brought the lifts to the ground floor and switched them off, and sealed the single staircase that wound around the lift well to the top of the building. Then, they began ascending the stairs, five minutes apart, in three groups of three each.

The inspector went with the first group, rapidly climbing the stairs to the first floor and looking into every nook where a man could hide. On reaching the first floor, he stationed one man at the stairs and sent the other two to search the short lobbies on either side of the stairs. Having confirmed that nobody was hiding on the first floor, they proceeded to the second and repeated the exercise.

They moved steadily upwards, searching the common area of every floor thoroughly. When they reached the fourth floor, the second group began their search from the parking lot, and repeated what the first group had done. Within half an hour, three separate groups had searched all floors, and had gathered at the top floor. They unlocked the door to the terrace and went out after stationing two men inside, who locked it behind them. In the next ten minutes, they searched every corner of the terrace, including the lift room and the water tanks.

The inspector walked down to Visht’s flat and stood at the door, surveying the lighted flat. He pulled out a camera and clicked several times before stepping in. Three policemen, wearing gloves, walked in behind him. They searched every room carefully after photographing it, taking care not to touch anything. The flat was empty.



Chapter 5


The loud doorbell shook Kunal and Varsha out of their reverie the next morning. A tall, lanky man in his mid-thirties stood at the door with an apologetic smile. For a moment, Varsha thought he was a salesman, but changed her mind when she noticed his round rimless spectacles, spotless white shirt and gleaming shoes.

‘Yes?’ she asked.

‘I am Detective Inspector Ranade,’ he said softly. ‘I am investigating Mr Visht’s death.’

‘Oh, yes!’ Varsha said, sheepishly. ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t recognize you without your uniform.’

‘I didn’t introduce myself last night,’ he said, once seated. ‘My name is Praveen Ranade. I have the unpleasant task of taking your statements.’

Varsha nodded, studying the mild-mannered man curiously. He was the antithesis of the detective she had in mind. She had always imagined police detectives as hawk-eyed, suspicious men of good physique. Except for his strong jawline and intense eyes, Ranade looked more like a benign college professor.

‘Perhaps we can start with an account of what you saw yesterday?’ he said, interrupting her thoughts.

Varsha narrated the series of events from when they drove into the apartment block till the time they took Kamini to her apartment. She spoke slowly, giving as much detail as she could remember.

‘So, only you saw Mr Visht fall. Your friends didn’t?’

‘No. They were in the front seat, we were talking, and they were facing me. Mr Visht, you’ll remember, fell in front of the car. By the time they turned around, the windscreen had shattered and we jumped out of the car.’

‘Did you happen to look up at Mr Visht’s balcony?’

‘Yes. It was empty.’

‘Are you sure the whisky bottle fell from the balcony too? Please respond as factually as possible.’

‘Factually...no.’ There was a hint of irritation in her voice. The last twelve hours had been trying. ‘All I know is that something hit the windscreen and broke it. We later figured it was the whisky bottle. It seemed a fair assumption that it fell from above, since gravity works that way. But I cannot state it for a fact. Is that factual enough, Inspector?’

Ranade ignored her sarcasm. ‘So you did not see the bottle smash through the windscreen?’

‘No. For that matter...factually speaking...I cannot even assert that the bottle was not in the car earlier.’

Ranade changed the topic. ‘How well did you know Mr Visht?’

‘Not very well. Only as a neighbour and as my father’s friend. I held him in high regard, though. I also know his daughter Kamini slightly.’

‘How would you describe him?’

‘Oh, a thorough gentleman. Very well respected. A kind man too. My father always said that he was a man of high principles. Honestly, I was in awe of him.’

Ranade turned to Kunal and asked the same question.

‘I agree with Varsha. I know Kamini well, but not her father. I have only met him a couple of times in Kamini’s flat. But I do know that he was highly respected.’

Ranade quizzed them about their movements the previous evening, and then asked if he could see Kamini. Varsha nodded and went to bring her.

It was clear that Kamini had not slept at all. Her eyes were red, and her face looked haggard. But she kept her poise as she sat opposite Ranade. Varsha sat next to her and cast a warning glance at him, silently telling him to be gentle.

‘I am truly sorry, Ms Visht, but I have to go through this and take your statement. I will have some difficult questions.’

Kamini nodded.

‘Can you narrate last night’s events as clearly as you can?’

‘I was just turning in for the night when my mobile rang. It was Mr Subramaniam. He said there was an emergency with my father, and that he was coming in five minutes to pick me up.’

‘I understand you live in Worli. Does Mr Subramaniam live close to you?’

‘Very close. A few buildings away.’

‘What time was it?’

‘It was 11.04 p.m. I checked my phone a few times while waiting for him to pick me up. He picked me up and told me as he drove. He said that my father had fallen from his balcony and died.’

Kamini paused for a few moments, wiping away the tears that had started again.

‘He didn’t say anything else. I then got a call from Ashok, a family friend. He told me the same thing. We reached here and I saw my father lying on the ground, covered by a sheet. I saw his face –’

She went into a bout of uncontrollable weeping. Ranade waited patiently while Varsha wrapped her arm around her. A minute later, she wiped her eyes and continued, ‘Then I remember waking up in this room. Varsha told me that I had fainted.’

‘Was your father a man of regular habits, Ms Visht?’

‘Very.’

‘Any health problems?’

‘Nothing major. Some BP and borderline sugar.’

‘Depression or such like?’

‘No. He was a very strong person. A rock.’

‘Did he drink?’

‘Never touched a drop in his life.’

‘I understand your mother passed away three years back. Did her death affect him badly?’

‘He was shattered. He always thought he would precede her. She was five years younger and went too early. Cancer.’

‘Did he change after that?’

‘He became a little withdrawn. He would not visit people as much as he did when she was alive. It is natural, I suppose. He made it a point to spend more time with me.’

‘A man becomes very lonely once his wife passes away. Some do take to alcohol to beat loneliness.’

Kamini looked up sharply.

‘Not my father! Why do you keep bringing up alcohol?’

‘I am sorry, Ms Visht. I don’t mean to offend you. I have one more difficult question for you.’

Kamini nodded.

‘Is there anything that may have, even remotely, caused your father to take his own life?’

Kamini thought for a moment and shook her head.

‘I understand why you must ask that, Inspector. But I can’t think of anything that would have driven him to take his own life. He was actually looking forward to retirement and spending more time with me.’ Her face suddenly contorted in grief. ‘Now, he won’t...’

Ranade closed his notebook and changed the topic.

‘I am going into your father’s flat. Will you join me?’

Kamini rose and followed him as if she were in a trance. Varsha hurriedly locked her flat and hastened after her with Kunal. They got off the lift at the seventeenth floor and looked around.

A seven-foot-wide corridor ran to their left and right from the lifts, which marked its middle. Adjacent to the lifts, on either side, were stairways, one going up and the other leading down. At the end of the passage on their left was a door marked 17B, and at the other end, to their right, was flat number 17C. Next to the stairway on the left was a short passage, about four feet in length. Visht’s flat was at the end of the passage. Ranade took out a key as they turned into the passage.
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‘Where did you get that key?’ Kamini asked as Ranade inserted the key into the lock.

‘Your father’s trouser pocket.’

Ranade turned the key and opened the door. Kamini frowned.

‘Wasn’t it bolted from the inside? That’s strange.’

‘Why?’

‘He would have bolted it at 10 p.m. It was a habit.’

‘Who else has keys to your father’s flat?’

‘I have one, and his secretary has another that he keeps in his office safe.’

They entered the hall and looked around. It was tidy and clean. To the right was a dining table with chairs, and to their left the kitchen door. A few sofas and chairs stood neatly arranged in the sitting area further down the hall. Two books, a publication from ZARA and some newspapers were tidily stacked on a side table. A brown leather folder lay open and empty on one of the sofas. A writing desk stood to one side with a revolving chair before it. A laptop’s power cord lay on the floor beside it. The balcony’s sliding doors were open.

‘Everything seems okay at first glance,’ Kamini said, looking around.

‘The lights, the fan and the TV were all on when we entered at midnight. The balcony doors were open, as they are now. Your father was alone when he fell.’

The five-feet-wide balcony almost ran the width of the hall. Two cane chairs and a low table stood before them. Visht’s other slipper lay upturned near one of the chairs. A Chivas Regal box sat empty in a corner. A single glass, half-full of the amber liquid, stood on the table.

Ranade frowned and studied the parapet wall. It was four feet high and had a round polished chrome railing at the top. Their distorted reflections stared back from its shiny surface.

They returned to the hall in silence, after which they systematically went through all the rooms. Nothing was out of place, but something seemed to be bothering Kamini. She frowned at the decorative wooden key hanger shaped like a boat, with seven key hooks in it. Four had keys hanging from them.

‘Why was the key in my father’s pocket?’ she asked softly.

‘Why not?’ Kunal asked.

‘If he had opened the door and come in, he would have hung it on the hook there.’ She pointed to the first hook on the wooden boat. ‘He wouldn’t have kept it in his pocket.’

‘Was it in his pocket, Inspector?’ Kunal asked, turning to Ranade.

‘Yes...but Ms Visht has a point. Could it have been put there after he fell?’

‘I don’t think so. I made sure that nobody came near him till you arrived. Varsha?’

‘I agree with Kunal, Inspector. There was no time for it.’

The doorbell rang just then. A rotund, middle-aged man with a smallish head and beady eyes stood outside.

‘I am Dheer Sharma from 17B,’ he said to Ranade. ‘I saw you go in and wondered if you wanted to talk to me as you had said yesterday. I have to go out in half an hour.’

‘Sure, we can do that now. Can we talk here?’

Dheer Sharma nodded.

‘Can you recount yesterday’s events for me?’ asked Ranade.

‘Sure. We had called about a dozen people to dinner last night – a few couples and some singles. They began arriving at about 9.15 p.m., and the last guest had come by 10.30 p.m. I had seen Mr Visht in the corridor, next to his door, at around 9, before the party started. I had just stepped out of my door when I saw him.’

‘Did he seem normal?’

‘Oh, yes. He was his usual courteous self. He said he didn’t mind the party, and insisted it would not disturb him. As you can see, our doors don’t directly face each other – the short passage separates them. I had put some chairs in the corridor if guests wished to sit there. Mr Visht only requested that people don’t smoke in the corridor.’

‘Was that the last time you saw him?’

‘Yes. He went back to his flat and I went down to the seventh floor to borrow some music. Guests began arriving shortly after that, and we got busy with the party. It was only when the security guard came to check Mr Visht’s flat that we learned what had happened.’

‘Did you see anyone enter or leave Mr Visht’s flat?’

‘Not as far as we know. Someone was always in the corridor or near the door. It is unlikely that anyone entered or left 17A without being seen. I asked all the guests before they left last night, and they were positive they had not seen anyone. Besides, Mr Mehta, the elderly gentleman in 17C, had his door open till about 10.30 p.m. He had a clear view of the corridor and didn’t see anyone either.’

‘Did he see you and Mr Visht talk?’

‘Yes, I had waved to him. Mr Visht and I had walked towards the lift as we spoke, and much of our conversation was near the lift. After I went into the lift, he saw Mr Visht walk back to his door. Only one lift is operational after 9 p.m., and I took it to the seventh floor.’

‘Do you know if Mr Visht came out thereafter?’

‘No, he didn’t. My guests didn’t see him, nor did I. Mr Mehta didn’t either.’

‘Can you give me the list of guests and when they came, even approximate times?’

‘I can do better. Every visitor who enters after 9 p.m. has to sign the visitor log downstairs near the lift. You can get a full list with the times they came at. Two of our guests live in the complex, so their names will not be in the list.’

They locked the door and took the lift to the ground floor, where Dheer opened a register on the security guard’s desk. He flipped through it till he came to the last written page. The date was scrawled across the top, and several columns had been marked with a black pen. There were about two dozen unfamiliar entries, along with the times of entry and exit, the flats they were to visit and their phone numbers. The first entry was at 8.47 p.m. and the second at 8.55. Six entries were by guests to Dheer’s party. None of them had recorded their exit times, nor had a few others. The last exit time on the page was 10.45 p.m.

Ranade called Abdul and asked him to check all the entries with the corresponding flat numbers, except the six on the list that he had already checked with Dheer Sharma.

‘You said you had guests from this building, Mr Sharma?’

‘Banerjee and Shah. They work at Mr Visht’s bank.’

‘Were they at the party throughout the evening?’

‘Banerjee was. But Shah stayed only for an hour or so. Oh! Kunal also came briefly.’

‘When did Shah leave?’

‘Perhaps around 10.30 p.m. I had invited Mr Visht too, but he declined. He said he had some work to do.’

‘When was that?’

‘Inviting Mr Visht? Yesterday morning.’

‘Thank you, Mr Sharma. I will call you if I need anything more.’

They walked out to the car park and saw Subbu talking to another man. With them was Ashok Khote.

‘That is Mr Rupesh Khote, Ashok’s father,’ Kamini said in a low voice. ‘I don’t want to speak to anyone right now, Inspector. Can I go?’

‘Please. I will go and speak to them.’

Ranade and Kunal strode towards the three men as Kamini and Varsha turned back. Just then, a man came up to Kamini, took her hand and pressed it to his eyes. It was Aziz, Visht’s driver.

‘Saab ka aisa kyon maut hua?’ He wept, tears streaming down his face. ‘Bhagwan bahut bura kiya.’

Aziz was inconsolable, but Kamini tried to comfort the weeping man despite her own distress.

‘He has been with Dad for twenty years and is very attached to him,’ she explained to Varsha. ‘Dad helped Aziz educate his children and also financed his daughter’s wedding.’

‘Come, let us go up,’ Varsha said softly, making towards the stairs. ‘I’ll make some hot tea.’

They met an elderly man in the lobby who stopped and took Kamini’s hand in his.

‘What a tragedy, Kamini,’ he said. ‘I have not met a finer man than your father. God takes back the best for himself. If Dheer or I can help in any way – any way – please don’t hesitate to tell us. May God give you strength, my child.’

Kamini nodded mutely and walked up the stairs.

‘Who was that?’ Varsha asked.

‘Dheer’s father, Punkaj Sharma. I got to know them when I was staying with Dad after my mother died.’

They went inside the flat, and Varsha gave Kamini a cushion to lie down on the sofa while she went to the kitchen. Snippets of talk drifted in through the open kitchen window as Varsha made tea.

‘...he became very lonely after his wife died...stopped visiting us...’ a voice said.

‘...may have taken to drink...’

Varsha hurried to the balcony and looked out. Ranade, Kunal, Subbu, Rupesh Khote and Ashok were just under it.

‘After his wife had died, I had called him home many times,’ Rupesh Khote said. ‘But he just withdrew into a shell.’

Subbu looked up at that moment and gestured to her to shut the door. Varsha nodded and quickly slid it shut before Kamini could overhear their conversation. Her mobile rang as she entered the kitchen.

‘Is Kamini with you?’ Subbu asked.

‘She is in the hall. I am in the kitchen.’

‘Good. Listen, Varsha, we must spare her the anguish of the whisky angle. Don’t tell her about the bottle.’

‘Wasn’t he a teetotaller, Uncle?’

‘That is what I thought. But evidence suggests otherwise. It was not only the bottle that fell on the car; Visht’s shirt was soaked in whisky too.’

‘No!’

‘And his fingerprints are on the glass in the balcony as well.’



Chapter 6


‘Was there anything that may have distressed your chairman, Mr Bhasin?’ Ranade asked the suave, dapper man in his late forties on Monday morning.

Bhasin, a man of medium height who seemed more at home in a foreign bank than a public sector one, was the managing director of FLC Bank. With him were Banerjee, the deputy managing director, and a middle-aged man of medium height whom Bhasin introduced as Shah, the chief general manager in charge of operations. Standing a little away from the senior executives was Kannan, Visht’s secretary.

‘Nothing out of the ordinary, Inspector,’ Bhasin said in a measured fashion. ‘There were the usual problems we face everyday at the bank. He was concerned about some operational matters, but not to an extent that could lead to his death. But I saw him only for an hour a day. His secretary was closer. Perhaps he can throw more light.’

Ranade turned to Kannan, who frowned before speaking slowly.

‘I think something had been bothering him for the past few days, sir. He was part of the commission that was enquiring into frauds. Something there had upset him. He told me the commission was not doing its job.’

‘Can you be more specific?’

‘Unfortunately not, sir. He didn’t say more. But something within the bank had been bothering him too. He had called for many files in the past two weeks, and had taken some home – the mere fact that he did so was unusual by itself, as he never took files home. He also seemed upset after the meeting with CBS last Monday.’

‘What meeting was that?’

‘Mr Visht had asked CBS, the accounting firm, to examine some of our loans,’ Bhasin explained. ‘He had been worried about hidden risks in our loan portfolio. Subbu and Sanjay Khanna – another partner from CBS – had done a presentation on their findings. Mr Visht was understandably upset when the presentation confirmed his fears. CBS had uncovered some critical gaps in our operations.’ Bhasin paused and asked hesitantly, ‘The fall was an accident, wasn’t it, Inspector?’

‘Did Mr Visht drink?’ Ranade asked, not answering Bhasin’s question.

‘Not as far as we know,’ Shah said, speaking for the first time. ‘Not in the bank dinners, at least. I can’t say about his personal life.’

‘I am sure he didn’t, sir,’ Kannan added quickly.

Ranade turned to Kannan again.

‘Can you think of anything that may have led him to take his own life?’ he asked softly.

Shock overcame Kannan.

‘No, sir! He was a very strong man! Not the kind to take his own life at all.’

‘I don’t think that is even a possibility, Inspector,’ Bhasin added firmly. ‘You can safely dismiss that avenue of investigation.’

Ranade continued to study Kannan.

‘Apart from what you have said, Mr Kannan, was there anything unusual in his behaviour on Friday?’

‘No, sir. He was busy with the numerous files he had called for.’

‘What files were they?’

‘The loans I had mentioned,’ Bhasin said. ‘He and I had been examining some loan accounts.’ He paused, frowning. ‘I don’t know if this is relevant, but he had asked if we had a loan customer by the name of Aurora.’

‘Arora?’ asked Ranade.

‘A-u-r-o-r-a. The name of a company. We have no such customer.’

Ranade shifted his attention to Banerjee.

‘You live in the same building as Mr Visht, don’t you? Did you notice anything unusual?’

Banerjee shook his head. ‘Nothing really. But he did seem a little preoccupied when I saw him a little before 9 that evening.’

‘Where did you meet him?’

‘At the ground floor, near the lifts. He was returning from a shop.’

‘Do you know which shop?’

Banerjee shook his head again. ‘He said he had had some papers photocopied. He was carrying a brown leather folder.’

‘Can you recall the exact time?’

‘Let me see...’ Banerjee frowned. ‘Five or ten minutes short of 9 p.m., I think. But it can’t be very much before because I caught the 9 p.m. news headlines after meeting him –’

‘Shah and I live in the same complex too, Inspector,’ Bhasin interrupted. ‘The bank has leased flats for senior officers in that building. I was in Delhi that night, but I don’t remember seeing anything unusual before going to Delhi.’

‘Mr Shah?’

‘No. Nothing.’

‘Can you give me your flat numbers?’

‘I am in 5D, Mr Banerjee is in 11C and Mr Bhasin in 15A.’

‘I believe the flat below Mr Visht’s is also leased to the bank?’

‘16A? Yes. But it is vacant.’

‘Can I have a look at it?’

Shah looked at Bhasin, who nodded immediately. ‘Why not? Shah’s secretary will arrange for the keys.’

‘One last question, Mr Kannan. I believe you have a set of Mr Visht’s flat keys in his safe here. Can you confirm that they are still here?’

‘They are, sir. I check the safe every morning and evening. The keys were there on Saturday evening when I left, and are there now too. I can show them to you if you wish.’

‘Thank you, gentlemen.’

Ranade called his deputy as soon as he sat in his Qualis.

‘Any updates, Abdul?’

‘Yes, sir. The party that took place in the flat opposite Mr Visht’s is interesting. The guests were all either wealthy businessmen or bankers. Several young men and women from rich business families were there too, including Ashok and Kunal. Banerjee and Shah were there, as was another man from a public sector bank. It seems strange that elderly bankers and young tycoons-in-making had a cosy party.’

‘An unusual combination. No wonder Visht declined.’

‘Shah and Kunal were there for a short time. But the others stayed for the entire party.’

‘What do you have on Dheer Sharma?’

‘A family of real estate promoters. He has two brothers, both in Mumbai, both in the family’s real estate business. His father started the business thirty years back by constructing small apartment blocks. They have built two malls in the last three years. They own a dozen flats in the same complex where Dheer lives, including the ones leased to FLC Bank. They seem to have done well during the last boom, but some of their projects have stalled recently. They are deep in debt now, and are fighting two court cases about disputed land.’

‘What of Ashok Khote?’

‘A gold medallist in college and a successful young executive now. He has been steadily building his brokerage firm, and has recently ventured into private equity. The general impression is that he is cautious in business. He and Kamini are friends from childhood.’

‘Okay. Speak to shopkeepers near the apartment block. See if you can find out what Visht had photocopied.’

Ranade began twirling a pen around his right thumb, an old habit that helped him think better. Taking to his grandfather, a highly decorated Army officer, young Ranade’s dream had been to join the National Defence Academy. He had cleared the mental and aptitude tests with space to spare, but the physical tests and his less-than-perfect eyesight had come in the way. Shattered, the boy had kept alive his dream of serving the nation, and had joined the police force as soon as he was eligible. Once there, he quickly discovered that his mind and tenacity were his key assets.

Now, with the pen twirling away around his thumb, Ranade reviewed the case in his mind. He set aside the curious combination of guests at the party, and focused on the facts:

All three sets of keys to Visht’s flat were accounted for. The people on the seventeenth floor were positive that nobody entered or left the flat after 9 p.m. It seemed clear that Visht was alone when he fell, and the evidence of the whisky glass with his fingerprints was unambiguous. Further, one slipper was in the balcony, while the other fell with him. Everything pointed to an accident.

Yet, Kamini had had misgivings. Why was the key in her father’s pocket and not on the key hook? Kunal and Varsha had said nobody could put it into his pocket once he had fallen.

The facts, however, were still scanty. Ranade would wait for the case to develop before forming impressions. He put away the pen as he approached his office.

Subbu and Ashok were waiting for him, standing hesitantly at his door. With files and boxes taking up much of the floor, there was barely enough space for them to step inside. The two small wooden chairs in front of Ranade’s desk also held files.

‘Please come in,’ Ranade said. ‘Give me the files on the chairs and take your seats.’ He dropped the files on the floor beside his chair and gestured them to the emptied chairs. ‘I am sorry for the mess, but we have to make do with little space. With the system slow to adopt technology, we have no option but to continue with physical files. But first, would you like some tea?’

‘No, thank you,’ Ashok said politely, shaking his head slightly, but Subbu was game.

‘Now, how can I help you gentlemen?’ Ranade asked, sitting back once the tea arrived. ‘Or do you have any new information for me?’

‘No, we don’t,’ Subbu said. ‘I was wondering if you had any.’

‘What do you make of it?’ Ranade said.

‘It must have been an accident,’ Subbu said immediately. ‘Visht was not the kind of man to take his own life.’

Ranade looked at Ashok enquiringly.

‘Alcohol does make people depressed, especially if one is not accustomed to it,’ Ashok said slowly. ‘He may have been lonely after Madhavi Auntie passed away. But I guess Mr Subramaniam knew him better than I did.’

‘There was no suicide note,’ Ranade objected.

Ashok shrugged his shoulders. ‘I wouldn’t leave one if I didn’t want it to be known that it was a suicide. Many things, from life insurance to one’s image, become problematic if it is a suicide.’

‘Hmm... How has Mr Visht’s daughter taken it?’

‘Quite badly,’ Ashok said. ‘She is devastated. Understandably so. She has no relatives to turn to, and has to make do with friends.’

‘What about Mr Visht’s relatives? No siblings?’

‘His older brother passed away a few years ago. His children settled in the US long ago. I am not even sure they will be coming for the funeral. Mr Visht’s wife was the only daughter to her parents. Kamini has no relatives close by. That is why we are with her.’

Ranade looked at Ashok with fresh interest. The young man was once again well-dressed, with understated elegance. His pale pink shirt was well cut and made of good fabric. His hair was neatly combed, and he wore a polite, pleasant expression on his face. His Rolex occasionally peeped out of his sleeve when he moved his arm. When he spoke, it was in measured tones.

‘Okay, so, how can I help?’ asked Ranade.

‘We have to arrange for the cremation, and wanted to know if...’ Ashok paused, ‘...if the autopsy was over.’

‘One moment.’

Ranade picked up the phone, punched a few numbers and waited. A voice spoke from the other end after three rings.

‘Hello?’

‘Good morning doctor. This is Detective Inspector Ranade. I called to ask if the autopsy has been done.’

‘The elderly man who was brought in on Saturday night?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Yes, it is over, but I have not done the report yet. I have a backlog, and it will take a couple of days.’

‘Can you give me a verbal summary?’

‘Quite a straightforward case. Back of the skull crushed, spine and back broken in several places. Consistent with falling from a height. At least three of the injuries would be fatal. But together, death would have been instantaneous.’

‘Any suggestions of foul play?’

‘No. All injuries were mutually consistent.’

‘Poison, drugs? Anything amiss in the blood?’

‘No.’

‘Thank you, doctor. Can the body be released? Or do you need to do more tests?’

‘It can be released.’

Ranade hung up and drummed his fingers on the desk thoughtfully. The verbal report was consistent with other evidence. He could be a stickler for rules and keep the body till the written report was received, but there was nothing to be gained by it. He made up his mind and turned to Subbu.

‘I will have the paperwork done and release the body today.’

‘Thank you,’ Subbu said, visibly relieved.

He rose to leave, but Ashok remained in his chair, looking down at Ranade’s stained desk. Subbu returned to his seat. Ranade looked at Ashok and knew that a request was coming. He waited. After a few seconds, Ashok looked up and spoke hesitantly.

‘Mr Visht was a highly respected man. He was a role model for many people he touched in his life. A very kind man. A very good man.’

Ashok stopped, unsure how to proceed. Ranade had seen it before. The request was a difficult one to make. He cleared his throat and looked up at Ranade again.

‘It would be a pity if his image is tarnished in death. By just one thing.’

Ranade understood. He nodded encouragingly.

‘Can you leave out the whisky angle?’

‘Do you want me to omit it from my report?’

‘No, no!’ Ashok hurried to add, lifting his hands as if to stop Ranade. ‘I cannot ask you to do that. I was referring to the information that will be made public. If you could omit it from the press release or any other papers that are released to the public...’

Ranade smiled at the sensitivity Ashok showed to Visht’s memory. For a brief moment, he wondered how Ashok felt towards Kamini.

‘I will try my best,’ Ranade said, rising. ‘Nothing is to be gained by alluding to the whisky. Besides, it is a personal matter.’

Once Subbu and Ashok left, Ranade picked up the phone again and called another number.

‘Did you check the whisky on the shirt?’ he asked without preamble.

‘Yes, sir. It is the same as the whisky on the car mat.’

‘Sure?’

‘Positive.’

‘And the whisky in the bottle?’

‘The same.’

‘What about the bottle itself?’

‘Very few fingerprints. The only clear set is Kunal’s. All other prints are smudged.’



Chapter 7


Dusk was an hour away when Varsha and Kamini hailed a black-and-yellow taxi in Parel. The cremation and the last rites, which had taken all of Tuesday and much of Wednesday, were finally over. As was the endless signing of forms at banks and the insurance company. The two sank into the backseat with relief, their feet aching from all the walking.

‘I’m famished,’ Varsha said. They had missed lunch. ‘Let’s grab a bite somewhere.’

‘There is a decent place near my flat. Clean, quick and not too expensive. We’ll walk home from there.’

The roads were crowded at that peak hour, and the taxi made slow progress, making their hunger pangs increasingly difficult to ignore.

‘Do you believe in spirits, life after death, that sort of thing?’ Kamini asked suddenly.

‘Spirits, no,’ Varsha replied guardedly. ‘I don’t know about afterlife.’

‘You know Varsha, it’s very eerie. I dream of my father several times a night. It is as if he wants to tell me something, but I wake up before he does. The feeling stays with me the whole day, and I keep wondering about it. Sometimes I feel he is trying to reach out for me, or that he is sitting beside me.’

Varsha glanced involuntarily at the space between her and Kamini, and didn’t know how to respond. She was unsure if she should encourage beliefs that could help Kamini cope with the adversity, or if she should help her take a more rational view of the misfortune. She had seen different people take different paths as they struggled back to normalcy after a personal tragedy. Older people took to religion and spirituality, while the younger ones formed their own philosophies and leaned heavily on their families. But Kamini had no one left. Varsha felt sorry for her; she was alone and helpless. Instinctively, she reached out and held her hand.

‘One of the last things Dad told me was to not trust people quickly,’ Kamini continued. ‘But what choice do I have, Varsha? I hardly knew you a week back. Now, you are my main support. You came unasked to my aid. I have to trust you. But I cannot get over the feeling that my father is trying to warn me about something.’

Varsha opened her mouth to speak when her phone rang. It was Subbu, enquiring after Kamini. He said that he was going to Delhi for a day or two, and asked her to keep an eye on her.

Just as Varsha hung up, Kamini let out a soft, strangled cry. Varsha turned in alarm to see Kamini staring at her phone, her face pale in the diffused light of approaching dusk.

‘What is it, Kamini?’

‘Messages from Dad!’ she croaked.

Varsha’s heart skipped a beat; her fingertips tingled. ‘What?’ she asked, in the hope that she had not heard right.

‘I am getting messages from my father.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Email messages from my father’s Gmail account,’ Kamini whispered. She thrust her phone in front of her face. Varsha looked at the screen and saw a number of message headers reading ‘R.C. Visht’ in bold lettering.

‘It’s probably someone else by the same name,’ Varsha said, a spur of the moment thought than anything else.

‘I don’t think so...the mail says...it says... “Dear Kamini”...’

Her voice rose as she spoke. She was on the edge of hysteria. Varsha held her by the shoulders and shook her lightly. Kamini’s eyes were wide open. Varsha gently took away her phone and spoke softly. ‘I am sure there is a rational explanation to this, Kamini. Get hold of yourself. Come, we are at the restaurant. Let’s get something to eat and get some sanity back into our lives.’

Kamini followed her into the restaurant as if she were in a trance.

‘You are right,’ Kamini said, once inside. ‘There must be a rational explanation. There has to be one.’ She turned on her laptop and began downloading her mail.

‘The mails are from my father’s Gmail account,’ she said once all the mails had downloaded. Her voice was calmer now, albeit surprised. ‘A whole bunch of them. Some are new mails and some are “read receipts”. How on earth can they come now?’

Varsha leaned over and looked at the laptop screen. Kamini’s inbox had half a dozen unread mails from ‘R.C. Visht’. Kamini clicked on one of them:

Dear Kamini,

Forwarded below are three quotes Kannan got from packers and movers. Kannan recommends the first one, as he believes that they are the best of the lot. He says that he has extracted the maximum discount possible.

Have a look at the quotes, and we’ll decide.

Love,

Dad

‘He had sent this mail two weeks ago, but I didn’t receive it, and he resent it twice thereafter. All three have come now.’ Her frown deepened. ‘The others are “read receipts” for some of my older mails. It is as if he just saw those mails now.’ She went through the new mails repeatedly for the next ten minutes, but got no wiser.

‘It makes no sense. Why have the emails taken weeks to reach me?’

‘I’m sure you’ll find out soon,’ Varsha said, trying to sound nonchalant. ‘Come, let’s eat. You must be famished too.’

They finished the rest of the meal in silence. The sun had just set when they began walking towards Kamini’s flat, less than a kilometre away. The traffic and crowds thinned once they left the main road and took a side alley. A few minutes later, Kamini stiffened.

‘We are being followed!’ she whispered.

‘Us? Why would anyone follow us?’ Varsha glanced backwards.

‘A man was standing outside when we left the restaurant, and he is now walking behind us. He is walking slowly...like us. Look, the one with the blue sling bag.’

Varsha glanced backwards again. She saw the man ambling along, appearing deep in thought. She stopped in her tracks and held Kamini’s hand. The man appeared to drop something at that moment and began looking for it on the pavement. With his back to them, the two women began walking as rapidly as they could without appearing to run. Miraculously, the man found what he had dropped and began walking briskly once more.

‘Duck into this lane,’ Kamini whispered. ‘It comes out on a road near my house. We will then know for sure if he is following us.’

They veered left into a narrow lane and hurried into the darkness. A few moments later, the man appeared at the entrance of the lane and strode a few paces into it. It was apparent that he had run to it. He stopped and pulled on a stocking over his face, took out something from his sling bag and advanced towards them.

Varsha became intensely alert as the two women found themselves in a deserted lane sans streetlights, with a masked man pursuing them. A shot of adrenaline surged through her bloodstream.

‘Faster!’ she hissed as she gauged the distance to the end of the lane ahead of them.

Suddenly, Kamini tripped. Losing balance, she clutched at Varsha to keep herself from falling. Varsha stopped to catch her. The man put the stumble to good use and further closed the gap between them.

The two women now began to run. They dropped all pretence and turned towards the far end of the lane. But the man was too close. Before they had gone four paces, he leapt forward and caught up with them.

Kamini let out a frightened cry as the man grabbed her arm. Varsha saw something glint. A knife! She reacted on instinct, her karate training coming to the fore. Without conscious thought, her right hand rolled into a fist and flew at the man’s head. With his attention entirely on Kamini, he didn’t see it come. The fist, with the full weight of Varsha’s wiry body behind it, caught him on his right ear and temple. The punch snapped his head to one side, disoriented him briefly and allowed Kamini to free her arm.

Quick though Varsha’s punch was, it did not have the power to stop the man. Landing on his temple and ear, it had jarred him and temporarily hampered his senses. He staggered dizzily and straightened. But Varsha was ready.

Not giving him a chance to recover and wield his knife, she pivoted on her left leg and kicked the man hard in his midriff. She poured all the momentum of the swivel into her kick, hoping that it would have more impact than her punch. It did. Air burst from his lungs, and he stumbled backwards. His heel caught the pavement and he fell heavily, banging his head on a wall. His knife clanged to the pavement.

‘Run!’ Varsha shouted and pulled Kamini forward.

The two women ran as swiftly as they could. They concentrated all their efforts on sprinting through the dark lane, and didn’t waste a moment looking backwards. Every moment mattered; safety was but a few dozen yards away.

But their troubles were not over yet.

A dark figure blocked the exit of the lane. It too wore a stockinglike mask over its face. They could not make out the man’s features or attire, for he stood against the light. Only his silhouette was visible, but there was little doubt of his intent. Kamini hesitated and slowed.

But not Varsha.

Given the darkness they were in, she knew he couldn’t see them as well they saw him. The key now was to act quickly, and unexpectedly.

Varsha was now a yard ahead of Kamini. Instead of slowing down, she sped up and ran towards the masked man. She deliberately crashed into him, using her folded arms and handbag to shield her chest. The man flung his arms around her in shock as he fell backwards under the impact. Rather than resist, she let him pull her and used their combined momentum to launch her second assault. As he pulled, she raised her right knee and launched it into the man’s crotch, transferring the newly gained momentum to her leg.

A strangled gasp escaped the man as he doubled over. Something metallic fell on the road. Varsha rammed her right shoulder into him again. As he toppled over, writhing in agony, she ran out of the lane with Kamini close behind. They ran as fast as they could, making for Kamini’s apartment without looking back. Passers-by stopped and stared in surprise, concern or amusement, but the two women cared little. Their single purpose was to reach the safety of the flat.

Panting, they reached the lift and punched the button frantically. They cast glances over their shoulders as they waited anxiously for the lift. A puzzled watchman stared at them. They relaxed only when the lift doors closed.

‘You were fantastic!’ gasped Kamini, between mouthfuls of air. ‘You flattened both of them.’

‘I was learning karate till last year,’ Varsha grinned. ‘Never had to use it till now.’

‘They wouldn’t have expected to run into a black belt in a dark gully. That must have hurt!’

‘Not black belt. Purple.’

But Kamini’s mind had already wandered away.

‘I wonder who those men were,’ she said fearfully. ‘Why did they attack me? The first man ignored you and came straight for me. They knew what they wanted. He had a knife.’ She shuddered. ‘Somebody is after me,’ she whispered, staring at Varsha. ‘Somebody wants to kill me! Is that what my father has been trying to tell me? Oh God!’ She buried her face in her hands, her slight frame trembling.

‘I’ll stay with you, Kamini. Don’t worry. We’ll call Inspector Ranade. At least we know a police officer now.’

By the time the lift opened at her floor, Kamini was completely unnerved. Her hand trembled as she fumbled with her keys. She managed to insert the key into the lock after several attempts, and stared in horror as she opened the door.

Her flat was in disarray. All the sofas had been upturned, and the cupboards and drawers had been emptied onto the floor. Corner pieces and decorative plants had been moved away from their places. The bedroom doors were ajar, and they could see emptied cupboards through them.

Somebody had rifled through the flat, thoroughly and completely. And, very recently. Water had spilled from a flower vase onto the table and had not dried yet.



Chapter 8


‘ Chor aayela hai!’ the liftboy hissed from behind Varsha.

Showing remarkable presence of mind, he darted between the two women and shut the door. He then sent the lift down and called the watchman on his mobile. Within a minute, four other men were standing outside Kamini’s flat – two watchmen and two drivers.

‘Ab darwaza kholo, madam. Aap baahar hi raho.’

Varsha left Kamini in the flat across; the girl had gone hysteric. After the gruesome death of her father, messages from a dead man and an attempt on her life, the break-in was the final straw. Varsha unlocked Kamini’s flat for the men. Once they went inside, she called Manish, but his phone was busy. She then called Kunal, who picked up after two rings.

‘Where are you?’

‘Near Worli Naka. Driving. Why?’

Varsha heaved a sigh of relief.

‘Come to Kamini’s flat. Quick. Something has happened.’

‘Okay. Give me five minutes.’

The men came out once they had finished searching Kamini’s flat. The perpetrators were nowhere to be seen; they had checked everywhere, including the shades below the windows, but there was no sign of the thieves. Kunal finally arrived, looking a little dishevelled.

‘What happened to you?’ Varsha asked when he saw him limping and his hair tousled.

‘A misadventure,’ he replied curtly. ‘What happened here? Why the commotion?’

‘Kamini’s flat was broken into. From the looks of it, very recently.’

‘Is she okay?’

‘In a bad shape. She is in the flat across right now.’

Varsha looked around to check that nobody was near them, and whispered, ‘She was also attacked by two men on the road.’

If she had hoped for a dramatic reaction, she was disappointed. Kunal simply asked her, ‘Was she hurt?’

‘No. I took care of the men.’

There was finally a hint of interest in Kunal’s eyes. He looked at her anew. ‘Kung Fu?’ he asked.

‘Karate.’

Kunal grinned. He absentmindedly straightened his hair and rubbed the back of his neck as he looked at Varsha with new interest – it was as if he was seeing her for the first time. Just then, Kamini came out of the neighbour’s flat. She had regained some of her composure, but she was still scared.

‘We can go in now,’ Varsha said. ‘The flat has been thoroughly checked.’

Kamini stepped inside gingerly, with Varsha and Kunal close behind. While the hall was in disarray, it was nothing compared to the bedrooms, one of which Kamini used as an office. The cupboards and drawers had been emptied, and everything was scattered on the floor. Her desk was bare, as were her shelves. She groaned, the prospect of putting the flat back in order briefly overcoming fear.

‘Bastards!’ she hissed, anger now paramount.

‘We’ll help you set it right,’ Kunal said. ‘I’ll start with the hall.’

‘Thanks. This is going to take a few days. Bloody hell! What did they want?’

They began cleaning up, the two women tackling the bedroom while Kunal attended to the hall. They brought back a semblance of order so that they could walk around the flat without having to jump over things. They stuffed things back into the cupboards and shelves, but Kamini would have to put each cupboard, shelf and drawer back in order later. Some costume jewellery and a few thousand rupees were all that was missing.

‘How did they enter?’ Kunal asked.

‘All windows are barred and I have no balconies. They must have been experts – they seem to have picked the lock. I wonder if they were the same men who attacked us.’ Fear returned to Kamini’s face as she spoke. She sat down heavily on her sofa. ‘When they did not find me home, they waited for me near the road. They are after me...they know where I live! Oh my God!’

‘What happened on the road?’ Kunal asked.

Varsha quickly summarized the assault in the lane.

‘No idea who they were?’

‘No,’ Kamini replied. ‘First my father dies. Then the emails. Then the attack. And now this! It is almost as if he was warning me of this.’ She looked up at Varsha fearfully. ‘Do you think my father’s death and these attacks are linked?’

Kunal cast a quizzical glance at Varsha. She told him about the messages from Visht’s email account. Kunal’s professional interest was aroused.

‘Let me see the mails,’ he said at once. He took Kamini’s laptop and began scrutinizing the mails. His fingers sped expertly over the keyboard as the two women looked on anxiously. In five minutes, he was finished.

‘The messages were sent this evening, Kamini. They were not stuck anywhere, nor did they arrive two weeks late. The messages left your father’s Gmail account only in the evening.’

Varsha and Kamini stared at him in astonishment.

‘But how can that be?’ Kamini asked.

‘It could have been lying in his outbox, and somehow got sent today.’

Kamini and Varsha looked at each other dumbfounded. Kamini’s panic returned. She began pacing the hall like a caged animal, her restless legs acquiring a mind of their own. A sinking feeling overcame her, and fear shone from her haunted eyes.

‘How did your father usually access his Gmail?’ Kunal asked.

‘His laptop. Sometimes mine.’

‘Where is his laptop now?’

‘I don’t know…I guess the police took it.’

Kunal’s face cleared.

‘Ah! The messages were possibly triggered when the police checked the laptop. The password is usually stored in the laptop so that it can send and receive mails in the background. These messages must have been sent inadvertently. This can happen if the settings were screwed up and fixed recently. The police may have opened some of your old messages, and triggered the read receipts. The mystery will be cleared when we speak to the inspector tomorrow.’

Kamini’s eyes shone as she listened to Kunal. Her breathing was rapid and shallow.

‘I can’t wait till tomorrow, Kunal. I am too restless. I must know now.’

‘But –’

‘Never mind. I will call the inspector.’

Suppressed nervous energy spurred Kamini, and she called Ranade.

‘Inspector Ranade? This is Kamini Visht. I’m sorry to trouble you, but I had to check something. Did your people check my father’s laptop today evening?’ Her face suddenly froze. ‘You didn’t take it? I assumed you had...no...I didn’t realize that it was missing then...just thought about it now...are you sure? You still have the house keys, don’t you?’ She fell silent for a while again. ‘Something strange is happening, Inspector... I got these messages from my father’s email account this evening... I think you should speak to Kunal...he is here.’

Kunal succinctly summed up the situation and answered Ranade’s questions. Once he finished, he walked towards Varsha, still on the phone.

‘There is something else you should know, Inspector. Kamini was assaulted today. I’ll give the phone to Varsha. She’ll give you a first-hand account.’

Varsha took a deep breath and narrated the attack in the lane and the break-in.

‘Can you stay with Kamini tonight?’ Ranade asked when she finished. ‘I will send two constables as soon as I can. To give Kamini some protection.’

‘That will be of great help, Inspector. Thank you so much.’

‘No problem. I will come over tomorrow. Meanwhile, call me if something happens, whatever the time.’

‘I will. Thanks.’

Varsha hung up and looked at Kamini with mounting concern. Fear was writ large on her face.

‘The inspector is sending some protection, Kamini,’ she said softly. ‘Don’t worry. You will be safe.’

Kamini nodded and looked at Kunal enquiringly.

‘Whoever stole the laptop used it to access your father’s Gmail account this evening,’ Kunal said.

‘Why?’ Kamini whispered.

Kunal shrugged his shoulders. Then, an idea struck him and he looked at Kamini with fresh hope.

‘Do you know your father’s password?’

‘I don’t know, but I can guess.’ Kamini frowned and then her face suddenly lit up. ‘How silly of me! The password is stored in my browser! He stored it so that he doesn’t have to enter it each time.’

She quickly opened her laptop and went to Gmail. She clicked on the user name field and typed ‘R’. Visht’s Gmail id appeared, with a series of stars in the password field. She clicked on ‘Sign in’ and Visht’s inbox opened up.

Kunal studied the screen and his air of casualness dropped. His attention was not on the messages, but on the small letters at the bottom-right corner of the screen: ‘Last account activity: 2 hours ago’. Kunal hissed and clicked on the blue link labelled ‘Details’. A window titled ‘Activity on this account’ popped up, in which a table detailing the ten most recent activities appeared.

The first line read: ‘Browser’, followed by ‘India’, then two letters, a string of four numbers separated by dots, and finally, ‘19:07 (0 minutes ago)’. The second line read: ‘POP3’, followed by ‘India’, two letters, then another string of four numbers separated by dots, and finally, ‘17:11 (2 hours ago)’.

‘Someone accessed the account from Mumbai at 5.11 p.m. this evening!’ Kunal said. ‘Look at the IP address and the timestamp.’ He turned the laptop towards the girls and dialled Ranade from Kamini’s mobile. He quickly gave him the details and hung up. He then took a series of screenshots, put them into a PowerPoint presentation and mailed if off to Ranade.

‘You shouldn’t access the account now, even inadvertently,’ he told Kamini. ‘The police will continuously track it, and your accessing it will complicate matters. Can I delete the password from the browser? You don’t need it stored.’

Kamini nodded and Kunal did the needful. As he shut down the laptop, Kamini’s phone rang.

‘It’s Ashok,’ Kamini said as she picked up her phone and walked away.

Looking at her, Varsha thought that she was looking beautiful in a sad sort of way. Speaking to Ashok seemed to lift her spirits. Kamini had told her that the two had been good friends before she left for London, but had moved apart as Ashok became busy with his businesses and Kamini battled depression. Her father’s death seemed to have brought them back together.

Noticing Varsha’s gaze, Kamini gently turned away, as if to give herself some privacy. Embarrassed, Varsha stopped speculating and brought her attention back to Kunal, giving him more attention than usual.

‘What exactly do you do at work, Kunal?’ she asked. ‘All I know is that you work in the IT security area, and Manish often calls you a hacker or a cracker.’

‘I am not a cracker!’ replied Kunal, surprisingly warmly. ‘And there is nothing wrong with hacking as long as you do ethical hacking.’

‘Ethical hacking?’ Varsha frowned. ‘Isn’t that an oxymoron?’

‘No!’ The usually unflappable Kunal became passionate. ‘Ethical hackers try to break into computer systems on behalf of their owners to find loopholes and weak spots. People who break into systems maliciously are called crackers, not hackers. Big difference!’

‘So, do you go to hacker meets?’

‘It’s part of my work.’

‘Which company do you work for?’ Varsha asked.

‘No company. I freelance.’

‘Lucky you! No stupid boss to trouble you.’

‘And no monthly pay cheques either. It cuts both ways.’

Surely Kunal didn’t need pay cheques, Varsha thought. She briefly wondered why he hadn’t joined his family business. She knew that they had offices in Mumbai, Pune and Delhi. Was it some family squabble? She let it pass.

‘I still don’t understand what you do, Kunal,’ she persisted.

‘I’ll give you an analogy. Let’s say that you manufacture armour and defence systems. Your armour is worn by soldiers in the battlefield, and your defence systems are used to shield vehicles from various types of attacks. Now, unless you test your armour with real bullets, you will never know how good it is. The same way, ethical hackers test security systems by trying to penetrate them.’

‘That makes sense.’

‘Let’s take it one step further. Shielding the US President’s car is a whole lot more complex than stopping bullets. It must also withstand mines and protect the President from biological or chemical weapons and from EMP.’

‘EMP?’

‘Electromagnetic pulse. It fries the electronics in a car, plane or town depending on its strength. The car must therefore be regularly tested against new technologies. An ethical hacker does something similar. He finds a way through sophisticated computer security systems, and then plugs the holes.’

‘Wow! Sounds like fun. I would like to see it.’

‘Maybe I can show you sometime.’ He looked at his watch and leapt up. ‘I better be going. Stuff to do.’
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‘I would like to see Mr Shah please,’ Ranade announced to the middle-aged, officious-looking woman who was Shah’s secretary.

‘Do you have an appointment?’ she asked, without looking up from her handbag. She was preparing to leave for the day.

‘No.’

‘Then you can’t meet him.’

Ranade stubbornly stared down the woman’s head. Eventually, she looked up and frowned.

‘I said you can’t see him. He is expecting an important visitor.’

Ranade placed his knuckles on the desk and thrust his face forward, glaring down at the surprised woman.

‘Has the visitor come yet?’

‘No. But he is due shortly.’

‘Then, Mr Shah will see me. If I can see the MD without an appointment, I can see Mr Shah too.’

‘Who –’

‘Police. I am investigating Mr Visht’s death. Now, will you announce me, or should I go in by myself?’

The woman hurried into Shah’s room and returned a few moments later.

‘He will see you. But remember that he is expecting –’

Ranade walked past her without acknowledging or thanking her. Shah sat frowning behind his desk. Half a dozen electronic gadgets lay on his table. He offered no greeting, nor did he invite Ranade to sit. Not one to be put off by churlishness, Ranade drew out a chair and sat down. Shah glanced pointedly at his watch.

‘Yes?’ he asked.

‘When did you last see your chairman, Mr Shah?’

‘Let me see... I didn’t see him on Friday...not on Thursday either. Perhaps on Wednesday.’ He checked his diary and nodded slowly.

‘Yes, Wednesday afternoon.’

‘How did it go? Was the meeting cordial?’

Shah grimaced. ‘He was his usual self, I suppose. You can never have a cordial meeting with some people. It was the usual – operations must improve, what we were doing was not good enough, etcetera, etcetera.’

‘I see. Was he upset in any way?’

‘Senior management is always upset! If you are growing well, the quality is not good. If the quality is good, we are not growing fast enough. You can never please them.’

‘Are you considered senior management, Mr Shah?’ Ranade couldn’t resist.

‘Yes. What’s that got to do –’

‘Nothing, I suppose. What did the two of you discuss?’

‘That’s the bank’s business, Inspector.’

‘It may help me understand Mr Visht’s state of mind.’ Ranade dug in his heels. ‘I can call for it formally if you wish.’

Shah relented. ‘It was about a customer...he had borrowed money against property...some flats. I was suggesting that we buy the flats from him instead of auctioning them. The bank usually auctions the mortgaged property and uses the proceeds to repay the loan. But in this case the customer was offering it at a good price and I felt that the bank would profit by buying it directly.’

‘Did Mr Visht agree?’

Shah shook his head. ‘He always went by the book.’

‘I see. Did you see him in the apartment block on Saturday?’

‘No.’

‘Where were you when he fell?’

‘In my flat.’

‘With your family or alone?’

‘Alone. My wife had gone to her mother’s place with our son. Why are you asking this?’

‘Because I must, Mr Shah. I must ask everyone. When were you at Dheer Sharma’s party?

‘Maybe from 9.30 p.m. I was there for forty-five minutes to an hour.’

‘Where did you go after that?’

‘Home. To my flat.’

‘Were you awake or asleep at 11?’

‘I don’t know. You can’t expect me to remember that.’

‘When did you learn of Mr Visht’s death?’

‘The next morning.’

‘Didn’t Mr Banerjee call you on Saturday night? He called Mr Bhasin a few minutes after Mr Visht fell.’

‘I don’t think so. I would have come down if he had, wouldn’t I? The chairman dying is a big thing.’

Ranade looked at Shah with interest. Why was he being so ungracious? He had made it clear that he did not like Visht, but what did he gain by behaving badly now? Was his rudeness a mask? Was he hiding something?

‘Can you tell me anything else that may be useful, Mr Shah?’

Shah frowned for a few moments as if weighing something, before saying, ‘Look here, Inspector. I have never been an admirer of Mr Visht, nor did I like him. It is now a closed chapter as far as I am concerned. I would like to move on.’

Voices emanated from outside Shah’s door. ‘I need the original title deeds,’ a familiar voice said.

‘But sir, the bank must retain the originals,’ another voice spoke a shade deferentially.

‘I can’t leave it here forever. I’ll speak to Shahji.’

Shah half-rose from his seat and stared at Ranade.

‘Has your visitor come?’ Ranade asked.

Before Shah could answer, the door opened and a short, fat man came in, studying some papers in a file.

‘Shahji,’ he said looking up. ‘I –‘ He stopped abruptly and stammered an apology to Ranade. It was Dheer Sharma.

‘I thought Mr Shah was alone,’ he said sheepishly. ‘The secretary had left, and I didn’t know you were here. I’ll wait outside till you finish.’

‘No, no.’ Ranade smiled as he rose. ‘Please stay. I was just about to leave.’

Ranade then strolled across the office to meet Banerjee next. In contrast to Shah, he seemed to have all the time in the world for Ranade, and his desk was clear. He welcomed him and offered tea and biscuits. He then spoke at length about what a fine man Visht was, and how everyone respected him. Ranade listened silently, noticing the hint of insincerity in the eulogy. When Banerjee finished, he asked him the same questions he had asked Shah.

It transpired that Banerjee had met Visht on Friday morning but didn’t notice anything unusual. Except for the brief meeting near the lifts, he had not seen him until he saw the body on Saturday night. He knew of Visht’s death only when people came knocking on Visht’s door.

‘I know you called Mr Bhasin immediately,’ Ranade said. ‘Did you call Mr Shah too?’

‘Yes. But he didn’t answer.’

‘Mobile or his landline?’

‘Both.’

‘He must have been asleep, I suppose.’

Banerjee seemed confused. ‘He never retires before midnight. And his light was on.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Positive. His flat, 5D, is right above where Mr Visht fell, a little to the right. It was visible from where we stood.’

After meeting Banerjee, Ranade went to Bhasin’s office, where he was shown in immediately.

‘The bank has some serious problems, Inspector,’ Bhasin said. ‘Mr Visht couldn’t have died at a worse time. We have a crisis brewing, and I don’t know the bank as well as Mr Visht did.’

‘Why not?’

‘I came here less than a year ago. They brought me in when the previous MD retired.’

‘Over Mr Banerjee?’

Bhasin nodded. ‘The Board did not have confidence in Mr Banerjee.’

‘He must have resented it.’

‘Resent is a strong word, Inspector. Yes, he was disappointed, but the Board wanted someone younger who would have a run of at least five years. Mr Visht, Banerjee and the previous MD were all retiring within twelve months of each other. Banerjee is retiring in six months.’

‘How about Mr Shah? He is younger.’

‘Shah is actually an IT man, not a banker. He has grown into an operations role over the years. The Board did not consider him.’

‘What is Mr Shah’s role?’

‘He manages administration and the operations of the bank. We have had serious problems there, as I told you the last time we met.’

‘Risky loans?’

Bhasin nodded. ‘We probably need a seasoned banker to head operations, but it is difficult to find the right person with our pay scale. We are trying, though.’

‘Anything else I must know, Mr Bhasin?’

Bhasin shook his head.‘If I could have your mobile number, I will call you if I think of something. Meanwhile, please feel free to call me any time. Here are my numbers.’

‘Thank you, Mr Bhasin.’ Ranade looked at his watch. ‘Is Kannan still in office?’

‘He should be at Mr Visht’s office, if you know where it is.’

‘Yes, I do. Thanks.’

Ranade walked out of Bhasin’s office and made his way to Visht’s.

‘Good evening, sir,’ Kannan said as Ranade entered.

‘Good evening, Mr Kannan. It is late, but can I speak to you for ten minutes before you leave?’

‘Of course.’ He waved him to a chair in front of his desk.

‘How long had you been with Mr Visht, Mr Kannan? Can you help me understand him?’

‘I’d known him for over twenty-five years. I began working with him when Kamini was a little girl. He was among the best of men, sir – kind, intelligent, and very well-meaning. I was an English Literature graduate who knew nothing of business or banking. He took me under his wing and made me what I am.’

‘How did he take his wife’s death?’

‘He was devastated! I have never seen him as broken and helpless as he was in the weeks following her death. She was a remarkable lady.’

‘Any thoughts about his death, Mr Kannan?’

‘Perplexing, sir. Utterly perplexing. There is no question of suicide. He was a strong, strong man. Nor was he one to fall off a balcony by accident.’

‘But you said he was a broken man after his wife’s death.’

‘For a short time, yes. So would any of us be, should such a fate befall us.’

‘Did he take to drink after her death?’

‘Absolutely not!’

‘What if I told you he had?’

‘I would not believe you, sir.’ Kannan’s response was quick and sure. His chin rose as he glared into Ranade’s eyes.

‘What if I told you we found a glass of whisky with his fingerprints on it?’

‘Did you?’ Kannan whispered.

Ranade nodded. Kannan’s face blanched and his hands fell to his lap. His face took on a deathly pallor.

‘Then, sir,’ he whispered, ‘I would ask you not to tell Kamini. She would be devastated.’



Chapter 9


CBS, like other global accounting firms, audited the financial statements of most multinationals and large Indian corporations. Almost all its clients were listed on the biggest stock exchanges, and investors relied entirely on CBS’s audits for the veracity of the statements.

During an audit, accounting firms often came into possession of critical ‘insider’ information, such as profits, losses and sales figures. Such information, which was not public yet, could significantly affect a company’s share price. These valuable nuggets of information on CBS’s servers were much sought-after, not only by share traders, but also by the client’s competitors.

CBS employed hundreds in each of their offices, and their Mumbai office was the largest in India. It was a large hall with hundreds of work spaces, cubicles and cabins. An old machinery manufacturer’s warehouse had been converted to create upmarket office space. The original roof with its big skylights had been retained, except that it had been insulated to keep the heat out and the air-conditioning in. Two wide aisles ran the length of the office, from which smaller aisles ran in both directions towards the cubicles. Another wide aisle divided the long hall in two.

Varsha reached her office a little before 8 a.m. the next morning. Having missed three days of work, she wanted to catch up on lost time before the crowd came in. As she hurriedly turned a corner into a main aisle, she tripped over a water bucket. Had she not shot out an arm and clutched the top of a partition, she would have fallen.

Fool of a cleaner! What a prize idiot! She thought furiously to herself.

The prize idiot, a man mopping the floor, had been lazily watching the striking hardware inside the server room through its glass walls. He now scurried to shift the bucket and mop up the spilled water. The aisle beyond was littered with trash and dirt swept in from the other aisles. Unless she was prepared to walk through the trash, she would have to wait before she could get to her desk.

Her eyes fell on Ashwin, CBS’s IT support manager, inside the server room. She went to the glass door and knocked.

The skinny young man jumped and opened the door. ‘Hi, Varsha. Early today?’

‘I wanted to catch up on some work. I missed office Monday to Wednesday, and I have a whole lot of mails to reply to. Can I talk to you for a few minutes, Ashwin?’

‘Sure. Why don’t you come in? I am checking yesterday’s backups.’

Ashwin was frightfully thin, with a head that was too large for his body. The mop of unruly hair seemed to have a mind of its own. That this emaciated-looking youngster had almost limitless energy never ceased to amaze everyone in CBS. Ashwin’s alacrity and encyclopaedic knowledge of IT matters had endeared him to the staff.

‘I want to know something about Gmail,’ Varsha said.

‘Ask away!’ he said, as his hands flew over his keyboard.

‘I know that my email is stored somewhere on Gmail’s servers, and I can access it in different ways – through a browser, with software like Outlook or Thunderbird, or from my mobile. What I wanted to know is, what can delay the delivery of an email? Can it get stuck anywhere?’

‘In software like Outlook, the mail is first stored in the outbox in your laptop. From there, it goes to the Gmail server. If your computer can’t connect to the Gmail server, or if it is not set to send the mail automatically, it can stay on your laptop till it is sent. The mail can get delayed if settings are screwed up. If there is a problem with the recipient’s mailbox, there can be a delay too.’

‘Is it the same for our office email?’

‘Yes, except that instead of the Gmail server, it is the Microsoft Exchange server sitting inside this room. And there are some other technical differences. One minute, Varsha…’

Varsha’s eyes fell on a book on Ashwin’s desk as she waited for him to finish. It was a book on hacking. Her interest piqued after the discussion with Kunal, she picked up the book and was scanning its contents page when Ashwin jumped to his feet and exclaimed, ‘Bloody hell!’

Varsha looked at him in surprise. Ashwin was not known to swear, not in office at least.

‘My suspicions were right,’ he continued. ‘Somebody is trying to break in.’

‘Break in?’

‘Someone tried to hack into our servers the night before last. He tried again last night.’

‘Who?’

‘No idea.’ He suddenly realized what he was saying. ‘Varsha, I shouldn’t have told you. Please keep it with yourself. Hippo will kill me if he knows that I told you.’ Hippo was what the staff called Vincent Shain behind his back.

‘Don’t worry. Is that why you have this book on hacking?’

Ashwin nodded. ‘I set up something to detect intrusions last evening. And sure enough, I’ve found the traces.’ He looked like a kid who had won a lottery.

‘Why would someone break into our servers?’

‘Who knows? It could be a competitor; it could be anybody. All I know is that someone broke in.’

‘It could also be someone seeking confidential information about our listed clients.’

‘What would they do with our clients’ information?’

‘To try and make a quick buck on the stock market.’

Ashwin stared at Varsha for a few seconds and picked up the phone.

‘Sir, this is Ashwin. There was an intrusion attempt last night...I am in the server room, sir...yes...yes.’

Ashwin hung up.

‘Oh God! Hippo is already here. He is coming. Go quickly, Varsha! He will kill me if he sees you here.’

He sprang to the door to let Varsha out, but it was too late. Vincent walked up just as he opened it. He saw Varsha and frowned.

‘What is this? An early morning romance?’

Varsha controlled herself. Couldn’t this pervert think of anything else? Couldn’t he treat a woman as a regular co-worker?

‘What are you doing in the server room?’ Vincent continued in the same tone, now glaring at her. ‘Don’t you know you are not allowed here?’

‘I came to ask Ashwin something, sir.’

She tried to maintain a certain dignity even if Vincent did not. The ‘sir’ was a deliberate attempt at formality. Most people in the firm addressed each other, including seniors, by the first name. In CBS, the appellation was more a sign of distance than respect.

‘Do you have something to ask him every morning?’

Varsha wanted to slap him.

‘No, Mr Shain,’ she said coldly, keeping her voice even with difficulty. ‘I came in early because I missed work the last three days. But the area near my desk was being cleaned. So I stepped in to ask Ashwin something. Please do not assume that if two co-workers talk there is romance in the air.’

She glanced at Ashwin. The poor boy was deeply embarrassed. Not being the most socially adept person, this geek of a boy was unable to handle the crass COO.

‘Do you know about the intrusion attempt?’ Vincent continued.

‘Yes. I was here when Ashwin discovered it a minute ago.’

Vincent turned to the miserable young man and glowered.

‘Don’t you know that your job requires you to maintain confidentiality?’ he shouted, unnecessarily loudly, drawing glances from the cleaning crew. ‘You signed a bloody piece of paper to that effect when you joined the firm. You can lose your job for this!’

His strident voice resounded in the confines of the server room and Ashwin visibly cringed. Varsha’s temper stirred.

‘Sir –’ she started but Vincent cut her off.

‘I suggest you don’t compound your indiscretion, young lady,’ he snapped.

Varsha fell silent, more surprised than anything else. Nobody had ever spoken to her in this manner. Most CBS partners conducted themselves with dignity and professionalism. Vincent was the only exception. Her face tightened, and she decided to stay in the server room to support Ashwin.

‘I...I am sorry, sir,’ Ashwin mumbled.

‘It is my fault, Mr Shain,’ interrupted Varsha firmly. She ignored Vincent’s raised hand meant to warn her. ‘He was too polite to ask me to go.’

Vincent glared at her for a few moments. He wasn’t used to juniors talking back to him.

‘I will take up this matter of indiscipline separately,’ he hissed and turned to Ashwin. ‘Tell me about the intrusion.’

Varsha made no attempts to leave the room, despite knowing what was going to be said was confidential. She would stand up for Ashwin if he himself could not. She was surprised Vincent had not shooed her away yet.

‘The first attempt was at around 11 p.m., but it was brief and possibly did not succeed. The next was a little after midnight, lasted about fifteen minutes, and may have been successful.’

‘Anything stolen?’

‘Not possible to say, sir. The hacker seems to have accessed some client and project folders on the server.’ Ashwin glanced quickly at Varsha. ‘There is no way we can tell if he took any files.’

‘Can you tell which folders were hacked into?’ interrupted Varsha.

‘Yes. Several folder under audit –’

‘Why do you ask?’ interrupted Vincent, turning to Varsha.

‘If he hacked into folders of listed clients, we should check what those folders contained. If they had anything confidential, we may need to inform the clients or the regulators.’

Vincent blinked in surprise, his annoyance seeming to diminish. He turned back to Ashwin.

‘What else?’

‘He tried accessing mail files, but it doesn’t seem like he took anything. Besides, they are password-protected.’

‘Send me an email with the details. I will forward it to Corporate IT in London.’

Varsha felt relieved that the worst was over and tempers had quietened sufficiently for some decorum to return. She turned to go when Vincent spoke.

‘See me before you leave for the evening. I need to speak to you after my discussion with Subbu yesterday.’

Varsha escaped, feeling sorry for poor Ashwin who was now closeted with Vincent. She glanced back to see Vincent wagging his finger at him. Her thoughts returned to her own problems. What had Subbu told Vincent? Surely, nothing about him staring at women from his cabin!
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Ranade contemplated the preliminary case report on his desk. The missing laptop had raised new questions about Visht’s death. In a way, he was glad it did. Something was bothering him, but there was no evidence in the preliminary report to substantiate his doubts.

He sat back and considered the case afresh, pencil twirling on his thumb.

Visht was last seen outside his flat sometime around 9 p.m., after which he remained inside the apartment. During this time, he had connected to the internet thrice, the last at 9.02 p.m. Nobody entered or left his flat in the next two hours. Yet, the photographs confirmed that the laptop was missing when Ranade had entered the flat after Visht’s fall. No visitor had carried a laptop out of the building that night or the next day. But Visht’s wireless modem had been activated in Dadar the previous evening to access his Gmail account.

Could Visht’s death be anything other than accidental? What was so important in the laptop to attract such attention? And where were the papers Visht had photocopied that evening? Nevertheless, Ranade had no evidence that suggested foul play. Suicide remained a possibility, but there were no indications towards that either. Conversations with the commission’s members and the bank staff had not thrown up anything concrete.

Ranade’s thoughts went to Kamini. The assault on her was not a coincidence; she was targeted despite Varsha being with her. The break-in looked like a professional job too.

There were too many loose ends and unconnected dots for Ranade’s taste. He knew he couldn’t take it for granted that Visht’s death was an accident. The best thing he could do now was to go and see Kamini.

She was alone in her flat when he rang the bell, except for the policewoman he had sent as security. Another constable outside her door threw him a salute.

‘Any idea why someone would attack you?’ Ranade asked Kamini after he had heard the details of the break-in and the assault first-hand.

‘Not the faintest, Inspector. That’s why I am so scared. I don’t know who they are or what they want. When they did not find me in the flat, they came after me on the road.’

‘Are you sure the man who attacked you had a knife?’

‘Positive. I saw it gleam. The second man had one too. The blade was at least eight inches long.’

Kamini shivered at the memory, and Ranade changed the subject.

‘Why would someone want to steal your father’s laptop? Kannan said there were few official documents on it. Mr Visht mostly used it for email.’

‘No idea. As far as I know, he had nothing of a personal nature on it. The only thing I can think of is that it was a new, high-end laptop.’

Ranade produced a piece of paper from his pocket and showed it to Kamini. A number was written on it.

‘Do you recognize this phone number?’

‘No.’ She examined the number for a few more moments and returned the paper. ‘Surely you can trace it from the telecom company.’

‘It is a prepaid number that was bought last year using a fake identity. We are calling the owner “Jack” for now. Jack has hardly used this number. In fact, no calls were made or received from this number except on the night of your father’s death.’

‘How is this number relevant to my father’s death?’

‘He received a call from this number at 9 p.m. the night he died. It was the last call he received.’

Kamini stiffened. She took out her phone and checked whether the number belonged to anyone she knew. After five minutes, she shook her head.

‘Any other calls?’ she whispered hoarsely.

‘All other calls were accounted for, Ms Visht. This is the only number we haven’t been able to verify. Please let me know if you think of anything that may help explain this.’

Kamini nodded. Ranade wrote down his number on a notepad and rose to go.

‘Call me on this number if anything happens or you hear anything. Don’t wait till the next morning. Call me at any time, night or day.’

‘What should I do, Inspector? Should I stay indoors? Can I go out at all?’

‘Go out when necessary, but not alone. Return before it gets dark. Will Varsha be staying with you?’

‘On and off, I think. She has already missed more work that she can afford.’

‘Get her to stay with you if she can. Being with friends will help you get over this.’

[image: image]

Varsha’s desk phone rang a little after 6 p.m. She looked at it with distaste and picked it up after the third ring.

‘Hello.’

‘Vincent here. Come to my office, please.’

‘Okay.’

Varsha felt uneasy, as she always did, at the prospect of going into Vincent’s cabin. She felt vulnerable and unprotected, and today was no different. She wound her dupatta around her neck and let the two ends hang in the front as a barrier against his lecherous gaze.

She remembered that Subbu had spoken to Vincent, and her unease deepened. She picked up her notebook and pen and made her way to Vincent’s cabin, wondering what was in store.

Once she entered the cabin, she sat down without a word, staring at the desk. Vincent sat back in his chair, and she imagined him surveying her.

‘How is the SRIL audit coming along?’ he asked.

‘It is almost over. With the factory visits, we have almost completed the process.’

‘Yes, the process…but what do you think of the company itself?’

‘I had concerns that I shared with the job partner. I suppose we will be signing the audit shortly.’

‘What if I told you we may not be prepared to sign the statements?’

Varsha looked up in surprise, but said nothing.

‘Will you be surprised?’ Vincent persisted, a silly grin on his face now.

‘Depends on the reason.’

‘Churning of the company’s debt.’

Varsha’s face lit up. ‘Yes, I am surprised.’

‘Subbu thought you would be. Your concerns were well-founded. We conducted a supplementary investigation when you were on leave and found sufficient cause for concern.’

‘I see.’

‘We are also changing the partner and the manager on the job.’

So Subbu had delivered on his promise! Wonderful Subbu! Varsha was delighted but remained silent.

‘I hope your faith in the firm is restored.’

Varsha didn’t know what to say. She did a bad job of keeping her face expressionless, and took refuge behind a sudden bout of artificial coughing to avoid showing her delight.

‘Subbu was right. You do have a nose for this sort of thing. You also saw the implications of the hacking at once, your indiscretion with Ashwin notwithstanding. You may like our forensic practice.’

‘I think I would like to try it, sir.’

Varsha studied Vincent. This was a very ‘un-Vincent-like’ conversation, despite his churlishness about her being in the server room. For the first time, the discussion was not an inane pretext to ogle at her. She noticed that Vincent’s gaze was not his usual lecherous one either. In fact, he seemed to be avoiding looking at her! And when he did look at her, he anchored his eyes on her face. Varsha intuitively knew that Subbu had given him the message.

Fantastic Subbu! He had managed to do it in a way that didn’t compromise her. Contrary to her misgivings, this meeting was turning out to be positive. The two problems of her work life had been addressed. Delighted, she waited for Vincent as he studied the pen in his hand. He abruptly looked up and fixed his gaze on her forehead.

‘What do you think we should do about the intrusion?’

‘I am not an expert in IT matters, Mr Shain.’

‘Still, I want to hear your thoughts. What would you do in my place?’

‘Well, I would first isolate the file servers after say, 9 p.m., to keep it out of the intruder’s reach.’

‘Go on.’

‘I would get the IT guys to find a solution to the hacking.’

‘Yes. What else?’

‘Meanwhile, I would take a close look at the folders the intruder accessed. We need to get a handle on what may have been stolen, and what implications that may have.’

‘Good. I have initiated the first two. Until further notice, file servers in all our offices will go offline at 8 p.m. London is working with Ashwin to find a technical solution to the hacking.’

‘And the third?’

‘That is why you are here.’ Vincent pushed a sheaf of papers towards her. ‘Here is a printout of the file directories.’

‘But Mr Shain!’ she protested, ‘I have other work to do. I am behind schedule.’

‘The SRIL audit has a new schedule and a new team now. Someone else will take over from you tomorrow. This hacking issue is critical. Have a quick look at these papers now, and tell me what you think. You can examine it in detail later.’

Varsha studied the printout for a few minutes, and a frown slowly gathered on her face. She looked up with visible concern.

‘These seem to be customer and supplier contracts of our clients. The files also seem to have sales data from client systems. We shouldn’t be bringing such information out of the client’s premises. If any of this was stolen and is traced back to us, we will be in trouble.’

Vincent nodded.

‘So you see Varsha, we are in a mess. Fixing this is far more important than the SRIL audit. We need your help. We have taken a backup, so that we know – and can demonstrate – exactly what was there when the hacker broke in.’

‘I will need a copy of the folders to examine. I must have access to all files in it.’

‘You will.’

‘Will I have anyone working with me?’

‘Not for the present.’ He raised his hand as Varsha began to protest. ‘Let us first assess the amount of work. We can add people depending on how much work there is. This is a very sensitive matter, and we do not want more people involved than is absolutely necessary.’

Varsha understood.

‘Consider yourself the manager on the project. Ashwin will help you with IT matters. You will work directly with Subbu and me. You will move to a cabin tomorrow. Keep it locked when you are not in office. And I do not need to impress upon you the need for secrecy. Do not speak to anyone about it, even to other partners.’

Varsha nodded silently. She felt overwhelmed by this new responsibility. Here she was, an assistant manager, about to perform the task of a senior manager. She felt nervous for a moment, unsure if she was up to the task. But if Subbu had faith in her, she could do it. The only thing that she disliked was that she would have to work with Vincent. Perhaps, he may not be as bad after Subbu’s intervention.

Her thoughts went to Kamini. If Varsha had to spend late nights in the office, Kamini would be alone. She didn’t know what to tell her.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of running feet and the abrupt opening of Vincent’s cabin door. Joan, Subbu’s secretary, stood there weeping and trembling. Her chubby frame shook with sobs, and she was gasping so rapidly that she could hardly speak. Some other colleagues had run up behind her.

‘Sir…sir…’ she gasped, unable to speak.

Varsha quickly rose and went to her. She closed the door, put an arm around her and forced her into a chair.

‘What is it, Joan?’ Vincent growled.

‘Subbu, sir…Subbu.’

‘What about him?’

‘He is dead sir! He has been killed in Delhi!’



Chapter 10


Varsha went numb. She felt as if she were in a trance. Suddenly, nothing seemed real – not Vincent, not Joan, nor the people who had run up behind her. She stared at the chubby, middle-aged woman calmly – almost in a detached manner – as Vincent waved the others away. It was as if she was watching a movie, and the drama was playing out on a screen in front of her eyes.

‘Killed?’ she heard Vincent ask. ‘How?’

‘I don’t know…just got a call from the Delhi police…they asked for his office and the call came to me…here is their number.’ Joan spoke between sobs, struggling to string words together and keep her emotions at bay. She thrust out a torn sheet of paper that she had crumpled in her distress. Vincent took it and glanced at the number scrawled on it.

‘I will call them. First tell me what you know.’

‘Subbu left for Delhi this morning…he called me after landing… asked me to shift his meeting at 2 p.m. to 4 p.m.’ She paused and took a deep breath. ‘He didn’t have any other meetings in the morning. When he didn’t turn up for the 4 p.m. meeting, the client called me… I tried Subbu’s phone many times…couldn’t reach him. I had been trying since then…couldn’t reach him. Then…then, I got this call from the police.’

‘What did they say?’

‘They asked if it was Subbu’s office…I said yes…they said that they had found him dead…he had been killed…I took the number and said that I would ask someone senior to call them.’

‘Okay. Don’t speak of this to anyone in the office or elsewhere. Go home right away. Nobody is to know that he was killed. Understand?’

Joan nodded miserably.

Vincent gestured to his secretary to take Joan away and turned to Varsha. Varsha saw him looking at her and saying her name, but for some reason, she couldn’t respond. She stared at him blankly till somebody shook her. She returned to reality with a start; her head began to swim. She felt terribly giddy and sat down abruptly on a chair, burying her head in her hands. Gradually, the giddiness abated and she regained control of her senses. Vincent was now speaking on the phone, and his secretary was sitting beside her with her arm around Varsha’s shoulders.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked her softly.

Varsha couldn’t believe what she had just heard. This cannot be happening. How can Subbu be killed? What proof did they have, other than Joan’s hysterical outburst?  Varsha reached for her mobile, mumbling something about calling Subbu, but Vincent’s secretary gently held her hand.

‘We have already tried calling him, Varsha,’ she said. ‘It’s true.’

Varsha stared at her in horror. The truth finally sank in and grief overwhelmed her. A part of her still resisted it. Maybe he was only hurt?  She asked again, and Vincent’s secretary shook her head unhappily. Varsha felt miserable and forlorn, but her heart still searched for a ray of hope. Unable to bear the tussle within her, she broke into tears and buried her face in her hands.

‘Are you okay?’ Vincent’s secretary asked her once again.

Varsha nodded silently and wiped her face with her dupatta. She caught snippets of Vincent’s conversation with the police. She tried to gather her wits and rein in her emotions. Vincent finished his call and turned to her.

‘What did the police say?’ she asked.

‘You are in no position to hear it. I suggest you return home and rest.’ Vincent was in a foul mood.

‘Mr Shain, he was like a second father to me,’ Varsha said softly. ‘I have known him all my life. I must know what happened. I have a right to know.’

Just then, two partners – Sanjay Khanna and another – came into the room. Vincent nodded to his secretary, who rose and went out, closing the door behind her.

‘The police found Subbu in an abandoned car outside Delhi, the same car that had picked him up from the airport. He was alone, lying dead in the backseat.’

‘How did he die?’ Varsha asked.

‘His…his throat was slit.’

Tears sprung anew to her eyes and her throat choked.

‘Oh my God! Poor Uncle! Who did it?’

Vincent shook his head. ‘They don’t know. The driver is missing. So are Subbu’s bags, laptop, phone, wallet and watch.’

Varsha’s anger boiled over. The bastards! How could they have done such an awful thing to Subbu? And for what? A stupid laptop and a few thousand bucks?

‘Beasts!’ Varsha hissed. ‘May they rot in hell! They killed a man who wouldn’t hurt a fly. Do the police know when it happened?’

‘They found him at around 5 p.m.; they believe he had been dead for a few hours.’

‘How did they identify him?’ Sanjay asked.

‘They traced the car, and the car agency told them that Joan had booked the car. The police then called Joan.’

‘Who could have done this?’ Sanjay was horrified. ‘Killing a gem of a man! We must inform his next of kin.’

Vincent turned to Varsha and looked at her enquiringly. Varsha took a deep breath before replying: ‘His brother is in Mumbai. HR or Joan should have the number. If not, I have it at home. He has a sister in Chennai.’ Her confused mind sought to make sense of everything she had heard. For a moment, she wondered if this was all a bad dream. Unfortunately, the people around her were all too real. She stood up to leave.

‘If you don’t need me now, I want to go home. I can’t work in this state.’

Vincent nodded.

‘Please,’ Sanjay added. ‘Take a couple of days off if you need to.’

Varsha shook her head.

‘No, Sanjay. It is best that I throw myself into work. I will be here tomorrow morning.’

‘My car will drop you home, if you wish.’

‘Thanks,’ she said gratefully. ‘That will be a great help.’

‘Gather your things and come to the car park. My driver will be waiting.’

As she packed, she called Kamini to check if she was at home. Given how fragile Kamini was, Varsha decided to tell her about Subbu in person rather than over the phone. She called Kunal on the way, but his phone was off. She called once again after five minutes, to no avail – she was now annoyed at him not being available at a time of need. She then called Manish and told him about Subbu, and asked him to come to Kamini’s flat as soon as he could. She called Kunal again, but without success.

Her eyes fell on a restaurant they were passing. How many times had she gone there with Subbu! Her eyes brimmed again. She had eaten out with Subbu on more occasions than she could remember, but she had never offered to pay, just as she never paid when she went out with her parents. Truly, Subbu had been a second father. The special relationship they shared was two-way.

Among her fondest childhood memories were the countless hours she had spent with him, listening wide-eyed to stories and going on ‘adventure’ trips – mountaineering, rafting, trekking, scuba diving and all manners of outdoor activities. Her enduring love for the outdoors had come from this man, who was known in Mumbai’s circles as much for his joy of life as for his impeccable integrity.

A hundred yards further was the shop where Subbu had got her an iPod for her eighteenth birthday. The world suddenly seemed to be full of places that reminded her of him. She buried her face in her hands and let go. Sobs racked her frame. The monsters! How they had killed him! She desperately hoped the killers would be found. If there was anything she could do to find them, she would do it willingly.

Abruptly, her phone rang, yanking her back to the present. It was Ashwin.

‘Hi Varsha, can I talk to you now?’

She cleared her choked throat and answered. ‘If you must. Now is not a great time.’

‘I’m sorry, Varsha. I’ll call later if you wish. I heard about Subbu and thought I should call you and convey my condolences. He was your uncle, wasn’t he?’

Varsha was touched. Her annoyance faded. She didn’t correct Ashwin’s mistake.

‘Thanks, Ashwin. That is very sweet of you.’

‘What a tragedy no, Varsha? Such a fine man. He was easily the best partner in the firm. Not only was he very competent, he was the nicest person.’

‘Yes, Ashwin. He was a wonderful person.’

Tears continued to course down her cheeks, but she no longer cared.

‘You know Varsha, support staff like me are not treated well by many people. They look down upon us and criticize us at the first opportunity. But not Subbu. He treated me just as he would an audit manager. Always with respect. The entire firm is talking about him.’

A lump choked Varsha’s throat. Ashwin’s praise moved her deeply. Many people in the firm did take support staff for granted. Much of the interactions they had with them were to tick them off. That such a senior person would look at them as equals was a great comfort.

‘Varsha, you there?’

‘Yes, Ashwin,’ she said, clearing her throat. ‘I was just thinking of him. It was really sweet of you to call me. Thank you so much. By the way, did Vincent speak to you today?’

‘Not after shouting at me in the morning.’

‘Okay. He will speak to you soon. They have taken this hacking thing seriously. I am to work with you on it. This is very confidential, so don’t tell anybody.’

‘That is great, Varsha. I would like to work with you.’ His voice reflected genuine pleasure. Varsha smiled at Ashwin’s simplicity and candour.

‘Okay. Bye, Ashwin.’

The car had reached Kamini’s apartment. She got out of the car and turned her mind to how she would break the news to an already distressed Kamini.

‘Thank God, you are back,’ Kamini said as Varsha entered her flat. ‘I feel like I am losing my mind. I am so glad to see you!’

‘What happened?’

‘Oh, nothing really. But sitting here, all alone with that policewoman, with all sorts of morbid thoughts running through my mind…’

Varsha felt sorry for Kamini. With her parents dead, no siblings, and her only relatives on the other side of the world, she had nobody to turn to. Already reeling under her father’s cruel demise, driven by the fear of unknown assailants, there could not be a worse time for her to receive the news of Subbu’s death. But she had to hear it sooner or later. Tomorrow’s newspapers would carry it anyway. If she took it badly, Varsha would have no choice but to take a few more days off. She was unsure of what to do, but she put on a brave face for Kamini.

‘Don’t worry.’ She forced a smile. ‘Manish will be here shortly. You will feel better with people around you.’

Kamini’s face brightened. ‘Is Kunal coming too?’

‘His phone is switched off. I’ll order some dinner, and we can have a relaxed evening. Do you want to call anyone else?’

‘Shall I call Ashok?’

‘Sure.’ With no relatives around, Ashok’s support was a godsend. ‘I’ll make some tea while you call him.’

They were sitting in the hall ten minutes later, nursing hot mugs of tea. Varsha looked at Kamini and dreaded giving her the news. She looked so much happier now than when Varsha had entered. But the news had to be given.

‘I have something to tell you, Kamini,’ she said gently. ‘It is not pleasant. Just take it calmly without getting too upset.’

‘What?’ Kamini’s anxiety flared.

Varsha struggled with words. The message was a terrible one, and there was no way to sugarcoat it. She decided to tell it as it was.

‘Kamini, Subbu died today.’

‘What!’

Varsha nodded. ‘In Delhi.’

‘No! How did he die?’

‘I am not sure,’ she lied. ‘I came to know a little after 6. I came here as soon as I heard the news.’

‘You are sure, Varsha?’

Varsha nodded again. Kamini’s hands trembled as she put her tea mug down. She closed her eyes and tears rolled from them.

‘Why?’ she whispered. ‘Why him? Why another? What is happening?’

Varsha remained silent. Her own grief was threatening to overwhelm her, and she had no strength to comfort the other woman. She didn’t know how close Kamini had been to Subbu, but the loss was very, very personal for her. She too had nobody to turn to. She thought of her father and rose.

‘I must call my father,’ she said. ‘It is morning in New York.’

Kamini nodded. When Varsha returned ten minutes later, Kamini was hanging up her phone, as shaken as she had been after the discovery of the break-in. She was once again going to pieces.

‘First my father. Then the attacks. And now this. What is happening, Varsha? Are these events connected? Auntie is worried too.’

‘Auntie?’

‘Mrs Khote. Ashok’s mother. She had just called.’

Varsha sighed mentally. Why did Kamini have to connect things? Weren’t matters bad enough as they were? She decided to quash such pointless thoughts.

‘There is no connection, Kamini,’ she said curtly, but Kamini shook her head vehemently.

‘It fits with my dreams. Something dark and terrible is stalking me. I can feel its presence. All this is happening because of me.’ Kamini began mumbling softly, staring blankly at the opposite wall. Varsha knelt in front of her and studied her face. She seemed to be talking to herself, lost to the world. Her eyes had a faraway look, but fear haunted them. She was muttering to herself in a low voice, oblivious to Varsha staring at her.

‘Kamini,’ she called softly.

When she didn’t respond, she called her again. And once more. Finally, she held her by the shoulders and gently shook her. Kamini blinked at Varsha a few times as if confused. Varsha wondered if she needed professional help to tide over this distressing time.

‘Come, let’s tidy up the hall and decide what to order for dinner,’ she said briskly, trying to force Kamini out of her obsession. ‘The guys will be arriving shortly.’

She bullied her into getting up and doing some work. Kamini uncomplainingly obeyed.

You are right, Varsha,’ she said. ‘I have been getting into these dark moods since Dad died. It is not healthy. I wonder if my old depression is returning.’

Varsha stole a glance at Kamini. That would explain her recent behaviour and mental fragility, but this was not the time to discuss it. She made a mental note to ask Kamini for her doctor’s contacts – just in case she got worse.

‘Nothing of that sort,’ she said softly. ‘You are fine, and you will feel much better if you have people around you. Do you want to get back to work?’

‘I don’t feel brave enough. Not so soon after those men attacked me. The inspector asked me to stay put.’

‘But staying here all alone will make you brood, and depress you further. It will help if you have people around you.’

‘That was what Auntie said too. She feared for me after two deaths in quick succession. She insisted that I go and stay with them for a few weeks.’

A penny dropped. Varsha whirled around and clutched Kamini’s shoulders.

‘That’s a great idea, Kamini!’ she said. ‘Why didn’t we think of it before? It is the obvious solution.’ Varsha was delighted and relieved. Not only was it the answer to Kamini’s loneliness, it also provided her the safety she required. Varsha could then throw herself into investigating the hacking incident without feeling guilty about not being with her.

‘They have a big house with more spare rooms than they can use. And they have round-the-clock security. Auntie says that I will feel very safe there. You really think I should accept the invitation?’

‘Yes,’ Varsha said firmly. ‘You have known them all your life. Old friends do help each other in times like this.’

‘I think you are right. I will call her right away.’

She was back within a minute, smiling. ‘Auntie asked me to come tonight with Ashok, but I told her that you were staying with me. I will go there first thing tomorrow.’

‘Great! Now let’s order some dinner before the guys get here.’



Chapter 11


Hegde looked around the room with satisfaction as he sat at his table at ZARA’s fund-raising luncheon. The NGO’s founders seldom used their political connections, but when they did, the result was impressive. A few quiet words dropped in the right ears had ensured a very healthy response. The entire hall was full. He could recognize several people from top business houses and banks. At a table across the room sat a Bollywood starlet, while a recently retired cricketer was at another table. Ashwath was in conversation with Rupesh Khote while Zubin spoke animatedly at another table. Hegde’s eyes fell on Reshmi on the adjacent table, where she was telling the others at the table about CBS while a CBS partner listened.

‘CBS has a worldwide policy of not giving cash donations, but their assistance in kind is equally, if not more, valuable,’ she was telling them. ‘They audit our books free of charge. Having a global firm attest our accounts is a huge boost to our transparency.’

As murmurs of agreement and nodding of heads greeted the statement, Hegde brought his attention back to his own table, where Banerjee was telling Aarti how much FLC Bank was missing Visht’s wisdom.

‘It was at his insistence that the bank decided not to fund purchase of real estate,’ he was saying when the man next to Hegde tapped his arm.

‘Has the commission finished its work, Dr Hegde?’ asked the retired civil-servant-turned-activist.

‘Almost,’ replied Hegde. ‘Mr Visht’s untimely death will cause some delay, though.’

‘I understand there were instances of loans being used to buy real estate at inflated prices,’ the man continued. ‘Is that true?’

‘I really can’t comment on the matter now. Not until the commission’s findings are made public.’

‘I understand,’ nodded the activist. ‘But I wonder if the commission has looked at who ultimately benefitted from such transactions. One hears murmurs of a bigger mastermind behind such deals. Shareholders and the public should know where the thousands of crores have gone.’

Hegde’s mind went back to one of his last conversations with Visht, when he had asked the same question. The banks were the losers in all the cases. Where real estate had been given as collateral, the borrower had siphoned off the loan money and left his company bankrupt. But where loans were used to purchase real estate, the sellers were the only gainers. They had received monies worth several times the market value of their properties.

Hegde was pensive for the rest of the luncheon. As soon as it finished, he made his way to the commission’s office and called the secretary.

‘Mohan, can you get me the Blue Gem file please?’ he said. ‘I don’t know the file number, but it will be one of our last files.’

As soon as Mohan brought the file, Hegde went to the sheet that had the details of the loan. Blue Gem had purchased the factory from a company called Aurora Enterprises Private Limited. The promoter of Blue Gem was an obscure businessman he had not heard of. Blue Gem had claimed they had a large backlog of orders, which they could not fulfil unless they expanded with a new factory. They had shown emails and MoUs to back their claim. But within months of sanctioning the loan, most orders had been cancelled, and the backlog dried up, sending Blue Gem into bankruptcy.

Hegde closed the file and went to Mohan’s desk with a USB memory stick.

‘Can you give me the summary spreadsheet please?’ he asked.

Early in their investigations, Visht had insisted that a spreadsheet be created with the summary details of all the loans the commission was investigating. To each loan, he had added the reason for default and the nature of the fraud.

Hegde now opened the spreadsheet on his laptop and sorted it according to the reason for default and the nature of the fraud. The most common reason for defaulting on loans was ‘Borrower Insolvent’, and for a majority of them, the nature of the fraud was ‘Overvalued Collateral’. He located the Blue Gem loan and examined the details. The reason for default had been listed as ‘Borrower Insolvent’, but the nature of the fraud was different: ‘Property Purchased at Inflated Prices’.

Silently thanking Visht for his foresight, Hegde sorted the spreadsheet according to the nature of frauds and extracted all loans where the nature of fraud was the same as the Blue Gem loan – ‘Property Purchased at Inflated Prices’. There were fifty-one such loans. He copied them to another sheet and sorted them according to the sellers.

The name almost jumped off the laptop’s screen and hit him in the face!

Aurora Enterprises was the seller in the first eight bad loans. They had sold properties worth over a thousand crores in Nasik, Aurangabad, Nagpur, Pune and other parts of Maharashtra. Hegde scrolled down the sheet. The next six rows had listed ‘Coral Cove Pvt. Ltd’ as the seller, which had sold properties in Rajasthan and Haryana, and the sales deeds added up to another thousand crores. Then came ‘Gilt Edge Pvt. Ltd’, which had sold seven properties in Karnataka and Tamil Nadu. Four more companies followed, each selling between five and seven properties.

In all, just seven companies had sold forty-seven of the fifty-one properties.

Hegde had hit pay dirt.

Visht’s concerns had indeed been well-founded. There was more to the scam than the commission was being allowed to investigate. Somehow, Hegde was not surprised. But is there a wider conspiracy? If there was substance in Visht’s misgivings about Shruti’s death, Hegde had to proceed with caution.

He selected a sample of fifteen loans so that they covered all five sellers, and made a list of the file numbers on a sheet of paper. He put away the USB stick and walked over to Mohan.

‘Can you get me these files please?’ he asked. ‘Give me any five first so that I can go through them while you locate the others.’

As the files came, Hegde noted down the selling price, details of the properties, seller and buyer details, transaction dates and the sale deed details.

Once he had scrutinized all fifteen, he sat back and contemplated his next step. If he used the commission’s resources to investigate the deals, Nokhar would halt the enquiry. He had to investigate it through another agency: ZARA.

As he left the office, he called Hussain, a ZARA investigator.

‘I will mail you a list of five companies with their addresses,’ he said. ‘Get as much information about them as you can. Start with the Registrar of Companies and find out about their businesses and management. Try to get their financials too. But keep it quiet. I don’t want anyone except the two of us to know about this.’

[image: image]

Varsha was very tired when she reached office on Friday. She had hardly slept the night before, and whenever sleep came, so did the nightmares of Subbu lying in a car with a slit throat. Grief pounded her like waves on a relentless sea, robbing her of the little strength she had. Kamini’s restless moaning during her rare spells of sleep only made matters worse. By the time the sun rose, Varsha was bereft of emotion and strength. Still, she had packed Kamini off to the Khotes’ and made her way to Vincent’s cabin, who had some fresh news: the driver of Subbu’s car had been found. He had driven Subbu to a mall straight from the airport, but had no idea why Subbu wanted to go to the mall at a time when most shops were yet to open. He had dropped him off at the entrance and gone to the underground parking lot, where he had been chatting with some workmen. One of them dropped some money, and the driver remembered bending down to pick it up. Then, something hit him at the back of his head and he lost consciousness.

He had woken up in a ditch sometime in the night. His mobile, wallet, watch and everything but the clothes he wore were gone. He had found his way to a police station fifty kilometres outside Delhi in the wee hours of the morning. The injury at the back of his head and a hypodermic syringe mark on his arm were consistent with his story. A blood test confirmed that he had been drugged. Further, Subbu’s Blackberry’s location, which was on till midday, confirmed the driver’s story that he had taken Subbu to the mall directly from the airport.

The police had asked Vincent not to tell anyone about Subbu’s murder or disclose the details; Vincent had put a gag order on Joan and the three partners who knew.

‘I have assigned a cabin to you,’ he said as Varsha rose to leave his cabin. ‘I’ll show you.’

Varsha’s glass box was three cabins away from Vincent’s. A small meeting room had been converted as her temporary office.

‘Are you sure you can work?’ Vincent asked. ‘You look terrible.’

‘It is best that I work. I must do something to keep my mind occupied. Else, I will keep thinking of Mr Subramaniam. The hacking affair is just the right thing to divert me. Have you spoken to Ashwin?’

‘Not yet – yesterday was bad. I’ll call him now.’

As Vincent picked up the phone to call Ashwin, Varsha wondered how Vincent had changed from the time Subbu had spoken to him. He was still rude at times, especially with support staff, but he was treating her with respect, and seemed to be doing it consciously. Subbu’s intervention had made an immediate and discernible difference. She suddenly felt a void that left her unnerved.

When Ashwin came in and remained standing, Varsha became annoyed. Vincent had to start treating all his co-workers with respect, not just women.

‘Sit down, Ashwin,’ she snapped. ‘The three of us work together. There is no need for protocol.’

Ashwin looked alarmed and remained standing. It was an unstated rule that support staff did not sit in front of the COO unless he asked them to. But Varsha couldn’t care less. She smiled sweetly and continued, ‘Don’t give me a crick in the neck, Ashwin. I can’t keep looking up. We have work to do. Sit. Mr Shain won’t mind.’

Vincent frowned annoyance but nodded. ‘Please sit.’

Ashwin sat at the edge of the chair and looked expectantly from Vincent to Varsha. Vincent quickly summarized what they had to do, and told him that Varsha was to have whatever access she needed, including to Subbu’s mail.

‘I suppose London has told you about what needs to be done to counter the hacking?’

‘Yes, sir,’ nodded Ashwin. ‘Their security experts are doing most of the work remotely. I’m doing what needs to be done physically at our end. I am on conference calls with London twice a day.’

Once Vincent left the room, Ashwin relaxed and grinned.

‘Hippo didn’t like it when you told me to sit.’

‘Too bad for him. Don’t let him bully you, Ashwin. You are too good to let that happen.’

Ashwin shrugged and got down to work. He made a copy of the hacked folders on an external hard disk for Varsha, and a copy of Subbu’s mailbox on a DVD. He checked for signs of hacking, but found none.

‘So, if nothing of interest happened yesterday –’ Varsha began, but Ashwin interrupted her.

‘Something did happen, but I am not sure if it is relevant. I didn’t want to tell Hippo, but I’ll tell you. You decide if you should tell him.’

Varsha nodded.

‘Subbu’s Blackberry did its scheduled replication every ten minutes till it was switched off yesterday. At 11.45 a.m., Subbu tried to change the settings. The changes required authentication from the back end, and that is how I found out. But he switched it off shortly after that.’

Varsha stared at him blankly.

‘I understand the English. But I don’t have a clue of what that means.’

Ashwin grinned.

‘You know that there are separate copies of the same mailbox on the server and the Blackberry?’

‘Yes.’

‘A number of settings control how the mailbox on the Blackberry synchronizes with the master mailbox on the server.’

‘Okay.’

‘Some settings can be changed from the Blackberry itself. But some changes require confirmation from the IT administrator – me. That is the authentication I was talking about.’

‘Got it. So what’s the implication?’

‘I am not sure, but Subbu always called me if he needed anything changed. He was not very good at these “techie things”, as he called them. I am surprised he tried to change the settings by himself.’

‘Either that, or somebody else did.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘His Blackberry is missing, Ashwin. It was stolen.’

‘Bloody hell!’ Ashwin’s eyes were like saucers. ‘I better take a backup of his mailbox then.’

Just then, Joan appeared at the door, looking flustered. She came in quickly, closed the door and spoke softly.

‘Ashwin, a strange thing has happened. Subbu’s mailbox calendar is blank. All the entries in it are gone.’

‘When did it happen?’ Varsha asked.

‘All the appointments had been marked when I left the office last evening. I opened it just now and found it empty. Did you delete Subbu’s calendar, Ashwin?’

‘I haven’t deleted anything. Come, show me.’

The three of them went across the hall and entered Joan’s cubicle just outside Subbu’s cabin. She opened Subbu’s mailbox and clicked on the calendar. It was blank.

‘See? All entries are missing. I need them to keep track of his taxi bills and conference call details.’

‘Click on the “Deleted Items”, Joan,’ Ashwin said. ‘If the entries were deleted through his Blackberry they would still be there.’

She did, and a large number of entries appeared on the screen.

‘Are these the missing entries?’

‘Yes…yes. How were they deleted? I never delete them because I sometimes settle bills even after two years.’

‘Think carefully, Joan,’ Varsha said slowly. ‘Are you sure you did not delete them by mistake? All of us were very upset yesterday. It is possible that you did it without meaning to…’

Joan shook her head vehemently. ‘No, Varsha, I did not. I would never do something like this, even by mistake.’

‘Go back to the calendar for a moment,’ Ashwin interrupted. ‘See if older entries have also been deleted.’

Joan clicked on the calendar and went to the previous month. The entries were all marked; she went back one more month, and the calendar was full. All past months’ entries were entries intact. Only the last four weeks’ calendar entries had been deleted.

Varsha turned to Ashwin, her eyes shining.

‘How many weeks’ entries does the Blackberry hold?’

‘It is usually set to four weeks, after which it automatically deletes them. But that will not delete the entries on the server.’

‘Joan, see the date of the first deleted entry in the calendar…ah! It is exactly four weeks old.’

‘So?’

Varsha spun towards Ashwin in suppressed excitement.

‘Don’t you see? If all the calendar entries on the Blackberry were deliberately deleted, this is exactly what –’

‘You are right! The Blackberry only had the past four weeks’ appointments. If all of them were manually deleted from the phone, they would be moved to “Deleted Items” on the server.’

Varsha’s face suddenly clouded.

‘What would happen to the emails?’

‘Nothing. They will remain on the server. While changes to the calendar are written back on the server, email deletions are not.’

Varsha heaved a sigh of relief. ‘Check the emails, Joan. See if everything is okay.’

Joan quickly skimmed the emails. ‘All the emails are there. Also the address book. Only the appointments have been deleted.’

‘Okay. Just move the deleted appointments back to the calendar, and it will be fine.’

Varsha turned to return to her cabin when a thought struck her.

‘Joan, did you say that Mr Subramaniam had only one meeting in Delhi, at 2 p.m.?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why did he take an early flight then? He hated morning flights.’

‘He had some personal work. He was to go to the meeting after that.’

‘Any idea of what that was about, Joan? He died during or after the personal work.’

‘No, Varsha. I wish I did.’

As they turned around and strode back to the cabin, Varsha whispered to Ashwin, ‘So, somebody tried deleting stuff from the Blackberry after Subbu died.’

Without a word, Ashwin spun and ran back towards the server room, much to Varsha’s surprise. But he was back within two minutes.

‘Subbu’s Blackberry was switched on in the middle of the night! It accessed the server at about 1.30 a.m.’

‘Come. Let’s go to Vincent’s office.’

Vincent looked annoyed at their interruption but held his words when he saw the expression on Varsha’s face.

‘Mr Subramaniam’s Blackberry accessed the server at 1.30 a.m. last night. Whoever did it tried to delete all his appointments.’

Vincent sat up and forgot his annoyance. ‘Are you sure?’

Varsha nodded. Vincent called the police in Delhi and summarized Ashwin’s discovery for them. He then sent Ashwin to check if Subbu’s laptop had connected last night.

‘What do you make of it?’ he asked Varsha as Ashwin hurried out.

‘There is a connection between the hacking and the killing. This is getting more serious.’

‘You know Varsha, I had assumed the hacker wanted to steal some documents or information. It could equally be for deleting something. Just hypothesizing for a moment, let us say that Subbu had found something that was potentially incriminating for someone. That person, who stood to lose by the exposure, may well have wanted both Subbu and the document out of the way.’

‘If a recent document was deleted by the intruder, we have no way of knowing that. Server backups are only taken on weekends.’

Just then, Ashwin returned. ‘His laptop did not connect to our network yesterday. I also checked his data card’s connections. It has not been used since yesterday either.’

Vincent called the Delhi police, and his face grew serious as he listened. He finally hung up and nodded at Ashwin.

‘Can you excuse us for a few minutes, Ashwin?’

A surprised Ashwin nodded at Vincent’s uncharacteristic politeness and left the room. Varsha suppressed a smile and waited for Vincent who was checking his laptop for a mail he seemed to be expecting.

‘Do you know where Subbu’s mobile was switched on?’ he asked softly. ‘Mumbai!’

‘Mumbai?’

‘Between 1.31 a.m. and 1.39 a.m. last night. The time fits with Ashwin’s log. The fact that it had already come to Mumbai the same night as his murder is…shocking. This is a cold-blooded murder… not a robbery that went awry as we first wanted to believe.’

Vincent’s laptop beeped and he snapped towards it. He clicked a few times and stared at something on the screen. After a few moments, he turned the laptop around and showed the screen to Varsha. A picture of a broken laptop screamed at her: Subbu’s. It was literally in pieces. Varsha scrolled down and saw more photographs of the laptop from different angles. A corner of the laptop was missing.

‘Robbery was not the motive,’ Vincent said. ‘I must bring in the Mumbai police now.’

He called the Delhi police again and had a long discussion. He told them about the hacking incident and repeated the details of the deletion of appointments through the Blackberry. At length, he hung up and turned to Varsha.

‘They asked me to speak to one Detective Inspector Praveen Ranade after ten minutes.’



Chapter 12


‘ There is very little to go on,’ Ranade said, once he had been briefed on Subbu’s killing and the hacking. The fingerprints from the hired car had mostly been Subbu’s and the driver’s. The steering wheel, controls and door handles had been wiped clean. None of Subbu’s belongings other than the laptop had been found. Nor had his credit cards surfaced. The Delhi police had no idea of the motive.

‘I have asked for Mr Subramaniam’s will to find out about the beneficiaries,’ Ranade said. ‘His lawyer is one Mr Rawat.’

‘We know Mr Rawat well,’ Sanjay said. ‘I can ask him to come here if he is free. His office is close by.’

Ranade nodded.

‘Can you think of any personal angle, Varsha?’ Ranade asked as Sanjay left the room. ‘Anyone who may wish him ill?’

‘None, Inspector. He didn’t have a single enemy as far as I know. The only peculiar thing is that he had some personal work around the time he was killed. None of us have a clue as to what that was.’

‘He and Sanjay had some meetings with Mr Visht recently.’

‘I didn’t know that. You should ask Sanjay when he comes back.’

‘Any investment angle? You know…information about companies that is not in the public domain.’

‘You mean insider information? That doesn’t apply either. Mr Subramaniam had no investments in shares.’

‘None?’ Ranade’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Surely not?’

‘Welcome to the audit profession, Inspector,’ Varsha smiled wryly. ‘We are prohibited from owning shares in companies that may be even remotely connected to the firm. Being a global firm, most big companies are our clients somewhere in the world in some capacity.’

Meanwhile, Sanjay returned; Ranade turned to him and asked, ‘You and Subbu had a meeting with Mr Visht on 13 February. Was there anything at FLC Bank that could provide a motive?’

Sanjay’s brow furrowed. ‘There are some problems at FLC Bank. But motive for murder? Doesn’t seem likely.’

‘Mr Shah seemed to have resented your findings. Perhaps Mr Banerjee too?’

‘Yes…but murder?’

‘Okay. Did you speak to Mr Rawat?’

‘Yes, he will come here in half an hour.’

‘Good. Can I call Ramesh, Mr Subramaniam’s brother, too? He can be here when Mr Rawat tells us about the will. He said he was available at short notice.’

‘By all means. But can I excuse myself? Subbu’s will is a personal matter in which I have no role.’

Half an hour later, Varsha was sitting with the three men. Ramesh looked haggard with dark circles under his eyes. The two-day stubble, sprinkled generously with grey, perhaps made him look worse than he felt. He stared fixedly at the table in front of him, staying silent and still. His stress was palpable.

Varsha knew a little about Ramesh from conversations between Subbu and her father. Ramesh had never held a steady job. He was continuously in and out of things, and was often out of work for long periods. His wife, who had started as a clerk in a bank and slowly moved up, supported the family. Subbu helped by funding the education of Ramesh’s two boys. Varsha didn’t know if Ramesh resented his brother’s success, but knew of occasional family squabbles. Subbu’s relationship with his sister, however, was better. He used to visit her in Chennai every year, and she came to Mumbai occasionally.

Rawat, the lawyer, extracted a sealed envelope from his bag and placed it on the table for others to inspect the unbroken seal with Subbu’s signature on it. He then slit the envelope open and extracted three printed sheets, the first of which was a stamp paper. He glanced at the contents to confirm his recollection, and summarized them.

‘Subbu owned five properties – two in Mumbai, two in Chennai and one in Goa. The two Mumbai properties go to his brother with the provision that they pass on to his two sons – Subbu’s nephews – after Ramesh. Ramesh does not have the power to sell them. The two Chennai properties go to his sister with a similar provision that they pass on to her two sons after her. The Goa property goes to Varsha.’

Varsha blinked. Her heart gave a little leap, and she looked up at Rawat in surprise.

‘Of Subbu’s financial assets,’ continued Rawat, ‘one crore each goes to his brother and sister, fifty lakhs each to his four nephews, Varsha and Joan. Another crore worth of instruments are to be divided between four charities. The remaining wealth, after meeting the costs of settlement, is to be shared equally between his brother and sister. All personal effects except the ones specifically assigned go to his brother.’

‘You see Inspector, what a kind man he was,’ Varsha said, wiping her eyes. ‘How many people would leave money to their secretaries? Joan would never have dreamt of getting fifty lakhs. Nobody could wish him ill. That is why such a violent death is so shocking.’

Ranade turned to Rawat. ’Were the provisions of the will known to anyone other than you?’

‘I believe his brother and sister knew.’

Ranade turned to Ramesh, who nodded woodenly. Ranade returned to Rawat. ‘Can you think of any motive, Mr Rawat? Any idea what may have caused his death?’

‘No, Inspector. I agree with Varsha. I can think of no motive.’

Ranade turned to Ramesh, who also shook his head without lifting his gaze. He seemed to be a man of few words.

‘Mr Ramesh, your brother had some personal work in Delhi that morning. Do you have any idea what that could have been?’

Ramesh’s eyelids flickered, but shook his head. He hadn’t said a single word throughout the meeting. Varsha wondered if it was grief that rendered him speechless, or something else. Whatever it was, it seemed unnatural.

Ranade rose and the others followed suit. After Ramesh and Rawat left, Ranade turned to Varsha and spoke softly.

‘I need your help, Varsha. I must understand the personal equations Mr Subramaniam had with some people.’

‘It would be my pleasure, Inspector. If there is something I really want to do, it is to find Uncle’s killer.’

‘Murder is serious business, Varsha. Once you start investigating it, there is no telling what can happen. You may just stumble upon something inconvenient.’

Varsha nodded. Ranade drummed his fingers on the table. A minute passed before he spoke again.

‘Ramesh was out of town from Monday till Thursday. I don’t know yet where he was, but he returned last night.’
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Ranade called Bhasin as soon as he left CBS.

‘I am shocked to hear of Subbu’s death,’ Bhasin said. ‘I was relying on him to help us in our crisis.’

‘He had a meeting with you the day before his death. Can you tell me what that was about?’

‘Subbu said that Mr Visht had been investigating a potential fraud before his death. He had shared some details with Subbu before he died, and Subbu wanted to follow up on it. He wanted to look at some loans we had given three years back.’

‘I see…were you not aware of the internal fraud investigation Mr Visht was conducting?’

‘No. He seemed to have done it…discreetly.’

‘Was it related to what the commission was looking into?’

‘I wouldn’t know, Inspector. I am not privy to the commission’s affairs.’

‘Fair enough. What did you discuss in the meeting with Subbu?’

‘We looked at the list of loans we had sanctioned around that period and identified the ones that met the criteria Subbu had in mind. I then called for the relevant files and the officers handling those accounts.’

‘What criteria?’

‘We were looking for existing loan customers to whom we had sanctioned an additional loan around January that year. We ended up with a list of twenty or so loans. Subbu took the list with him.’

‘Do you have a copy of the list?’

‘Subbu noted it down in his notebook. We didn’t make a copy.’

‘Do you remember any of the customers on that list?’

‘I am afraid not, Inspector.’

‘Who else was there in the meeting?’

‘Banerjee and Shah.’

‘Thank you, Mr Bhasin. You’ve been of much help.’

‘My pleasure.’

Ranade was contemplative after the call. Visht died while investigating a fraud. Convenient? Subbu then picked up the thread, and he was killed. Coincidence?

He called Abdul and asked him to check the whereabouts of Bhasin, Banerjee, Shah and Kannan on the day of Subbu’s killing. He then called Joan and asked her how Subbu had been after the meeting at FLC Bank. She said that Subbu had been pensive when he returned. He had told Joan not to disturb him and had closeted himself for a few hours, during which he had made a few calls and scanned company databases. Towards the end of the day, he had Joan change their passwords, insisting that she now use long passwords with both letters and numbers. He had left for Delhi the next morning. And no, she had not seen the list in his notebook. At least four people at the bank, several at CBS, Ramesh and another person Subbu spoke to on the phone had known of his Delhi trip. Joan did not know who Subbu had called.

Ranade then remembered that Subbu and Sanjay had earlier made a presentation to Visht. Bhasin had said that Visht was ‘understandably upset’ after it. Why? Ranade leaned forward and asked his driver to return to CBS.
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Sanjay Khanna’s secretary entered his cabin and shut the door behind her.

‘The police inspector wants to see you,’ she said. ‘He says he wants to talk to you alone.’

Sanjay grimaced and glanced at the mountain of unfinished work on his desk. He had been able to do little since Subbu’s death. He rubbed his temples and nodded. ‘Okay. Bring him in. May as well get done with it.’

He waved Ranade to a chair once the inspector entered and waited for him to begin.

‘I wanted to talk to you about the presentation you had made to Mr Visht and his colleagues on 13 February,’ Ranade said quietly. ‘I believe Mr Visht was upset after it. I need to know what exactly happened in that meeting.’

‘Well, Inspector…it was a confidential meeting…but I’ll tell you. I don’t think Mr Bhasin would object.’

‘Please.’

‘Subbu and I had gone to FLC Bank as part of a confidential project under Mr Visht,’ Sanjay said. ‘He had been concerned about some of the loans given by the bank, and the effectiveness of their internal procedures.’

Sanjay’s mind went back to the beginning of the previous week as he began recounting the meeting to Ranade.
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‘I have seen the presentation you sent,’ Visht said. ‘While I would have liked it to be otherwise, your findings confirm my fears. The bank’s operations are in a worse shape than I believed. I would like you to make the presentation to three of our senior people.’

Visht called his secretary to ask Bhasin, Banerjee and Shah to sit in on the presentation.

‘I had asked CBS to review a sample of our loan portfolio,’ Visht began once his colleagues joined them. ‘Given the sensitivity, Mr Bhasin and I kept it confidential. Sanjay now has a preliminary report that he came to discuss with me. I thought it best for you gentlemen to be in the loop from the beginning.’

‘Before you begin, Sanjay,’ Shah interrupted, ‘can you tell us about your credentials for the study? As bankers, we understand risk very well. How do auditors understand it?’

‘I can take you through our expertise at your convenience, but let me say for now that we have assessed seven loan portfolios in the past six months, including for four banks.’

‘Take Mr Shah through the details after this meeting,’ Visht cut in. ‘Let us not use up everybody’s time for it.’

But Subbu had already stood up. ’Like banking, Mr Shah, audit is a profession where handling risk is critical. By signing your annual report, your auditors guarantee that your accounts are clean and accurate. If your accounts are found to be otherwise, your auditors can be sued and jailed. If found guilty, all the partners in the firm stand to lose their personal wealth and property. It’s unlimited liability. So Mr Shah, auditors understand risk very well.’

‘A badly managed risk only means an NPA to us, Shah,’ Visht added. ‘To Sanjay, it means losing his house, savings and his wife’s jewellery. We deal with other’s money while they deal with their own. That makes all the difference.’ He turned to Sanjay. ‘Let’s get on with the presentation.’

Sanjay first took them through the slides that listed the loans examined and the people interviewed. The sample had included the fifteen largest loans given by the bank, fifteen of the oldest and thirty more picked at random. He then went on to discuss their findings.

‘The first issue is that several loans have been wrongly or inadequately classified. The classification often reflects the promoter’s main activity, but not the business of the company that actually takes the loan. Nor does the classification recognize how your loan funds are used. Take this company, classified as “car and truck parts manufacturer”, for instance.

‘While the description fits the promoter’s main activity, the company that took the loan does not make car or truck parts, but sells household appliances. The company that took the loan is a retail shop chain whereas you classified it as a manufacturer. The risk profiles are very different for the two businesses.

‘Now, here is another company, classified as a “supply chain company”. “Supply chain” is a very broad term that includes movement and storage of goods – warehouses, cold storage, truck fleets, logistics, air cargo, etcetera. It is too broad a classification. What exactly does this company do? When we asked that question, we hit upon the second issue – misuse of funds.

‘The loan was given to buy a fleet of trucks, but the company bought no trucks. Instead, 95 per cent of your loan was used to purchase land. The fact that this loan now has high exposure to real estate is not recognized in your internal risk analysis.’

‘I think I know this company,’ Shah interjected. ‘The first loan was used for warehouse land, but the promoters put more money – equity – into the company. With that fresh investment, there is enough in the company to guarantee our loan.’

‘Not really, Mr Shah. The new equity did not come in as cash. It was a piece of real estate. There is a possibility that it may have been overvalued. If so, you have a bigger problem on your hands. Nobody checked this, but when the company requested a second loan to buy trucks, you sanctioned it. This was six months back, and they still haven’t bought trucks. They are now speaking of renting a fleet. What did they do with your second loan? Your loan officer doesn’t know.’

Sanjay paused to give them time to absorb what he had said.

‘Now look at the net result,’ he continued. ‘Firstly, you have unwittingly financed their entire real estate purchase. Secondly, you have given two loans for the same fleet of trucks. Thirdly, they have not purchased a fleet, and yet you don’t know where your second loan has gone. The original intent when the loans were sanctioned and the subsequent reality are very different.’

‘What is the background of these promoters?’ Visht asked. ‘Do they have supply chain experience?’

‘No, they are real estate promoters.’

‘I see. Have they partnered with a supply chain company?’

‘No. They have one retired transporter who used to own five trucks.’

‘Hmm…a real estate play in the name of supply chain?’

‘That is not for me to say, Mr Visht. But real estate risk looms large over your portfolio. We also found two educational institutions – one in Punjab and the other in Andhra – that have used your entire loan to acquire land. They have no students, teachers or lab equipment yet.’

‘Then our real estate exposure must be higher than what our reports show?’

‘Far more: 2.7 times or 270 per cent – it breaks all your risk limits. Borrowers have found a way around your explicit policy of not funding real estate.’

‘This is serious!’ Bhasin growled, his brow furrowed. ‘How sure are you of that figure?’

‘The 270 per cent? Quite sure. Give or take 10 per cent. I will have my team take Mr Shah through every step.’

‘They have seen only sixty loans, Bhasin,’ Visht rubbed his forehead. ‘We don’t know what lies in the rest of our portfolio.’

‘I agree. What must we do, Shah?’

Subbu interrupted before Shah could respond. ‘Can we discuss the next finding, Mr Bhasin? There is more, and I think it is best to discuss solutions after you know the full picture.’

Bhasin nodded, while Shah subsided gratefully, his face wooden. Sanjay continued.

‘Our other finding is regarding shares that have been used as collateral. The simple fact is, share prices have not been updated as regularly as your own norms require. There are cases where share prices have halved after the loan was given, and no attempt has been made to see if the shares you hold can still cover the loan amount.’

Bhasin had turned grim by now. ‘What else?’

‘Finally, your internal processes. We have found several cases where details were added or changed after the loan was approved.’

Bhasin sat bolt upright. ‘Is that right?’

Banerjee shifted in his chair, looking lost and confused, and glanced at Shah, who was busy writing on his iPad.

‘We saw evidence in twelve of the sixty files. The credit rating score for Sajjal Fabricators was lowered by one notch after loan approval. That means that you approved the loan believing the credit rating was better than it actually is.’

Bhasin swore under his breath. Sanjay consulted his notes and continued.

‘Bakre Paperboards. The debt-equity ratio was altered after loan approval. The company was deeper in debt that you thought.’

‘I get the idea, Sanjay. Any other findings?’

‘Some smaller ones, Mr Bhasin. I will leave the presentation with you. Look through it and call me if you need any clarification.’

Once Sanjay concluded, Visht rose from his chair saying, ‘Thank you, gentlemen, your work has been a rude wake-up call. It was overdue, I suspect.’



Chapter 13


Varsha threw herself into investigating the CBS hacking, pushing Subbu’s death out of her mind and concentrating on her work. She had progressed far less than she had hoped by the second day. Hardly had she been at it for half an hour than her mobile rang. Exasperated at yet another interruption, she answered. It was Kunal.

‘Where were you yesterday?’ Varsha curtly asked him, surprising herself with the unexpected vehemence in her voice.

‘Sorry, my phone was misbehaving. I couldn’t make or receive calls.’

‘Were you in town?’

‘Why?’

‘I was trying to get through to you all day,’ she exaggerated. ‘Didn’t you get the missed call alerts from me?’

‘No. Why are you so upset? What happened?’

‘Don’t you know?’

‘Know what?’

Varsha stiffened before blurting out, ‘Subbu Uncle died!’

Kunal fell silent for a moment. She visualized him being shocked into silence, but his voice remained normal when he spoke.

‘How? What happened?’

‘How can you be so calm, Kunal?’ Varsha was suddenly furious at his reaction. ‘Does nothing fluster you? You acted the same way when Kamini’s flat was burgled, as if you already knew it.’

She was sorry the instant she said it, but it was too late.

‘I’m sorry, Varsha. Perhaps, that is my nature.’ Kunal was being proper, but there was now an edge in his voice. Her anger subsided. She realized that she was taking out her frustration on him. She discovered with some surprise that she had expected him to give her more attention than before, although she wasn’t sure why. Afraid at what that could potentially imply, she brought her attention back to the conversation.

‘I’m sorry, Kunal. I shouldn’t have said that. I guess I am overwrought.’

‘I guess you are. What happened?’

‘I can’t speak of it right now. Let’s meet tomorrow evening. Get Manish and come to my place.’

‘Okay. Is Kamini alone?’

‘No. She has moved in with the Khotes.’

Varsha hung up,and as soon as she did, the phone rang once again. Varsha threw down her pencil and picked up the phone. This time, it was Ranade. Her anger vanished.

‘Varsha, something peculiar is going on with Ramesh. I now know where he was on the day Subbu died.’

Goosebumps erupted on the skin of her arms. Her throat choked. She instinctively knew what the answer was, but she had to ask.

‘Where? Delhi?’

‘He denies it, but his mobile phone was in Delhi on Thursday.’

Her heart sank and her fingers became clammy.

‘Oh God!’ she whispered to herself, but her voice carried over the phone to Ranade. ‘Please, let it not end this way!’

‘Money does strange things to people, Varsha.’ With that, he hung up.

Varsha found herself trembling. The thought that Ramesh may have slit his own brother’s throat was agonizing in the extreme. The prospect of Subbu, the caring and generous brother who had done so much for Ramesh’s family, being killed by his own sibling was appalling. She buried her face in her hands and let the tears flow unhindered.

Sanjay heard her sobs as he passed the cabin. He walked in the cabin and spoke softly.

‘Go home, Varsha. Rest over the weekend and return on Monday. Heaven will not fall if you are not here for two days. Gather your things. I will have you dropped off. Joan will come with you.’
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Ranade’s pencil twirled furiously as he sat back, lost in thought. If Ramesh was in Delhi the day Subbu died, did he kill Subbu? That would fit neatly with the facts, but it would also leave a number of unanswered questions on the FLC Bank front.

How was Subbu’s death linked to the bank? Clearly, they must be linked. Then, what was Ramesh’s connection with the bank or one of the bankers there? He could think of nothing. The new fact about Ramesh’s whereabouts was both a breakthrough and an obstacle. The only way to resolve the contradiction was to confront Ramesh.

What did all of this have to do with Kamini? Why was she attacked? And what of the hacking at CBS? Ranade shook his head furiously and set those aside. He shouldn’t try to solve too many things at the same time. One thing at a time, FLC Bank first.

Now, what was the link between Visht and Subbu? Both had died investigating the same matter. Sanjay’s narration of the presentation had offered a glimpse of possible motives. Ranade had to learn more about the meeting and its impact. Ah, Kannan! Perhaps, he could throw some light. Ranade reached for his phone.

‘Hello, sir,’ Kannan said as soon as he picked up the phone. ‘I heard the terrible news about Mr Subbu. He was such a nice man.’

‘Did you know him well?’

‘Knew him for twenty-five years, sir. He was very close to Mr Visht. He was here the day before his death.’

‘That’s why I called…do you have any information about their meeting?’

‘Information? No. It was a closed-door meeting. But last night I thought of certain things I should have told you.’

‘Please.’

‘You know sir, a man in my position gets to see and hear a lot of things. But I stay silent since most of it is confidential or private.’

‘I understand.’

‘Mr Visht sometimes spoke to me when he was frustrated or sad. He would say things, but always in confidence. I had little to contribute, but the conversation seemed to lighten his burden and give him some clarity. He knew that I would not breathe a word of it to anyone. I remembered one such conversation last night. He had told me that the standards in some banks were falling drastically, and it was only a matter of time before a major fraud happened. He wondered if there was some sort of nexus developing between bankers and powerful businessmen.’

‘He suspected a nexus? In FLC Bank?’

‘I don’t think he went as far as to suspect. He just wondered aloud, and didn’t mention any bank.’

‘I see. What is the status of the commission, Mr Kannan?’

‘The commission had almost finished its work before Mr Visht’s death.’

‘Would you know their conclusion?’

‘No, sir. But I had prepared a dissenting note for Mr Visht, which was to go into the final report.’

‘What did it say?’

‘Mr Visht had disagreed with one finding. The commission had found a young lady named Shruti Mathur guilty of negligence. But Mr Visht believed that the bank’s management was more at fault than she was.’

‘FLC Bank?’

‘No sir. Devalkar Bank. It’s a small private bank.’

‘I see. Did he have any discussions with Subbu about the nexus you mentioned?’

‘I know they met twice in the last two weeks before his death, but I don’t know what they discussed. Do you think Mr Visht’s concerns had anything to do with Mr Subbu’s death?’

‘We don’t know, Mr Kannan. We are yet to establish the motive.’

‘His visit that day left some people uneasy, but I am not suggesting that it was a motive for murder. Mr Shah was furious after the meeting, and Mr Banerjee was not very happy either.’

‘Do you know of the disagreement between Mr Visht and Mr Shah about auctioning some flats? Mr Shah wanted the bank to buy them instead of auctioning them to the public.’

‘Yes. The flats belong to Dheer Sharma’s family. I believe the bank is now in the process of buying them. The management has accepted Mr Shah’s recommendation.’
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Somewhere far away from Ranade, a petite woman took a call.

‘Yes?’ she said.

‘Madam, this is Mohan. I –’

‘Fool!’ she snapped, fury palpable in her voice. ‘Don’t say your name. I know who you are.’

‘S…sorry, Madam. I won’t repeat it.’

‘Why did you call?’

‘The Blue Gem file was singled out for scrutiny today, Madam.’

‘Blue Gem? The case where the girl testified?’

‘Yes.’

‘Who scrutinized it?’

‘Dr Hegde.’

‘What was he looking for?’

‘I don’t know. He then called for fifteen other files. He gave me the file numbers.’

A long silence greeted Mohan. He waited silently.

‘Is there anything common between the fifteen files?’ the woman’s voice had suddenly turned soft.

‘Nothing I could see, Madam.’

‘Send me the details of the files.’ She hung up without another word.



Chapter 14


The shrill ring of a mobile phone slowly penetrated the deep slumber and registered faintly in Varsha’s tired mind. She pushed it away, hoping it would stop. It did, and she fell back into much needed sleep.

But the persistent phone didn’t relent. It rang again a few minutes later, and penetrated the thick shroud of her sleep. Varsha woke reluctantly. Unable to ignore the clamant ringing of the infernal device, she located the phone and put it to her ear.

‘Hello?’

Her eyes went to the wall clock and she stared at it dumbly. It was 6.30. She didn’t know if it was morning or evening, or what day it was. She glanced out the window and saw haze, which did not help her settle the issue. The light was such that it could be morning or evening.

‘Varsha, this is Ashwin. I called you around 4. Then again at 6.’

Then it must be evening! She forced herself awake and said, ‘Sorry, Ashwin, I hadn’t slept for days. What is it?’

‘Subbu’s Blackberry connected again today.’

Varsha’s eyes snapped open. ‘When?’

‘At about 2.30 p.m.’

‘When did you find out?’

‘Around 4. The Blackberry seems to have synchronized itself successfully.’

Then, the deleted appointments would have returned to the phone, and Subbu’s killer would have realized that his attempt to delete them through the Blackberry had failed.

‘I’ll call the inspector. Let me know if the Blackberry connects again, or if there is any intrusion.’

She called Ranade as soon as she hung up, but the inspector already knew of it. Subbu’s Blackberry had been on between 2.36 p.m. to 2.51 p.m., but the telecom operator had told him only an hour ago. A furious Ranade had taken them to task to ensure they did not repeat the mistake. The Blackberry’s position was in Dadar, but the delay in informing Ranade had rendered locating the device impossible. Ranade had instructed the telecom operator to triangulate the Blackberry as soon as it showed up on the network the next time.

As she hung up, Varsha remembered she had asked Manish and Kunal to come at 7. She hurriedly showered, feeling better after the deep sleep. She’d hardly slept a wink since Wednesday and whatever little sleep had come was troubled and shallow. No wonder she had gone out like a light for four hours!

She had just got ready when the doorbell rang. Once she updated Manish and Kunal with the news of Subbu’s phone, she asked Kunal, ‘How reliable is triangulation? I know that a mobile phone’s location is traced using three or more cell phone towers. But how precise is it?’

‘Pretty reliable. A mobile phone is constantly in touch with a cell phone tower in its vicinity. Based on the signal strength and something called time lag, the operator can estimate how far it is from the tower. Let’s say that the tower estimates that your phone is somewhere between 700 and 800 metres from the tower. That will suggest a hundred metre thick ring around the tower where the phone is likely to be. Of course, it may not be very precise if there is a lot of obstruction.

‘If the operator simultaneously pings the phone from another tower, he will get another ring where the phone is likely to be.

Where the two rings overlap is where the phone is most likely to be. If they use three towers, the overlap will be an even smaller area, and they can narrow the search further. It’s usually pretty precise when they use three towers, and more so if the towers have directional antennae.’

‘How quickly can it be done?’

‘It takes a fraction of a second to ping a phone. It can be automated and overlaid on the map of that area.’

‘So, fifteen minutes is a long time then.’

‘An eternity.’

‘No wonder the inspector was furious. Subbu Uncle’s phone had been on for fifteen minutes. What an opportunity!’

‘There are other ways to locate a mobile phone, too. If GPS is activated on a phone, it could be located even in remote areas where there are very few towers.’

Kunal began explaining how one could do that, and slowly the dinner began to veer into more comforting conversations. Varsha felt herself relaxing, unwinding. For the first time in a week, her mind was not on the distressing events. After an early dinner, the lack of sleep hit her once again like a tonne of bricks. It was just past 8.30 p.m., but she felt tired and drowsy. Manish and Kunal rose to go, and Kunal leaned over to pick up his Star Wars novel from the side table.

Just then, her phone rang. It was Ashwin.

‘Varsha! The Blackberry is connecting once again! It is on right now!’

Varsha’s sleep vanished. She gestured to Manish and Kunal to stop.

‘Hold the line, Ashwin.’ She turned to Kunal. ‘The Blackberry is on again. Call the inspector while Ashwin stays on the line. Hurry!’

‘Let me speak to Ashwin! You call the inspector from my phone.’

Kunal took Varsha’s phone and spoke rapidly.

‘Ashwin, this is Kunal. Listen, can you start some processes that will slow down the synchronization? Yes…yes…if you slow it down, the phone will have to remain switched on for longer and the police will have a better chance of locating it… okay…try that…slow it down, but don’t terminate the synchronization process. Lower its priority if you can.’

Meanwhile, Ranade answered the call. ‘Yes, Kunal?’

‘Inspector, this is Varsha. Ashwin just called to say Subbu’s Blackberry has come back on and is synchronizing right now. It –’

‘Hang on, Varsha,’ cut in Ranade.

Another phone rang in the background. Ranade spoke rapidly into it and issued instructions. The sounds of a scrapping chair and barked orders came through. She then heard running feet and a car door slam. When Ranade returned to speak to Varsha, there was urgency in his voice.

‘The Blackberry is close to your office, Varsha. We are tracking it. I am going there.’

‘Okay. I’ll come too.’ She looked enquiringly at her visitors as she spoke, and they both nodded. ‘With Manish and Kunal.’

A paper fluttered out from Kunal’s novel as he ran out of the flat, and Varsha stopped to pick it up.

‘Let it be,’ Kunal said, ‘it’s only a bill.’

A quick glance showed it was a bill from a Delhi airport bookshop. She shoved it into her handbag on the sofa and ran out, locking the door behind her. The three ran down the stairs and into Kunal’s car.

‘Seat belts!’ Kunal announced. ‘We are going to fly.’

Hardly had they closed the doors of the Yeti than it leapt forward like an unleashed predator. By the time they went through the apartment’s gates, the Yeti was travelling at over 50 kmph with its hazard lights flashing. They were well over the speed limit when they hit the road, but Kunal didn’t slow down. Tyres screeched as he took a sharp left and rocketed forward, swinging from lane to lane as he passed disapproving weekend drivers. As Kunal weaved through the traffic, stopping only at red lights, and speeding through flashing amber lights with skill and precision, Manish sat beside him with his mouth slightly open, clutching the door with one hand and the dashboard with the other. Varsha sat in the backseat, connected to Ashwin on her phone and with Ranade on Kunal’s. She didn’t share Manish’s nervousness, as she had faith in Kunal’s driving. Her greater fear was that the traffic police might stop and delay them.

She continued speaking on the two phones, passing Ashwin’s updates to Ranade. Thanks to Kunal and Ashwin’s intervention, the Blackberry was synchronizing far slower than it normally did, giving them a valuable extra minute or two. The Blackberry itself was moving towards the CBS office now, and was less than half a kilometre away. Knowing that the man with the Blackberry would reach CBS before him, Ranade had diverted a patrol car towards the accountancy firm with instructions to have its cameras rolling.

Varsha remained tense as they rocketed north from south Bombay, avoiding vehicles by the thinnest of whiskers. She could do little to ease the tension. She hoped that the patrol car was close to the office, and awaited word from Ranade.

The Blackberry finished synchronizing itself when Ranade was just a couple of minutes from CBS, and went off the network. Whoever had the phone had switched it off after being stationary for three minutes on the road just outside CBS. Varsha’s heart began to pound. She visualized the police reaching the office and jumping out of their vehicles to scout for suspicious men.

They covered the last couple of kilometres in intense silence and reached the glass-clad building in a few minutes. Ranade’s Qualis stood in the porch, and behind it was a patrol car. A couple of uniformed men standing by the cars turned when Kunal sped in and slammed his brakes. The three of them jumped out and ran towards the entrance.

‘Is Inspector Ranade inside?’ Varsha asked as the men moved into their path to stop them.

‘Yes. Who –’

Varsha didn’t stop to answer. She dodged and ran past them into the building, where Ranade was speaking to the security guards in the reception area.

‘No unaccounted persons seem to have come here,’ he said on seeing Varsha rush in.

Varsha pulled the visitors’ register towards her; 41 employees had come to the office that day, the first at 9.30 a.m. and the last one leaving a little after 4 p.m. More than two dozen non-employees were listed in another register. She scanned the list, although she had no idea what she was looking for. Most of the names were of service providers. Janitors accounted for more than half the list, and the rest were a motley group of carpenters, computer technicians, air-conditioning men. There were two other visitors.

‘Who did these two come to meet?’

‘The first was for Mr Sanjay Khanna, madam. The second was for Mr Shain.’

‘Were all the others the usual people?’

‘The cleaning people change frequently, madam. There are at least two or three new people every week. So we look at their uniform and their identity cards. They seemed okay.’

‘How about the others?’

‘All of them had proper identifications and came from the correct company.’

‘Is anybody inside now?’

‘No madam. Everything is locked down and the lights are off.’

They had hit a dead end again. She turned in disappointment as Kunal and Manish came in with a policeman who had been standing outside. The search on foot had yielded nothing. The Blackberry was not traceable, and its last known location was a spot on the main road that saw a huge number of cars and pedestrians every minute.

Just then, her phone rang. Ashwin was in a state of great excitement.

‘Varsha, somebody used Subbu’s key card at the office today!’

She spun towards the closed glass door that led to the office and tried peering through it.

‘When? How do you know?’

‘I just looked at the key card log. The card was used at 4.24 p.m.’

‘The computer technicians!’ cried Varsha, recalling the entry in the visitors’ register. ‘They were the only ones here at that time.’

‘What computer technicians?’ asked Ashwin, sounding bewildered.

‘Two computer technicians came at that time. They signed the register and entered the office.’

‘Which company? We didn’t call anybody! No technicians were due today.’

By this time, the others had realized that something was amiss. Varsha located the entries in the register.

‘Flawless Power Limited. Two men came at 4.20 and left at 4.52 p.m.’

‘Flawless Power maintains the UPS, but they were not scheduled to come today.’

‘Hang on, Ashwin.’

She quickly briefed Ranade and turned to the security guards.

‘Did you check the identity cards of the men from Flawless Power?’

‘Yes madam.’

‘What were they wearing?’

‘Blue shirts with their company name written on it. The usual shirts they wear.’

‘Ask Ashwin where they went in the building,’ cut in Kunal.

Varsha did, and her eyes widened as she heard Ashwin’s reply.

‘The server room! They must be after something there.’

‘Data!’ Kunal exclaimed. ‘They are after data on the servers. The Blackberry was trying to delete data from the same servers.’

‘Unlock the door and switch on the lights,’ Ranade told the security guards.

One guard sprang to the task, while the other ran and switched on the lights beyond the glass doors. Varsha followed Ranade and Kunal into the office, her heart now thumping against her chest.

The security guard led Ranade to the server room. They stopped outside and peered through at the server racks, the large UPS and other hardware inside. Ranade looked at Varsha enquiringly, but she shrugged her shoulders. Everything seemed normal as far as she could see. She turned on the speakerphone on her mobile and described the server room to Ashwin to see if he could identify anything out of place.

‘Do you know what they did in the server room?’ she asked the security guard.

‘They brought these batteries and did something under the floor.’ The guard pointed to a number of large batteries neatly stacked behind the server racks. The batteries were still packed in their green cardboard boxes.

‘Ashwin, they seem to have delivered new batteries for the UPS. The security guard says that the men also did something under the false flooring.’

‘Something is wrong, Varsha. We changed the batteries only last month. New batteries are not due for another three years!’

They stared at the batteries for a few moments. Varsha noticed a pair of wires emerge from one of the boxes and disappear between two square tiles of the floor. She called Kunal’s attention to it, and they both studied the wires and the batteries.

‘Ashwin, I see two wires from the new batteries going into the floor. Is that okay?’

‘No! Something is very wrong. The batteries should not be there in the first place, and there is no reason for wires to run from them to the floor.’

Ranade turned to the security guard.

‘Open the server room door –’

‘No!’ shouted Kunal suddenly. ‘They are not batteries! Run!’

Kunal grabbed Varsha’s wrist and ran back towards the entrance. Quick to react, Ranade pulled the security guard, pushed Manish towards the door and followed them. He didn’t pause to question Kunal, and neither did Varsha. There was something in Kunal’s manner that inspired confidence.

The front doors were over a hundred feet away, and they ran as fast as they could. Their running feet sounded inordinately loud in the silent, empty office. The only sound Varsha heard above it was of her own gasping breath. Time slowed, and the short distance to the front door seemed to take forever.

A bright flash came from behind her. She knew at once that something was erupting.

‘Down!’ yelled Kunal and leapt sideways at her.

She heard Ranade shout, and sensed him going prone in the aisle, pushing Manish down as he did.



Chapter 15


Varsha hit the floor and felt Kunal drop beside her. Just as she realized that he was trying to protect her by pushing her below him, a deafening blast reverberated in the confines of the office, and the shockwave ripped above her.

An instant later, she heard a rattling sound, as fragments of glass, milky from fractures, flew over them and sprayed the entire office. Jagged edges sliced through chairs, cardboard, pin-up boards and similar soft material. The false ceiling around the server room shredded and collapsed to the floor. Thick, pungent smoke followed the deadly barrage and spread quickly, setting off the fire alarms that remained undamaged by the blast.

The desks, drawers, partitions and cupboards lining the aisle had saved Varsha from certain death. Once the deadly spray of glass spent itself and fell around her, she lay still for a moment, winded and thankful. But her mind rebelled. She leapt up to see how the others had fared, but could see no one other than Kunal, who too had risen beside her.

‘Careful,’ he warned. ‘The floor is littered with glass.’

They could see Ranade and Manish rise, but not the security guard, who lay on the floor just behind them in the aisle. The back of his shredded shirt was rapidly turning red. Varsha stared at the wounded man in horror and sprang into action, even as a low moan came from him. He was alive!

‘Call an ambulance!’ she shouted to the other security guard and the policemen who were now running towards them from the reception.The security guard spun around and ran out.

Ranade too had heard the guard’s moan, and was already dialling his phone. Varsha glanced at him and Manish for a moment, and was relieved to see that they were largely unhurt except for a few nicks, some of them bleeding freely. Her gaze returned to the fallen security guard. One more death?

Leaving the men to attend to the fallen security guard, she looked around the office through the smoke. Someone switched on more lights and the damage became apparent. The glass walls of several cabins had cracked, including some cabins on the far side of the hall. Debris had scattered across the entire width of the hall, shredding office decoration on one side and cutting through soft-board partitions and shutters on the other. The work spaces near the server room were in tatters. The fire alarm was wailing and sprinklers had come on in some sections.

The explosion seemed to have ignited the battery boxes. The blazing fire was now generating so much heat that the servers and the racks were twisting and melting into a plastic frenzy. Surely the data in the servers was now lost! As Varsha watched, the fire seemed to peak, sending out thick acrid fumes. Somewhere in her mind, a voice shouted at her to pick up a fire extinguisher and douse the fire.

Before she could respond, the shrill ring of her phone intruded on her consciousness. It was Ashwin.

‘A blast triggered off a fire in the server room,’ she shouted over the wail of the fire alarm. ‘It is getting worse now...the fire is burning down the servers and everything else. The new batteries were not batteries at all – they were some sort of incendiaries. I’ll call you later. I must call Vincent now.’

Varsha began feeling dizzy and disoriented. She threaded her way through the shattered glass and debris to the main doors. She stepped out and breathed deeply to expel the smoke from her lungs. After a few long breaths, she felt the dizziness abate, and she called Vincent.

‘Have the servers been damaged?’ he asked when she told him.

He sounded uncharacteristically calm. Doesn’t he understand the extent of the disaster?

‘Not just damaged, Mr Shain. They are destroyed! Melted! What the blast did not shatter, the fire is melting.’

‘I see.’ Varsha was not sure he saw. ‘Anybody hurt?’

‘A security guard is in a bad way. An ambulance is on its way here. A couple of people have a few minor injuries.’

‘Who?’

‘Inspector Ranade and one of my friends who accompanied me here.’

‘The police are already there?’ He suddenly seemed worried.

‘The inspector was with us when it happened. We came here to investigate something when the fire erupted. We had a lucky escape, thanks to my friend’s quick thinking. Otherwise, the five of us would have died. The office is in shreds, and a fire is raging in the server room,’ she repeated.

‘Investigate? Investigate what?’ Vincent was still not willing to accept the seriousness of the situation.

‘Mr Subramaniam’s Blackberry was located a hundred metres from the office.’

‘I see. Don’t speak to anyone about this. I am on my way.’

Varsha looked at her phone in surprise and disgust as Vincent hung up. She had expected him to be furious at the sheer audacity of the act. Instead, he seemed more worried about the police and the Blackberry.

She sat down on a ledge, her thoughts whirling. Her frenzied mind began linking recent events on its own, and she began seeing patterns she had not seen before. Why was Vincent so agitated when CBS’s systems had been hacked, but relatively calmer about the destruction of the server room and the extensive damage to the office today? He had been sufficiently concerned about the hacking to pull her off the SRIL audit. But he hadn’t bothered about the lack of progress thereafter. Why? Did he want her off SRIL for some other reason? He and Subbu were to oversee her, but Subbu had died. Was it just a coincidence?

Her manic mind made another leap of fancy. The men who razed the server room had known exactly what they were doing. Either they had been inside the office earlier and planned their work, or they had an accomplice inside. Her old misgivings about Vincent returned.

She leapt to her feet and ran into the office, asking Manish to come with her. She unlocked her cabin and emptied her desk, putting all the papers into the carton which she had brought them in. She asked Manish to take the carton to Kunal’s car. If she wasn’t sure of Vincent’s intent, the least she could do was take away the printouts. Besides, the office was no longer functional. It was best that she moved the papers at the earliest, before Vincent could see her.

Once she dumped the carton in the Yeti’s boot, she felt calmer. And a little silly. Her hyperactive imagination faded and common sense reasserted itself. Have I overreacted? Somewhere in the corner of her mind, she held the hope that her conjectures were wrong.

She considered the situation afresh. She may have imagined the worst, but the fact remained that she had to take her papers home anyway. It was better to move them now than later, when the whole office would be doing the same thing.

She looked up and saw Kunal and Ranade talking at a distance. Two bandages and a few Band-Aids were visible on Ranade’s arm. She shivered as she joined them.

‘Whoever is behind this has the audacity and means to reach inside a company and set the server room on fire,’ she said slowly. ‘They executed it perfectly.’

‘They are no amateurs,’ nodded Ranade. ‘The blast was a controlled one. It started the fire, but didn’t do damage beyond a limited range.’

‘They are desperate men too. Whatever was on the servers must have posed a real danger to someone powerful. From the looks of it, they have succeeded in doing what they couldn’t through the Blackberry. They tried to erase something thrice from the server. When they failed all three times, they blew up the server itself. Talk about men with means!’

‘It also fits with the hacking last week.’

Varsha’s eyes snapped at Ranade. Had he forgotten that Kunal and Manish were not aware of the hacking? She threw a quick glance at Kunal. His face looked blanched. Was it the pale ambient light? She looked down at his hands and saw his fingers shaking slightly. The blast had unnerved him too, she thought, and robbed him of his customary calmness. She wondered how she looked, but there was no way she could see herself right now. Her thoughts were rudely interrupted by a van that drove up and blinded her with its headlights. It was an ambulance, and the men got busy loading the unconscious security guard into it. Just then, Vincent’s car came in.

Casting no more than a glance at her, he hurried into the office and disappeared behind the glass doors. Varsha walked up to the reception and peered into the office after him. The fire had burnt itself out. Whatever had been disguised as batteries had burnt fiercely for a few minutes and exhausted itself. Nothing in the server room had escaped the blaze. The damage was localized and the blaze had not put the building at risk. The arsonists knew exactly what they were doing!

Varsha walked away slowly, feeling sad about the office. She realized that she had liked it a lot more than she cared to admit. As she thought about it, her sorrow turned into anger. The wanton destruction of not just the server room and all the hardware, but also of the office was appalling.

All this for concealing someone’s uncomfortable truth? How could one bring such destruction upon others? What kind of people are they? They had first slit Subbu’s throat to silence him. And now they had burnt down an office.

What will they do next?

Her blood went cold as a thought struck her. She had been there when Visht had fallen. She had been with Kamini during the attack. She was also investigating the hacking incident. And now, she had landed up at the office just as the fire started! She was the common factor in all these events. After Subbu, she was the person most likely to stumble upon the truth!

Fear seized her. I may well be the next target! She had to get away from CBS at once, lest she be seen by the arsonists. She hoped it was not too late. Her mobile rang and she saw with surprise that it was Kamini.

‘Varsha, what happened at your office?’

Varsha was stunned. Half an hour had not passed since the explosion.

‘How do you know about it?’

‘It is all over TV. You are on TV right now. I can see you speaking on your phone.’

Varsha spun around and looked towards the crowd near the driveway. Sure enough, a TV crew had reached the office; a cameraman now pointed his camera towards her. If she was on live TV, all of Mumbai could see her!

Including the people who had killed Subbu and set the server room on fire!

Her fear turned to panic. She ran towards the porch and hid behind a pillar. It occurred to her that anyone seeing her on TV would think she was running away from the camera, but she didn’t care.

‘What happened at your office?’ Kamini asked again.

‘A fire. The office is in shambles.’

‘Are you hurt, Varsha? You don’t seem to be.’

‘No, I am fine.’

‘Thank God. I just called to check if you were okay. Take care. Call me if you need help.’

Varsha hung up and looked towards the driveway. The crew were busy filming away. She called Kunal from where she stood and told him she wanted to leave. He agreed, motioned to Manish, and they all headed towards the car.

They made their way through the crowd in the driveway, under the full glare of the TV crew’s lights. There was no way to avoid the cameras. Varsha remained outwardly calm even as fear ravaged her within. Once they reached the road, she breathed a sigh of relief and fell back on the seat.

‘Whoever killed Subbu took his key card with the intention of doing this,’ Manish said. ‘Pretty farsighted!’

‘They seem to be prepared for all eventualities,’ Varsha whispered. ‘Ruthless people. When will this end?’

‘Only when whatever they want erased is finally erased, I suppose.’
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It was only when Varsha woke up the next day that she fully experienced the sense of being in danger. Personal physical danger!

Investigating the hacking and Subbu’s death had been an intellectual exercise until the previous day. True, she had been emotionally invested because of her closeness to Subbu, but she had never thought she would be in danger. That had changed last night. She may well be the next target now.

There was nobody she could fully trust, and she felt alone. She suddenly longed for her father. She considered calling him, but it was almost the middle of the night there. She thought of her friends, but Manish, though involved from the beginning, seemed inconsequential and lacklustre. She had no doubt he would willingly help her if she asked him, but he could not help her find a way out of her predicament. But there was Kunal.

Varsha’s friendship with him had begun by chance. A day after Manish had introduced him at his birthday, she had run into him in Navi Mumbai. On one of Navi Mumbai’s broad new roads that drivers treated as an autobahn, a Mitsubishi Pajero had scratched her car as it recklessly overtook her. To add insult to injury, the owner of the Pajero – a porcine, foul-mouthed man wearing thick gold chains around his neck and wrist – had begun abusing her and demanded that she pay for the damage to his SUV.

The man was wagging his pudgy, ring-laden finger at her when a Skoda Yeti had stopped on the deserted road. Without a word, Kunal had stepped between the man and Varsha, and matched the Pajero owner’s aggression with stony silence. He physically pushed him to the edge of the road and took away the vehicle’s keys from the apoplectic man. Out of her earshot, Kunal had said something that quickly killed the man’s belligerence. And when Kunal made him speak to someone on his phone, the man’s attitude underwent a complete reversal. From demanding that Varsha pay, he fell to quietly giving her seven thousand rupees for repairing her car and left. As the Pajero departed, Kunal waved to Varsha and drove off.

He had not spoken of the incident again, other than to accept Varsha’s thanks when they met next. As they became friends, she learnt that he was the second son of a wealthy automobile parts manufacturer in Delhi, but seldom talked about himself. For some reason that she never understood, he had not joined his family business, and had instead opted to visit Delhi as required for board and shareholder meetings of his family’s businesses.

Her thoughts returned to the present. There was no doubt that Kunal was sharp – the events at CBS had highlighted it. If anyone, he could help her find a way. But could she trust him? She had known him only for a few months, and there was something silent and furtive about him that she could not quite fathom. Despite her doubts, she felt herself warming up to him. She reached for the phone.

Just then, the doorbell rang. A vaguely familiar middle-aged woman stood outside, looking a little distressed. Varsha was in no mood to entertain visitors, but she recognized her as one of the residents of the apartment complex.

‘I am Mrs Shah,’ the woman said hesitantly in Hindi, ‘aren’t you Varsha?’

Varsha nodded.

‘Can I talk to you? I live in 5D.’

Varsha smiled and let her in. She had to be civil to neighbours even if she was not up to it. Mrs Shah fidgeted with her sari’s pallu, struggling to start the conversation. In an attempt to put her at ease, Varsha offered her something to drink.

‘I am worried about my husband,’ she said as Varsha gave her juice. ‘He has been very upset since the day Mr Visht died. My husband works at the same bank, you know.’

‘Why is he upset?’

‘I don’t know, and that is why I came to you. To ask if you knew anything about this Visht business. My husband had sent me away to my mother’s house last Saturday, as he had some important work to do that evening, and didn’t want our son and me around. So I was not here when Mr Visht fell. I came back on Sunday, and my husband has been upset since then. He speaks very little, and refuses to tell me why he is upset. I think he is also frightened. It got worse on Friday. And yesterday, he just packed up and went away.’

‘Went away? Where?’

‘He has taken ten days’ leave. I think he has gone to some ashram. He told me not to call him for the next ten days. His mobile is switched off.’

‘Then, shouldn’t you wait for him to return or call you?’

‘But what made him go? Do you know, Varsha? The police have been coming to your flat, and Mr Visht’s daughter was staying here.’ She dropped her voice conspiratorially. ‘Did he commit suicide?’

‘What do you want of me, Mrs Shah?’ Varsha asked, ignoring the question.

‘Do you know if my husband saw Mr Visht fall? Did that upset him? I believe you saw him fall.’

‘Your husband was in your flat when Mr Visht fell. As far as I know, he came back from Dheer Sharma’s party and went into his flat.’

‘There was a party at Dheer’s flat?’ Mrs Shah’s eyes became round. ‘But Dheer was in our flat that night.’

‘You must be mistaken.’

Mrs Shah shook her head vehemently.

‘Dheer was there for at least fifteen minutes. My neighbour saw him. There were also two used whisky glasses in the kitchen.’

Varsha absorbed this new information quietly. Shah had left the party around 10.30 p.m. If Dheer had gone with him and stayed in Shah’s flat for fifteen minutes or more, it would have been very close to 11 p.m. Where was Dheer then when Visht fell? Was he at the party as he claimed? How reliable was his claim that nobody had entered or left Visht’s flat?

‘They must have been there for a short while, I guess,’ Varsha said, recovering quickly. ‘I’m sure it is nothing to worry about, Mrs Shah. You should wait till your husband returns or calls you. The death of a close colleague can be very upsetting. I believe Mr Kannan is also very upset.’

Once she sent away Mrs Shah, Varsha called Ranade to fill him in on the new information. After dinner, she opened the carton she had brought from the office and unloaded the contents on her desk. She stacked the papers at one end and gazed at the external hard disk on which Ashwin had loaded the files thoughtfully. Somewhere in it lay the key to the mystery. Was it a document, or letter, or a file? Was it an email or a calendar entry in Subbu’s mailbox? Her eyes fell on the printout of the directory listing. With a sigh, she pulled it towards her and sat down.

After a couple of hours of fruitless search, she sat back frustrated. She had no idea what she was looking for. She couldn’t possibly trawl through hundreds of gigabytes of documents, spreadsheets and presentations. And many of them would be password-protected. She had to find some way of narrowing her search.

She glanced at the external hard disk once more and suddenly froze in horror. The server room had been razed to erase the data. It had been gutted, but its information had not been destroyed. A copy lay in the external hard disk!

She recalled what Manish had said last night: This will only end when whatever they want erased is finally erased.

If the arsonists knew about the external drive, she was in deep, deep trouble! The only other people who knew of its existence were Vincent and Ashwin. She had to speak to them as soon as possible in the morning.

She couldn’t reach either of them on Monday morning. Their phones were not reachable until 11 a.m., and the landlines weren’t working either. With the office not functional, Varsha was working from home. She switched on the TV and realized why their phones were off.

Vincent was addressing a press conference, looking resplendent in a new suit and beaming triumphantly. Varsha had no clue about the reason behind his silly grin. If at all, he should have been serious and sober after the explosion. She caught sight of Ashwin in the background, preoccupied and busy. She turned up the volume and sat back to listen.

Vincent was talking about the fire and the devastation in the server room. He didn’t say that it was arson. Video shots of the gutted server room came on the screen as he spoke. Twisted remains of server racks poked through the charred remnants. Vincent’s beaming face returned to the screen, looking absurdly inappropriate for the occasion. But the reason behind it soon became clear.

‘You saw the devastation that was our server room,’ Vincent said, beaming at the gathered media people. ‘We lost all our hardware and infrastructure, but we did not lose the most important thing – our data!’

He looked around at the unimpressed gathering with another triumphant smile, and spoke a notch louder.

‘We practise what we preach! We advise our clients on disaster recovery and business continuity. We know how to plan for and manage disaster recovery situations. Our servers were destroyed on Saturday night. And now, on Monday morning, I am pleased to tell you and all our clients that 99.9 per cent of our data has been restored! As you can see, we don’t advise our clients lightly.’

Varsha groaned and buried her face in her hands. In one stroke, the idiot had brought back the attention of the arsonists on CBS! In his haste to show off to the world how wonderful his disaster recovery plans were, he had endangered the firm and its people once again.

She turned off the TV and fell back on the sofa, stunned by her COO’s stupidity. Her mobile rang; it was a furious Ranade.

‘Are you at the press meet?’ he barked.

‘No. I just saw it on TV.’

‘What possessed that man to tell the world the arsonists had failed? Does he not realize what he has done?’

‘I haven’t the faintest idea, Inspector. I am as shocked as you are.’

‘How foolish can a man be? How do such people rise to top positions?’

Varsha gave in to a sudden rush of nastiness. ‘Loyalty, I suppose?’

‘You understand what this means, don’t you?’

‘I think so. We can expect another attack soon.’

‘Vincent has not said where the restored data is. He thinks he is being smart by playing close to his chest. How do you think the arsonists will obtain that information? What would you do if you were them? Remember, they are ruthless.’

‘I...don’t know...good heavens! Vincent himself...’

‘Precisely. The fool has put himself in more danger than he knows.’



Chapter 16


Ashwin was pleased with himself. Very tired, but pleased. Twenty-six hours of hectic, non-stop work had yielded spectacular results that Vincent had just shown off to the world. The shy and self-effacing Ashwin did not mind him hogging the limelight. In fact, he was happy Vincent did, for he would have dreaded facing the media. He preferred to remain in the background.

‘Great job, Ashwin!’ Varsha said warmly when he returned her call. ‘You have done magic again. The firm really owes you one.’

‘Thanks, Varsha. It was partly due to what you said.’

‘Me? What did I say?’

‘When we were working on the hacking incident, you had wondered why incremental backups were not taken at more regular intervals. I thought it made a lot of sense, because incremental backups take far less space than regular ones. I set up a program to monitor changes to files and automatically initiate incremental backups when changes reached a certain level.’

‘And it worked?’

‘Sure did. The last such backup was at 4 p.m. on Saturday. With nobody in the office after that, changes to the server contents were minimal, and we were able to achieve 99.9 per cent data restoration.’

‘Wow! And the emails?’

‘Emails are always secure due to our global policy of logging them in a separate server for seven days. Between that and local backups twice a week, no emails can be lost.’

‘You should be able to restore the mailboxes quickly, then.’

‘It’ll take time, Varsha. Your logged emails will have to be manually inserted into the backed-up mailbox.’

‘Still, you did a great job, Ashwin –’ Before she could tell him not to speak of the external drive, he interrupted her.

‘– I’ll have to call you back. Hippo is calling me.’

‘Visitors for you,’ Vincent said curtly, pointing to Manish and Kunal at the security desk.

‘Good show, man!’ Manish said, slapping him on the back. ‘Everything back in twenty-four hours! Amazing!’

‘Thanks, Manish. What brings you here?’

‘I was passing by and thought I’d drop in and ask if you wanted anything. You haven’t been home for two nights. By the way, you know Kunal, don’t you? You spoke on Saturday night.’

‘Hi Kunal,’ Ashwin said with a hint of awe. ‘I follow your blog regularly. You give some very useful tips. I used some of them last week too.’

‘Happy that someone finds them useful,’ Kunal said, laughing. ‘You haven’t done so badly yourself. But after the devastation on Saturday night, we didn’t expect the data to be back online Monday morning. This is quite an achievement.’

Ashwin felt proud. Praise from a fellow techie – that too from someone he looked up to – felt good. Kunal was a minor hero in IT security circles.

‘Where did you guys restore the data to?’ Kunal asked.

‘A third-party data centre. Sorry, can’t say more.’

‘Sure. I understand.’

‘Say, Manish, can you do me a favour? Can you take this back to the flat?’ Ashwin showed him a flat rectangular plastic box. ‘I don’t want to keep it here, and I don’t want it misplaced. Just leave it in my room.’

‘Sure. But I may not have the time to go home before I go to the airport. I’ll be away till Friday.’

‘That’s fine. It’s only a spare copy, and I want it away from this building. Don’t want to keep both copies in the same place, in case something happens again.’

Manish put it inside his bag. ‘What is it?’

‘A tape cartridge,’ Ashwin whispered, feeling relieved. He had been carrying it for hours, afraid to leave it unattended. ‘I made an extra copy of the server backup to be on the safe side, but I won’t need it.’

Once Manish and Kunal left, Ashwin returned to the reception and caught sight of Vincent in conversation with Ranade in one of the meeting rooms nearby. Vincent looked as if he had seen a ghost. With them were the CEO and a foreigner who had flown in from London the previous night. The CEO was grim, and the foreigner was looking positively angry. He caught sight of Ashwin and stepped out of the meeting room to call out for him.

Ashwin walked up to him with some concern. But the man smiled as he came forward and grasped Ashwin warmly by the hand.

‘You did a great job, Ashwin. Thank you very much on behalf of the firm. We are delighted at the initiative you took in taking incremental backups. We will thank you properly once the crisis has passed, but I wanted to tell you now.’

Ashwin was delighted. ‘Thank you. It was my job, after all.’

‘Why don’t you go and get some sleep? You haven’t slept for two nights, I believe.’

‘I will, once I restore the remaining mailboxes. It should be done in a couple of hours.’

It took more than double that time. Ashwin found it hard to focus, and by 3 p.m., he was at the end of his tether. He was making far too many errors to continue working. He locked up a copy of the backup data in a desk and left for home.

He hailed the first taxi that came his way and went to the station to catch a train home. The trains would be empty at that time, and he looked forward to getting a seat. The incoming train had a few half-filled compartments; he took a window seat and closed his eyes. Fearing that he may not wake up in time to get off at Andheri, he told the man next to him to wake him up when the train reached Vile Parle, the station before Andheri.

For many train regulars in Mumbai, their body clocks have adapted to the local train’s timings. They have to, for the rush hour in Mumbai is the stuff of legend. Such was the case with Ashwin too. Something stirred inside him and he woke up just as the train was leaving Vile Parle station. He turned to the man next to him; it was somebody else. The man had earlier said he was going to Malad, a few stations after Andheri. Ashwin looked around for him, but couldn’t see him anywhere.

The train began slowing as it approached Andheri, and Ashwin stood up and looked for his bag. It was missing. He looked under the seat and around it, but in vain. His fellow passengers searched the half-empty compartment too, but it was nowhere to be found. By this time, the train had reached Andheri.

The shirt in the bag was a new one, and his salary didn’t allow him to take the loss of good formal shirts lightly. He decided to stay in the train and conduct another search; he could get off at the next station. With the help of his fellow passengers, he searched the compartment thoroughly. They searched on and under every seat but came up empty-handed. By this time, the train had passed Jogeshwari too.

Convinced that the man who was to wake him up had decamped with the bag, Ashwin got off at Goregaon and took a train back to Andheri. Revived by the nap and spurred by anger from the theft, he was fully awake now. He briskly got on the next train and stood near the door.

At Andheri station’s exit, he saw the man who had been sitting next to him. Ashwin let out a yell and ran after him. Seeing him come after him, the man scurried into a lane and disappeared from view. Unwilling to let him off lightly, Ashwin ran after him, rushing into the lane, and suddenly found himself face-to-face with his quarry, who now wielded a knife.

Surprise mingled with fear, and Ashwin skidded to a halt. He had run into an ambush!

As soon as he stopped, a figure lunged at him from the left. Ashwin ducked instinctively, and the man’s arms passed over his head. At the same time, the man’s knees collided with Ashwin’s crouched figure, and he lost his balance to stumble into the knifewielder.

Though he had bravely pursued his quarry, a scrawny Ashwin was never in a position to confront him physically. Now with a knife and an accomplice, the man was unassailable. A fight was simply out of the question. It was time for flight.

With half the weight of his assailant, the only advantage Ashwin had was its absence. That, combined with long, skinny legs, meant he could run. And run fast. It was the only physical activity he had ever won a prize at in school.

He now turned and fled. He was out of the lane before his assailants could pick themselves up, and turned into another lane before they came out onto the main road. He chose to run through Andheri’s narrow lanes, turning left and right frequently. With his heart thudding and his breath now coming in gasps, he eventually slowed to a quick walk. He took an auto-rickshaw, but not towards his house. Instead, he went north for a couple of kilometres and got off.

Feeling as if he were in a gangster movie, he walked a few hundred yards, crossed the road and took another auto-rickshaw, for home this time. He got off a little before his apartment and took a roundabout route to it, looking around frequently.

When he finally got home, he had more questions than answers. Why had that man stolen his shirt? Was he just a petty thief? In hindsight, the man had looked untrustworthy. What a mistake to have asked him for help! But it was over now, and Ashwin hoped he would not run into him again. He would avoid Andheri station for the next few days and use Jogeshwari instead.

He frowned as he thought about the man. The heavyset face with the square jaw and close-cropped black moustache had looked vaguely familiar. He wondered where he had seen him.
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‘Ordinary citizens have done more than I have, Abdul,’ Ranade said, as he watched the patrol car’s video for the umpteenth time.

He had watched it at various speeds, at different combinations of brightness, contrast and colour, and even backwards, looking for something, anything. The patrol car had reached three minutes after Subbu’s Blackberry switched off, and had commenced recording the video from the last known location of the phone. The triangulated spot was on the other side of the road from CBS’s driveway, and had two restaurants and dozens of shops. Hundreds had passed through the area on Saturday evening in a matter of minutes. Dim street lamps and dazzling headlights hadn’t helped.

‘We have our first concrete clue, sir,’ Abdul said. ‘The sketch of one of the arsonists. One of the security guards sat down with the police artist this morning.’

He held out a paper towards him. Ranade stopped the video and took the sketch. It showed a heavyset face with a square jaw and black moustache.

‘What about the other man?’

‘The guard remembered only one with any clarity, sir. The man who wrote in the register was looking down. This is the man who wheeled in the battery packs. He was of medium height – about five foot eight – about 90 kgs, around thirty-five years old, with short black hair. No notable features.’

‘Okay. Send out copies of this sketch and see what you can find. Check with Flawless Power, CBS and the nearby shops personally. Give me a few copies and send me an electronic copy too. Have the handwriting analysis guys been able to get anything from the entries in the register?’

‘No sir. They had only half a dozen words and a fake phone number to go on.’

‘The signature?’

‘A deliberate scribble.’

‘Okay. Send the sketch to Delhi and ask them to show it to Subbu’s cab driver. Call me if anything turns up. I am going to show the sketch to a few people.’

Ranade walked slowly to his Qualis, trying to decide where he should go first. He could go to the shops opposite CBS, but that was better left to Abdul and the local beat constable who would know the managers of the establishments personally. It was too late in the evening to go to the offices. But not too late to visit Varsha.

Ranade smiled as he thought of her. For someone he had befriended just a few days ago, he felt like he knew her well. More importantly, he had come to rely on her in this case. For some reason, things happened during or after meeting her. He wished he had someone like her in his team. She was very perceptive, aware of her surroundings, and had shown remarkable presence of mind when Kamini had been attacked.

As he got off the lift at her floor, he wondered if he should have called her before coming. From the voices coming through the door, she seemed to have visitors. Ranade hesitated, but the stubborn policeman in him asserted itself, and he pressed the doorbell.

‘Inspector! A pleasant surprise,’ Varsha said, smiling amiably at him. He thought she looked nice in her kurti and jeans.

‘Is this an inconvenient time? You seem to have visitors.’

‘Nobody you don’t know, Inspector. Please come in.’

She ushered him into the house. In the hall were two faces he knew – Kamini and Ashok.

‘Hello, Inspector,’ Kamini said.

‘Good evening, Ms Visht. How are you feeling?’

‘Not bad. The Khotes have been very kind. I feel much safer there.’

‘I am glad. I trust you have had no more emails or adventures?’

‘None,’ she smiled. ‘This is the first time I have stepped out since I moved there.’

‘It may be a good idea to stay indoors for a few more days, Ms Visht.’

‘I wanted to see Varsha, Inspector. She helped me so much when I needed it. After all that happened over the weekend, the least I could do is to come and see her now.’

‘It’s only today, Inspector,’ Varsha added. ‘She has taken the month off from work. She is taking your advice seriously. Can I get you something to drink?’

Ranade nodded and sat down.

‘Any further news, Inspector?’ Varsha asked when she returned with a colourful beverage.

‘Magnesium and phosphorus were used in the fire,’ Ranade said. ‘I believe that makes the fire very hot. It seems clear that its purpose was to destroy the servers.’

Varsha and Kamini got into an animated discussion, and Ranade watched them. Adversity, it seemed, had brought the two women close, like sisters. His eyes fell on Ashok and he decided to have a conversation of his own.

‘I wanted to check something with you, Mr Khote,’ he said in a low voice, not wanting it to carry to Kamini. ‘You said that you left Dheer Sharma’s flat at around 10.45 p.m. on the night Mr Visht fell.’

Ashok nodded.

‘Where was Dheer when you left? Inside the flat or in the lobby?’

‘Neither. I think he had gone to walk Mr Shah to his flat. You see, Mr Shah was...well, he needed to be escorted home.’

‘Couldn’t hold his drink?’

‘I guess so. But Dheer’s wife says that Mr Shah can put back quite a few on his day.’

‘Did you speak to Shah? Did he sound drunk?’

Ashok considered for a moment before replying. ‘I didn’t speak much to him. Some of us were helping Dheer and his wife hand out snacks, refill glasses and that sort of thing. Dheer had his hands full entertaining the bankers, you see. I hardly sat in one place because there were people inside the flat as well as in the lobby. Mr Shah was mostly in the corner sofa inside the flat, chatting with Dheer, Mr Banerjee and another banker. The bankers were emptying a bottle of single malt between them. But I did see that his walk was a little wobbly when he got up to leave.’

‘I believe he came to the party after 10 p.m. He must have had his drinks very quickly.’

‘I wouldn’t know, Inspector. I was not watching him. But downing four to five pegs of single malt in half an hour would be difficult.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, single malt is usually had without water or soda. It burns if you have too much too quickly. While some people add ice, the three bankers did not. I know that because they declined ice when I offered them.’

‘You notice quite a bit, Mr Khote,’ Ranade laughed and sat back.

Ashok smiled a tad apologetically. ‘I remember it because someone had said expensive single malt was wasted on men who couldn’t tell whisky from brandy. If they wanted to get drunk, they may as well have done it with local liquor.’

Ranade nodded and looked up at Varsha and Kamini arguing. They did seem like sisters. He suddenly felt that he was in the way, and decided to leave.

‘Varsha,’ he said and smiled apologetically as he interrupted the conversation. ‘I’m sorry to interrupt. I just need a minute. I can then get on with my work.’

‘Sure, Inspector. I’m sorry, I forgot that you are at work while we are just chatting.’

‘Do you know this man?’ Ranade showed Varsha the sketch.

Varsha frowned as she looked at the sketch. After a few moments, she cocked her head and looked at it again. She spoke slowly after a full minute.

‘I wish I could say “yes” or “no” with certainty. I may have seen him or someone like him. There must be hundreds of heavyset men with black moustaches in Mumbai. The contours are quite common. But still...’

‘Yes?’

‘But for some reason, a grey uniform comes to mind when I see the face.’

‘Grey uniform? Why?’

‘I don’t know,’ Varsha dropped the sketch on the table. ‘But there seems to be some connection in my mind. Some recent connection.’

‘Leave the sketch aside,’ interrupted Kamini. ‘Think where you have seen grey uniforms. Security guards often have grey uniforms, for example.’

‘That’s right, but the picture in my mind is not of a security guard.’ Varsha closed her eyes and sat back. ‘There are no epaulettes...no belt...the shirt is not tucked in...it’s hanging outside...’

‘A waiter in a hotel?’

‘Possibly. Waiters in the restaurant opposite CBS wear grey uniforms.’

‘A janitor?’ Kamini asked.

‘Yes!’ Varsha snapped her eyeswide. ‘The janitors at CBS wear grey uniforms with their shirts hanging outside. Fantastic, Kamini!’

Varsha and Kamini slapped palms in a high-five.

‘Check the company that maintains CBS, Inspector. That fits in with my mental picture,’ Varsha said.

Ranade rose, picking up the sketch and feeling pleased.

Grey uniform!



Chapter 17


Ranade awoke with more optimism than he had felt in the whole week. The company that provided janitorial services to CBS, Brilliant Cleaning Services, was in Thane; he decided to investigate it himself. Knowing that some of Brilliant’s employees would be uncomfortable seeing the police in their office, he decided to go in plain clothes.

Brilliant’s office, deep in the lanes of Thane, was a small, clean affair with spartan furniture and an ambience designed to convey an impression of spotless cleanliness and efficiency. Charts showing service levels and efficiency greeted him as he walked inside. Large posters of ‘employees of the month’ adorned the reception. By all impressions, the display was intended to give visitors a sense that the company was an efficient service provider and a caring employer. Its staff wore completely grey or grey-and-white uniforms. Ranade guessed that the latter were executives, and the former workers. The only exception to the grey was the white-clad girl on the reception desk, who looked up brightly and spoke in flawless English.

‘Can I help you sir?’

‘Yes, please. I would like to see the general manager.’

‘You are from...’

‘CBS.’

‘Your name, sir?’

‘Doesn’t matter. Just tell him that I have come all the way to meet him on an important matter.’

The girl’s face clouded as she hurried away inside. Ranade had adopted a severe manner, and the girl took it to connote a potential problem. She came back within a minute to usher him into the GM’s cabin.

The GM turned out to be a young man barely into his thirties. His cabin, like the shirt he wore, was spotless; it smelled of air freshener. He welcomed Ranade politely, shook hands and waved him to a chair.

‘What can I do for you?’ he asked with a polite, but fake smile.

‘I am Detective Inspector Ranade from Mumbai Police.’

Ranade studied the man’s eyes as he spoke, and saw the smile vanish. Experience had told him that people’s reactions at the sudden appearance of the police often indicated their immediate concerns. On one occasion, he had discovered drugs in a man’s desk when he had gone there to speak to him about something trivial. The man’s eyes had darted to his top drawer and fear had leapt to his eyes.

But nothing of that nature happened this time. The GM’s eyes stayed on Ranade, and he waited for him to continue.

‘Do you know why I am here?’

‘Going by what you said at the front desk, I suppose you are here in connection with the fire at CBS?’

‘I have some questions for you,’ nodded Ranade. ‘Can I start?’

‘Please.’

‘How many people do you employ?’

‘About three thousand work here, but not all of them are employees. They are confirmed as employees only after a six-month internship.’

‘So how many are employees?’

‘About eight hundred.’

‘As few as that? Over two-thirds of your workers are interns?’

The GM fidgeted with his pen and hesitated. Ranade had accidentally hit upon an uncomfortable matter. He waited for the GM to answer.

‘You see, the turnover in this business is very high. Most people come from poor families and many of them are from rural areas. They come here seeking employment but many are uncomfortable being janitors. A third of them leave within the first two weeks and many leave before six months – which is why we confirm them as employees only after they complete six months. They are trainees till then.’

‘You train them for six months?’

‘Well...no. But their internship is for six months.’

Something was not quite above board, thought Ranade. If it was as he said, why did he seem uncomfortable? Was he contravening some employment law? Ranade filed it away at the back of his mind.

‘With three thousand people, I suppose you wouldn’t know every one?’

The GM shook his head.

‘I don’t know all the employees, let alone the trainees. I don’t even get to see most of them.’

‘Why?’

‘Trainees are trained in a building behind this one and sent to customer locations. They don’t even enter this office. You can imagine how it would be if seventy or eighty people join every week. Employees also seldom come to the head office.’

‘Who in your company would know all the people – employees and trainees?’

‘No one,’ the GM replied, scratching his chin thoughtfully. ‘But the trainers would be the best bet.’

‘How many people do you deploy for CBS?’

‘CBS is an important customer,’ the GM replied, relieved to get away from the matter of employees and trainees. ‘We have about twenty-five people working there, but for the past two days, we have had almost fifty working around the clock for the clean-up. They plan to partially reopen the office tomorrow.’

‘If seventy or eighty people leave you every week, how often do you have to replace the people at CBS?’

‘We try to keep the changes to a minimum for major customers. But two or three boys assigned to CBS do leave every month.’

‘Can you give me a list of all the people who were sent to CBS in the last six months?’

‘That will be difficult. We don’t keep records that way.’

Ranade’s eyebrows shot up. ‘You don’t keep records of who was sent where?’

‘No, no! I didn’t mean that. We only keep manual records of the people sent to a customer each day. For six months, I will have to look at a hundred-and-eighty manual lists.’

‘All you have to do is consolidate the lists as one.’ Ranade rose. ‘I will be back in two hours. You should be able to do it by then.’

‘Two hours!’ The GM exclaimed. ‘Can I not give it to you tomorrow?’

‘This is police work, sir. It cannot wait.’ Ranade smiled. ‘My men could help you, but I assume you will not like us trawling through your records.’

The GM nodded reluctantly.

Ranade walked out of the cabin, smiling to himself. He walked away from the office and headed back after turning a couple of corners. But this time, he went to the training facility behind the office. It was on the second floor of a warehouse-like building, and was easily recognizable by the concentration of men wearing grey uniforms.

It turned out to be a large hall, much like the warehouse below, and accommodated not just the training area, but also the nerve centre of Brilliant’s operations. Steel racks full of files and stacks of papers lined one wall, and several desks filled the area in front of the racks. A rough cement floor and whitewashed walls were adequate for their purpose. With no customers coming here, there was no need to dress it up. An area at the far end was cordoned off by plywood, and a large sign at the makeshift door made it clear that it was the training area. Ranade walked towards it unhesitatingly; nobody stopped him till he reached the door. As he pushed it open and entered, one of the ubiquitous grey bodies approached him.

‘Kaun chahiye, saab?’

Ranade glanced at him for a moment and looked away, studying the three groups of men and a group of women who were being trained. While one group was listening to an instructor pointing to charts and posters on a wall, the other groups were involved in one activity or another – sweeping, dusting or cleaning a glass partition.

‘I am coming from the head office, Suraj,’ Ranade replied in Marathi. He had noted the name tag on the man’s shirt. ‘When does the training finish?’

‘Almost finished, sir. Two more minutes, I think.’

‘Okay. Please tell the four instructors that I want to see them after the training.’

Suraj scampered and brought out a plastic chair for Ranade, which he accepted with a brief nod. He thought it important to maintain a stern demeanour to get the most out of Brilliant’s men.

The training finished a few minutes later, and Suraj hurried to the four instructors. Ranade walked up to them and spoke in Marathi.

‘Do all the boys hired by Brilliant get trained here?’

‘Yes,’ one of the four replied.

‘Then between the four of you, you would have seen all the boys, correct?’

‘Yes.’

‘How long have each of you been here?’

‘At least two years. I have been here for four. Why are you asking all this? Who are you?’

‘I just met your GM. He said he wouldn’t have seen the boys, but you would have.’

‘Okay. So?’

‘Tell me if you recognize this man.’ Ranade pulled out the sketch and showed it to them. As soon as Ranade showed them the sketch, they turned wary. They now knew they were talking to the police or some kind of authority. With barely a glance at the sketch, they shook their heads. They stepped back and their eyes looked everywhere but in Ranade’s direction.

‘Are you sure?’

‘We can never be sure,’ came the practised reply. ‘So many people pass through this training centre that it is impossible to remember.’

‘You hardly looked at the sketch before you made up your minds. It will not be good for your company if you don’t cooperate.’

‘We will look at it again if you wish.’

Ranade watched them closely. The man who spoke took the sketch and made a charade of studying it, after which he showed it to the other three. Each pretended to study the sketch closely before shaking his head. The man returned the sketch and shook his head.

Angry, Ranade turned around and made for the door when his mobile rang. It was Varsha.

‘Inspector, I know where I saw the man in the sketch!’

‘Where?’

‘At CBS office on Thursday morning, in front of the server room. I had gone to office early and tripped over a bucket this man had left on the floor. Ashwin would have seen him too.’

‘Are you sure, Varsha?’

‘Positive. It came to me suddenly when I woke up today.’

‘And are you sure that he was wearing a Brilliant uniform?’

‘Yes.’

‘Thank you, Varsha. You have made my day.’

Ranade put away his phone and smiled mirthlessly. He would confront the GM now. But first, he would get even with the instructors.

‘You have very short memories,’ he said, turning to face them.

‘This man was seen in a Brilliant uniform five days back. And none of you remembers him? If this man turns out to be a criminal, the four of you have just abetted him. You will have to answer to the police.’

He turned away from the shocked instructors and strode towards the door as Suraj scampered ahead to open it for him. The boy, it appeared, was the only one willing to cooperate at Brilliant, if only to open a door. Ranade took him aside and spoke softly in Marathi.

‘How long have you been here, Suraj?’

‘I’ve worked here as a peon for three years, sir.’

‘How well do you know the boys who come here?’

‘I know many of them well, sir. They come here to earn money, but feel awful when they have to sweep, mop and clean toilets. Many come from proud families, you know.’

‘Do you know this man?’ Ranade showed him the sketch.

‘This is Gagan, sir. He was here for two days’ training. I don’t know why he came here in the first place. He didn’t seem to need the money.’

‘Are you sure, Suraj?’

‘Yes, sir. He came here for training a week or ten days back. He must have been sent to a customer after that.’

‘What kind of man was he?’

‘Not very nice, sir. I didn’t like him. He was older than most who come here. He didn’t speak a word.’

‘Thank you, Suraj. You are the only one in this company who has helped me. Give me your address – I’ll send you a reward.’

Ranade strode out of the training centre and made his way to the office.

‘It has not even been half an hour!’ protested the GM when he saw Ranade enter his office again.

‘Twenty-five minutes, and I’ve come to make your life easier. You had sent a man named Gagan to CBS last week. If you can get me his file I don’t need the entire list.’

The GM picked up his phone and spoke rapidly into it. The cabin door opened within two minutes and a woman came in with a file. She gave it to the GM without a word and left the room. The GM glanced at the few papers inside, laid it on his desk and turned it around for Ranade to see. On the top sheet was a photograph. Ranade placed the sketch next to it and smiled. It was a match.

‘That’s him,’ Ranade said softly. ‘So, he lives in Sakinaka. I would like a copy of this file and the photo. Nobody else in your company needs to know about it unless you want to tell them.’

‘The photo is on the CD. I’ll make a copy for you right away.’

He inserted the CD into his laptop and took out a blank CD from his drawer. He called his assistant once again and asked her to scan the contents of the file and mail it to him. ‘I will have to tell Mr Sharma about this,’ he said as they waited for the assistant to send a copy of the file.

‘Mr Sharma?’

‘Our owner. Others need not know. Why do you want this man?’

‘Can’t say anything now as the investigation is underway. I’m sure you understand. By the way, I spoke to your instructors at the training centre.’ Ranade laughed at the look of dismay on his face. ‘Don’t worry. They refused to identify the man. Under instructions, I suppose?’

The GM squirmed again.

‘This is a tough business, Inspector. So many people come and go every month that it is impossible to screen everyone. And yet, we can’t find enough people to service our customers. Many come without any identification or references. Most can’t read. Some don’t even have addresses, as they don’t know where they will sleep that night. Only if they stick for three months do they settle down in some fashion. This is the nature of our business. Our margins are very thin, and we can’t afford to verify their backgrounds or details. But at the end of the day, we are among the few businesses that provide employment to the poorest of people.’

‘If you had been straightforward in the beginning we could have done this with less fuss.’

The GM ejected the CD, put it in a paper sleeve and handed it to Ranade.

‘The photo and the scanned pages of the file are here. We have also made a photocopy of the file. I hope this meets your requirement.’

‘I hope so too.’

Ranade rose, shook hands and left, humming softly to himself. He got on the phone as the Qualis headed towards the centre of the city. He first called Abdul and asked him to locate the security guard who had helped create Gagan’s sketch. He wanted to get a positive identification from the photo before he moved against Gagan. While he waited for Abdul to call him back, he called the control room and obtained the details of the police station that oversaw Sakinaka. He then called that police station, read out Gagan’s address and asked for a constable who could take him to the address. As soon as he hung up, he got a call from Abdul.

‘The security guard will be at his company’s office in Ghatkopar in half an hour, sir.’

‘Good. Come to Sakinaka with four armed constables and wait for me at the police station. I’ll come there after seeing the security guard.’

Finally, Ranade called Varsha.

‘Your memory served you well,’ he congratulated her. ‘The sketch matches the photo of a man named Gagan.’

‘Excellent! Have you got him?’

‘Not yet, but I will shortly.’

‘Finally, a breakthrough! I hope this cracks the case, Inspector.’

‘I hope so too.’

Ranade’s phone rang as soon as he hung up. It was a call from Delhi. He knew what he would be told even before he answered the call: since Gagan was in Mumbai on the day of Subbu’s murder, he couldn’t have been in Delhi.

At the security company’s office in Ghatkopar, Ranade mixed Gagan’s photograph with some others he was carrying, and laid them all on a table for the security guard to study. The security guard had no hesitation in identifying Gagan as the man who had carried the incendiary batteries.

With a positive identification in the presence of witnesses, Ranade made his way to Sakinaka. He jumped out of his Qualis and strode purposefully into the police station, acknowledging salutes.

‘Ready to go?’ he asked as soon as he reached the group of men studying a map.

‘Yes sir, but are you sure of the address?’

Ranade read out the address from the photocopy of the file, and the local sub-inspector nodded.

‘Yes sir, that’s the address I took down when you called me. But we have a problem.’

‘What problem?’

‘Number 149 doesn’t exist. The last number is 67. There is no building or society with this name in the entire colony. The address is a fake.’



Chapter 18


Ranade was in no mood to accept any more excuses from Brilliant’s GM. Smarting from the rude shattering of his little daydream, he brushed aside the man’s feeble attempts to disown responsibility for Gagan’s actions.

‘Understand this,’ he said fiercely into the phone. ‘Your man – I don’t care if you call him a trainee or a GM – was seen inside CBS in your uniform two days before the fire. Then he was seen smuggling a bomb into CBS a few hours before the explosion. It is clear that your man was responsible for the arson. This is sufficient basis for CBS, and for us, to proceed legally against you.’

‘But –’

‘Now, if your customers learn that you do not verify the backgrounds of the people you send to their offices, and that one of them set fire to a customer’s office, your business will be dead!’

‘But Inspector, you know what we are up against. We –’

‘If I were you, I would waste no time arguing. I would put every bloody resource I have to find Gagan’s whereabouts. I would ask every trainer, every single person who worked with him or spoke to him. I would use every bloody connection I can to find him. I would mobilize the whole damn organization and reward anyone who provides information. This is not the time to play games. It is time to cooperate with the police. Do you understand?’

‘Yes...yes, Inspector.’

‘Good. You have twenty-four hours to save your business. I suggest that you use every minute of it.’

Ranade slammed the phone down and swore. ‘Idiot of a GM!’ He rose from his chair and threw a pencil at a wall, splintering it.

‘I don’t think the GM can do much, sir,’ Abdul said softly.

‘Perhaps not. But there may be some clue Gagan dropped in a conversation. You will speak to Suraj, won’t you?

‘Yes, sir. I will go shortly.’

‘Okay. Are the copies ready?’

‘Yes, sir. Two hundred photos along with Gagan’s description.’

‘Send it out to every police station. Discreet inquiries only. No public distribution yet. Gagan shouldn’t get wind of it.’

The photographs were sent to every corner of Mumbai, Pune and everywhere in between. Dozens of policemen now prowled the streets seeking clues to Gagan’s whereabouts. They pressed moles into service in Dharavi and other areas where the police held little sway. Sharp-eyed detectives sifted through heaps of photographs of known criminals. In the maze of narrow streets that were the chawls, men who needed the police’s favour made discreet enquiries at eating joints, pubs and recycling yards. In communities that operated with their own set of rules, a strongman or two sent out word, offering rewards for information on the man.

Meanwhile, Ranade waited impatiently, making frequent phone calls to pursue every possible avenue. Suraj didn’t throw any light on Gagan’s whereabouts. The man had been singularly reticent during his brief stay at Brilliant. So unforthcoming was he, nobody even remembered his voice. The GM did not find a single lead despite churning the entire organization. He called Ranade late in the evening, dejected and fearful.

Ranade’s mind went to the CBS guard who had seen Gagan wheel in the fake batteries – he had been wearing Flawless Power’s uniform then, not Brilliant’s. But Flawless Power had no clue about the two men. It turned out that the tailor who made uniforms for Flawless Power privately made additional sets at employees’ requests. It would have been easy for the two men to obtain those uniforms. Another dead end.

Late evening, plainclothesmen stalked bars and nightclubs. They listened to uncounted inebriated conversations, prodding and provoking Bacchus’s disciples, but in vain.

All in all, the day that had begun so promisingly ended in deep frustration. Ranade went home a dejected and tired man, falling asleep the minute he hit his bed.
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A phone rang shrilly in the distance. His phone. It continued to ring repeatedly, intent on drawing his attention. Ranade groggily switched on the light. It was 5 a.m.; he had slept for barely four hours.

‘Hello?’ he said sleepily.

‘Good morning sir.’

It was Abdul. Ranade snapped awake.

‘Good God, Abdul! Didn’t you sleep?’

‘No, sir. There was too much to do.’

‘You are calling me this early – tell me you have found Gagan?’

‘I don’t know, sir. A body has been found that may fit the description.’

‘Where?’

‘The body washed up in Malad Creek at the north end of Versova. Near the jetty.’

‘Okay. Pick me up in ten minutes.’

Fifteen minutes later, they were speeding north through the empty streets of Mumbai. Soon they stood before a corpse in a morgue with a copy of Gagan’s photograph in their hands.

‘It is him,’ Abdul said, studying the face.

‘Looks like him. Take fingerprints and compare it to the ones on file.’

While Brilliant did not verify credentials of the people they employed, they were smart enough to record all fingerprints. A constable took the fingerprints of the corpse and loaded them into a computer. Ten seconds later, they had a positive identification.

‘Watertight, sir.’

‘I would have preferred him alive. How did he die?’

‘Stabbed through the heart. Twice.’

‘When did he die?’

‘Sometime the night before last – Monday night.’

‘How long was he in the water?’

‘For over 24 hours.’

‘What about the contents of his pockets?’

‘In the two trays there,’ Abdul pointed to a table. ‘Catalogued and photographed.’

A wallet, a mobile phone, a watch, some keys and coins were all that the man had with him.

‘We are in luck, sir,’ said Abdul. ‘He probably fell into the water as he was stabbed. Whoever killed him didn’t have the time to take away his phone and wallet.’

Ranade picked up the list of the dead man’s belongings and let out a slow whistle as he studied it.

‘Over fifteen thousand rupees in his wallet!’ he said. ‘That’s a lot for a janitor... Aha! He has an ATM card and a driving licence! We should be able to get his real address from the bank.’

‘His real name is Gagan, sir.’

‘He must have used his driving licence as proof of identity at Brilliant. I bet the address on it is also fake.’

[image: image]

Ranade ensured he was the first person to enter the bank’s branch in a trading district of central Mumbai when it opened at 10 a.m. There was little to be said, as the branch manager had already received instructions from his head office. All Ranade had to do was show him Gagan’s ATM card, and within minutes, the account details and a printout of his bank statement appeared on the desk.

Ranade studied the papers and hid his surprise. Gagan had over 27 lakhs in his account! A number of cash deposits – none exceeding 50,000 – had been made over the past few weeks. Ranade looked up at the bank manager and raised his eyebrows.

‘Cash deposits of 50,000 and above require a PAN number,’ the bank manager said.

‘Don’t you ask questions when someone clearly bypasses the rule?’

‘You will be surprised at the number of deposits of 49,000 rupees. Most merchants around here deal in cash, and given the volume of wholesale business that takes place, the amounts are large. There is nothing unusual about the account you are looking at.’

‘Will any of your people know this account-holder?’

‘I don’t know him, and I don’t think anyone here would either. But I will check.’ The manager rang the bell on his desk and continued. ‘We have a large number of accounts in this branch, and the vast majority of them are of shopkeepers, wholesalers and traders. Most of the people who come here are office boys or shop assistants of the account-holder. We seldom get to see the accountholders themselves.’

‘The perfect place to be anonymous if one is up to dubious activities.’

The bank manager shrugged his shoulders.

‘Do you know if the address in your files is correct?’

‘We send regular mails and statements to the address on file. We will know if something comes back undelivered.’

‘But that doesn’t mean that the account-holder lives at the address. He could have an arrangement to collect his mail.’

‘That is correct. That’s why we are diligent about the “know your customer” procedure. We verify all details of the customer.’ He flipped through the file and jabbed his finger at a paper. ‘KYC for this account was done four months ago. The address should be correct unless he has faked everything including his proof of address.’

‘Is that possible?

‘Possible, but not likely.’ The bank manager smiled. ‘People usually don’t lie to the custodians of their money. If their identity is in doubt, they will not be able to access their money.’

‘I see...can I have a copy of these papers?’

‘This printout is for you.’ He picked up a file from a corner of his desk and handed it to Ranade. ‘This is a duplicate file. It has photocopies of all the papers in the file you just saw.’

Ranade rose, and the bank manager rose with him.

‘I know it is a police investigation, and you may not want to reveal much. But is there anything I must know about this man as the bank manager?’

Ranade hesitated for a second before answering. ‘He was found dead last night. The ATM card was in his wallet. I cannot tell you more at present.’

‘That is enough for the bank, thank you. Do you want us to freeze the account? If so, I will need a letter.’

‘I will have it sent. In addition, I will need your help in getting all possible information if anyone tries to operate the account – deposit, withdrawal or anything else.’

The bank manager nodded. ‘We will make sure the security camera captures everything. I will also put a silent alarm on the account.’

Ranade entered his Qualis and sat silently, thinking about what he had learnt. Not only did Gagan have a hefty bank balance, but the bank transactions also held evidence of investments. What was the man really up to? Had he worked for someone else? Was he involved in the two deaths? Perhaps his house would yield some clues.

An hour later, Ranade stood in front of a dingy block of discoloured, fungus-streaked flats – not unlike the thousands of cramped housing societies all over Mumbai, unpainted for years, with tall, closely placed cement matchboxes that left narrow, dark alleyways in between. Perhaps they had been painted, but the allpervading grey dust rising from the nearby train tracks and from numerous workshops and garages had long smothered all colour.

Four plainclothesmen took up positions around the building while two unmarked vehicles halted at the two ends of the narrow street. Two more plainclothesmen entered the building and went up the stairs to Gagan’s second floor flat. Thirty seconds later, Abdul went up from another direction and followed them. Ranade gave him a minute and followed up the narrow, dark stairs.

Four doors opened from the small landing into the four flats. The two plainclothesmen stood on either side of Gagan’s door while Abdul stood directly in front of it, keys in a gloved hand. They were the keys from Gagan’s pocket. At Ranade’s nod, Abdul stepped forward and unlocked the door. He slid back the bolt and pushed the door open to reveal a small hall, stepping aside to let Ranade enter.

Ranade shone his flashlight around the cramped, unkempt room. He then gestured and the three men on the landing entered the flat and silently closed the door behind them before switching on the lights. All four of them wore gloves.

It was a small one-bedroom apartment with a TV, fridge and two chairs in the hall, and a cot and a steel cupboard in the bedroom. After the men photographed the entire flat, Ranade went into the bedroom with Gagan’s keys, leaving his men to sift through the hall and kitchen. He fitted a key into the steel cupboard and unlocked it, taking care not to grip the handle too hard. He opened the safe inside and whistled as he peered into it. Bundles of thousandrupee notes filled half of it. He stepped back and snapped several photographs of the cupboard and the safe.

Then, as he reviewed the photographs on the small screen of his digital camera, he noticed something shiny and metallic in a corner of one of the pictures. Something was hidden behind the currency bundles. He stepped up to the cupboard, moved aside some bundles of cash and shone his flashlight into the safe.

A laptop! Excited, he took it out and examined it: a Sony Vaio. His pulse was racing. Ranade turned it over and looked at the bottom of the machine. A small rectangular sticker read ‘Asset Code’ followed by a series of letters and numbers.

Below the sticker was a name and designation: ‘R.C. Visht. Chairman.’
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The pencil was once again twirling as Ranade sifted the evidence in his mind. At last, a link between Visht’s and Subbu’s deaths! It was clear that the laptop had been stolen from Visht’s flat, and the people who had stolen it were involved with Subbu’s murder and the arson at CBS. Some dots were at last connecting. He hoped that Gagan’s call records would throw more light.

‘Gagan’s prepaid mobile was obtained using false papers.’ Abdul’s voice broke Ranade’s reverie as if on cue. He grinned as he entered Ranade’s room waving a couple of papers. ‘Just like Jack’s – the mobile that called Visht before his death. Both were purchased within days of each other.’

‘Do you have his call records?’ Ranade asked.

‘Not yet. But Jack’s call records show that he called Gagan.’

‘When?’

‘Around 10 p.m. on the day Visht died. An hour after he called Visht.’

‘I see...Jack was near Visht’s apartment that night. Where was Gagan?’

‘Don’t know yet, sir. We should be getting his mobile’s location history soon.’

‘Okay. Any other calls between Gagan and Jack?’

‘No. But the recent calls on Gagan’s phone are quite interesting. You remember Jack’s records had shown several calls to another number? The one you named “Jill”?’

Ranade nodded.

‘Most of Gagan’s calls are to Jill.’

‘Hmm...most of Jack’s calls were to Jill as well. What does that mean?’

‘Gagan must have been the muscle. Jill might have been his boss.’

‘Hmm. That could be right. I wonder who the brain is – Jack or Jill?’

‘It could be either –’

A knock interrupted them.

‘The computer technician to see you, Inspector,’ a peon said. Ranade had asked for help from the police computer lab on Visht’s laptop.

‘Send him in.’ Ranade turned to Abdul and continued, ‘Get the location histories of Jack, Jill and Gagan’s mobiles from the past two weeks.’ Abdul nodded and turned to go, but stopped as he saw a frown on Ranade’s face. Ranade dropped his voice and continued softly. ‘And the location histories of the phones of all the potential suspects we have – the four people at FLC Bank, Dheer Sharma and the guests who attended the party. Remember that Kunal and Ashok were among the guests too. Manish as well, as he was in the building that evening. Ramesh, Varsha and Kamini.’

Abdul’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Varsha and Kamini?’

Ranade shrugged as he turned his attention to the laptop. ‘Both have motives. They have gained financially from the deaths. Oh... and Vincent Shain too.’

The door opened and a neatly dressed youngster stepped in.

‘Come,’ Ranade said as the technician took a chair across him. ‘This laptop is not starting up. It says, “System volume not found”.’

‘That means it can’t read the hard disk,’ the technician replied. ‘Can I see it?’

Ranade turned the laptop around. The technician shut it off and flipped it over as he reached for his bag. He removed two screws and lifted a rectangular piece of plastic.

‘The hard disk is missing,’ he said. ‘It has been removed and the lid replaced.’

‘We are not dealing with an idiot here, sir,’ said Abdul. ‘This is someone who knows about computers and technology.’

Ranade nodded. ‘Probably not Gagan, then.’

‘Wonder why they didn’t destroy Visht’s laptop like they destroyed Subbu’s. Did they recover the hard disk from Subbu’s laptop too, sir?’

‘No...some pieces were missing, and a corner piece that held the hard disk was one of them. I didn’t think much of it then. But in light of this discovery...’ Ranade began twirling his pencil again.

‘The men in Delhi used brute force to accomplish what Gagan’s boss did with precision here,’ Abdul continued. ‘I wonder how Gagan got Visht’s laptop, though.’

‘Yes...and why was he killed?’

‘Was he killed by his own master when he got wind of our enquiries at Brilliant?’

Ranade shook his head.

‘No, Abdul. We made the enquiries yesterday – Tuesday. But Gagan was killed on Monday night. He was already dead when I reached Brilliant’s office on Tuesday morning. STOP!’ Ranade yelled out the last word as the technician reached for the rectangular lid of the hard disk chamber. The technician yanked his hand back as if he had touched fire.

‘Sorry,’ Ranade grinned as he used the pencil to slide the lid towards himself. ‘I want the inside of the lid and the hard disk chamber fingerprinted. If our man took the hard disk, I want his fingerprint.’

‘He may have worn gloves like you did, sir,’ Abdul said.

‘The laptop’s screen and keyboard were wiped clean before it came to Gagan. But the man may have missed a trick when he removed the hard disk. Working small screws while wearing gloves can be cumbersome.’

‘Good thinking, sir,’ Abdul said. ‘Brilliant, actually.’

Ranade called a number as the technician left. Abdul began flipping through Visht’s autopsy report. Ranade called for a forensic person, and watched closely as he came in and took the laptop and the lid away in sterile covers. Meanwhile, Abdul had reached the last two pages of the report.

‘Sir!’ he said. ‘Did you see the data sheets in the appendix?’

‘Just glanced at them. Can’t make much of the medical jargon. Why? Is there an inconsistency between the summary and the data?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Then?’

Abdul pointed to an entry halfway down the sheet that showed blood analysis results: ‘Alcohol: Nil.’

Ranade froze and stared dumbfounded at the sheet.

‘They found no alcohol in Visht’s blood, sir.’ Abdul’s voice was a whisper.

Ranade looked at him as if he had seen a ghost. Without another word, he picked up his phone once more.

‘Hello, doctor. This is Detective Inspector Ranade. I need a clarification on the autopsy report of the man who fell from the building.’

‘Ah, yes.’

‘Your report says that you found nothing unusual in the deceased’s blood.’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you find no alcohol too?’

‘No alcohol as far as I recall. But hang on a second. I’ll verify with my records.’

Ranade waited impatiently as the doctor checked his original data sheet.

‘No. No alcohol.’

‘So the deceased was not inebriated when he fell?’

‘That stands to reason, doesn’t it, Inspector? Why the confusion?’

‘Circumstantial evidence suggests otherwise, doctor.’

‘What circumstantial evidence?’

‘His shirtfront was soaked in whisky.’

‘I see...no, there is no doubt, Inspector. He was not inebriated. Nor was he drugged or poisoned.’

Ranade blanched as he hung up. ‘What a fool I have been!’ he hissed at length, furious with himself. ‘I didn’t ask the right questions.’

‘How so, sir?’

‘By design, the coroner is not given any information that could colour his view. He was therefore not aware of the whisky on Mr Visht’s shirt because the clothes were removed before the autopsy. So, when he found no alcohol in his blood, he did not think it amiss, and didn’t mention it in his verbal report to me.’

‘Okay.’

‘And when the doctor said there was nothing amiss, I – like a complete idiot – took that to mean there was alcohol in the blood. Because of the evidence that was so firmly fixed in my mind – the whisky on the shirt, the glass in the balcony and the bottle. I glanced only at the summary when the written report came.’

Abdul remained silent. Ranade had turned red in embarrassment.

‘I screwed up big time, Abdul,’ he said. ‘I should have paid more attention to the small details.’

‘What details, sir?’

‘First, Kamini and Kannan insisted that Visht was a teetotaller. Second, Kamini said that her father had a habit of bolting the door from the inside at 10 p.m. Third, she wondered why the keys were in his trouser pocket. Fourth, there was no place –’

Ranade stopped abruptly and jumped to his feet. He stood frozen, staring past Abdul.

‘Bloody hell! I should have known!’ he whipped out his phone once more. ‘Varsha, are you home now?’ he snapped.

‘Yes.’

‘I am coming over.’ He gestured to Abdul and they hurried out of his office towards his Qualis. ‘Is your flat’s layout the same as Mr Visht’s flat?’

‘Yes, Inspector. As far as I can tell.’

‘Including the balcony? Its wall and railing?’

‘I think so,’ Varsha sounded perplexed. ‘Why?’

‘I’ll tell you when I get there.’

Ranade lapsed into silence for the short ride to the flat. Once there, he ran up the stairs to find Varsha holding her door open. He strode to the balcony and stood there staring and swearing under his breath. Varsha and Abdul followed him and waited for him to speak.

Ranade glared at the polished chrome railing as if it was offending him. The railing and the wall below it were of the same thickness, and the space between the top of the wall and the railing was three inches. The smoothly curved railing, which was a hollow stainless steel tube, ran the entire length of the balcony to embed itself in the wall at both ends.

‘Do you see?’ Ranade asked softly.

Varsha shook her head. ‘See what?’

‘Mr Visht is supposed to have been drinking from the glass we found on the small table in his balcony.’

‘So?’

‘And he fell over the parapet wall and the railing in his inebriated state.’

‘Yes.’

‘The bottle that fell with him was supposed to have been knocked down when he fell, right?’ Ranade‘s eyes were still on the railing.

‘Right.’

‘Where was the bottle kept before it fell?’

Varsha and Abdul looked up and down the balcony in silence.

‘The railing is too smooth for a bottle,’ Varsha whispered hoarsely. ‘There is no space between the railing and the top of the parapet wall either. And if the bottle was on the small table, it would have been too low. It would have fallen inside the balcony, at most.’

Ranade nodded silently.

‘And the bottle cap was closed,’ Abdul added, ‘so he could not have been drinking from it either.’

‘Exactly...where did the bottle fall from then?’

A stunned silence enveloped the balcony. Varsha’s mind went into a whirl.

‘Somebody has led us down the garden path,’ Ranade growled. ‘A perfectly executed deception.’

‘Then...Mr Visht...’

‘Was murdered in cold blood.’



Chapter 19


‘ Three murders in twelve days, Ranade,’ the assistant commissioner said gravely. ‘It’s turning out to be bigger than we had first thought. I suppose there is no doubt that the three deaths are linked?’

‘None, sir.’ Ranade studied the older man across the desk. The normally curt officer seemed a little distracted. ‘We cannot close the Visht case as you had suggested.’

‘The alcohol angle is a bit of an embarrassment, Ranade,’ continued the older man, staring uneasily at his desk. ‘It gives a convenient handle to our detractors.’

‘Detractors, sir?’

The assistant commissioner didn’t reply. Instead, he asked, ‘Is there anything I should know? Any thread of investigation I am not aware of?’

The senior officer’s uneasiness was more apparent to Ranade now. Something is bothering him, but why is he beating about the bush? The man was known to be terse to the point of brusqueness.

‘No, sir,’ Ranade replied. ‘You are aware of all that I have found so far.’

‘What are the commission’s findings?’

‘Three main findings, sir. First, most banks that were affected by the scam did not follow internal procedures while approving loans. In most cases, junior staff was negligent, but their supervisors didn’t do their jobs either. Second, some bank employees did collude with borrowers and cut corners. Finally, some valuers have rampantly issued inflated valuation certificates. The commission has issued two lists – one of people who were negligent, and another of those guilty of fraud.’

‘What is the connection between Visht’s death and the banking scam?’

‘I have found no connection so far. FLC Bank has not been affected by the scam at all. Visht’s and Subbu’s deaths may have been due to a different fraud within FLC Bank. One that Visht was personally investigating.’

‘Hmm...have you been making enquiries about a company called Aurora Enterprises?’

‘No, sir.’

There was a sudden glimmer of relief in the assistant commissioner’s eyes. ‘Sure?’

Ranade nodded crisply.

‘Somebody is investigating Aurora, and there are people who don’t like it.’

‘Who doesn’t like it, sir?’

‘I don’t know, Ranade. I am second-last in the chain, and you are the last. I have no idea where this has come from, but we seem to be taking it seriously.’ He looked up at Ranade. ‘Seriously enough to consider moving the case to CBI.’

‘Why CBI? If at all, it should be the Economic Offences Wing.’

‘Well for one, it’s becoming bigger by the day – we have three deaths now. Secondly, the case spans Mumbai and Delhi. And thirdly...’ The older man paused awkwardly and stared at his hands. ‘Thirdly, you missed the evidence of Visht’s blood being free of alcohol.’

Ranade stared mutely. Less than twenty-four hours had passed since he had discovered his blunder and owned up to it. Someone was already trying to use it to take the case away from him – someone with influence at the highest levels of Mumbai Police. Aurora – where have I heard the name recently?

‘I don’t want it to go to the CBI,’ continued the assistant commissioner. ‘But I may not be able to prevent it. I think you have done very well in unravelling the affair so far. Speed up whatever you want to do, and be discreet. Above all, keep me posted on a daily basis.’

Ranade saluted him briskly and walked out. The conversation had told him what he had to do next.
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‘Here are the details of Aurora and the other companies you had asked for, sir.’ Hussain opened a box stuffed with papers for Hegde, who sat across the desk at ZARA. ‘Aurora was set up a little over two years ago with a share capital of 50 lakhs. The memorandum of the company is very broad, allowing it to engage in virtually any business related to trading, finance, investment, real estate, property development and consultancy. It has three employees, all clerical.’

‘No management?’ Hegde asked.

Hussain shook his head. ‘Only directors and three junior staff, one of whom is an accountant. We have the directors’ names and addresses, but we don’t know who they are. One of them is in Mumbai. The others are from interior Maharashtra.’

‘Did you get any financials?’

‘Not much. But what I found is interesting.’ Hussain smiled crookedly, showing uneven teeth yellowed by paan. ‘Aurora paid a final dividend of 7,500 per cent in their first year. This was after an interim dividend of 5,500 per cent.’

Hegde’s eyebrows rose; he did a quick mental calculation.

‘A 50 lakh company paid dividends worth 65 crores in a single year?’ he asked. ‘Fantastic performance!’

‘It gets even better. Aurora paid a dividend of 15,000 per cent last year, interim and final combined. In two years, shareholders have got back 280 times their investment.’

‘How did Aurora earn so much? That too with three employees.’

‘Don’t know.’ Hussain shook his head. ‘I haven’t been able to get the financial statements. All I could get were the dividend declaration statements.’

‘Hmm...what about the other companies?’

‘They are all very similar. Their memorandums are practically identical, and they were set up within days of each other. All of them have an authorized share capital of 50 lakhs. Two are in Maharashtra and one each in Gujarat, Rajasthan and Haryana. Every director is on at least two companies’ boards. The five companies are practically clones of each other.’

Hegde sat back, thoughtful. If Hussain’s estimates were correct, the five companies had siphoned off over 600 crores as dividends alone. If the directors were common, it was very likely that the promoters behind the five companies – shell companies– were common too.

‘What else do you have?’ he asked, glancing at the other file on the desk.

‘We traced the transaction chains for four properties sold by Aurora.’ Hussain’s voice dropped. ‘Two properties were originally government land earmarked for non-commercial purposes. They were issued to an MLA’s relative and then later converted to commercial zones with government approval. The allottee then sold them to Aurora at four times the original cost. Aurora then sold them at five times the price they bought it at to Blue Gem and another company. Both companies took bank loans to buy the properties at inflated prices.’

‘Go on.’ Hegde nodded. This was a familiar route for grabbing government land.

‘The other two properties Aurora sold were originally disputed properties that it had acquired. They were then “regularized” with appropriate approvals and sold at over four times the market price.’

A knock sounded on the door.

‘A police inspector to see you, sir,’ an attendant said. ‘One Inspector Ranade.’

‘Did he say on what business?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Okay. Seat him in the meeting room and give him some tea. I’ll join him in five minutes.’

‘He seems to be in a hurry, sir.’

‘Two minutes, then.’

Hegde turned back to Hussain. ‘Give me a printout of your summary. Find out all that you can about the directors of the companies, their promoters and shareholders. Finally, trace the remaining property transaction chains. I’ll call you later.’

Once Hussain left the room, Hegde sat still, gathering his thoughts. The fifteen transactions were scattered across banks, states and land records offices. The buyers were also different. There was little chance that anyone would link them up. The commission was the only place where all the details could come together.

 Good old Visht! In one masterstroke, he had blown the cover off the scam. It was now up to Hegde to conclude the work. He had stumbled upon something big, but as long as Hussain kept it quiet, they should be safe. He went to the meeting room, where he greeted the inspector. He wasn’t taken in by Ranade’s professorial looks. The eyes behind the spectacles were hard; this man would not be easily put off. And he seemed upset about something.

‘I am investigating Mr Visht’s death,’ Ranade said, getting down to business straightaway.

‘Visht?’ Having prepared himself to discuss the scam, Hegde was taken off guard. ‘Okay. How can I help you?’

‘How well did you know him?’

‘He was a professional acquaintance till we began working together at the commission. Thereafter, I got to know him quite well.’

‘Did you observe anything that could throw light on his death?’

Hegde stared uncomprehendingly at Ranade for a moment. ‘I thought it was an accident, Inspector,’ he said softly. ‘Is there something more to it?’

‘Perhaps.’

Hegde thought for a long moment before replying. ‘I don’t know if it is relevant, but Visht was uneasy about how Shruti Mathur died.’

‘The girl who had deposed before the commission?’

‘Yes. He was also concerned about a possible larger conspiracy to defraud banks, which the commission was not investigating. Many different companies were using the same method to defraud banks, and Visht felt that there could be a common mastermind to all these frauds. But I don’t know if these have any bearing on his death. As far as I know, FLC Bank was not touched by the scam.’

‘When did you meet him last?’

‘Three days before his death, I think.’

‘Would you, by any chance, know of the fraud he was investigating at FLC Bank?’

Hegde shook his head. ‘Was he? I’m afraid I’m not aware of it. As I said, I don’t see a connection between FLC Bank and the scam. Neither did Visht, as far as I know.’

‘But he did speak of a possible conspiracy.’ Ranade was now staring intently at Hegde.

‘Yes, that was in the context of the scam that the commission was investigating. I don’t know if that had anything to do with a fraud FLC Bank was investigating internally.’

‘Okay. Would you know of a company called Aurora Enterprises?’

Hegde froze. Had Hussain’s enquiries been found out?

‘Yes,’ he said cautiously. ‘I recently came across a private company called Aurora Enterprises.’

‘Did you enquire about it at the Registrar of Companies?’

Hegde’s mouth went dry. Hussain had indeed been noticed. ‘Yes.’

Ranade’s eyes shone. ‘What did you find?’

Hegde knew enough about law to know he was bound to answer the direct question. To hedge now would be to attract suspicion. At the same time, disclosing every suspicion could jeopardize his own investigation. He could also take a middle path and disclose some harmless details. He had to make a choice now, and his long training as a legislator forced him down the safest path. He decided to tell all.

He slowly summarized what he and Hussain had discovered. He spoke of Aurora, Coral Cove, Gilt Edge and the other companies that had collectively sold forty-seven properties at inflated prices. He talked about how all the properties were bought using bank loans, and how the companies that bought them went bankrupt within a year. As he spoke, Ranade’s expression grew grimmer.

‘Whoever is behind this scam has been smart, Inspector,’ he concluded. ‘The frauds are spread across eight banks in such a way that the seven companies defrauded a bank only once. As a result, there was no chance that a bank would have discovered the larger pattern. The pattern became visible only when all the frauds were studied together; it was the nature of the frauds that gave them away. All thanks to Mr Visht’s foresight.’

When he finished, Ranade’s face was humourless. ‘That’s sufficient cause to kill a man, Dr Hegde,’ he said.

Hegde stayed silent. His throat was dry and his fingers tingled. The inspector was right. It is sufficient cause to kill more than one man!

‘Can you give me details of the seven companies?’ Ranade asked.

‘Gladly.’ Hegde recovered his voice and slid Hussain’s summary across the desk. ‘This has details of five companies. Check out the directors and shareholders. I think we have hit upon the core of the scam. If the ministry refuses to investigate it, ZARA will.’

‘Thank you, Dr Hegde.’ Ranade rose, his face like granite. ‘I suggest that you leave the investigation to me. This may have already become too dangerous for you or ZARA to handle. Three people have already died, not counting Shruti Mathur.’

Hegde sat still for several minutes after Ranade left. Word of his investigating Aurora had spread. If the people behind Aurora had their way, the scam could be buried...and Hegde with it. As Shruti had been. With the police now aware, word would spread quickly. He would not be surprised if the case was taken away from Mumbai Police and put in cold storage somewhere. But for Hussain and him, there was no turning back now.

There was only one way to protect them both. He had to make it public. The earliest he could do that was Sunday. He called Hussain to the meeting room.

‘Today is Wednesday,’ he said. ‘You must complete your investigation by Friday. Do you have anyone to help you? You can’t go to all places by yourself.’

Hussain nodded. ‘I can get two or three men.’

‘Do that right away. Cover Mumbai and three other locations. And take the files away from the office. Get me a prepaid SIM card in ZARA’s name and get yourself another. We won’t use our regular numbers for the next few days. Leave Mumbai once you complete your investigation here. I am going away tonight.’



Chapter 20


Alarge part of CBS’s office had been restored within two days of Vincent’s press conference. Not all workstations were functional, but more than half of CBS employees could now work from the office itself. Three days of hectic, round-the-clock renovation had seen the devastated half of the office set right at surprising speed. A small army of workers had worked tirelessly to achieve the near impossible. Among them was Ashwin.

With the server room burnt and network cabling unusable, he had to find a way to connect the hundreds of people who would return to work on Thursday. Redoing the network cabling was not an option as it was too time-consuming. The only option was to install a wireless network, but that took time too, since he had to do everything from procuring the hardware to configuring it. After a decent night’s sleep on Monday, he returned to CBS to work for another thirty-six hours without a break. When he finally left by 7 p.m. on Wednesday, the wireless network was in place.

Something about the original hacking continued to bother him throughout the ride to Jogeshwari. There was something familiar about the intrusion, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. Had he seen the same sequence of commands as the hacker had used somewhere else?

The answer came to him as he left the station: the same sequence of commands had been listed on Kunal’s blog, which had described various methods to bypass firewalls, and ways to plug the gaps! Excitement surged.

Ashwin’s legs began mimicking the pace his mind was running at. As he swiftly walked across the road and to his flat, he remembered the other thing Kunal had written about – hackers sometimes left behind a signature! It was not something that could be linked to the hacker in a legal way, but it was a way to thumb their nose at the world. He stopped so abruptly in his tracks that the man behind him bumped into him. Ashwin apologized and called Varsha.

‘Varsha,’ he said in great excitement after he told her of his discovery. ‘Do you remember seeing any zero byte files?’

‘Zero byte files? What are they?’

‘They are just ordinary files, but their file size is zero. They may have any name and any extension.’

‘I don’t remember. I didn’t see the file sizes.’

‘Have a look. The file name may be coded in some way.’

‘But there are thousands and thousands of files, Ashwin. And it is a printout. I can’t sort by file size. I will have to check every page fully.’

‘Yes, but you need to only run down the file size column. It should not take much time.’

‘Okay, I will –’

So engrossed was Ashwin in the conversation that he didn’t notice the man who had bumped into him just seconds earlier was now standing a few yards away from him. A small van drove up the street and slowed as it approached Ashwin. Meanwhile, the man moved towards him. The van stopped beside the still oblivious Ashwin, and its left door slid open.

The man rushed at Ashwin, pushed him into the van and followed him into it. Ashwin yelped in surprise and his phone slipped and fell on the road, with Varsha still connected. The door slammed shut and the van sped off.

Ashwin struggled in vain; the two men inside the van pinned him to the floor and pressed something over his nose and mouth. His vision began to blur, and he lost consciousness.

At the other end of the line, Varsha shouted, ‘Hello! Ashwin, are you there? Hello!’ The sounds of a scuffle were what she heard last before Ashwin’s phone hit the road with a crash. She stayed on the line and could hear shouts and voices nearby. Finally, she heard a scrapping sound followed by a man’s voice.

‘Hello!’ she shouted, and continued in Hindi when the man at the other end answered. ‘What happened?’

‘Some men in a van abducted a young man standing on the pavement. He dropped this phone.’

‘Did you see the number of the van?’

‘No.’

‘Okay. Keep the phone with you. Someone will come and pick it up from you.’

Varsha took his details and hung up. She then called Ranade and told him what had happened.

‘The location of the disaster recovery site!’ Ranade moaned. ‘They took Ashwin when they couldn’t get Vincent. I should have protected him. Too late!’

‘Or the backup tape cartridges. Ashwin has two copies. They want to erase all copies of Mr Subramaniam’s documents.’

‘Where does Ashwin keep the backups?’

‘I don’t know...I would expect them to be in the office or some other safe place. He told me once that they are usually kept in different places so that both are not lost in case of a fire.’

‘Okay. Let me alert the local police immediately about Ashwin.’

Varsha hung up and turned her attention to the server directory listing. She needed to find the zero byte file Ashwin had been telling her about. She began scrutinizing the column from the first page. She found a zero byte file within ten minutes, but she marked it and continued to the end of the list. It was the only zero byte file, and she now turned her attention to it. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw the file name:

32784 82337 927 4373.subbu

Varsha stared uncomprehendingly at it for a full minute. The file had been created at 1.17 a.m. on 22 February – the night of the first intrusion! Ashwin had been right! The hacker had indeed left a calling card. She grew excited.

Using Subbu’s name as the file extension seemed deliberate. It meant the hacking had something to do with him. But what did the series of numbers mean? Was it some sort of a code, as Ashwin had said?

She narrowed her eyes and stared at the file name. The numbers had been divided into four groups, separated by spaces. Was it a jumble made up of Subbu’s mobile number? She compared Subbu’s phone number with the file name, and discovered that two digits – 1 and 5 – did not figure in the file name. She then tried comparing the file name with his landlines at home and work, but could see no connection.

Dropping the Subbu angle, she looked at it afresh. Did the numbers represent letters: 1 for A, 2 for B, and so on? She took a piece of paper and began translating the numbers to letters according to the sequence. The result made no sense: ‘CBGHI HBCCG IBG DCGC’. She then took each word and tried making anagrams of them. That didn’t work either. When she looked at it again, she realized the flaw: nine digits could only accommodate nine letters – from A to I. Not the best of codes! She was sure the code must be something straightforward, as it was meant to be cracked by ordinary people – that was the whole purpose of leaving a calling card!

The obvious thing now was to call Kunal. She picked up her phone and began punching his number. Halfway through, she stopped, staring stupidly at her keypad. The ten digits in the keypad seemed to mock her; each digit from 2 to 9 had three or four letters below them.

 Of course! That was why the digit 1 was missing from the file name! The numbers signified one of the letters under that digit on a phone’s keypad. How stupid of me not to have realized it earlier!

She looked at the file name again. The first digit – 3 – stood for D, E or F. The second digit – 2 – stood for A, B or C. She quickly transcribed the digits to three or four letters each, and considered the result afresh. Within a few seconds, the third group of letters – the smallest of the four groups – sprang out of the paper: ‘927’ translated to ‘WAS’, a valid word!

Elated, she shifted her attention to the last group. It was a fourletter word, and required less than ten seconds to decipher: ‘4373’ translated to ‘HERE’. The deciphered message now read: ‘xxxxx xxxxx WAS HERE’.

Energized, she tackled the two last words. Thirty seconds later, she realized the second word was ‘VADER’. The first had to be ‘DARTH’!

‘DARTH VADER WAS HERE!’

The hacker was a Star Wars fan!

She suddenly remembered that someone on her Facebook had Darth Vader wielding a red lightsaber as a profile picture. She turned to her laptop and logged into Facebook. She scanned through her friends list and soon found the picture she was looking for. Her eyes moved to the name next to the picture and she gasped.

Kunal!

After a brief moment of uncomprehending surprise, a flood of thoughts invaded her mind, and she began connecting the dots. She remembered Kunal had been reading a Star Wars novel. Ashwin had said the hacking followed the same method that Kunal had mentioned in his blog. And Kunal had looked pale when Ranade had spoken of the hacking immediately after the fire in CBS’s server room.

 Come to think of it, how did Kunal guess – correctly – that the batteries were actually incendiaries? Neither Ranade nor she had thought the batteries could be anything else. Did Kunal know something that she and Ranade did not?

Varsha began pacing her hall nervously. Another memory intruded and she stopped mid-stride. When Kunal had arrived in Kamini’s flat after the break-in was discovered, he had looked as if he had been in a fight. He had even rubbed the back of his neck. A few minutes earlier, the first assailant in the dark lane had tripped on the pavement and banged the back of his head against a wall! Oh my god! It cannot be! It couldn’t be!

Surely, she or Ranade would have known if he was the murderer. But how could he be the murderer? He was with her when Visht fell. There must be some other explanation.

Her eyes fell on her handbag and she frowned. A thought was struggling to come forth. Was it something to do with Kunal and the intrusion? She picked up her handbag and opened it. Her mind went to Kunal’s novel. What was it about the novel that was bothering her? Suddenly, she remembered the bill that she had stuffed earlier. The novel’s bill!

She searched for the bill with trembling fingers inside her handbag. She straightened it and groaned. It was bill from a Delhi Airport bookshop, dated 23 February, 8.27 p.m. The day of Subbu’s murder! Kunal had been in Delhi when Subbu was killed! And Subbu’s mobile had returned to Mumbai that night.

Varsha’s head began to swim, and she abruptly sat down on the sofa, afraid that she would collapse if she didn’t. She moaned as she buried her face in a cushion. When her head cleared, she found herself trembling and sweating. She rose unsteadily and went to wash her face. Leaving her face wet, she returned to the hall and switched off the lights. Agitated, she continued to pace the hall, her restless legs carrying her back and forth incessantly.

She recalled the events after Subbu’s murder. She had called Kunal several times, but his phone had been switched off. When she had finally spoken to him the next day, he had led her to believe he had been in Mumbai. When she had told him about Subbu’s murder, he hadn’t been surprised. Come to think of it, he had not been surprised at the break-in at Kamini’s flat either!

Varsha wasn’t sure whether she should tell Ranade. She didn’t know if she was jumping to conclusions once again. After all, Kunal could not have killed Visht.

She felt a desperate urge to tell someone. But who? Kamini? No! She was too fragile right now. Manish? He was in Jaipur. Ashok? She didn’t know him well enough, and he too had been in the building that night. Who then? She wrung her hands in desperation.

Finally, the voice of prudence asserted itself in her mind.

‘Calm down!’ she reprimanded herself aloud. ‘Sleep over it and think about it in the morning. There is no hurry, and jumping to a wrong conclusion would be disastrous. And embarrassing.’

Just then, her phone rang. It was Kunal. Panic rose again and she didn’t know what to do. She silenced the phone and stood in the darkness, trembling.

She let it ring until it died.



Chapter 21


Ranade stood in front of a five-storey decrepit yellow building in a quiet, residential colony in Dadar early next morning. Like many old buildings in Mumbai, this too was layered with the black and grey of fungus and pollution. Few people walked the streets at that hour, other than domestic workers hurrying to work and the occasional student reluctantly setting out for class. The rhythmic sound of a woman sweeping the road with a broom in each hand, the occasional call of a hawker and the hum of traffic from far-off completed the atmosphere of an early Mumbai morning.

But Ranade wasn’t there to admire the dawn.

Ramesh lived on the first floor of the building. Ranade had decided he would confront him first thing in the morning, knowing that his unexpected appearance would unnerve him.

And unnerved Ramesh was, when he opened the door and saw Ranade. His face immediately drew a picture of fear and resentment. Ranade stepped in and adopted a formal tone.

‘Good morning. I need to speak to you for a few moments. Can I come in?’

Ranade was already a foot inside the doorway, and there was little Ramesh could do other than to nod sullenly and step back. The living room to the right of the entrance was tidy but full, with a sofa, two chairs, a display case, a TV and a centre table.

‘I’ve come to ask you – formally – where you were on Thursday, the 23rd of February,’ Ranade asked as soon as he was seated.

Ramesh glared silently at him for a few moments. ‘Why do you want to know?’ he growled.

‘Please answer the question, sir.’

‘Are you suspecting me of killing Subbu?’ Ramesh’s voice rose. ‘You think I killed my own brother?’

The edge in his voice made his wife peep out of the kitchen. Seeing Ranade and the look on her husband’s face, fear leapt into her eyes. A boy peeped from the dining room; she silently waved him away, gesturing him to stay in his room.

‘I am merely asking for information, sir.’

‘What if I don’t want to answer?’

‘I may then have to take you to the station, or have a warrant issued. I have to question you, whatever it may take.’

‘You land up in my house barely a week after my bereavement and accuse me!’ Ramesh seemed indignant. ‘What gives you the right to harass me like this?’

‘I am not intimidating or harassing you, sir,’ replied Ranade softly. He had come in plain clothes so that the neighbours would not know of his visit. ‘We know that a passenger with your name sat next to Subbu on the flight to Delhi. And your mobile phone has already been located in Delhi that day. You can choose to answer my questions or not. If you don’t, I will have no option but to resort to formal measures. Now, would you like to answer?’

Ramesh, his face flushed, merely stood up, strode to the front door and opened it without a word. After a moment, Ranade rose and moved towards it. Suddenly, there was a flurry, and somebody rushed to the door and closed it before Ranade reached it. It was Ramesh’s wife.

‘Please sit down, Inspector,’ she whispered. ‘You are Inspector Ranade, aren’t you?’

Ranade nodded. Ramesh stood as if turned to stone, his face a curious mixture of anger, desperation and indecision. His wife glanced at him and broke into tears. Ranade waited. A few moments later, she wiped her face and began speaking softly.

‘My husband didn’t kill Subbu, Inspector,’ she whispered imploringly. ‘You must believe me. He is not that kind of a man.’

Ranade remained silent.

‘Subbu had taken my husband with him to get him a job. He has been out of work for more than a year now. He lost his last job, like some other jobs before that, because of his temper. After so many changes, his reputation has made it difficult for him to get a job in Mumbai. Subbu had arranged for something in Delhi.’

‘Then your husband was in Delhi that day?’

Ramesh’s wife nodded.

‘What happened?’ Ranade asked.

‘He...he...lost his temper again,’ she sobbed, ‘This time, with Subbu.’

Tears cascaded down her face anew. Finally, the statue that was Ramesh thawed, and he came to sit beside her. She buried her face in his shoulder and wept; Ramesh let out a deep sigh.

‘It is as my wife said,’ he murmured. ‘I was in Delhi for an interview for a job as an administrator of a mall. But I fought with Subbu on the flight, and decided not to go with him to the meeting.’

‘The mall Subbu went to from the airport?’

Ramesh nodded.

‘He went to tell them that I had missed the morning flight and would come by a later one. He then sent me a message that he had moved the meeting to lunchtime. When I tried calling Subbu after a couple of hours, he didn’t pick up my call. I thought he was still angry with me, so I went to the mall directly. But I didn’t know whom to meet, and I couldn’t reach Subbu. After a while, his phone was switched off. I then took the flight back – the return flight I was booked on.’

‘I see,’ Ranade said slowly. ‘Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?’

‘Isn’t it obvious, Inspector?’ answered his wife. ‘Besides, I don’t know how my husband can prove it. He didn’t even meet the person he went to meet, and Subbu is dead.’

[image: image]

‘Good morning, Kamini,’ Ashok said as he joined the breakfast table. ‘Slept okay?’

‘Morning, Ashok. Got a few hours, thanks.’

‘You look a little pale. Would you like to see the doctor?’

‘Don’t think so. I guess I’ll slowly return to normal.’

‘Give her some time, beta,’ Ashok’s mother said. She caught her son’s eye and shook her head slightly. ‘It’ll take a while for the rhythm to return. It’s barely been ten days.’

‘Is the TV in your room working now?’ he asked, taking the cue and changing the topic.

‘It is, thanks. You needn’t have bothered, Ashok. The TV in the living room is sufficient.’

‘No bother at all. These are small things, Kamini.’

From the time she had moved in with the Khotes, Ashok had been paying her considerable attention. He had been coming home earlier than usual and spending a couple of hours every evening with her. Once she had accepted his suggestion that she resume a little bit of work from home, Ashok spent some mornings working with her on a report on financial market trends.

‘I’m delighted to have you here, Kamini,’ Mrs Khote had said at dinner the previous night. ‘Apart from having somebody in the house to talk to, I see more of my son too.’

Kamini had begun feeling conscious of the effect her presence was having on Ashok, and she had lain awake thinking about it at night. While he was giving her a good deal of his time, there was absolutely nothing out of place in his behaviour. He was being a perfect gentleman, with not a single action or word that could be considered inappropriate. Perhaps, she thought, he was just trying his best as a friend to help her cope with her misfortune.

She sensed similar thoughts in Mrs Khote, who seemed positively pleased about it. That was not unexpected, as Mrs Khote had always been fond of Kamini and her mother, with whom she had spent long hours when Ashok and Kamini were children. Like Kamini, Ashok too had been a quiet child and given to shyness. He had hit it off with Kamini, and the two would spend hours playing together. Though he had gone to a different school, Ashok had continued to meet her during the holidays. But as their interests diverged, they had gradually moved apart.

By the time he had finished school, Ashok had developed a deep interest in finance and business. Five years later, he had graduated with flying colours. Armed with an MBA from a top institute, he joined an investment bank, which he left three years later to set up a brokerage firm of his own, followed by a small private equity firm.

By the second year of the private equity firm, Ashok had shown that he had a good nose for business. The success of his first fund, albeit a small one, brought more investors, and he threw himself into seventy-hour weeks with renewed vigour.

It was little wonder that his mother was pleased to see her son home before 10 p.m., and showing concern at Kamini’s paleness and lack of sleep.

But the real reason for Kamini’s paleness was not her depression. She had not told anyone yet, but she had been to her flat twice in the last two days, and was sure it had been searched thoroughly and systematically. Whoever had done so had taken pains to conceal it, but she was almost sure now.

Small things had been out of place. Kamini had a fixation about objects being placed in a straight line – bottles in the kitchen, books on the desk and in the shelves etc. It bothered her if something was a little out of line, and she would set it right at once.

When she had returned to her flat for the first time after moving in with the Khotes, several things were out of place. Kamini had put it down to the fact that Varsha and Kunal had arranged a lot of her flat post the break-in. But when she visited it again the next day, she found things in her study unarranged – things she had set right the previous day. Suspicious, she did something she had read in detective stories: she plucked a few strands of her hair and stuck them across the doors of every cupboard in her bedroom. Her bedroom didn’t look like it had been searched yet, and the hair would tell her if someone came.

It was this anxiety that had kept her up last night.

At about 10 a.m., Kunal picked her up and took her to the flat. Hiding her trembling fingers from him, she inserted her key into the lock and opened the door. She asked him to make himself comfortable in the hall, entered her bedroom and locked the door. Barely daring to breath, lest it somehow interfere with the strands, she stepped up to the cupboard closest to the door and peered closely at the handle.

The hair was missing.

She examined the white marble floor and found the hair lying a few feet away. She slowly opened the cupboard and scrutinized the two drawers. The hair on one of them had come unstuck, and the hair from the other drawer had fallen to the shelf below.

She repeated her examination with the other two cupboards. All the strands had fallen or come unstuck.

For the next ten minutes, she inspected the contents of her cupboards and shelves. Neither money nor jewellery had been taken. Everything was in its place, except for the telltale signs – items misplaced by mere millimetres, an idol a little more to the right than it should have been, a hairbrush upturned.

She was sure now. Whoever was searching her flat knew of her movements. But who could it be?

She spoke little on the drive back from Worli to Malabar Hill, other than to thank Kunal. Later that evening, she asked Ashok if he could take her to see Varsha.

‘Kamini!’ Varsha exclaimed as soon as she saw her. ‘What a surprise!’

‘Hi Varsha. I am sorry to bother you again.’

‘No, no. Come in.’ Varsha was visibly pleased at Kamini’s unexpected appearance.

‘I wanted to talk to you, Varsha,’ Kamini said as soon as she and Ashok sat. ‘I’ve not told Ashok either.’ She threw a quick glance at him.

‘What happened?’

Kamini recounted her discovery about her flat.

‘How have you been going there?’ Varsha asked ‘By yourself? Alone?’

‘No,’ Kamini replied, turning a light shade of pink as she turned away from Ashok. ‘Kunal takes me there. The inspector said I should not go alone.’

Varsha was stunned. Normally, she would have smiled or felt a little envious. But not today. Not after what she had discovered – or thought she had discovered – the previous evening.

‘Kamini,’ she began hoarsely, ‘I have something distressing to tell you too.’

‘What? Has someone else been killed?’

‘That too. But something new emerged yesterday. Your father...’ Varsha choked.

‘What about my father? Tell me!’

‘Your father did not fall by accident, Kamini.’ Varsha rose and sat next to Kamini, holding her hand. ‘He was killed.’

Kamini stared at Varsha, her lips trembling.

‘Killed!’ Ashok whispered. ‘How?’

As Varsha began describing the whisky angle, Ashok frowned at her. They had agreed they would not tell Kamini about it. But as Varsha continued, his annoyance gave way to shock.

‘We are talking about three murders now,’ Varsha finished. ‘And Ashwin has been abducted.’ She told them about Gagan and Ashwin.

The two women held each other’s hands as Ashok watched them with concern.

‘Dad was killed! I don’t believe it!’ whispered Kamini. ‘And what are they searching my flat for?’

‘I don’t know. But it seems that as long as you keep away from your flat –’

‘Wait a minute!’ Ashok exclaimed. His face suddenly lit up. He stared at Kamini for a few seconds and leaned forward. ‘That’s why they attacked you!’ he said. ‘They were after your laptop! Just as they are after something in your flat. As long as you stay away from your flat and your laptop, you should be safe.’

Kamini stared mutely at him as understanding dawned on her. Ashok leapt up and went to the balcony saying, ‘We must tell the inspector.’

‘Kamini,’ Varsha whispered as Ashok went beyond earshot. ‘Remember what your father said about Shruti?’

‘Yes... “Not everyone who pretends to be a friend is one”.’

‘Was Kunal...was he Shruti’s friend too?’

Kamini nodded. ‘Why?’

‘I discovered last night that he was in Delhi the day Subbu Uncle was killed. He hasn’t told anyone.’

‘No!’

‘But he was with Manish and me when your father fell. We mustn’t jump to conclusions.’

Kamini nodded miserably. ‘I can’t make head or tail of this, Varsha.’

‘Nor can I. We don’t know how your father was killed, but we know that several people had motives.’

‘But Dad was alone. Nobody entered the flat. Witnesses said so.’

‘What if one of them was lying?’

The two women fell silent. Kamini looked up at Varsha and spoke haltingly after throwing a quick glance at Ashok’s back.

‘Can I...stay with you, Varsha? I’m sorry, but –’

‘I would be delighted,’ Varsha interrupted. She gently squeezed Kamini’s hand. ‘It is awful being alone, and we are both in the same boat.’

‘I’ll get my bag from the car.’ Kamini turned to Ashok as he returned. ‘I’ll stay with Varsha for a few days.’

Ashok hesitated. ‘Sure. If you want to. But you’ll be safer at home, Kamini. If you wish, Varsha could stay there as well.’

‘It’s only for a few days, Ashok. I’ll be all right.’ She gave a wry smile. ‘They are interested only in my flat and laptop. Not me.’

They walked out of the gate towards Ashok’s car as Ashok called his driver. While they waited for the car on the pavement, a motorcycle, both its riders wearing helmets, pulled up close to them. The pillion rider suddenly pulled out something dull and metallic from under his leather jacket.

A gun.

Two shots rang out in quick succession; Ashok staggered, two furrows appearing on the left sleeve of his spotless shirt, one just below the shoulder and the other three inches lower. His heel caught a protruding slab on the pavement, and he fell backwards.

Kamini screamed. A car engine roared nearby.

Two more shots boomed and bullets cleaved the air inches above Ashok’s head and hit the wall behind him. The gunman lowered his aim and pointed the muzzle at his fallen victim’s chest.

Ashok’s BMW leapt forward like an enraged beast as the driver closed down the gap between the shooter and the car. The BMW’s front fender caught the rear of the bike and crushed the pillion rider’s left leg before he could fire another shot. An instant later, the car was between the gunman and his victim, and the side mirror crashed into the gunman’s hand.

The rider gunned his engine and the 250 cc bike leapt forward, with the pillion rider clutching his leg with one hand and hanging on to the man in front with the other. Five seconds later, they were out of sight.

As the driver and the security guard converged on Ashok, he sat up slowly and gaped at his chest. The shirtfront was clean but his left sleeve was rapidly turning maroon. With a little cry of hope, Kamini knelt beside him.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked, the tremble in her voice matching her hands.

Dazed, Ashok stared uncomprehendingly at her for a moment before nodding. His face was white as a sheet.

‘But your arm!’ Kamini exclaimed, pointing to the stain on his sleeve.

Ashok looked down his left shoulder and tested the arm gingerly. ‘I...I think the bullets only grazed me. Th...thank God!’ He took his driver’s arm and stood up unsteadily. Kamini shepherded him back to Varsha’s flat through the gathering crowd.

‘Your driver is a quick thinker,’ Ranade told him an hour later, as Ashok sat shirtless in a private room at a nearby hospital with his arm swathed in bandages. ’He prevented the gunman from correcting his aim.’

Ranade had rushed to the hospital after Kamini had called him. Varsha and Kamini were still in a state of shock, but Ashok seemed to have gathered his wits. Fear, however, was stamped on his face and his hands trembled.

‘Yes,’ Ashok nodded slowly. His voice was little more than a whisper. ‘Thanks to our uneven pavements, I fell just before the man fired the second time. He wouldn’t have missed at such a close range.’

‘Why did they target Ashok, Inspector?’ Kamini asked, her voice still unsteady.

‘Is there anything you missed telling me, Mr Khote?’ Ranade asked. ‘Anything you may have seen in Dheer’s flat on the day Mr Visht was killed? Or in the lobby?’

Ashok frowned and thought for a few moments. ‘I can’t think of anything, Inspector –’

‘Or anyone you saw near your house after Kamini moved in?’ Varsha whispered. ‘Someone following Kamini?’

Ashok shook his head mutely, his eyes wider than usual.

‘I wonder if they took you to be someone else,’ murmured Kamini, placing her hand on Ashok’s.

‘Who?’ Varsha asked. ‘Kunal? Manish? Why?’

‘Shall I arrange for police protection, Mr Khote?’

Ashok thought for a while and shook his head. ‘I’ll call more attention to myself that way. I’d prefer to strengthen the security at home, and take an armed guard with me at all times. I’ll also get a bulletproof vest and carry my pistol.’

‘Please think about police protection too.’ Ranade rose. ‘Meanwhile, if you must go out without police protection, I suggest you use a car with shaded windows.’



Chapter 22


Far away, in Jaipur, Manish was elated that Friday morning. A large, three-year contract was all but in the bag. All that remained was to collect the work order. It had been a very satisfactory visit for Manish. He had successfully completed negotiations the previous evening, and now he just had to make sure the client was happy with the project’s progress. Add-ons would come automatically. It would not only ease sales pressure for the next three years, but also boost his career prospects. The hangover from last night’s binge with his two friends did little to dampen his spirits.

As he woke up late, Manish realized he had just half an hour to meet the client. He quickly bathed, shaved and ate a quick breakfast before checking out and heading to the client’s office. Unsurprisingly, he waited a full hour before the client came to work.

Once he had the work order, he called his friends. He was driving down from Jaipur to Delhi with two of his friends, and would take the evening flight to Mumbai. Fifteen minutes later, he dumped his small strolley suitcase into Rohit’s boot and climbed into the backseat with his laptop bag. Two unshaven, bleary-eyed men sat in front, just getting over their hangovers but ready for the drive.

‘Job done?’ Rohit asked as he manoeuvred the car out of the government compound.

‘Done! Signed papers here.’ He patted his laptop bag.

‘Great! So we will see you regularly now for the next three years,’ Martin said. ‘Don’t forget your promise to buy us drinks whenever you are here. You have an expense account now!’

Rohit and Martin were friends from college who had taken up jobs in Jaipur.

‘Sure. Until my expense account lasts, that is. There are at least four clients who want dinner and booze every time I am here.’

‘That’s all part of business. I’m sure your boss knows it too.’

‘Of course he does.’ Manish laughed. ‘They expect bottles of Black Label whenever he comes. They let me off with local booze.’

‘I can’t stand the thought of booze right now,’ groaned Rohit. ‘Last night was enough for a week!’

‘You’ll be quite ready by the time I come next! Did you guys eat anything in the morning?’

‘Nope. Woke up at 11 and got your call soon after. We’ll stop at Midway for lunch.’

‘Okay – hey! What the –!’

A white Toyota Innova screeched to a halt inches from Rohit’s Ford Ikon, startling Manish. Rohit had slowed down to avoid a cow on the road, and the Innova driver who was trying to squeeze in behind the Ikon, had no option but to slam his brakes.

Manish couldn’t see the driver of the Innova, but glared at the passenger beside him. The man stared back stonily through his dark glasses and from under a straw hat. For a moment, Manish wondered why he wore a hat inside a car.

The Ikon moved forward once the cow had ambled off, and the Innova fell in behind them. Manish saw that the driver too was wearing dark glasses and a straw hat, like the ones they sold outside tourist spots.

‘Bloody tourists!’ he swore. ‘What is their hurry?’

The Innova stuck close behind the Ikon in the narrow, crowded streets of the city, annoying Rohit, who feared that the big car would bang into him if he had to stop suddenly once again. Once they left the crowds of the city behind and hit the highway, Rohit moved to the left lane to allow the Innova to overtake them. On the fourlane highway, there was ample room for the Innova to do so, but it didn’t. Rohit lowered his window and put his hand out to wave it forward, but the car chose to stay behind them.

Uncomfortably close.

‘Bugger off!’ Rohit said, and returned to the high-speed lane. He shifted into fifth gear when the traffic thinned, and began coasting at 90 kmph. Soon, they were on a road with open ground on both sides, save an occasional building or wall. They relaxed and sat back to enjoy the drive, when the Innova reappeared in the lane to their left.

The Innova’s driver then brought his car perilously close to the Ikon and blew his horn repeatedly. The margin between the Ikon and the concrete road divider on the right was less than a foot, as was the gap between the two cars. The Innova was squeezing the Ikon onto the divider!

‘What’s wrong with that moron?’ Rohit exclaimed as he pressed the brake while holding the steering wheel as tightly as he could. ‘Tell him to move away!’

Martin gestured to the Innova driver through his window to move away, but the man contemptuously stared at him. Rohit glanced at the rear-view mirror and stepped hard on the brake. The Innova shot ahead and Rohit moved out of the high-speed lane and took position behind the Innova.

‘Go and kill yourself!’ Rohit shouted, and added a good measure of expletives. ‘Hey! What the devil does the moron want?’

The Innova had moved to the right lane and slowed down to match the Ikon’s speed. The man in the front seat gestured at Rohit, but he kept his eyes on the road ahead and ignored him. The man then spoke to the Innova driver and the big car fell back a few feet so that the man was beside Manish in the backseat. Manish glared at the man, who now signalled him to stop the Ikon.

‘Why?’ Manish gestured back with his hands, but the man continued to insist that the Ikon stop.

The two cars were travelling at around 80 kmph now, and they reached a spot where the right lane was under repair, with traffic being diverted to a single lane.

As Manish gestured to the Innova, the vehicle suddenly darted backwards as the driver braked hard to stop the vehicle before the dug-up road. As the Ikon shot through the clear left lane, the Innova drove straight into empty tar drums and sent workers scampering. Manish grinned as he saw the irate workers gathering around it.

‘Ha, ha! Serves him right!’ Martin exulted as Rohit let out a triumphant whoop and stepped on the accelerator, taking the Ikon quickly out of sight of the Innova.

The highway then broadened to a six-lane carriageway. Rohit kept to the middle lane and drove steadily as the three friends chatted. But the repose was soon disrupted. Less than fifteen minutes later, the Innova reappeared, dented and scratched. The men inside now looked angry and the driver suddenly swerved left as if to crash into the Ikon and send it off the road. The three friends in the Ikon realized something was seriously wrong.

The man in the passenger seat rolled down his window and shouted at Rohit. Unable to hear him, Rohit rolled down his window.

‘Stop the car!’ the man shouted.

‘Why?’

‘I am telling you to stop the car. Stop it now!’

Rohit slowed down and moved left to the slowest lane, and then onto the unpaved shoulder, a wide strip of earth covered with gravel. The Innova followed close behind. Two men jumped out as soon as the cars stopped and strode towards the Ikon. One of them knocked on Manish’s window and gestured to him to lower it. Despite much of his face being covered by dark glasses and the straw hat, hard lines were evident on the man’s humourless face.

‘Manish Kharve?’ he asked.

‘Yes?’

‘Give me the cartridge Ashwin gave you.’

Manish froze. The cartridge was in the outer pocket of his laptop bag along with some CDs and his visiting cards. He stopped his hand from surreptitiously feeling the bag, and grew wary. Nevertheless, he threw back a question at the man.

‘Who are you?’

‘Give me the cartridge.’

The man tried to open the door, but found it locked. He tried to put his hand in through the half-open window to open it from the inside, but Manish stopped him.

‘Get lost!’ Manish said and pushed out the man’s hand.

The man erupted into a stream of expletives, threatening Manish with dire consequences. Riled, Manish replied in kind and rolled up the window.

Rohit had not switched off the engine. Seeing the men’s hostility, he had quietly pressed the clutch and put the car in first gear. The Ikon’s wheels churned gravel and mud as it dashed off, leaving the two men coughing in a cloud of dust. The next moment, they sprinted back to the Innova and began chasing the smaller car.

While Manish knew that an Ikon could not hope to outrun an Innova on a highway, he hoped that the broad daylight, the openness of the highway and the continuous stream of vehicles would keep them from open aggression. When the rush of blood in his head ebbed, fear took its place. How had the men known he had the cartridge? The only people who knew it were Kunal and Ashwin.

Manish pulled out his mobile and called Kunal. He gave him details including the Innova’s licence plate number, and asked him to inform Ranade immediately and request for help from the Jaipur–Delhi highway police.

‘What’s all this about, Manish?’ Martin asked as he hung up.

‘A friend gave me a tape for safekeeping a couple of days back. It turns out that it is a crucial piece of evidence for a crime in Mumbai.’

‘What crime?’ Rohit asked, not taking his eyes off the road. They were now going at 120 kmph.

‘Murder, hacking and arson.’

‘Holy shit! We are in deep trouble, man. How did they trace it to you?’

‘No idea. Only two people knew I had the tape – the one who gave it to me, and a friend who was with me when it was given.’

‘One of them has squealed?’

‘I don’t know. I hope they are okay.’

‘Did they know you were in Jaipur?’

‘No!’ Manish sat up in alarm. ‘The guy who gave it to me – Ashwin – didn’t. But the other guy – Kunal – did.’

‘Your hacker-friend?’

‘Yes.’

‘But Manish, your trip to Jaipur is all over Facebook,’ Rohit cut in. ‘Anyone who can see your wall would know you were here: “Long security check queue at Mumbai airport”; “Landed in freezing Delhi”; “Lovely Pink City” – you post about everything except when you go to the toilet. It doesn’t take a Sherlock Holmes to figure out where you are.’

Manish fell silent. He had never thought that his Facebook account could be used against him. Now, he had put his friends in danger too.

Heartfelt curses from Rohit interrupted his reverie. He looked up to see that they were now behind two trucks and a Scorpio, and there was no way to get past them.

‘A rolling roadblock!’ exclaimed Martin. ‘Overtake the truck to the left using the shoulder.’

The Ikon veered left to overtake the truck from the wrong side, but as it went off road, so did the truck, blocking his way. Rohit cursed and withdrew. Meanwhile, the Scorpio that had occupied the middle lane fell behind to station itself beside the Ikon. There was no space between the Scorpio and the trucks for the Ikon to pass. Manish saw that the men inside the Scorpio wore dark glasses and straw hats too.

Rohit was considering his options when he saw another vehicle come up behind the Ikon. The Innova was back!

They were now trapped in the leftmost lane – a truck in front of them, the Scorpio to the right, and the Innova behind them. The truck that had occupied the rightmost lane now moved into the middle lane ahead of the Scorpio, and the traffic that had accumulated behind the rolling roadblock eased. Vehicles sped forward, their drivers glaring at the offending driver as they went.

Once the traffic around them cleared, the truck in front of the Ikon began slowing. Rohit tried twice to make a dash over the shoulder to the left but the alert truck driver thwarted him on both occasions. Once the truck stopped and the Scorpio and the Innova followed suit, the Ikon would have no choice but to stop.

‘They are looking for a secluded spot on the highway to stop!’ Martin exclaimed in sudden realization.

Desperate, Manish looked around the backseat for inspiration. His eyes fell on a shopping bag containing costume jewellery he had bought in Jaipur for his sister. He pulled out two flat boxes, roughly the same size as the cartridge’s protective plastic case.

Energized, he dumped the contents of the two boxes into his laptop bag, pulled out two long, light-green envelopes, and pushed an empty jewellery box each into them. He then folded the rest of the envelopes around the boxes and taped them up. They now looked like a tape cartridge in an office envelope.

‘What are you doing?’ Martin asked as he watched Manish anxiously.

‘Just watch.’ Manish turned in his seat to face the Innova. Looking backwards through the windscreen, he held up one of the taped envelopes and waved it at the man in the Innova’s passenger seat. Once he was sure that the man had seen him, Manish moved to the left door and opened it. The car was still doing around 50 kmph, and air buffeted the open door. Manish stuck his hand out and once again waved the packet at the Innova. The men in the Innova tensed, looking intently at Manish.

Manish then pulled his arm back as much as he could, and coordinating his arm and wrist, flung the package out. As soon as it left his hand, it rose high over the road as the breeze caught it and whipped it away. It fell a good thirty yards from the edge of the road, down a slope that ended in large swaths of fallow land.

The Innova’s driver braked hard and pulled up. Two men jumped out and ran down the slope to retrieve the packet.

The Ikon was no longer hemmed in from behind.

‘They have fallen for it!’ Manish said as he quickly shut the door. ‘Quick, Rohit! Slow down and overtake the Scorpio!’

Rohit hit the brakes, and as the Scorpio shot forward, he gunned the engine and took off from the right, turning the steering wheel hard. They passed the Scorpio, emerging in the rightmost lane ahead of a surprised van driver.

Once they sped past the Scorpio, Manish thrust his right hand out the window and waved the second package above the Ikon’s roof to attract the attention of the men in the Scorpio.

‘They’ve seen it!’ Martin shouted.

Using all the power he had, Manish flung the package out the window. It flew over the divider and the three lanes on the other side and fell at the edge of the road before tumbling down the embankment.

The Scorpio accelerated as soon as Manish threw the package. It effortlessly overtook the Ikon and sped forward, its driver seeking a break in the highway to take a U-turn.

‘Go as fast as you can!’ Manish cried.

‘Did you throw out the cartridge?’ Rohit asked.

‘No. Just threw out two boxes that looked like it.’

‘God in heaven! They will be back. And hopping mad!’

At least they had earned a brief reprieve from the gangsters. They had at most a fifteen-minute window to engineer an improbable escape on the open, straight highway.



Chapter 23


Ashwin regained consciousness for the third time. He was still in pain; he had been beaten up badly. Very badly. After being unceremoniously dumped in the back of the van, he had woken up to find himself on a rough cement floor in a dark room. He didn’t know whether it was day or night, or how long he had passed out for. All his possessions were gone, other than the clothes he wore.

Two men had walked into the room once he was awake and switched on a dim light. They wore black stockings over their heads and faces. Despite the veil, Ashwin recognized one of them as the accomplice of the man he had pursued outside Andheri station. The two men began beating him up mercilessly, no questions asked, with clenched fists, open palms and booted feet. A fist to his face followed a punch to his stomach, and Ashwin tasted blood in his mouth. Within a few minutes, he felt as if all his ribs were broken. They continued to kick him pitilessly even as he curled up on the ground.

When a battered Ashwin could no longer stand, one of the men held him up while the other made a punching bag of him. Then they exchanged places. The relentless assault ended only when Ashwin passed out once more, this time from sheer pain. The men hadn’t spoken a word the entire time.

When Ashwin regained consciousness the second time, he found himself bound to a chair, with two blinding lights shining on him. Pain blazed from every part of his body. He sensed two men behind the blinding lights, but he couldn’t see them properly. It hurt even to open his eyes fully.

The two men commenced proceedings from where they had left off. One man stepped forward and slapped him a few times, making his face sting and his ears ring. When the ringing in his ears stopped, he heard the other man speak.

‘Where is the disaster recovery site? Where has CBS restored its data?’

The man spoke haltingly, unfamiliar with the terms, as if he was relaying questions from a handler. The two had done their job well. They had softened Ashwin before the inevitable interrogation. Not the bravest of men to begin with, Ashwin’s spirit was broken. He gave the name and location of the disaster recovery site at once. His interrogator relayed the response over a phone. The next question came immediately.

‘What was restored?’

‘Only data relating to current projects.’

‘What about email?’

‘The disaster recovery site only has the new mailboxes. No old mailboxes have been restored. Old mailboxes are on people’s laptops or desktops.’

‘Who has Subbu’s mailbox?’

‘Nobody –’

Ashwin was cut off by yet another slap, which was followed by a punch to his solar plexus.

‘I…am…not…lying –’ he spoke between gasps.

‘Don’t act smart!’ the man rasped in Hindi.

‘I…am not…I am not lying! Believe me, please!’

The man seemed to change his mind after he received fresh instructions over the phone.

‘Speak!’ he said.

‘Nobody has Subbu’s mailbox. Vincent Shain said it must not be given to anybody. I am telling you the truth.’

His interrogator went out of the room and returned a few minutes later. Ashwin was relieved to see that he seemed to have believed him.

‘Where is the backup?’ the man asked.

‘In my desk.’

‘This?’

A hand came out from behind the blinding lights, holding a tape cartridge. Ashwin nodded in dismay. They had stolen the first backup from his desk.

‘Where is the other copy?’

‘Other copy?’ Ashwin summoned up the courage to feign.

‘Don’t be too smart,’ his interrogator said in Hindi. ‘There are only five cartridges in this new box. One is missing.’

Ashwin gave in. He had numbered the cartridges, and given cartridge number four to Manish.

‘I gave it to Manish.’

‘Manish Kharve?’

Ashwin nodded, feeling miserable.

His interrogator had another muted conversation with his handler; Ashwin tried to listen to whatever he could hear. His despair reached a new nadir when he heard Varsha’s name.

What his interrogators didn’t know was that Ashwin had valiantly held back one last bit of information. The last copy of Subbu’s mailbox was on the DVD he had given Varsha. Nobody else knew about it. Even through his pain, Ashwin had found the courage to keep that one secret.

The lights went off and a rag was pressed to his mouth and nose once more. Ashwin didn’t resist; instead, he welcomed the respite that unconsciousness brought from the pain.

When he woke up for the third time, he remained still and listened. His body hurt in innumerable places; even to breathe was painful. He could hear someone snoring. He tried opening his eyes to see where he was. His left eye was swollen shut, but his right eye seemed fine. He cautiously opened it and turned his head around.

He was in the back of a truck. A man slept beside him, snoring loudly. Ashwin’s feet were bound, but his arms were free. Enough light filtered in through the gaps in the tarpaulin canopy for him to see. The man beside him did not look like either of the men who had beaten him up; this man was thinner.

Ashwin quietly raised himself by his elbows and looked around. He had no clue where he was or what the time was, but it was bright outside. He studied the man once more, and his eyes fell on the bulge in his trouser pocket: a phone.

Ashwin stared at the sleeping man, who continued to snore. He slowly sat up, trying to make as little sound as possible. Dare he? His pulse was racing.

Then Ashwin made the most courageous decision of his life: he stretched his right arm out and slowly began sliding his fingers into the pocket. A second later, his fingers touched the hard plastic of the phone.

Then came the most dangerous part.

He thrust his hand forward, feeling for the phone’s edges. Keeping his hand still, he slid his index finger along the plastic until he finally had the phone in his grip. Taking a deep breath, and fearing that his thudding heart may wake the man up, he thrust his hand forward once more, and slid his thumb and index finger along the sides of the mobile phone. When they had slid half an inch, he stopped. This should be sufficient.

Ensuring that his grip wouldn’t slip, he began pulling the phone out. After a brief resistance, the phone suddenly began slipping out. Too fast! The phone almost leapt out of the pocket, pushed out by the folded fabric. It was now jutting out of it, but the movement had disturbed the man. With a truncated snore, he shifted and his hand moved to his pocket as Ashwin barely managed to bring his hand out.

He quickly lay down again and closed his eyes, pretending to be unconscious. Pain blazed from this sudden movement. A minute passed. Nothing happened. No more snores were forthcoming.

He kept his eyes shut. A few minutes passed before he could hear a snore, a gentler one this time. But he remained still, waiting for it to get louder. A few more minutes later, he opened his right eye. The man had shifted his position slightly, but his slumber hadn’t broken.

Ashwin rose to sit once more. The man now had a hand resting on the pocket, but the phone continued to peek out. He was sure to feel its movement if the phone was pulled out too quickly.

The next minute was perhaps the longest minute of Ashwin’s life. He pulled out the phone millimetre by millimetre, pausing ever so often to see if the man had felt the movement. Finally, the phone was in his hand.

He had to act quickly now. The first thing he did was to put the phone in silent mode. All would be lost if the phone rang now. Next, he sent a message to Varsha and Vincent, the only two numbers his befuddled mind could remember: ‘Help. Trace this phone. Don’t call it. They are after Manish and Varsha. Ashwin.’

As soon as the message went, he navigated to the ‘Sent Messages’ folder and deleted the message. Seeing that the phone was a new one, he enabled its GPS tracking. Now, the police could track the phone precisely. Pleased with himself, he lay back and began sliding the phone back into the pocket.

SMS sent, he was not as careful as when he pulled it out. The man stirred as soon as he thrust the phone into the pocket. Ashwin closed his eyes once more; he heard the man awaken and stretch. He could not see if the man had checked his pocket or not, but a burst of light told him that the man had opened the flap and stepped out of the truck. Ashwin cautiously opened his eye and sighed in relief.

Now that the thugs had the information they wanted, would they leave him alone? But on the other hand, they have no further use of me!

Ashwin’s blood ran cold.

Forty kilometres away, Varsha jumped up as she received the SMS. Not wasting a second, she called Ranade.



Chapter 24


‘Martin, give me your backpack!’ Manish said briskly as he came to a decision. ‘I’m getting off with the cartridge.’ ‘You are mad!’ Martin retorted. ‘There is no place to hide on this highway.’

‘No, there isn’t. But I will get away. Give me your backpack now – we don’t have much time!’

Manish emptied the backpack on the backseat and rapidly began transferring the contents of his laptop bag into it. ‘Listen,’ he said, ‘you can’t outrun them. Nor can you hide; not on this highway. We also don’t know how many more cars they have following us. The best thing is to go to an eating joint that has a crowd.’

‘What about you?’

‘Drop me off at the joint ahead.’ He pointed to a restaurant a few hundred metres ahead where a couple of buses and several cars stood. ‘I’ll take a bus or flag down a car for a lift. You guys go to Midway. Take my jacket and hang it on a chair beside you. Got it?’

‘Got it!’ Martin grinned. ‘But you are taking a big risk, Manish.’

‘Don’t worry! They will continue to follow this car when they catch up. That will give me some time.’

‘Can’t you just give them the cartridge?’ Rohit asked.

‘No. This cartridge has the only evidence against the killer. If they get it, all will be lost.’

‘It’s your life that matters, Manish.’

‘I am not sure I will be safe even if I give them the cartridge. I have seen the thugs, and can identify them.’

‘Jesus! That goes for us too!’

‘I have got you guys into enough trouble already. My getting off will help.’

Rohit drove into the restaurant’s parking lot, where Manish got off; he now wore a cap and dark glasses. Martin’s backpack hung from his shoulders. He looked different from the suit-clad young man he was until a minute ago.

‘Your suitcase?’ Rohit asked.

‘Let it be. I’ll be recognized if I take it.’

‘Okay. Good luck!’

‘Good luck, buddy,’ Martin called after Manish.

The Ikon sped away as Manish ran towards the parked buses. One of them, an air-conditioned Volvo, had its engines running. Manish looked at its display board and saw that it was bound for Delhi.

He asked the conductor, ‘I have to reach Delhi. Do you have a seat?’

‘We can’t take passengers in the middle.’

So, there was a seat!

‘Please! It is an emergency. My brother has met with an accident!’

The conductor shook his head. ‘I can’t take passengers in the middle,’ he said again.

‘I will pay the full fare. The full Jaipur to Delhi fare.’

The conductor looked at him doubtfully, and then at the driver, who simply shrugged.

‘You don’t have to give me a ticket. Just let me come with you.’

The driver made a slight gesture with his head and the conductor nodded.

‘The back row is empty. Go there.’

‘Okay. How much?’

‘I’ll come there,’ the conductor said as he held up eight fingers. Eight hundred rupees.

Five minutes later, the bus pulled out of the restaurant, and Manish heaved a silent sigh of relief.

A few kilometres behind, the men in the Innova were furious. The blistering curses that had come over the phone from their boss had stung their ears, but they waited to hear from the men in the Scorpio. They knew that Manish only had one cartridge, and hoped that the other packet would contain it. But their hopes were shattered when their phone rang again.

They picked up the chase again, now driving recklessly. They were professionals, and knew that the only places for their quarry to hide were the restaurants en route, unless they chose to go off the highway. But that was not very likely as Manish had a flight to catch.

The Innova and the Scorpio both hit maximum speeds, each slowing down at alternate restaurants to look for the Ikon. Half an hour later, the Innova hit pay dirt. The Ikon was parked under a tree in a restaurant’s parking lot. They pulled up next to it, while the Scorpio parked near the exit, ready for action should the Ikon attempt to flee.

The men split up; three went into the restaurant to look for Manish, while two stayed near the Ikon. They saw Rohit and Martin at one of the tables; Manish’s jacket hung from an empty chair. A plate and a half-full glass of water stood on the table in front of the chair.

‘They are here,’ one of the men said into his mobile. ‘The boy with the tape seems to have gone to the toilet.’

The men took up tables near the two exits and waited impatiently as Rohit and Martin ate leisurely. The restaurant was crowded and a stream of travellers kept replacing the ones that left. If Rohit or Martin had noticed the gangsters, they gave no sign of it.

‘Go and search for that boy,’ one of the men told the others after a while. ‘He hasn’t come for almost half an hour. He may be hiding somewhere. I will watch these two.’

The two men went away and returned fifteen minutes later. Their patience was wearing thin now; Manish had been in the toilet for almost forty-five minutes. As they stood up to accost the two friends, Martin rose and went to an adjacent table where a group of army men sat. After chatting with them for a few minutes, Martin gestured to Rohit to join him. Puzzled, the gangsters waited. Manish’s jacket still hung from the chair.

The men in uniform rose ten minutes later, and so did the two friends. When Martin picked up Manish’s jacket, slung it over his shoulder and walked out with the soldiers, the gangsters realized they had been fooled once again. The men leapt up and followed the two youngsters to their car. When one of the men pushed Martin roughly, the soldiers turned and came towards them.

The three men backed off. The army men stood by as Rohit backed the Ikon out of the parking slot and drove off. The soldiers then went to the driver of the Innova and took away the key. The three men glared, but could do little.

But the Scorpio and the men in it were unfettered. To their surprise, the Ikon turned right and went back towards Jaipur! Confused, they followed the Ikon while one of them called for instructions. The Scorpio kept its distance for ten minutes, before driving up close to the Ikon. The man in the passenger seat stuck his left hand out of the window, now holding a gun with a curiously long snout.

Rohit barely noticed the Scorpio come up behind him. Suddenly, something punched through the rear windscreen, and he heard the muffled whoop of a silenced gun as the bullet passed between him and Martin, barely a foot to his left. The dashboard erupted in a shower of plastic, and cracks erupted across the windscreen.

‘Jesus!’ Martin yelled.

A moment later, another bullet shattered the brake light. The message was clear.

Rohit pulled up on the side of the road. Two men converged on them from the Scorpio. The man with the gun sat inside, covering them with the gun.

‘He has enough bullets,’ one of the two men said in Hindi. ‘Don’t do anything stupid.’

The other man stopped two yards from Rohit, ensuring that Rohit remained in the line of fire. ‘Where is Manish?’ he asked, his voice measured and calm, but ominous.

‘He went to Delhi.’

‘How?’

‘In a taxi.’

‘When?’

Rohit looked at his watch.

‘He got off about an hour ago. Look, we have nothing to do with whatever problem you have with him. We were in college together and we met in Jaipur after years. So we just offered to drop him to Delhi. But when you began following us, he offered to take a taxi. We don’t want any trouble. We know nothing of this tape you want.’

‘What do you know?’

‘Only what he told us. Someone in Mumbai had given him a tape, and he had no idea that it was dangerous. Nothing more.’

‘Wha–’ the man was interrupted by his accomplice pointing towards the other side of the highway. A police vehicle was looking for a place to take a U-turn.

The man whipped out a phone and photographed Rohit and Martin, and the Ikon’s number plate.

‘If you identify us or our vehicle, you are dead,’ he said unhurriedly. ‘I have your photos. Keep quiet and you will be fine. Understood?’

Rohit and Martin nodded wordlessly. They had no doubt that the man would keep his word. The men got into the Scorpio and sped off, leaving the two young men leaning against the Ikon in unexpected relief. The police jeep drove up a minute later.

For the next half hour, they answered a mountain of questions, and showed the police the damage done by the two bullets. They then climbed into the jeep and went towards Jaipur to file an FIR, where they told the police they did not notice the Scorpio’s number plate. Neither could they give a good description of the men inside.
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Manish sat in a Delhi restaurant, his back to the road and his cap pulled low over his forehead. He had two more hours for his flight, and didn’t want to spend more time in the airport than was necessary. The gangsters could be watching the airport as well. He would reach the check-in counter a few minutes before it closed and head straight to the security check.

He waited for another hour before flagging down an autorickshaw. Once inside the terminal building, he tried to stay close to a crowd as he moved towards his check-in counter. With no baggage, he expected the check-in to be over soon.

‘Hi sir, you have already tele-checked in, right?’ the girl at the counter asked him when he gave her the ticket.

‘No,’ replied Manish, surprised.

‘Manish Kharve…ticket number…yes sir. Perhaps your office checked you in? Your seat is 14C; emergency row, aisle seat. Is that okay?’

‘Sure.’

He took the boarding pass and hurried to the security area. He quickly cleared the security check and went to his boarding gate, finally heaving a sigh of relief as he sank into his seat and pulled his cap low over his eyes. The last of the passengers were coming in, and the doors would close soon.

He closed his eyes and let the tension of the entire day ooze out of his body. Suddenly, his phone rang. It was a Delhi number. Had Ranade called the Delhi Police?

‘Hello?’

‘Listen carefully and don’t hang up,’ a gravelly voice said. ‘Once the flight takes off, remove the cartridge from your backpack and leave it in the seat pocket in front of you. When the flight lands in Mumbai, get out of the aircraft quickly, and don’t look back towards your seat. Don’t try anything funny. We know where you live and work. We know your friends.’

Manish broke into a cold sweat but remained silent. The stewards were closing the doors. There was no getting away now.

The man continued, ‘There is a brown envelope in the seat pocket. Open it. It contains a message for you, should you try to be a smart ass again.’ The line went dead.

Manish hadn’t spoken a word. With trembling fingers, he probed the pocket on the seat ahead of him and found the brown envelope. He hurriedly tore it open. It was a cover of a cheap Hindi novel, folded in half. The title had been torn off, but the picture was intact. A voluptuous young woman sat tied to a chair, her mouth gagged, her eyes wide with fear as she stared at a menacing dagger held by an unseen man.

Manish stared uncomprehendingly at it for a few moments. He flipped the picture and saw some letters clumsily scrawled on the back with a red pen. The letters looked as if someone had held a pen in his left hand to conceal the handwriting. Manish stared at the word in horror when he figured it out: ‘VARSHA’.

Checkmate.
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Over a thousand kilometres away, four police vehicles converged on an empty plot behind a dilapidated building in Panvel. A dozen policemen tumbled out to surround a solitary truck and the two men sitting near it. The frightened men – the driver and the cleaner – threw up their hands as two policemen frisked them and relieved them of their mobile phones. Two other policemen went to the rear of the truck, opened the tarpaulin cover and shone a torch inside.

On the floor lay Ashwin, bruised, bound and hungry. But alive.

On his way back, Ranade called Varsha and Kunal. Two hours later, the battered young man was in a secure room of a private hospital, with Varsha in a chair beside him, holding his hand. Kunal, Kamini, Ashok and Vincent stood behind her. Ashok’s left arm was in a sling, and he wore a black bulletproof jacket.

‘You were very brave to send the SMS, Ashwin,’ Varsha said softly.

‘Not brave enough to withstand the beating,’ Ashwin replied ruefully. ‘They stole the first copy of the backup from my desk, Varsha. They were after Subbu’s mailbox. I told them about the disaster recovery site, the second tape cartridge with Manish and everything they asked. I put Manish in danger and gave them all the information they wanted.’ Ashwin then unexpectedly gave a broken smile. ‘But I didn’t tell them about the DVD.’

‘Shh!’ whispered Varsha urgently, but it was too late.

Ashwin had spilled the beans before she could stop him. She didn’t know if her suspicions about Kunal were true, but there was no need to take chances.

‘Don’t talk now,’ she repeated, trying to sound casual. ‘Just rest. We’ll talk when you are better. Vincent came out of hiding to see you. He is very upset about what happened to you.’

‘There is no need to hide any longer, sir,’ Ashwin said with illdisguised bitterness. ‘They got all they wanted.’

‘None of this would have happened but for my press conference, Ashwin,’ replied Vincent, looking contrite. ‘It was entirely my fault. I am truly sorry.’

Ashwin blinked. Was Hippo at last realizing the worth of others? His mouth twisted into a crooked smile.

‘I was a fool not to have realized the gangsters would come after me. They stole my bag in the train thinking the cartridge was in it. Then they attacked me on finding it wasn’t there. I should have realized then I was in danger.’

‘If there was a fool, Ashwin, it was me,’ Ranade said quietly. ‘It was my job to protect you and I let you down. I spirited Mr Shain away, but left you behind. I am sorry. But we will get them yet, Ashwin. I suspect all is not lost. The DVD –’

Varsha glared at Ranade. The people behind her could not see it, but Ranade couldn’t miss it. He caught on but kept his face expressionless.

‘Ashwin must rest now,’ he concluded. ‘Visitors must leave.’

‘One sec, Varsha,’ Ranade called out when everyone had left. ‘What happened? Why did you glare at me?’

‘The DVD Ashwin mentioned,’ Varsha whispered, ‘has the only copy of Mr Subramaniam’s mailbox now. I don’t want anyone knowing about it.’

‘Where is it?’

‘With me. In the office.’

‘That was one thing I was not going to tell them, Varsha,’ Ashwin said weakly.

‘Thanks, Ashwin,’ Varsha smiled as she held his hand. ‘That was very, very brave of you. I am so fortunate to have a friend like you.’ She turned to Ranade. ‘I will go and retrieve the DVD. I’ll make enough copies to ensure that the evidence cannot be destroyed.’ With that, she spun around and hurried out of the room.

A hundred miles to the north, a vanquished Manish slipped the tape cartridge into the seat pocket just as the plane began its descent into Mumbai.



Chapter 25


The petite woman was furious. The others were scared. Three calls had come in as many hours. The first was from a resort in Mahabaleshwar: someone had come enquiring about Aurora’s directors. Before the news reached the manager of the resort, the man had disappeared. They had only a vague description of him.

The second had been from the PRO of a chemical factory in Ankleshwar, who had received a call asking if he was a director of Coral Cove. The number had turned out to be a public phone booth.

The third call – the one that had infuriated the woman just now – was from a tea estate near Coorg. Someone had been asking around about the estate manager and his involvement with Gilt Edge. The man was long gone by the time the manager had returned from Madikeri.

‘Is it the inspector?’ the fat man growled. ‘The one investigating Visht’s death.’

The woman shook her head. ‘The case was taken away from him. He’s investigating only the murders.’

Who, then? This cannot be a coincidence. My driver said someone had come to his house as well.’

‘When?’

‘Yesterday.’

‘Hegde!’ the woman hissed in sudden realization. ‘It has to be him.’

‘But the ministry refused Nokhar’s request to expand the commission’s mandate,’ a third voice protested squeakily.

‘He must be investigating it through ZARA,’ exclaimed the fat man, all three of his chins wobbling as he rose in anger. ‘I’ll stop him.’

The woman nodded. ‘Remove all the evidence – papers, emails, files, SMS, everything – that connects us with the seven companies, she said. ‘Collect everything and send them to Dubai tonight.’
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Abdul stood in front of a four-by-four square feet map of Mumbai mounted on a corkboard. It was a map of all cell phone towers in the city, with every tower marked by a small red dot from a marker pen. The red dots were scattered across the entire peninsula, from Colaba in the south to Dahisar in the north.

On a whiteboard beside the map was a list titled ‘Incidents’:








	 	Incidents



	1.
	Visht’s death



	2.
	Assault on Kamini



	3.
	Subbu’s death



	4.
	Fire at CBS



	5.
	Gagan’s death



	6.
	AshWin’s abduction



	7.
	Ashok’s shooting





‘Let’s mark the locations of these seven incidents with these black pins,’ Abdul said.

He picked up a black pin and stuck it on the map at Visht’s Cuffe Parade apartment. ‘This is where Visht was killed,’ he said.

He then picked up another pin and searched for Worli on the map. ‘Kamini was attacked…here.’ He stuck the pin at the spot.

As he marked CBS and the spot where Gagan’s body was discovered with two more black pins, his colleague stuck a pin at the place where Ashwin was abducted.

‘Now, we have two more incidents – Subbu’s death and Ashok’s shooting. Subbu was killed in Delhi, so we can’t mark it on this map. Ashok was shot at Cuffe Parade, which is the same spot as Visht’s pin.’

He then picked up one of the two bunches of papers from his desk. Each paper had a running list of dates, times and addresses. Some had been marked with a yellow highlighter pen.

‘These highlighted addresses are the locations of the towers to which Jack’s mobile was connected to during the incidents,’ he said. ‘The red dots on the map are the cell phone towers. Find the red dot for each address and circle it with the blue marker.’

Abdul read out the first address, and his colleague circled the dot near Visht’s apartment block.

‘That is the tower behind the apartment,’ Abdul nodded. ‘Jack’s mobile was connected to it around the time Visht fell. Now, let’s mark Jack’s location during the other incidents in Mumbai.’

Abdul read out five more addresses, and grimaced as he stared at the six blue circles marking Jack’s location during the six Mumbai incidents. Three of them were close to the black pins marking the location of the incidents, but three were not.

‘So,’ he said disappointedly, ‘Jack’s phone was nowhere near during three incidents. Now, let’s see where Jill was during the incidents.’

He dropped the papers and picked up the other sheaf. ‘Mark Jill’s locations with a cross,’ he said, and began reading out the addresses.

Three minutes later, Abdul was grinning. Five crosses were very close to the black pins – Jill’s phone had been near five of the crime scenes!

‘Jill has always been close at hand except during Ashok’s shooting,’ he said. ‘And he was in Delhi when Subbu died. We are making progress!’

He began writing on a whiteboard next to a desk.

Outside, Ranade was deep in thought. He had been racking his brains since the attempt on Ashok. Had he seen something important, something ordinary but key to the mystery? He and Subbu had been together in the days following Visht’s death. Had Subbu said something to Ashok?

As he walked inside, he blinked hard at the sight of Abdul standing in front of a whiteboard.

What are you doing?’ he asked.

‘Plotting the locations of the two mobiles we have not traced.’

‘Jack and Jill?’

‘Yes, sir. This is interesting.’

Abdul moved aside for Ranade to see the whiteboard. ‘Their locations during the seven incidents in this case.’











	 
	Incident
	Location
	Jill’s location
	Jack’s location



	1.
	Visht’s death
	Cuffe Parade
	Cuffe Parade
	Cuffe Parade



	2.
	Assault on Kamini
	Worli
	Worli
	Dadar



	3.
	Subbu’s death
	Delhi
	Delhi-various
	Dadar



	4.
	Fire at CBS
	CBS office
	Near CBS
	Near CBS



	5.
	Gagan’s death
	Off Versova(?)
	Versova
	Dadar



	6.
	Ashwin’s abduction
	Jogeshwari
	Jogeshwari
	Dadar



	7.
	Ashok’s shooting
	Cuffe Parade
	Panvel
	Cuffe Parade





‘Good work!’ Ranade exclaimed. ‘Jill’s location fits neatly with six of the seven. His must be the hand that deals the blows. Jack must be the brain.’ He frowned as he tapped the last line. ‘But yesterday, Jill was in Panvel, where we found Ashwin. He was not the one who shot Ashok.’

‘Perhaps – it’s just a guess, sir – Jack became desperate and had to do the job himself.’

‘He was one of the two men on the bike?’

‘Or somewhere nearby, directing the men on the bike.’

‘Hmm. What made him desperate? If these two mobile numbers come on only during jobs, Jack and Jill must have other mobile numbers. I suspect we may find them among the numbers of our suspects. Do you have the location history of their mobiles?’

Abdul nodded to the constable, who picked up twelve sets of stapled sheets and left the room.

‘He will match the locations of the twelve numbers with Jack’s and Jill’s. We should have the result in an hour or two.’

‘With luck, Abdul, we will soon know who the killer is. Tonight will be a big night. Come, let me buy you dinner.’

‘Anything more on the Aurora angle, sir?’ Abdul asked as they stepped out.

Ranade shook his head.‘The commissioner took it away from me. He told me to lay off the scam investigation. In exchange, I get to keep this case. The scam has probably been given to CBI.’

‘But it has a bearing on our case!’

‘It does. But if I argue that, this case too will be taken away.’



Chapter 26


The CBS office was empty, save the guards at the reception; darkness drowned large spaces of the massive hall with only dim circles of light illuminating portions. The erstwhile server room and the cabins around it were now a large bare space, where boxes and crates stood piled on each other.

Varsha’s rubber soles made little noise as she walked to her desk. She no longer had the cabin since CBS was making do with half the original working space. Two or three people shared most desks. With the entire office migrating to a wireless network, people could work from any desk. All junior employees had to hot-desk, and the firm actively encouraged working from clients’ offices.

She borrowed a lamp from a nearby desk, switched on her laptop and waited for it to boot up. Once it had, she logged in, attached an external DVD drive and inserted the disc containing Subbu’s mailbox. It had one large file in it, which Ashwin had named ‘subbu. pst’, well over 2 GB in size. Ashwin had told her she needed to copy the file onto her laptop to use it properly. She dragged the file to the laptop’s hard disk, and sat back.

She turned around suddenly; she felt as if she heard something. But she could see no one in the dark office. Had she imagined the sound? It had sounded like a crate was being pried open. She stepped away from the desk into the dark aisle and scanned the office once more. She could hear nothing except some far-off sounds that seemed to be coming from the road. After a few moments, she returned to her desk and looked at the laptop. Only 7 per cent of the file had been copied.

She heard the sound again, a little louder this time. She went to another cubicle and sat down silently in the darkness, listening. She was sure she had heard a creaking sound this time, but that by itself did not mean much. Wood in buildings often creaked at night.

A full minute passed as she sat still and listened. Then another. And another. She heard nothing. She rose slowly and looked over the cubicles, but could see nothing. Is my imagination blowing things out of proportion? Surely, she had heard a sound. She returned to her laptop to see that the file would be copied in two more minutes. She stood while the file copied, and resumed her seat once it was done.

She opened Subbu’s mailbox through Outlook – a seemingly endless list of mails. Subbu’s mails! She took a deep breath and plunged into it, alternately scanning the mail list and hitting the Page Down key. She glanced at the subject of each mail and the sender.

Within a minute, she was so engrossed that she forgot her earlier jitters. She was also unaware of two shadowy figures in the dark office. They had slipped in by prying open a portion of the temporary plywood partition that had been erected post the fire, which had damaged one of the walls near the parking lot.

The two now stood deep in shadows, watching Varsha from afar. One of them spoke softly into the hands-free attached to his mobile phone, cupping the mike with his palm: ‘She is here, working on her laptop.’

‘Can you see what she is doing?’ the handler on the other side asked.

‘No. I can only see the top of her head. She is facing her laptop.’

‘Change your position. Try to get a better view.’

The man moved slowly in the darkness, taking care not to make a sound or step on anything. By moving about fifty feet to one side, he could see Varsha clearly.

‘She is staring at the laptop. No papers near her.’

‘Any CD with her?’

‘A flat box is attached to her laptop. I don’t know what it is.’

‘It is an external drive…it could be the last copy.’

The man waited for instructions. It came in five seconds.

‘Destroy it.’

Meanwhile, Varsha rapidly scanned Subbu’s mails from the last few days before his death. Several mails warranted a second look, but she didn’t have the time. Her priority was to copy the mails. She turned in her chair to get blank DVDs from her handbag when a thought struck her.

Emails had been the common link in the murders of Visht and Subbu. The men had been after Visht’s and Kamini’s laptops for something sent from his Gmail account. And the target in Subbu’s case was his mailbox. Was the offending document an email exchange between Visht and Subbu? Perhaps an email from Visht to Subbu about the fraud he was investigating?

With trembling fingers, she sorted the mails by the sender’s name. Thirty seconds later she stopped, staring at the screen. A mail sent by Visht screamed at her, sent late on 18 February – the day he was murdered. She went breathless for a moment and her hand shook like a leaf. She took a deep breath and clicked on the mail. ‘Personal’, the subject read; the mail was a short one:

Dear Subbu,

Attached is a personal letter to Kamini and you. The password is Kamini’s mobile number. I want to speak to Kamini before I show it to her, and will do so tomorrow. Meanwhile, I wanted you to see it. Please don’t speak to Kamini about this till I’ve talked to her. Let’s meet sometime next week.

Till then,

Visht

Varsha clicked on the attachment and entered Kamini’s mobile number as the password. The document opened, and she began reading it, oblivious to the danger approaching her in the darkness.

Dear Kamini & Subbu,

I write this with a heavy heart. I must now do what I should have done three years back. This will come as an unpleasant surprise, but the two of you must know the entire matter before it becomes public. Once it does, there is no telling how people and the media will choose to twist it.

The events I describe here began two weeks before Madhavi’s death, when I was still the chairman and managing director. These events made me give up the MD post, and not Madhavi’s death, as people thought.

Our bank had given a loan to the tune of several hundred crores to a manufacturing company. The performance of the company was sometimes good and sometimes not, but it was not a bad asset at that time. However, I had decided not to give it any additional loans despite repeated requests from the promoter (I’ll call him

John here, as I don’t want to name him until my investigation is complete).

John came to my office a few days before Madhavi’s death and asked me for an additional 300 crores. I refused. But he would not leave my office, and I could not physically throw out a customer. He tried various tricks to convince me, but I didn’t relent. Then, the general manager overseeing the loan account suggested a way out.

If 75 per cent of the earlier loan was converted to equity at favourable terms, and if John pledged his promoter’s shares to the tune of the total loan, including the new amount, our entire loan would be fully secured. At the same time, the company would benefit from a reduced interest burden. A win-win situation.

I agreed. Over the next week, the review committee approved it, and we drew up the papers for converting the loan to equity. We were to issue the new loan of 300 crores in a few days.

Then, John suddenly landed up in my office the next day and asked for funds to be released immediately, saying the money was required urgently. But he had not brought the share certificates he was to pledge. He said they were in a bank locker that was not accessible till Monday, which was three days away. He promised to deliver them on Monday. Seeing his distress, I almost relented. But better sense prevailed, and I stuck to my guns.

Later that evening, Madhavi’s medical results came, and we understood the seriousness of her condition. Knowing that I may not be in office the next few days, and not wanting anyone to suffer on my account, I signed the loan papers and left instructions with the GM that the signed papers were to be released only after receiving the pledged share certificates. My instructions, unfortunately, were verbal.

The next two weeks were hell, and Madhavi passed away. I got busy with other things when I returned to office, and assumed that my instructions had been carried out. But in my next quarterly review, I found that the 300 crores had been released, but the share certificates hadn’t been received by the bank.

I called the GM and asked why that had happened. To my surprise, he completely denied that I had told him to collect the share certificates before releasing the loan. I called John, and he too denied that I had asked for the share certificates.

I realized that the two were hand-in-glove. But it was too late to recover the money.

I told the GM that I was initiating an internal inquiry. He broke down and confessed privately, but made it clear that he would not own up to the fraud. If it went to a formal inquiry, it would be my word against the combined word of the GM and John. Anyway, there was no way to get the money back. As the GM had three months to retire, and his daughter’s wedding was coming up, I told him to go on three months’ leave and not return to work.

When I subsequently looked at the manufacturing company’s financials closely, I found that it had borrowed heavily from a small finance company – an NBFC – at an extremely high interest rate, and was slowly being crushed under the interest burden. The interest rate was similar to what moneylenders charge.

As luck would have it, John approached me once more for a loan. I was aghast, and almost threw him out of my office. But he had brought his share certificates along, and put them on my table. He was ready to pledge twice the number of shares as before, and asked me for another 100 crores. I declined, smelling another rat.

But he persisted, and said that he needed the money to extinguish the NBFC’s loan that was bleeding the company, and pleaded that the money be paid directly to the NBFC. Seeing an opportunity to secure all the loans, and knowing that the reduced interest burden could only help the company perform better, I asked Shah to speak to the CEO of the NBFC. The NBFC agreed, and we executed the papers the next day. We paid the 100 crores to the NBFC.

Three birds with one stone: the promoter’s shares in our custody amply covered our entire loan now; we had received equity at a favourable price; and the interest burden of the company had been reduced. I was pleased that the millstone around our necks was finally gone.

Or so I thought.

A few weeks later, a huge fire broke out in the company’s main factory and destroyed it. It was a surprisingly destructive fire and nothing was recovered. We then found that much of the materials were not insured, and the insured value of the machinery was far too low to recoup losses. It was a near-total write off. The company lurched towards bankruptcy. Its book value turned negative as investigations revealed that provisioning was woefully inadequate. The share certificates in our custody were not worth the paper they were printed on. Our loan was a complete write-off.

Though I could not prove it, I knew that the fire was not accidental. The materials and the machinery the company was supposed to possess were either fictitious, or had been stolen from the premises before the fire. The fire was so cleverly engineered that no meaningful forensic investigation was possible. I believe the auditors of the company helped falsify the balance sheet, overvalue its stocks and receivables, and allowed under-provisioning.

The icing on the cake came when I investigated the NBFC. The owner of the NBFC, hidden behind two veils of shell companies, was none other than John! He had lent money to himself, and used the high interest rate to suck out the last remaining value in the company. And finally, he took the last loan to pay himself back.

It was too late to do anything. They had planned and executed the fraud perfectly, and I had been out-manoeuvred. John, his auditors and some people at the bank were hand-inglove. There was someone within the bank who had abetted the fraud after the GM retired. But I didn’t know who it was.

Subbu, you will therefore understand my concern after your presentation last week. It was further indication of systemic rot in the bank, and an emerging nexus between bankers and unscrupulous businessmen.

I had been out-manoeuvred once, but I was keen to get to the bottom of it. I began gathering evidence against John, and it became clear over the next three years that the incident was not an isolated one. Something similar had happened to a chemical company the same promoter had owned two years back, and the bank that had lent money to him had to write off the loan. The auditors were the same too. Another of John’s companies had liquidated four years ago, and liquidation proceeds failed to cover even a quarter of the loans taken.

My investigation is almost complete. I am now sure that an unholy nexus exists between some bankers and businessmen. John is possibly the kingpin.

The past week brought home a new urgency for action. I met a young lady who had unwittingly aided fraudsters just as I had, and ended up paying with her life for it. The young lady, Kamini, was your friend Shruti.

A company named Aurora Enterprises pulled off a fraud worth 200 crores. Aurora’s backers have a front man who conned Shruti into doing his bidding. Professing affections for her, he made her unwittingly abet the fraud.

I think I know who this man is, but I must confirm my suspicions before I can name him. I will do so in a few days.

However, I suspect that Aurora’s backers are the masterminds behind the wider scam the commission is investigating, and their front man is the liaison between them and crooked bankers. He and John run this nexus.

The John and Shruti incidents made me realize that I must bring everything into the open, whatever the costs. Heaven knows how many such frauds have been perpetrated in the past few years! The more I delay, the more frauds there will be.

I will now take the matter to the RBI and the ministry, and face the consequences as they come. If I was at fault, I am willing to stand trial. I can suppress this, and the world will be none the wiser. But then, I will not be able to face my conscience and God.

The bank is compromised, and I must be careful. The incriminating files may go missing when this story breaks. I have therefore made a copy and hidden it.

I hope you will not think any less of me –’

Varsha suddenly saw a movement out of the corner of her eye. She snapped her head towards the aisle and stared into the darkness behind her. A dim silhouette of a man darted behind a cupboard.

She had run out of time! She could not copy the mails now, but she needed to save the disc at least! Her mind raced and she acted in an instant. She closed her laptop, pulled out the DVD drive, and switched off the lamp. She was now plunged in darkness.

Holding the drive in her left hand, she turned to face the aisle when she heard the sound of running feet. Her right hand touched something cold, hard and round on the desk. A glass paperweight! She was staring straight down the aisle when a man suddenly appeared under the night light, running towards her. Like the men who had attacked Kamini in the dark lane, he too wore a black stocking over his face, with holes for his eyes.

She had no place to go! The narrow aisle that led to her desk, into which the man was running, was the only way out unless she climbed over desks and cupboards.

In one quick motion, she whipped back her arm, aimed at the man’s head thirty feet away and threw the paperweight. She knew that as long as she threw it straight and at the correct height, she would hit him somewhere. Temporarily blinded by the light above him, the man did not see her or the paperweight that crashed into his face just below his left eye, opening a bleeding gash over his cheekbone. Stunned and disoriented, he swayed drunkenly for a moment and took support of a nearby desk.

Taking advantage, Varsha climbed on a desk and vaulted over the cupboards to drop into the wide aisle beyond. She landed off balance and staggered backwards to steady herself. As soon as she did, a bullet burst through the cupboard where she had been a moment earlier and thudded into the wall across her.

Crouching, she moved down the aisle as the man she had struck ran forward and picked up her laptop and handbag from her desk. She heard him speak softly into his phone, and strained her ears to listen. With her attention focused on her assailant, she did not see a figure loom over her until it was almost too late.

The second man, larger and more heavily built than his companion, had moved silently towards her. Seeing her approach, he let his fist fly. A fierce blow, which if it had landed, could have knocked her senseless.

More from instinct than conscious thought, Varsha’s left arm, now bent, flew upwards of its own accord. It intercepted the man’s arm and deflected it upwards just enough. His fist passed over her head, brushing a few stray strands of hair. She immediately straightened and swivelled on her left leg, using all the momentum she could muster as she leapt up from a crouching position. With her right leg, slightly bent but rigid, she swept an arc in the darkness and slammed it into the man’s face. He stopped in his tracks, stunned.

But the kick was more a slap than a knockout blow. Taking advantage of his surprise, Varsha ran back up the aisle. In doing so, she passed under a light and became visible to both the men. Another bullet zinged close to her. She ran hard for a few more moments before realizing that she was running towards the man with the gun.

Meanwhile, the gunman had received his instructions: ‘Kill her.’

Varsha skidded to a halt, crouched and peered into the darkness up the aisle. She saw the gunman walking down the aisle. She looked back and saw the second man striding up the aisle. She was now stuck between the two men converging on her. On one side of her was a solid cement wall, and on the other, six-foot high cupboards. Neither offered a chance of escape.

Of the two men, she could perhaps chance a fight with the smaller man. But he had a gun. The other man was too powerful for her. As she wondered what to do, an idea flashed through her mind.

Between her and both men were the lights, shining hard. The bigger man was about fifteen feet from a light down the aisle, and the gunman about twenty from another. Since the gunman was walking faster, both would pass under their respective lights at about the same time. At that moment, both would be blinded for a second or two.

Varsha made up her mind.

Clutching the DVD drive with the disc still in it, she moved down the aisle towards the big man. When she was about thirty feet from the light, she ran towards him. When she was about ten feet from the light, she launched herself into the air, feet first, just as the big man passed under it.

With all the power her slender body could muster, she executed a flying kick her sensei would have been proud of, and slammed her legs into the big man’s chest. Thanks to the light, he did not see her, and lost his balance. He fell heavily against some cupboards as Varsha landed on her feet and sprinted down the aisle, weaving left and right to avoid offering the gunman an easy target.

But the gunman’s priorities had now changed. His companion had toppled over the cupboards and made a mighty noise, and there was every chance the security guards had heard it. Also, he needed the laptop with Visht’s letter – that was far more important than killing Varsha. He called to the big man as he struggled to his feet, and slid the gun down the aisle to him. He then turned and ran towards the erstwhile server room to get out.

The big man now turned and began striding down the long aisle. Varsha realized that she was trapped in a cul-de-sac; the aisle that led to the canteen was now blocked due to construction of the new server room. On one side of the aisle was a line of glass cabins and on the other were storage racks, piled on top of each other for want of space. There was no getting away this time.

Seeing her trapped and helpless, the man broke into a run, thundering heavily down the aisle like a steam locomotive. Varsha watched him come closer, petrified and unable to think of any escape other than to try slipping under his arms or legs. Even then, he had a gun!

Closer and closer the big man came, running hard, bearing down on her.

Suddenly, as he was about thirty feet away, a glass door flew open on his face. The burly man crashed into the door with such force that the thick glass shattered into a thousand pieces. Sharp edges slashed his face, and he collapsed holding his nose, now bleeding profusely. A moment later, he fell unconscious, and his gun clattered to the floor.

Out of the cabin stepped a rotund figure, just as security guards switched on the lights from the other side.

Vincent Shain!

‘Run, Varsha!’ he shouted. ‘I will hold him if he wakes up. Get away and call the inspector.’

Not stopping to think, she hurried across the glass-littered floor. It did not occur to her that Vincent should have kept her inside, where there were security guards, and not sent her into the darkness of the night.

She ran the length of the long aisle, passing the security guards along the way. She burst out of the reception and ran towards her car in the parking lot, thanking her stars that she had her keys in her trousers, and not in her handbag. But as she turned the corner, she skidded to a halt and shrank into the shadows. The parking lot was empty except for two cars – Vincent’s and hers. Beside her car was a man speaking on the phone.

Kunal!



Chapter 27


Varsha turned at the sight of Kunal and ran towards the road, desperately looking out for a taxi. She hailed down a taxi and jumped into it.

‘Cuffe Parade,’ she instructed the driver, even as she crouched low in the backseat to avoid detection.

A minute later, she straightened herself and considered her options. Her house keys were in her handbag, but Kamini must have reached her flat by now. A thought struck her: They know where I live!

She felt herself trembling. She surely couldn’t go home, not now. But where else could she go at this time of the evening? She didn’t even have her phone. She reconsidered her options with a calmer head. What she needed was to mingle with a crowd. The thugs wouldn’t dare attack her in the open. But where?

Nariman Point! Yes, it was a Friday night, and there would be a fair crowd at the five-star hotels there at this time.

She told the driver to take her to Nariman Point, and glanced through the back windscreen a few times to see if anybody was following her. In the steady traffic of the evening hour, she didn’t notice the two white Corollas trailing her.

She reached the business district of Nariman Point. At this hour, lanes that bore thousands of cars and lakhs of feet every weekday were largely deserted. With several streetlights not working, some narrow lanes were covered in darkness. When her rickety old taxi entered one such lane, the first Corolla cut in front of it and stopped. The driver slammed his brakes, and the second Corolla stopped a little behind the taxi, blocking the lane for any incoming traffic.

Four men jumped out of the leading Corolla, opened the door beside Varsha and yanked her out. One man caught her from behind and covered her mouth, while another seized her throat and began squeezing. The third man silently placed a finger on the driver’s lips, making a slicing gesture at his throat. The message was clear. The driver drove off without another word, leaving Varsha alone with the gangsters.

Pain shot through Varsha as the large hand squeezed her throat relentlessly. She struggled but the man was too strong for her. She tried kicking him, but to no avail. Her eyes began to bulge and her vision began darkening as her lungs were starved of air. A third man walked into her vision and spoke. She saw the red gash on his face where the paperweight had hit.

‘He will release you if you agree not to scream. If you do, he will kill you right here.’

Varsha nodded hastily, and the pressure on her throat eased. She could breathe now, but her throat hurt. She couldn’t speak.

The man picked up the DVD drive that had fallen on the road while she was pulled out of the cab. Holding it by its cable, he swung it against a wall and smashed it. The drive split in half and the disc fell out. He stepped on it, and the disc broke into two with a sharp crack. He picked up the two halves and placed them together on the pavement with one end on a stone. He stepped on it again and quartered the disc into four pieces and several slivers. Job done, he picked up the four pieces and pulled out his silenced gun.

‘Did you make a copy of the disc?’ he asked Varsha softly.

Unable to speak, Varsha shook her head.

‘One sound from you, and I’ll shoot. Understand?’

Varsha nodded.

He stepped back and waved his gun sideways towards the leading Corolla. One man twisted her arms painfully behind her while the other pushed her head down towards the back door of the car.

Then came a bolt from the blue.

A dark figure leapt from the shadows behind the gunman, unrecognizable in the gloom. He held a foot-long wooden cylinder in his right hand, which he swung with fierce energy. At the end of the cylinder was a chain, to which was attached another similar wooden cylinder.

A nunchaku, a fearsome weapon!

The free end of the nunchaku smashed into the gunman’s wrist; the limb shattered under the impact and the gun fell from the goon’s hand. But before his fingers released the gun, they inadvertently squeezed the trigger in response to the blow. The bullet hit the driver of the Corolla in the neck, making him slump forward on the steering wheel.

As soon as the nunchaku wielder delivered the blow to the gunman’s wrist, he sprang upright, whipped his arm upwards and rotated the nunchaku in a vertical circle that ended on the head of one of the men pushing Varsha into the car. Even with a backhanded blow, the nunchaku generated enough force to crack the man’s skull.

As the man crumpled to the pavement, the attacker pivoted on his right foot and sent his left foot in a wide arc into the face of the third goon, who caught the blow on his jaw and slackened to the pavement.

The attacker then returned his attention to the gunman, who was trying to pick up the gun with his left hand. He spun the other way to intercept the gunman without a pause, and the nunchaku flew over Varsha’s head and crashed into the gunman’s jaw, shattering bone and teeth. The gunman collapsed on the pavement.

Meanwhile, four more men emerged from the second Corolla.

Varsha saw none of the fight, but heard it. When the nunchaku wielder felled the men, she suddenly found herself free. With her senses dimmed, she couldn’t see her saviour’s face in the darkness, but she saw him turn to face the four men spilling out of the rear Corolla beyond him. Now was a sliver of an opportunity to escape.

She reacted quickly and sprinted down the street. Her mind was numb with fright and her body was working purely on adrenaline. She heard the pop of a silenced gun behind her, and began weaving as she ran. At the end of the lane was the five-star hotel. Her throat still ached badly. She was able to breathe, but she still couldn’t speak. She turned right at the end of the street, glancing back to see four men pursuing her. The nunchaku wielder was now crouching on the pavement beside one of his victims.

She slowed down as she approached the ramp that led to the hotel’s glass doors, and tidied her hair. As she entered the reception area, she turned to see that two men had stopped near the entrance, while the other two were walking towards the doors.

Varsha had a choice: she could go to the vast atrium in front of her, or she could turn left into a corridor. While she would be visible in the atrium, she would be safe amongst the crowd. If she went into the corridor, it would be difficult for the men to find her. But she would be alone then.

She hurried into the wide corridor, which housed restrooms and various boutique shops. She entered the ladies’ room and wondered what to do next. Had Kunal seen me flee and sent the Corollas? She shuddered at the men’s ruthlessness, and her hand unconsciously felt her throbbing throat. The man had almost strangled her. She had no doubt that he would have killed her had she made a sound.

Her thoughts then turned to the nunchaku wielder. Who was he?  Her eyes widened with sudden realization at the sight of him crouching on the pavement as she ran. Had he been shot? She had heard a silenced gun go off, but had not heard the bullet pass her.

That raised another question. If her attackers had another gun, it would be stupid of her to venture out of the hotel. Should she check into the hotel for the night? Fortunately, she had her wallet in her trouser pocket. Or should she just call Ranade from the reception?

She glanced at her watch. She had been in the toilet for ten minutes. She was less frantic now and decided to call Ranade. She glanced at the mirror once more and saw that the bruise on her throat had become darker. She could do nothing about it other than turn up her collar.

As soon as she stepped out of the toilet, she froze. Ten paces up the corridor stood the two men. Her way to the reception was blocked, and there was no option other than to run further into the corridor. She couldn’t even scream for help. On both sides of her were the boutique shops that sold luxury goods. But they were all shut, and the corridor itself was lit sparsely.

Her new predicament fully dawned on her as she reached the end of the corridor and desperately looked around for a way out. She tried the doors of the shops on either side and found them locked. One was a jewellery shop and the other sold high-end watches.

The two men saw her in the corridor and began running towards her. She tried to scream for help, but all that came was a hoarse aphonic whisper. In desperation, she clutched the fire extinguisher on the wall, the only weapon she could find. She lifted the heavy extinguisher and moved to the centre of the corridor. The men were now about forty feet away.

Holding the extinguisher tightly with both her hands, she swung her arms back and forth a couple of times. The men slowed down, preparing to evade the extinguisher if she threw it.

But Varsha had never intended to throw it at them; her mind had clutched at the only straw it saw. With fear lending additional strength, she swung the extinguisher as far back as it would go and threw it forward with all the force that she could muster.

The extinguisher flew into the luxury watchshop’s window, shattered the glass and punched a two-foot wide hole in it. The watches displayed behind the glass fell to the floor as its shelves collapsed under the impact. A loud wail of the burglar alarm immediately pierced the long corridor.

One of the men pulled out a silenced gun, and Varsha knew she had little time. She stepped to the cracked window and kicked the glass near the two-foot hole with the sole of her shoe. Some more pieces of glass fell away, making the hole larger. Simultaneously, she heard a bullet fly past her and strike the locked door at the end of the corridor. She kicked once more, and the hole became four feet wide.

Oblivious to the edges of the jagged hole, she dived into it just as the man fired again. She felt something hit the heel of her shoe and wrench it off. An instant later, she landed inside the shop, scratched and bleeding, and with one shoe heelless. Ignoring the pain of her bleeding wounds, she hobbled on uneven shoes towards a pillar inside the shop – the only thing there that could stop a bullet.

As soon as she went behind the pillar, she saw that the shop was L-shaped, and had a ten-foot wide alcove at the far end, which led to a door. She hurriedly undid the three heavy bolts, praying that the door was not locked.

It was not.

The handle turned smoothly and the door opened inwards. Varsha stole a shawl hanging on the back of a chair before stepping out; she needed something to cover her shirt that was already turning maroon.

The corridor on the other side of the shop housed several small offices, including the hotel’s administrative offices. She ran through the dark corridor as quickly as her imbalanced shoes allowed her. At the end of the corridor was a service entrance that opened out onto a side road. She had to get to it before the guards there got wise.

As soon as she approached the service entrance, she straightened her hair and slowed down to wrap the stolen shawl around herself to hide her bloodied shirt. Hardly daring to breathe, and keeping to the shadows to hide her dishevelled appearance, she walked out without attracting undue attention from the solitary security guard.

Once on the road, she heaved a silent sigh of relief and hurried towards the main road in search of a taxi. She had no idea where she would go, but she had to get away from Nariman Point as quickly and quietly as possible. She tested her voice as she hurried, and found that she could now whisper.

As she rounded the corner and turned left, she stopped abruptly and stepped back into the shadows. Across the road was Kunal, with his back to her, leaning against a street lamp. He was watching the hotel entrance from and speaking into his mobile phone. At the small of his back, tucked into his trousers, was something dark, dull and metallic.

A gun.

Varsha spun around and walked away from Kunal, taking care not to appear to flee. She was going away from the nearest taxi stand, but she had no choice. Hardly had she gone a hundred yards than an SUV pulled up beside her.

‘Varsha!’ a familiar voice said from inside the vehicle. ‘What are you doing here?’

Prepared for the worst as the large vehicle pulled up, she almost cried out in relief on hearing the voice. Ashok! He stepped out of the Toyota Fortuner and peered at her. His left arm was still enclosed in a sling and he was wearing his bulletproof vest.

‘What happened to you?’ he asked. ‘You look terrible!’

‘Help!’ Varsha whispered hoarsely, barely loud enough to be heard. ‘Kunal chasing me…has a gun…looking for me –’

She broke into an agonizing coughing fit. Ashok heard enough to realize that she was in trouble. He bundled her into his SUV with his good arm and followed suit. In the front seat was a security guard.

‘What happened?’ Ashok asked once the vehicle began to move. ‘Tell me slowly.’

Painfully, in as few words as possible, Varsha whispered the gist of the assault, her flight into the hotel and her escape. Ashok understood and immediately took charge.

‘It’s best that you don’t go home tonight,’ he said. ‘Where is Kamini?’

‘At my flat.’

‘Let’s pick her up. I’ll call her and ask her to be ready.’

He called Kamini as Varsha sank back thankfully into her seat.

‘Why did the men attack you?’ Ashok asked, once he hung up.

‘For the last copy of Subbu Uncle’s mailbox. It has a mail from Mr Visht that incriminates them. The fire at CBS, the kidnapping of Ashwin, the murders…they were all for this one mail.’

‘You had the last copy?’

Varsha nodded. ‘They took my laptop and broke the disc.’

‘Shit! Both gone?’

Varsha shook her head.

‘Who are they?’ Ashok continued. ‘Any idea?’

Varsha shook her head again. Her shawl slipped off her left shoulder and exposed her torn, bloodied shirt. The deep gash on her arm was still bleeding profusely.

‘Good god!’ Ashok exclaimed. ‘You need a doctor right away!’

‘I’ll be okay. I am more worried about my throat than the cuts. But shouldn’t we call the inspector?’

‘I’ll call him, but what can he do now? Your attackers would have escaped by now. What we need is immediate medical attention. You are losing far too much blood.’
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Abdul walked into Ranade’s office with a bunch of papers. A smile was stuck on his face, and broadened into a grin on seeing Ranade.

‘Very pleased with yourself?’ Ranade asked. ‘What is it?’

‘What you had asked for, sir. The location history of the mobiles used by the twelve suspects. We’ve compared them with the locations of Jack’s and Jill’s phones.’

‘And?’

‘None of them is Jill.’

‘Hmm…not surprising. Jill must be the muscle; perhaps taking orders from the brain.’

‘Yes, sir. Jack’s locations are very interesting. Whenever Jack’s mobile has been switched on, one of the twelve numbers has been near it, using the same tower as Jack’s.’ He looked up at Ranade and continued softly. ‘A hundred per cent match between the locations of Jack and one of the twelve numbers.’

‘Who is Jack? Don’t play games with me!’

Abdul took a red marker and circled a name on the list of suspects on the whiteboard. Ranade stayed silent for a full minute before speaking.

‘The devil!’ he said. ‘The wily devil!’

‘Jack called Jill using his number just before both of them switched on their secondary numbers yesterday evening. It was just after people left the hospital after visiting Ashwin.’

‘Excellent! Then you have Jill’s regular mobile number too?’

Abdul nodded, his grin widening. ‘Jill’s real name is Himanshu Dubey. You remember him, sir? The history-sheeter suspected in the Byculla murders and the Pune factory fire. He was also linked to other arson incidents. We never found anything to nail him, but this may change that. His call records indicate that he has at least ten numbers he calls regularly.’

Ranade’s phone suddenly rang, but it stopped before he could pick it up. He looked at the number, and his eyes darted to the whiteboard. His mouth fell open.

‘Who was that?’ Abdul asked, seeing Ranade’s astonishment.

‘You will never guess…Jill! Check where the phone is right now. Quick!’

Abdul whipped out his mobile when Ranade’s phone rang once more. Another missed call.

‘Whose number is this?’ Ranade asked, showing it to Abdul.

It was now Abdul’s turn to be dumbfounded.

‘This is Jill’s regular number,’ he said with bewilderment. ‘The one registered to Dubey. Why is he calling you? And how does he have your number?’

Abdul called the telephone company and held on as they triangulated both the numbers. In a few minutes, he had the answer.

‘Nariman Point,’ he said to Ranade.

‘Let’s go!’ Ranade dashed to the door with Abdul close behind him.

‘How did Jill get my number?’ Ranade asked as they sat in the Qualis, frowning in thought.

Ranade’s phone rang once more.

‘Hello,’ he said. His face grew grave. ‘When? Where? Nariman Point…hold tight. I’m almost there.’

He hung up and turned to Abdul.

‘That was Kunal. Varsha was attacked a little while ago. She is nowhere to be found, and her phone is off.’



Chapter 28


The nursing home Varsha was being treated in had been turned into a fortress, manned by police doctors and guarded by plainclothesmen. Nobody could enter without submitting to an interrogation by Ranade’s men.

Ashok had called Ranade as soon as he picked up Kamini from Varsha’s flat. Despite her weak condition, Ranade had swooped down on Varsha and whisked her away to the police nursing home. Despite doctors’ advice to the contrary, he had kept her awake and quizzed her.

At 10 a.m. the next day, Varsha hobbled to a cosy sitting room where Ranade was waiting for her. Her left shoulder and upper arm had been stitched up, and her left leg had received four stitches too. Smaller bandages and sticking plaster dressed minor wounds elsewhere. She lowered herself into a large chair with Kamini’s help and gingerly leaned back. She then looked up to see who else was in the room, and froze.

Kunal!

Shock drove her breath away, and she stared wide-eyed from Kunal to Ranade, who was smiling. Then, her eyes fell on the table beside Kunal’s chair. A nunchaku.

‘You?’ Varsha burst out in astonishment, her voice still weak. ‘You were the nunchaku wielder?’

She then noticed that Kunal’s left leg rested on a small stool. He was wearing shorts, and his thigh was heavily bandaged.

‘What –’ she began when Ranade interrupted.

‘– Kunal is a black belt and a kung fu instructor. I didn’t tell you last night, but he was shot while saving you from the thugs. He then followed you to the hotel, but couldn’t walk very far due to the wound. Unable to do anything, he called me. That’s when you saw him.’

‘He had a gun!’

‘I took it from the man who destroyed the disc,’ Kunal said. ‘The man the inspector calls Jill.’

‘The brute! Who is he?’

‘His name is Dubey,’ Ranade answered. ‘He is the one who killed Gagan. Kunal called me from his two phones so that we could trace them.’

‘How did you come to Nariman Point?’ Varsha turned and asked Kunal.

‘When Kamini told me that you had gone to CBS alone, I knew it was not a great idea. I came for you but you ran away on seeing me. I followed you to Nariman Point, and when those goons attacked you, I had to step in.’

‘You can’t blame me for running away. Not after what you did.’

‘What did I do?’

‘You hacked into CBS!’

She was regaining her voice but could only speak softly. Her eyes, however, were afire, accusing. Kunal stared at her without answering.

‘“Darth Vader was here!” Remember? You even left your calling card.’

Kunal remained silent.

‘Well? Do you deny it?’ Varsha persisted.

Kunal sighed and grimaced. ‘It was me. Subbu hired me to break into your systems.’

It was Varsha’s turn to be surprised. ‘Why didn’t you tell us?’ she asked after a couple of seconds. ‘Why did keep it from us?’

‘Precisely to avoid conversations like this one. I had no proof other than an email from him. I didn’t think you would believe me if I told you – I could have faked the email too.’

‘Did you?’

‘No.’ Kunal stared silently at Varsha for another moment. ‘Subbu was to issue me a formal letter on his return from Delhi, but was killed. I didn’t test CBS’s security again.’

Silence hung heavily in the air. Varsha continued to glare unapologetically at Kunal, whose expression had turned cold.

‘That was not the only thing you hid from us, was it?’

Kunal said nothing and continued staring at Varsha.

‘You were in Delhi when Subbu Uncle was killed.’ Varsha spoke slowly and clearly.

‘Yes,’ Kunal said at length. ‘How did you know?’

‘Sales bill of the book you bought at Delhi airport.’

‘Stupid of me! Anyway, I was there to see a girl. My mother is trying to get me married. I have to humour her. I didn’t want you to know.’

Kunal looked sheepishly at Varsha.

‘What happened?’

‘Mom dropped it.’

Varsha looked away, confused and unsure how to react. Kamini picked up the cudgel.

‘You were injured when you came to my flat after it was broken into,’ she said. ‘You were limping. What happened?’

‘I was at a weapons practice session in the kung fu class I teach. I was late in ducking a student’s wooden staff, and got hit on my head. You would have seen that my hair was all messed up too.’

‘Why didn’t you tell us, Kunal?’ Kamini was upset.

‘Why should I?’ Kunal replied hotly. ‘It is my business and nobody else’s.’

‘You should have told me about the hacking, Kunal,’ Ranade interrupted. ‘It would have removed unnecessary confusion from the case. We would not have wasted time and effort on the hacking angle.’

Kunal was silent for a few moments and then nodded. When he spoke, his voice was a trifle apologetic.

‘You have a point, Inspector. All of you do. But honestly, I was afraid that I would become an immediate suspect if I spoke of it. I had no proof. With Subbu dead, there was nobody to back me up. Look at my situation – I hacked into CBS, and I was in Delhi when he died!’

Before Ranade could respond, the door opened and Ashok walked in, followed a few moments later by Vincent. They went directly to Varsha but Ashok cast a puzzled glance at Kunal.

‘You were lucky not to have hurt yourself more,’ Vincent said to Varsha. ‘And luckier still to escape the gunman.’

‘It was quick thinking on her part to break the glass and trigger the alarms,’ Ashok added. ‘Are the wounds still hurting?’

‘Yes…’ Varsha replied. ‘But they look worse than they are. Kunal’s bullet wound is more severe than my cuts.’

‘Bullet wound?’ Vincent echoed. ‘Where?’

Kunal pointed to his thigh.

‘Who shot you?’

‘Gangsters chasing Varsha.’

‘Kunal saved me from four of them.’ Varsha finally smiled. ‘He and his nunchaku. Four more came, and one of them shot him. Didn’t you know?’

‘This is getting more and more dangerous,’ Vincent glared at Ranade. ‘Murder, arson, kidnapping, beating up Ashwin, shooting Ashok, and now these two. When is this going to end, Inspector?’

‘I wish I could tell you, Mr Shain.’ Ranade looked dejectedly at the floor. ‘But Varsha and Kunal will be safe here.’

‘I suppose the last copy of Subbu’s mailbox is gone?’ Vincent asked.

Varsha nodded glumly. ‘It went with my laptop. I was reading a mail from Mr Visht when they attacked me.’

‘What did the mail say?’

‘It was about a businessman who had pulled off a fraud in FLC Bank with some bank employees helping him. There was more, but I couldn’t read it all. If only I had another ten minutes…’

Vincent blinked. ‘But what does that have to do with Subbu’s death?’

‘Subbu saw the mail and went to FLC Bank to continue Mr Visht’s investigation,’ Ranade interjected. ‘He spent a few hours at the bank the day before he died. I suspect he was close to unravelling the fraud. He had to be killed.’

Vincent fell silent. His eyes darted from Varsha to Ranade.

‘When did you reach the office?’ Varsha asked.

‘I got there a few minutes after you, but the lights in that part of the office weren’t working. I saw a light at a desk, but I didn’t realize it was you. I was searching for my lamp when I heard some noises. I saw the two men but didn’t see you till you ran past my cabin.’

‘Thank goodness you were there,’ Varsha whispered.

A long silence enveloped the room. Kamini’s phone rang abruptly, startling them.

‘Hello…yes, this is Kamini. Oh, Mr Kannan. Sure, tell me. Yes… yes…no, I am not staying at the Worli flat right now. I’m staying with a friend in the same building as my father’s flat…yes, Cuffe Parade…what files? Personal? Yes, that would be great. But I won’t be in tonight. Can you send it tomorrow? Oh, it’s Sunday…yes, you could leave it in my father’s flat today…17A…I’ll collect it from there tomorrow…yes, I have a key. Perfect…thank you, Mr Kannan.’

Kamini hung up and turned to Ranade.

‘My father left two sealed envelopes for me with some files. Kannan didn’t open them as they had been marked “Personal”. He will drop them at my father’s flat today.’

‘Why don’t you pick them up tonight?’ Kunal asked.

‘I’m staying the night here with Varsha.’

‘Great. At least she and I will not fight if you are around.’

‘I was not fighting!’ Varsha retorted. ‘It was you who hid information…oh, what the heck!’
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Ranade, Abdul and three others sat watching the seven TV screens in front of them. It was 8.30 p.m. Anticipation rode high as the men sat silent and tense. The first screen showed the gate and the front of Visht’s apartment block. The second showed the lobby at the ground floor, the third the lobby of the seventeenth floor, and the fourth the door of 17A and the short passage leading to it. The last three screens showed Visht’s hall from different angles.

Three envelopes lay on the large table in the centre of the hall. Small figures frequently walked across the first two screens as people entered or left the apartment block. The other screens were largely unchanging. The seventeenth floor was curiously empty for that time of the evening.

‘Here he is,’ whispered Abdul as the third screen showed a man emerge into the lobby by the stairs. ‘He must have got off at another floor and walked up.’

‘Cameras recording?’ Ranade asked quietly. A pencil twirled furiously on his right thumb.

‘Normal and night modes,’ confirmed one of the men.

‘Who is he?’ Ranade leaned forward, trying to make out the tiny figure on the screen. ‘I didn’t see him enter the building.’

The man strode unhesitatingly towards 17A and turned into the passage. He stopped in front of the door, inserted a key into the lock and entered the flat. Attention shifted to the last three screens.

The man paused for a moment inside the flat and took out a small torch. A small circle of light appeared on the floor and danced around for a few seconds before coming to rest on the envelopes. He strode forward purposefully to pick up the envelopes and quickly put them inside the airbag. Job done, he looked out of the peephole once before opening the door and stepped into the passage. He paused again for a moment at the end of the passage to see if the lobby was clear. Finding it clear, he darted along the lobby and disappeared into the stairs and from the TV screens.

‘Rewind!’

Ranade almost shouted and a technician rewound the video on the seventh screen. He then played it forward in slow motion with synthetic image enhancement. The image’s brightness flared and the man on the screen became familiar. Ranade swore colourfully and leapt towards the screen.

‘Slow…slow…freeze!’ he growled. ‘Enlarge!’

The technician froze the picture as the thief looked up after zipping up the bag. The face on the screen was clear.

Bhasin!

‘Shall we pick him up?’ Abdul asked.

‘Not yet. Wait for the second person...here he comes,’ Ranade pointed at the second screen that showed a figure entering the lift on the ground floor. ‘He must have been waiting nearby. Wait a minute! That’s not him...it’s someone else…a go-between. He will be leaving the building soon. Get ready.’

They didn’t have to wait long. A few minutes later, the second screen showed the lift opening on the ground floor, and a man stepping out with the bag that Bhasin had carried. ‘Let’s go!’ Ranade called out. ‘Abdul, pick up Bhasin while I go after Jack.’

Three police vehicles left with Ranade’s in the lead and made for Dadar. None of the men spoke, as each knew what exactly they had to do. While one was continuously on the phone tracking Jack’s mobile, another tracked the small electronic device hidden in one of the envelopes. The go-between was heading towards Dadar, just as Ranade had expected. Jack would be waiting there.

Half an hour later, they were waiting in darkness inside an office building. All of them were armed, and wore bulletproof vests. Two nameplates beside the door read ‘Emu Capital Private Limited’ and ‘Emu Advisors Private Limited’. The go-between had delivered the bag and left the building, only to be picked up by Ranade’s men. Ranade gave Jack a few minutes to open the envelopes and then stepped into the office. Behind him, three policemen raised their weapons and followed. Ranade held his revolver in his right hand.

‘Good evening,’ he said to the stunned man behind the desk.

The envelopes were open and their contents lay scattered on the desk. The three policemen spread around the room, their guns pointed at the man behind the desk.

‘Inspector!’ stammered the man. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Ashok Khote, I arrest you for a number of crimes, including wilful murder, attempted murder and arson.’



Chapter 29


Ranade woke up groggily on Sunday morning, satisfied, but tired. He picked up the newspaper outside his door and glanced at the headlines.

‘Fresh evidence in land scam points to coterie,’ screamed a headline, knocking all the sleep from his eyes.

He quickly shut the door and sat down to read.

Fresh evidence in bank scam points to coterie

Mumbai: Investigations carried out by The Times of India show that the banking scam that cost eight banks over Rs 10,000 crores in unrecoverable loans was an elaborately planned affair involving a chain of intermediate companies.

The modus operandi for the fraudulent transactions was simple. Land was acquired through political leverage and sold to small promoter-held companies, which used fake valuation certificates to obtain loans from ‘friendly’ bankers for purchasing the properties. Once the loans were approved and the properties purchased, these companies declared themselves bankrupt, leaving the banks with huge losses.

Blue Gem Limited, a small private company, purchased a factory worth Rs 70 crores from Aurora Enterprises (another privately held company) for a price of Rs 300 crores. Funds for this were sanctioned by Devalkar Bank. Blue Gem then declared bankruptcy within six months of the purchase, leaving the bank with a loss of Rs 230 crores. Devalkar Bank, readers may recall, was where Shruti Mathur worked – the girl who fell off a local train under mysterious circumstances on 3 February.

Walaja Castings, another private company, acquired a stockyard near Aurangabad for Rs 280 crores from Aurora, despite the market price being no more than Rs 80 crores. Like Blue Gem, Walaja Castings too declared bankruptcy a few months after the purchase.

Aurora Enterprises sold at least four such properties at prices ranging from three to five times the market value. The loss to banks from the four transactions alone is estimated to be between Rs 700 and 900 crores.

Papers obtained by The Times of India show that Aurora has only three employees and little visible business activity. Despite this, it paid dividends of Rs 140 crores in its first two years of existence. In addition, it paid ‘facilitation fees’ of Rs 100 crores to external parties. Facilitation fees are payments made to expedite business transactions, and are not considered illegal. However, the very need to make facilitation payments often raises hard questions.

The most remarkable payments, however, are share buyback transactions worth Rs 550 crores, which may have facilitated sending profits overseas. One of Aurora’s major investors is a Mauritius-registered private equity firm. It remains unclear how Aurora, with near-zero business activity, earned such extraordinary profits.

Investigations further reveal that at least three directors of Aurora could be fronts for unknown persons. While one director is the driver of a cabinet minister’s daughter, two others are clerks in a Mahabaleshwar resort owned by her husband, the nephew of an opposition leader. Initial reports suggest that the real owners may be a political coterie that includes the wards of a central minister, a state minister and two MLAs including an opposition leader.

Ranade smiled to himself. Good old Hegde! In one stroke, he had not only protected himself, but also blown the lid off the entire scam. Now, the CBI or the Economic Offences Wing would be forced to investigate. He considered calling Hegde and congratulating him, but decided not to. Call records may prove inconvenient later. His phone rang predictably within ten minutes. It was the assistant commissioner.

‘Have you seen the news, Ranade?’ he asked briskly. He was in good humour.

‘Yes, sir. Aurora is now out in the open.’

A surprised pause at the other end interrupted the conversation. ‘Aurora? What are you talking about? I was referring to a company called Coral Cove.’

‘Aurora’s shady dealings are in today’s Times of India, sir.’

‘Are they?’ There was suppressed glee in his voice. ‘Indian Express carries an article on Coral Cove’s puppet directors and financial transactions. Weren’t both companies on the list you gave me?’

Yes, sir.’

‘How did this reach the papers? Hegde?’

‘I wouldn’t know, sir. I haven’t spoken to him since you asked me to lay off the case. I followed your orders, sir.’

‘Sure?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Excellent.’ The assistant commissioner chuckled. ‘By the way, good work last night.’

As soon as the senior officer hung up, Ranade’s phone rang again. It was Abdul with more news. Five different newspapers had carried articles on the five shell companies Hegde had discovered. All five reports were similar, but none of them mentioned Hegde, ZARA or the commission.

Ranade switched on the TV to see if there were any fresh developments. Furious at being caught flatfooted, TV channels had turned on their sensationalism in full measure. An array of ‘experts’ held forth whenever clamorous anchors ceded airtime. Everyone had a theory, but all Ranade got were histrionics and an earful of anchors’ strident speculations.

He switched off the TV as his phone rang again. It was Hegde.

‘What do you make of it?’ Hegde asked.

‘I’ve seen only one newspaper, Dr Hegde.’

‘The newspapers don’t have anything more than what your investigations would have revealed. What do you make of the directors and the financial transactions?’

‘I...I am not handling the case, Dr Hegde. It was handed over to the CBI or some other agency soon after our meeting.’

‘CBI?’ Ranade could almost hear Hegde’s mind working. ‘That’s interesting. See the director’s list, and you’ll understand why the case was taken away.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, if you combine the directors of the five companies into a single list, you will have eleven names, each holding multiple directorships. Two of them are drivers, three are clerks, two are office managers in tea estates and the rest are similar small-timers. If you track them down to their addresses, you’ll find that all eleven are associated with four political families.’

Ranade tensed. ‘What families?’

‘Wards of sitting ministers and MLAs, including from the opposition. The founders of ZARA.’

‘ZARA? They are from different parties, and they are not into politics. ’

‘There are no parties when it comes to the business of politics, Inspector. Staying out of visible politics is a facade. The coterie used the political machinery of three states and the Centre to the hilt. They grabbed government land, snatched disputed properties, and worst of all, they used ZARA to con tenacious farmers into selling. I was ZARA’s first chairman, if you remember...this will come as a huge shock to many people.’

Could this be true? From what he knew, ZARA had helped dozens of farmers. There were two cases last week where they had obtained injunctions against land sharks. These cases were not shams.

‘Are you sure, Dr Hegde?’ Ranade asked.

‘See for yourself, Inspector. All the information that is out in the public now has come from fifteen loans. There are thirty-two more – thirty-two different loans where the same scam has been carried out. The evidence will be clinching. I strongly suggest that the police take custody of the files in the commission’s office. You wouldn’t want them to go missing.’

Ranade was stunned into silence. Who would have thought that ZARA, the NGO touted as a model for other NGOs, was a front for rotten work? Its founders were considered to be future Anna Hazares, but they had turned out to be swindlers. The employees of ZARA would be shocked.

Suddenly, a penny dropped: the share buyback transactions that the newspapers had mentioned!

‘You still there, Inspector?’ Hegde asked.

‘Yes...yes, Dr Hegde. The share buybacks for 550 crores – to whom did Aurora make the payments?’

‘A private equity firm called Emu Capital.’

Ranade grinned. ‘Thank you, Dr Hegde. That was all I needed.’

‘How is your investigation progressing, Inspector?’

‘It’s over. We arrested Ashok Khote last night. We have also locked down Emu Capital, his private equity firm.’ Ranade hung up.

All that remained now was to confirm Kannan’s hunch about the motive for Visht’s murder. Ranade had told Kannan about the contents of Visht’s letter the previous day when he had asked him to plant the envelopes in Visht’s flat. As soon as Kannan heard about ‘John’, his face had blanched.

‘The man Mr Visht called “John” must be Rupesh Khote!’ he had whispered. ‘The GM he refers to in the letter was overseeing Khote’s accounts. And Mr Visht had terminated his friendship with the Khotes a few weeks after his wife’s death. Everything fits in, Inspector; even Ashok Khote’s actions. That is why Mr Visht was killed! I will quietly check Rupesh Khote’s loan files tomorrow.’

Ranade called Kannan.

‘Good morning, Kannan. Were you able to check the files?’

‘Yes, Inspector. The manufacturing company in Mr Visht’s letter was indeed Rupesh Khote’s company. A loan of 300 crores was issued to it around the time Mrs Visht died, while Mr Visht was on leave. And another 100 crores was subsequently paid to an NBFC.’

‘Any doubt about it?’

‘None, Inspector. I double-checked with the loan officer.’

At last, the entire case was clear. Three murders – Visht, Subbu and Gagan – had nothing to do with the banking scam. They were killed to prevent Rupesh Khote’s fraud at FLC Bank from being exposed. But Ashok was involved with ZARA’s real estate scam too, and he was the front man Visht had mentioned in the letter. It was he who had ordered Shruti’s murder.

Ashok was the one common link to everything.
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Four fatigued friends sat in Kamini’s living room in Worli. While Kunal wouldn’t walk for another week, Varsha was already on her feet, walking slowly lest her wounds reopen. But the physical wounds they bore would heal sooner than the emotional ones. Kamini was struggling to come to terms with what had happened.

‘Oh Dad!’ she cried. ‘Why did this have to happen to you?’

Varsha wrapped her good arm around her slight frame. Nothing she could say would comfort her friend. She was herself in tears, thinking about Subbu’s grisly murder.

‘I should have guessed,’ Kamini said slowly, oblivious to the tears that stained her face. ‘Auntie – Mrs Khote – had known of Subbu’s death before it came on the news. But she is such a nice lady that I didn’t suspect her. I still think she is innocent. She must have overheard Ashok somewhere in the house. He tried to do to me what he did with Shruti. Thank heavens I didn’t fall for it! Oh God! I lived with Dad’s murderer!’

‘Ashok must have got his mother to invite you to their house,’ Varsha whispered. ‘While he kept you occupied by pretending to care for you and spend time with you, his men searched your flat bit by bit for the files your father mentioned in his letter.’

‘And my laptop too, in case Dad had sent me any emails or left any documents on it. He must have copied Dad’s key when I was staying with them. I was taking sleeping pills his doctor had prescribed. He made a complete fool of me, Varsha! Dad was right – I shouldn’t have trusted him.’

Kamini turned and stared at Varsha helplessly. Grief, anger, frustration and relief assaulted her fragile mind. Her defences finally broke. She buried her face in Varsha’s shoulder and let herself go.

‘The snake!’ she hissed, unknowingly uttering the same word Shruti Mathur had used to describe Ashok. ‘May he burn in hell!’

The previous day, Varsha and Kamini had been party to the trap that Ranade had laid for Ashok. Despite her deep anguish at knowing who had killed her father, Kamini had played her part perfectly when Kannan had called. And she had kept a straight face while her father’s murderer was in the same room.

After whisking away the two women to the police nursing home on Friday night, Ranade had told them of his findings from tracking the mobiles. Everything pointed to Ashok, but all the evidence he had was circumstantial. They needed some direct evidence to prosecute him.

Ranade had then roped in Kannan, who made sure that Bhasin and Banerjee knew of the envelopes and of his plan to leave them at Visht’s flat. An SMS from Ranade ensured that his call to Kamini was timed perfectly, and that Ashok overheard her end of the conversation.

Ashok had gone away from the nursing home believing that the envelopes contained the incriminating files Visht had mentioned in his letter. With Dubey and other henchmen hospitalized and time running short, Ashok had enlisted Bhasin. By providing Bhasin with a copy of Kamini’s key, and by receiving the envelopes from him, Ashok had incriminated himself. Besides, Ashok’s driver had acted as the go-between.

‘It’s finally over now,’ Kamini said, rising. ‘Nothing will bring Dad back, and I cannot dwell on this anymore.’

As Kamini went to wash her face, the doorbell rang. It was Ranade.

‘We have found enough evidence to file charges against Ashok Khote and Bhasin,’ he said as he came in. ‘We matched Ashok’s fingerprint with the print we found in Mr Visht’s laptop’s disk drive chamber, and inside its cover. We also found Varsha’s laptop, Subbu’s Blackberry and the fake mobile from which Ashok had called Mr Visht before his death. He had the motive, means and opportunity to kill him.’

‘Opportunity?’ Manish asked. ‘He was not in the building when Mr Visht fell.’

‘But he was outside Mr Visht’s flat for two hours that evening – at Dheer Sharma’s party.’

Varsha snapped erect.

‘So that is how he did it!’ she exclaimed. ‘It is clear now! What a devious plan!’

All eyes turned to her. She turned pink.

‘Mr Visht did not fall from his balcony,’ she continued, her eyes sparkling. ‘He was thrown from the terrace, and the whisky bottle was thrown immediately afterwards.’

‘What! But his slipper was in the balcony!’

‘A cunning red herring. Ashok and his men came to the apartment block well before 9 – say 8.45 – and went to the terrace.

That was why Ashok’s name did not appear in the visitor’s list at the security desk. That can only mean that he came before 9. But he reached Dheer Sharma’s flat much later! Where was he between 8.45 and 9.30?

‘Ashok and his men went to the terrace, from where he called Mr Visht at 9 and somehow convinced him to meet him there – maybe by feigning repentance. Mr Visht obliged and went up.’

‘But the man in 17C saw him enter the flat at 9,’ Kamini protested.

‘Mr Mehta saw him turn from the lobby, and assumed he had turned into the passage leading to the flat. But Mr Visht had actually turned to go up! The stairs are right next to the passage.’

A stunned silence enveloped the room. Ranade was smiling at Varsha.

‘That’s correct,’ he said. ‘Ashok, Gagan and Dubey arrived well before 9 and stayed in Bhasin’s empty flat. They then went to the terrace, where they knocked Mr Visht unconscious and put his fingerprints on the whisky glass. Ashok then came down and joined Dheer’s party at around 9.30 p.m., as if he was just coming in. He had Mr Visht’s key with him and hung around in the corridor where, from time to time, he could be alone for a few seconds. Slipping into the passage from the lobby wouldn’t have aroused suspicions. He hung around in the lobby sipping a drink, and slipped into Mr Visht’s flat when the chance arose.

‘Once inside, he took the whisky glass, the Chivas Regal box and the slipper that Dubey had let down from the terrace by a rope, and arranged them in the balcony. Leaving one slipper on the balcony was a masterstroke. It made us implicitly assume that Mr Visht had fallen from that balcony.

‘When he saw Mr Visht’s letter and its photocopies, he decided to take them and the laptop. He put them in a bag and lowered it to Bhasin’s balcony, where Gagan collected it. Remember, Bhasin was in Delhi with his family. When Ashok got the chance, he came out of Visht’s flat with a drink in his hand, and stood in the passage as if he had never been away. He then strolled back to Dheer’s flat. He must have then returned to the terrace sometime before 10.30 to put the key back into Mr Visht’s pocket.’

‘So, the keys were put in his pocket!’ Kunal said. ‘Kamini was right.’

‘Then, at 10.45, he went out with a couple of other guests to buy soft drinks so that he could establish his alibi. He was out of the building when Mr Visht fell. At 11, Gagan and Dubey splashed some whisky on an unconscious Mr Visht’s shirt, threw him down from the terrace and threw the whisky bottle a second later. That is why the bottle crashed into Manish’s car a second or two after Mr Visht fell – another sign that we missed.’

‘Bloody hell!’ Kunal exclaimed. ‘It fits in! Varsha could see a falling Mr Visht for a second or two before the bottle hit the windscreen. That wouldn’t have happened if the bottle had fallen with him.’

‘We’ve arrested Dubey and his goons. While Dubey is still not able to speak, his expressions all but confirmed our conclusions. One of his men dropped him and Gagan at Cuffe Parade the evening Mr Visht was killed. Others confirm that they were away till Monday.’

‘But how did the two leave the building?’ Varsha asked. ‘The gate was closed as soon as Mr Visht fell.’

‘They stayed in Bhasin’s flat till Monday morning, when we were no longer monitoring the gate.’

‘Bhasin was new to the bank. How did he get involved in this?’

‘He was already part of the nexus before joining FLC Bank. The bank he had worked at previously is one of the eight banks hit by the scam.’

‘What about the Gmail messages I received?’ Kamini asked.

‘Ashok opened your father’s Gmail account and inadvertently sent the messages. That is when he saw his mail to Subbu. Meanwhile, when Subbu followed up with FLC Bank to identify the promoter mentioned in the letter, Bhasin informed Ashok. Ashok knew Subbu would identify him, so he had to get Subbu killed.’

‘Where does Shah fit in all this, Inspector?’ Varsha asked.

‘He had a separate deal with Dheer Sharma. We located Shah in an ashram near Haridwar. It appears that he was colluding with Dheer in getting the bank to buy his flats instead of auctioning them. They met in Shah’s flat between 10.30 and 10.50 p.m. that night, but obviously could not talk about it. We suspect that a large amount of cash changed hands between them. That was why Shah didn’t answer Banerjee’s calls after Mr Visht fell. Shah’s house and bank lockers were raided yesterday.

‘When Shah subsequently heard of Mr Visht’s death and remembered that Dheer had insisted he had not left the party, Shah began suspecting that Dheer had something to do with Mr Visht’s death. He panicked when he heard of Subbu’s death, and began fearing for his life. Finding himself trapped, he ran away to gain some time.’

‘And Ramesh?’ Varsha asked. ‘Was he telling the truth about that interview in Delhi?’

Ranade nodded. ‘We checked his story with the mall managers.’

‘What about Gagan?’ Kunal asked.

‘I’m afraid I was the cause of his death. Ashok was there when I showed Gagan’s sketch to Varsha. Once he knew that Gagan had been identified, it was only a matter of time before Gagan was killed.’

‘How did Gagan get Mr Visht’s laptop?’

‘We don’t know for sure, but Ashok must have given it to him to dispose off after he removed the hard disk. But Gagan kept it.’

‘The Khotes pulled off a fraud at FLC bank and killed three people to prevent it from being exposed,’ Kunal said. ‘But what has that got to do with the scam the commission was investigating?’

‘Do you know how the scam worked?’ Ranade asked.

‘No.’

‘ZARA’s founders had set up seven companies that bought and sold real estate; Aurora and Coral Cove were two of these companies. They appointed benami agents – their drivers, clerks and others – as directors, and had Ashok’s equity firm invest money in the companies.

‘Once the companies were set up, ZARA’s founders used their political leverage and the unsuspecting employees of ZARA to grab pieces of land and have them allotted or sold to Aurora, Coral Cove and the other companies. They then sold the properties to unscrupulous companies for three to five times the market price. The factory Blue Gem bought was one such property.

‘To purchase this factory, Blue Gem took a loan from Devalkar Bank – the bank where Shruti Mathur worked. After the purchase, the promoter of Blue Gem declared the company bankrupt. When the bank tried to sell the repossessed factory, the most they would get back was Rs 70 crores. And as Blue Gem had gone bankrupt, they had nowhere to recoup their loss from.’

‘Couldn’t they have sued the promoter of Blue Gem?’ Manish asked.

‘Not really,’ Kamini replied. ‘Not unless they could have proved it was a deliberate fraud. Perhaps they can do so now.’

‘That’s right. Coming back to Aurora, they had purchased the factory for Rs 20 crores and sold it for 300 crores. I’m sure they would have had to grease palms to clear up the dispute. So, even if you assume that the final cost of the factory was Rs 70 crores, they made a good Rs 230 crores as profit. This profit, along with profit from other deals, was siphoned off from Aurora in several ways – outrageous dividends of 15,000 per cent, facilitation fees and a share buyback arrangement.’

‘What is a share buyback arrangement?’ Manish asked.

Ranade looked at Kamini. ‘Can you explain it?’ he asked, grinning sheepishly. ‘I don’t think I can.’

‘A share buyback is a perfectly legal financial tool that private equity firms use to minimize their tax burden and maximize profits,’ Kamini said. ‘When a company like Aurora is set up, they set it up with two types of shares – Class A and Class B. Class A shares may have a face value of a hundred rupees and will carry voting rights. Class B shares can have a face value of one rupee or even lower. Ashok’s private equity firm – Emu Capital – would have invested in Aurora by buying, say, 10 lakh Class B shares.

‘When the time came for siphoning money out, Aurora would have bought back some of Emu Capital’s shares at a price of Rs 10,000 per share, or more. So, for every rupee that Emu Capital invested, they received 10,000 rupees. This ten-thousand-fold profit that Emu Capital made would be considered capital gains, and would attract minimal tax. And if Emu Capital is a Mauritius-based company, the profits will flow there. If appropriately structured, the tax can be almost zero.’

Kamini stopped and smiled wanly at Ranade, who nodded and took over from her.

‘Ashok was the front man for ZARA’s founders. He liaised with corrupt bankers and extended the ambit of the nexus his father had built, to include the real estate scam. And he executed it brilliantly, ensuring that no bank was duped by the same company more than once. Seven companies and eight banks – he could pull off fifty-six frauds. By the time we caught him, forty-seven loans had already been sanctioned.’

‘Why did they try to kill him?’ Kamini asked. ‘I presume it was ZARA’s founders who did so.’

‘Put yourself in their shoes. Hegde had begun scrutinizing the Blue Gem Loan closely as part of the commission. Someone was investigating Aurora, Coral Cove and the other companies. Someone was enquiring about the benami directors. All indications were that someone was on to the scam. The only person who knew the two halves of the scam – the bankers on one side and ZARA’s founders on the other – was Ashok. If he were removed, ZARA’s founders could insulate themselves from the bankers.

‘Also, Ashok was fast becoming a liability. He had taken their help to kill Subbu and retrieve the cartridge from Ashwin. But he was sinking deeper into trouble. If he were arrested, there was no telling what he would have revealed. It was best that they cut their losses and eliminated him.’

‘Amazing, what greed does to men,’ Kamini whispered. ‘It turned the considerate, soft-spoken boy I knew from my childhood into a monster.’ She shook herself and looked up. ‘That’s a closed chapter now. Did you say that you retrieved Varsha’s laptop? Can we see the rest of my father’s letter?’

Ranade took out a laptop from his bag and gave it to Varsha. ‘Subbu’s mailbox is intact,’ he said. ‘I checked it.”

A minute later, Visht’s letter to Kamini and Subbu was on the laptop screen.

‘…the bank is compromised, and I must be careful. The incriminating files may go missing when this story breaks. I have therefore made a copy and hidden it.

I hope you will not think any less of me because of this. After unwittingly helping the fraudsters, I will now do what my conscience dictates.

John has now brought his son into the rotten business, and I fear the son will be worse than the father. I suspect it was he who had Shruti killed. And her nightmare was not an isolated case.

If I don’t act now, the nexus will continue to flourish. Father and son will corrupt more weak-minded bankers and destroy more innocent lives. More Shrutis will die. What was once greed has mushroomed into a full-blown real estate scam. This cancer will only grow. It must be surgically removed.

They will not stop until they are brought to book and their nest of thieves destroyed. Given how deep they are into such things, they will go to any length to hide the truth. Even murder. Poor Shruti.

I have compiled a file with the details of frauds they have perpetrated. There is enough there to indict father and son.

I fear that the commission’s wings have been clipped, and it will not be allowed to expose the real estate scam. But Dr Hegde and I will work through ZARA and bring it out into the open. I’d rather do that than set up some toothless antifraud cell for the ministry.’

‘Poor Dad,’ whispered Kamini, fighting back tears. ‘He didn’t know what ZARA was all about.’ She then frowned and continued. ‘I wonder where he left the files he wrote about. We have searched every place –’

‘Except one!’ Varsha jumped up and winced as pain shot through her leg.

‘Where?’

‘Your father’s new flat upstairs!’



Chapter 30


ONE WEEK LATER

Kamini was slowly coming to grips with the new reality after the terrible two weeks that had shattered her life. Kannan had offered to help in sorting out Visht’s matters and she had gladly accepted. He had spent several hours in the father’s flat upstairs, organizing his papers. He had called last evening to say that he had finished, and would come over. Kamini had asked Ranade to join her.

‘Your father left two sets of papers that I have filed separately,’ he began. ‘The first folder is for you – it contains his financial matters, investments, income tax returns, details of his bank accounts, award certificates and such.’

He passed the thick folder to Kamini. It was neatly catalogued into sections with dividers, and had a contents page on top.

‘Thank you so much, Mr Kannan. This will be of great help to sort out his affairs.’

‘I will help you, Kamini. I know his financial matters well.’

Kamini smiled and nodded. Kannan’s face grew sad as he turned to the other file.

‘And there is the file that I made from a boxful of papers that your father had left behind in the flat upstairs. It has bits and pieces of the investigation he conducted in secret over the past two to three years. It is about Rupesh Khote.’

Kamini drew in her breath sharply.

‘I had never ever thought the Khotes capable of such avarice and cruelty. I have known them from childhood. How did it come to this, Mr Kannan?’

Kannan sighed.

‘I can tell you what I gathered from these papers. Perhaps the file the inspector took has fuller details. Your father had no clue about Rupesh Khote’s real dealings. It was only after the fraud three years ago that he began his investigation.’

‘You knew about the fraud?’

‘I know about it only now. I only knew that something had upset your father and made him cut off his friendship with Rupesh Khote. I knew that someone in the bank had not followed your father’s instructions, and that had resulted in losses to the bank. I learnt of the true nature of the fraud from the inspector.’ He nodded towards Ranade. ‘Until last week, I didn’t know what these papers held.’

‘Tell me about the Khotes, Mr Kannan.’

‘Rupesh Khote came from a middle-class family, like your father and Mr Subbu. After failing to pass his chartered accountancy exams despite several attempts, he started a small business. Though the three of them were frequently in touch, Khote had no professional dealings with Mr Subbu or your father. With time, Khote’s business began doing well, and he gradually became wealthier. Naturally, his friends were happy, but they knew little of his dealings.

‘Once he made some money, Khote started other businesses. Over the next fifteen years, he started as many as eleven businesses, all of which were either sold off or shut down after a few years. Yet, Khote’s personal wealth continued to grow...this pattern of starting, bleeding and shutting down businesses continued, and Khote grew richer. Ten years ago, his known businesses were worth an astonishing Rs 1,000 crores – that is 1,000 crores of visible wealth. God knows how much was out of sight. Then, when the real estate boom began, he started a new line of business.

‘He and a couple of associates cultivated a circle of middle-level bankers, and slowly ensnared them into dubious dealings from which they personally benefitted. That was Khote’s investment in them. There were about a dozen such men across four or five banks. Soon, they became inextricably trapped in the web, and had no option but to aid Khote and his associates. An unholy nexus between corrupt bankers and fraudsters had taken birth.

‘Numerous loans, anywhere from 50 to 200 crores each, were given to Khote’s maze of companies. He invested these monies in real estate and profited hugely. Some of the money also found its way into the stock market. In the next seven years, Khote’s visible wealth grew four-fold. During that time, Ashok joined his father and became active in his web of deceit. Soon after Ashok joined, Khote’s two associates died in a car crash, and the Khotes took over the mantle of the entire scam.

‘When Rupesh Khote perpetrated the fraud on FLC bank three years ago, two or three people in the bank were in his pocket. One was a general manager your father forced into early retirement, and the other two you know well – Banerjee and Shah. But your father did not know of the nexus then.

‘When he finally suspected its existence a year ago, he made sure that Banerjee did not become the MD, even though he did not have evidence against him. But he did not know about Shah, and let him retain a key position. Clear indication of their involvement emerged only last month – two weeks before your father died.’

‘Why didn’t you bring it to the police’s attention earlier, Mr Kannan? If this was made public even a month ago, Dad would not have died!’

‘If I had known, Kamini.’ Kannan’s face was a picture of misery. ‘I gathered all this in the past three days when I went through these papers. Only your father knew, and he planned to tell it soon.’ There was agony all over Kannan’s face.

‘Too late.’ Kamini shook her head.

‘Yes, Kamini. Too late. Too late for Mr Visht. But not too late to nail the Khotes and Bhasin. Not too late to nail the corrupt bankers. In death, your father will dispense justice.’

‘Can I take the file?’ Ranade asked after Kannan left.

Kamini nodded. As Ranade opened the door to leave, he found a man coming out of the lift towards her flat: Rupesh Khote.

Kamini and Rupesh stared at each other for a long moment without speaking. Rupesh had aged overnight. He looked ten years older.

‘Can I come in?’ His voice was soft and humble. ‘I want only five minutes of your time.’

Kamini stepped back and let him enter. Rupesh slowly walked to a chair, taking small, unsure steps, and sat down. He was a broken man. He stared at the floor for a few moments and then looked up at Kamini with a deep sigh.

‘I came to apologize for what my son did to you, Kamini. I cannot say how wretched I feel.’

Kamini stared back at him wordlessly, as did Ranade.

‘The matter of the bank loans was business. It was the bank’s money, not your father’s own. I would not have hurt him.’

‘You did,’ Kamini said softly. Strangely, there was no hatred in her voice. Only grief. ‘You broke his heart. He suffered for three years. He gave up the MD position because of you.’

Rupesh nodded. ‘I had hoped to make him see it my way, but he stopped speaking to me. But business is business.’ He looked up at Kamini with anguish and continued. ‘I would never have killed him, Kamini. Never. Nor Subbu. I may be a tough businessman, but I will not kill a friend.’

He hung his head again.

‘I failed,’ he whispered. ‘I failed at the most important thing – my son.’

‘When I was a little girl, my father would always stop at traffic lights when they were red,’ Kamini said wistfully. ‘Even if it was middle of the night or a Sunday afternoon. Only later did I realize that he did so only because I was in the car. Otherwise, he would skip the light, as most of us do. Years later, when I asked him about it, he told me that role models had to set higher standards than what they wanted their wards to adopt.’

Rupesh nodded.

‘He was a wiser man than me. I condoned...certain things...in matters of business only. But my son took it further. He practised deceit and violence in personal matters. That is where I failed.’

Suppressed grief shook his body.

‘My son robbed you of your father, Kamini. I cannot bring him back. No amount of my apologizing will change that. Please allow me to do the only thing I can. I beg you not to resist. I want to make sure that you never…ever…suffer financially. It is the only thing I can do for you, Kamini. Please. As a token of my unreserved apology, please let me do what I can for your friends, including the young man whose car was damaged in Jaipur.’

Kamini looked at him unseeingly. She was in a trance. Everything seemed so unreal. The image of her father lying bloodied on the cement floor arose in her mind. Her face hardened and she shook her head.

‘You want me to accept the money that was the cause of my father’s murder?’ She used the last word deliberately. Rupesh winced. He seemed to grow smaller. ‘I don’t know about my friends, but I cannot. My father also taught me that one does not appreciate unearned money. The last two weeks have made me stronger. And wiser. I will earn my keep.’

Rupesh rose and stood unsteadily.

‘I feared so. Please think it over. I would be delighted if you change your mind. Goodbye, Kamini. May God bless you.’

He turned and walked out slowly.



Epilogue


Rupesh Khote did not go to jail. The ministry took over a month to act on Visht’s files, and in that time, his health steadily deteriorated. A fortnight after Ashok’s arrest, he suffered a stroke and went to the ICU. He didn’t return.

ZARA collapsed overnight. Reshmi, the petite woman, tried to flee abroad but was arrested at the airport. Zubin, the fat man, was underground for two months before they found him in Shillong. Most of the benami directors turned hostile, and raids on their houses and the residences of ZARA’s founders yielded no papers. But Ranade’s move to seal the commission’s office ensured that critical files did not get lost.

Two years later, the court case is still going on...
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Fraudster

There are people who will do anything to silence those who come in their way, who will stop at nothing, including murder.

A young banker is found dead a day after she deposes before a commission investigating large-scale financial fraud…

A doyen of corporate India falls to his death from his South Bombay flat…

A high-security server room of a multinational accounting firm is hacked, and the hackers aren’t looking for just company secrets…

Illicit finance, high-stakes crime and vicious manipulation come together in this story of corruption, greed and treachery among corporate India’s black sheep. Arresting, fast-paced and written by an insider from the corporate world, Fraudster will keep you on your toes till the very end.
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