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			“But, Mousie, you are not alone,

			In proving foresight may be vain;

			The best-laid schemes of mice and men

			Go often astray,

			And leave us nothing but grief and pain,

			For promised joy!”

			—Robert Burns

			“To a Mouse, on Turning Her Up in Her Nest With the Plough, November, 1785”
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ONE

			June 1976, Paris (France)

			The guest from l’Inde was halfway to the staircase when the front desk clerk caught up. 

			The guest had been away all night and the clerk’s professional smile faltered when he noticed the muddy boots and caught a whiff of odour, but he caught himself immediately and restored the smile to full wattage. In a properly unctuous tone, he informed the guest about the maîtresse, but it was pretty obvious the man understood little French. The clerk tried again. He spoke a little slower this time, enunciating each word clearly with exaggerated lip movements as if he were speaking to a deaf person. When that didn’t work, the clerk shifted rather unhappily to faltering English. The results weren’t much better there either, and the guest waved him away impatiently and walked on to the stairs. The clerk looked after him in bewilderment. Between the smell of manual labour and the mud-streaked boots trampling over the recently cleaned carpet, he almost didn’t notice the deep red stain on the guest’s trousers below the left knee. Bewilderment soon gave way to annoyance at the footprints and what appeared to be fresh drops of blood marking the carpet. He wondered if he should refer the guest to a doctor but quickly dismissed the thought: the guest did not come across as someone who would rush to a doctor for minor injuries. The clerk waited till he had turned the corner and was out of sight, then shouted for the porter to clean up the mess. The thought of informing the police did not cross his mind; it wasn’t that sort of hotel.

			Sablok walked up the stairs, annoyed at the clerk. What had the man been going on about? Sablok had made it abundantly clear at the front desk the previous morning that he did not need anything, not even his room cleaned, much less the services of some lady of the night, as the man now seemed to be suggesting. There it was now, the “Ne pas deranger” sign he had left on his doorknob the previous morning, before he left to abduct Tahir Hussain alias Colonel Ejaz Khan—an officer with Pakistan’s intelligence agency posted to Paris under cover as a mid-level diplomat. He had also wedged a sliver of wood thinner than a toothpick between the door and the frame, taking care to make sure a tiny bit remained visible. One of his instructors at the Wing had called it “the wedge”. 

			‘When you return to your home or hotel room in hostile territory—say after servicing a dead letter box or meeting with an asset—what is the most valuable piece of information that you can hope for?’ the tubby fellow with the nom de guerre of “Kilo” had asked.

			There had been seven field agents in training that day and Kilo had received seven different answers, each of which he had heard with ill-concealed irritation.

			‘Useless! Completely useless! Just like you behenchods!’ he had exclaimed in a chaste Hindi accent that put his origins considerably east of New Delhi. ‘The most important piece of information you can have before you enter your own house or hotel room is knowledge of whether or not anyone else entered it in your absence. They may have gone through your papers or your luggage. They may have poisoned your toothpaste. They may even be waiting for you inside, just behind the door in that dark room, piano wire drawn. The only thing in your favour, in that situation, is knowing that they may be in there. They won’t be expecting that. And the only thing that can give you that piece of information is the wedge. So worship it like you worship Hema Malini, you useless degenerates! If you place the wedge between the door and its frame—and provided you’ve done it with some degree of competence so that it isn’t obvious even to a blind man—when someone opens the door while you’re away, the wedge will fall to the ground. That way when you return, you’ll see that the wedge isn’t where you had left it. You can then decide if you truly want to go inside. It isn’t much by way of warning, but every little bit helps. Now, the wedge isn’t fool proof...’

			When Sablok reached for the doorknob, he should have looked for the sliver of wood eighteen inches below it and to its left. But the years spent sitting at a desk had taken their toll on his physical condition. He had blown past fatigue around dawn and by the time he reached Paris, his mind seemed to have lost its edge too. He entered his hotel room and bolted the door shut. Then, instead of checking the dark room, he dumped the small knapsack he was carrying and wearily reached for the bathroom doorknob to his right. Although the bathroom itself was as clean as he had left it the previous day, the stench of death—a mix of urine, shit, and something else that he couldn’t pinpoint—filled his nostrils as if Hussain’s rotting corpse had followed him all the way from Rambouillet to his hotel room. 

			‘Sort yourself out. It’s in your bloody head,’ he muttered to himself, irritated at what he perceived was a sign of weakness. 

			He stepped into the bathroom and began running hot water into the bathtub. The water gurgled as it emerged from the ornate copper taps that had to be old enough to have lived through at least one if not both World Wars. The siren song of a long soak called out to his tired mind. He washed his hands at the basin while waiting for the tub to fill. Cold water and soap didn’t work very well. He washed them again, with hot water this time. The palms of his hands, now held together to form a bowl under the steaming jet, became a raging pink. He smiled as feeling returned to them in a thousand stinging needlepricks. He looked up. The mirror was beginning to fog from the steam. The person looking back at him seemed nearer fifty than thirty. Crow’s feet and dark circles framed the bloody rims of his eyes, wrinkles flanked the nose and mouth, and thick, grungy mud-streaked stubble covered hollow cheeks. He splashed water on his face, craving for the cool touch of a glass of whisky beaded with icy perspiration. The hotel room did not have a mini bar, but he remembered having taken four miniature bottles of whisky from the galley on the flight to London. He couldn’t remember the brand but at that point, with his mouth watering at the thought of liquid amber, it hardly mattered. There would be no ice, of course, but he was quite willing to sacrifice that creature comfort after spending two days, give or take a few hours, without so much as a sip. The headache rushing towards him took priority. The tub was half-full. He turned the copper tap shut, strangling the gurgling gush, and had just stepped outside the bathroom when a woman’s voice stopped him dead in his tracks.

			‘Havildar Singh, the Chief sent me,’ she said.

			She was seated on a chair on the far side of the room, beyond the bed. In the light spilling into the room from the bathroom, he could see that she was dressed in a white sweater and dark grey trousers. He thought, rather absurdly, that she wouldn’t look out of place at one of the elegant cafés that dotted Parisian footpaths. Her pixie hair was auburn and her pronunciations distinctly English, almost like a BBC Radio broadcast. Her face was unmistakably Indian. Or Pakistani, a voice inside Sablok’s head warned him. The eyes were large and light brown and reminded him of Durga Puja in Calcutta. 

			Half a decade had passed since he had last heard his former colleague’s name mentioned. His muscles tensed and his breathing became rapid. The headache and thoughts of whisky were forgotten: self-preservation did not defer to such trifles. 

			A part of him cursed his own carelessness, remembering the wedge of wood that he hadn’t looked for when entering the hotel room. But he took a few deep breaths and steadied his thoughts. There would be time for self-recrimination later, if he survived with his wits intact.

			She seemed unarmed, almost conspicuously so. He could overpower her, and she seemed to know that too because she had positioned herself such that the bed and the other chair stood between them. He would reach her eventually, of course. Furniture wouldn’t stop him. But it would delay him by a few moments, and he wouldn’t reach her in time to stop her from letting out a loud scream or five. Sablok had lain awake well past midnight two days earlier because of a particularly vocal couple and their creaking bed in one of the rooms somewhere on the same floor, and he knew the walls wouldn’t keep the sound of her screams from the rest of the hotel. 

			Then he noticed the clutch bag on her lap. It was large enough to hide a small calibre pistol. Her hands rested casually on it. His eyes had adjusted to the gloom now, and he could see blue veins snaking their way right underneath her skin. The tendons were relaxed, as if she did not anticipate needing to use the weapon. Or maybe she had done this many times before and knew she could reach the weapon and use it before he could reach her. He would have to lunge over the bed and go for her hands, hoping and praying that she fumbled while drawing the weapon. She seemed to follow his train of thought and smiled an easy smile. Sablok now knew she wouldn’t fumble. 

			‘My name isn’t Singh,’ he said, then paused for a moment, buying time. ‘And I am not a Havildar. Who are you? Why are you in my room?’ 

			She stared at him, her eyes fixed on his. He found himself looking at her hands. She didn’t react when he took a small step towards her even though he was sure she had noticed it. The pale hands remained on the clutch, long red nails now dancing to a beat he couldn’t hear. Perhaps it was a nervous tic. She made no effort to reach inside the clutch bag.

			‘Chorizo Pao is such a delicious dish,’ she said, her voice steady, the tone almost buoyant. 

			Her words were familiar, like a happy memory from childhood. He weighed his response carefully.

			‘Too spicy. It gives me gas,’ he replied, enunciating each syllable slowly.

			‘I find that Coconut Feni helps take the edge off it. Whatever fires remain afterwards can be quenched with Bebinca.’

			Sablok exhaled audibly. Her part of the code had been recited to perfection, right down to the questionable pronunciation of “Bebinca”. Almeida, the chief of the Europe section back home at the Wing, had set up this protocol to authenticate an agent to Sablok should the need arise, and had been incorrigibly Goan in his choice of code words. Something must have gone wrong, Sablok thought.

			‘Captain—’ she began, but a raised hand stopped her mid-sentence. 

			He stepped into the bathroom and opened all taps. The loud sound of water crashing into the half-filled tub filled the room. He opened the doors to the balconet—a narrow, false balcony—and winced at the harsh brightness of the morning. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust, and when they did, he did a quick sweep of the street below before motioning her over. The noise of everyday Paris had burst in and surrounded them, clashing with the sound of water and slicing through the silence. 

			‘I didn’t find any listening devices,’ she said, her voice low. 

			They stood looking out onto the street below. He was leaning forward, his forearms resting on the warm balconet railing. She preferred to stand a few inches away, her back straight, hands holding the railing gently. She had left the clutch on the chair. The famous tower rose in the distance.

			‘One of my school teachers lived here for a few years,’ Sablok said after a while, his mind wandering. ‘She said Paris was the most romantic place in the world. I cannot understand why anyone would feel that way.’

			It was a casual remark so out of place given the occasion that he himself couldn’t understand why he had made it. But the words were out of his mouth and there was no going back. 

			Out of the corner of his eye he noticed the knuckles of her hand whiten as she tightened her grip on the railing.

			‘It’s not the city,’ she said icily, ‘it’s who you share it with.’ A moment later, she continued, ‘As I said, I didn’t find any listening devices. Nor did I spot a tail on you when you walked into the hotel. You aren’t under surveillance yet, but this happy situation may not last long.’

			Her expression suggested that the situation was anything but happy, but nuances were lost on Sablok as he struggled to make sense of what was happening.

			‘Why?’ he finally replied, the stretched syllable hanging in the air between them.

			‘Your papers. A day after you reached Calais, the person who had prepared your passport was taken in by MI5.’

			‘I received my passport in New Delhi,’ he replied. The dull headache in his head had quickly turned into a loud pounding.

			She wondered if the tone was meant to provoke.

			‘Perhaps it was, but the backup passport—the one from that packet you found in locker Thirty-Nine at Gare du Nord—was prepared in a damp and, quite frankly, rather musty basement in London. The person who made that passport was apprehended.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘The inquisitors at 140 Gower Street have been at him for nearly seventy-two hours now.’

			‘Leconfield House, you mean.’

			‘They’ve recently relocated. Rather than stand here and debate facts about MI5, it would be better if you stepped into that bathroom and burned your backup passport. Pack up, wipe down the room, and prepare to leave in fifteen minutes.’ She sniffed loudly, a deliberate exaggeration to catch his attention. ‘Make that twenty minutes. Should give you some time for a shower. Don’t forget to staunch that wound on your left calf that has bled through your trousers.’

			Sablok looked down in horror at his leg that had bled through thick cotton and tried to remember when he had picked up that wound. It had to have been before he returned to the van having dumped Hussain’s body in the forest. Which meant that he had bled all along the drive back to Paris. He cursed himself. The van was evidence of a serious crime now.

			‘I suggest you avoid shaving for now. We will need to have a new passport prepared for you, and it would help if you grew a beard over the next few days,’ she said, cutting into Sablok’s thoughts.

			‘Days?’

			‘You’re going to be here in Paris for at least another week, Captain. More if I can’t manage your papers locally.’

			Sablok stared at her.

			‘I have to rush to—’ he began.

			‘Amsterdam has been cancelled. I need to get you out of here before MI5 or DST—the Direction de la Surveillance du Territoire, in case you didn’t know—show up in force.’

			***

			When he went down to the lobby exactly nineteen minutes later, his suitcase in one hand and the knapsack on his shoulders, his scalp was still wet beneath a short layer of thinning hair that resembled a field full of burnt weeds. He asked the front desk clerk to pull up his bill. She was seated nearby. Seeing him descend the stairs, she walked up to the concierge and had a quick conversation. The rapid-fire French that both employed was far beyond Sablok’s capabilities, but it explained why Almeida had sent her.

			‘Musée du Louvre,’ he heard her say.

			The concierge glanced in Sablok’s direction, eyes lingering on the left leg for a moment, but said nothing before returning his attention to Sablok’s companion. 

			She was waiting in a taxi by the time Sablok had settled his dues. He kept the suitcase on the floor of the taxi between his feet; the knapsack remained on his lap. The drive to the Louvre took half an hour in morning traffic, and she made sure they alighted at a crowded intersection just before the museum. When Sablok saw the 12th century palace in the distance he allowed himself a brief smile. 

			‘I need to make a phone call,’ she told him.

			Walking away from the museum, it took them a few minutes to find a public telephone. Her conversation ended in less than a minute. Before Sablok could ask her what had transpired, she had hailed another taxi. As it drove towards them, Sablok cleared his throat to catch her attention. There were a hundred questions swirling in his mind, each getting in the other’s way.

			‘What do I call you?’ he asked.

			‘Call me Nissa.’ 

			Stepping inside the taxi, she mentioned their destination to the taxi driver. Sablok, who was five feet behind and yet to board, did not hear her.

			‘I was told that you would have one or more compact cassettes or tapes in your possession,’ she said softly, turning to Sablok. The windows were rolled down and her voice didn’t carry far in the din of traffic. 

			Sablok stared back at her, trying to make up his mind. The code had matched and she had authenticated herself perfectly. As far as the protocol Almeida had devised was concerned, she had indeed been sent by him. But when the possibility had been discussed between Almeida, Arora and him back in Delhi, it had all been hypothetical. 

			‘And what happens after authentication, Chief?’ Arora had asked. Arora was a case officer with the Europe section and had known Almeida since before Sablok’s birth. It was natural for the two of them to implicitly trust each other.

			‘Captain Sablok has tried his best to learn the language these past few weeks, but the fact remains that he still speaks very little French. And what little he does speak is—forgive me for being blunt, Captain—quite atrocious. If the situation in Paris sours, he cannot act independently and manage everything on his own. When we send someone to get you out, Captain, we will make sure that someone will take care of everything. All that will be left for you to do is follow their instructions and pray to whatever gods you believe in,’ Almeida had replied. 

			The fact that Nissa had been sent by Almeida or someone he trusted should have been good enough for Sablok. But for some reason that he couldn’t pinpoint, it wasn’t. Twice since they had stepped out of the hotel and into the first taxi to the Louvre, Sablok’s thoughts had gone back to the exchange that began when Nissa addressed him as Havildar Singh. Each time he had concluded that Nissa hadn’t missed a single syllable of the code. He was now supposed to follow her instructions to the last letter. It should have been simple. And yet it wasn’t. The reason she had given him—about the forger being arrested by MI5—was certainly plausible, but a stubborn part in Sablok’s mind remained unconvinced. Abducting and interrogating Tahir Hussain had taken an immense amount of effort, and Sablok wasn’t about to give up the cassettes on which the interrogation was recorded just because someone authenticated themselves and gave a believable reason. Plausible wasn’t good enough, he decided.

			‘I think there has been a misunderstanding,’ he said to Nissa.

			She smiled politely and then turned away. A few minutes later she gave the driver some instructions which caused the driver to talk back. He then grudgingly turned the taxi around and drove in a different direction. She did this again a few minutes later. This time the driver pulled over to the curb and turned to have words with her. He seemed particularly irritated, and it was obvious to Sablok from the way he now drove that he was in a foul mood.

			When the taxi finally came to a halt and they got down, Sablok noticed that the building before them flew the Canadian flag. His stomach dropped. He had to confront her right there, he thought. Time was running out, if it wasn’t too late already. Sablok turned to face her but she had already turned away from the Canadian building and was walking briskly. He followed quietly but kept a tight grip on his knapsack. The cassettes and the portable cassette recorder—a Philips Norelco Carry-Corder 150—were inside it. He had found both in the van and guessed that the person Almeida had tasked with providing him the van had also arranged for the audio equipment. 

			This was a diplomatic enclave, he was sure of it now. Every other building flew a different nation’s flag. The street wasn’t familiar, though; it was nothing like the one where he had abducted Hussain from right outside the Pakistani embassy. And the position of the Eiffel tower seemed wrong, for some reason, whenever he caught a glimpse of it between buildings. That gave him some comfort, but the wariness did not entirely disappear. He exaggerated his limp as a pretext for slowing down, increasing the distance between himself and her. He anticipated having to flee from her and this gap would certainly help. An escape plan was already building in his head. He would try to reach the nearest Metro station, the one their taxi had passed about two kilometres before they reached the Canadian building, if he felt that she or whoever she was working for intended to grab him. 

			He was reasonably certain that if she worked for a foreign power, it was someone other than the French. Had that not been the case, the French—and Nissa—wouldn’t have bothered with the charade of taxi rides and telephone calls. The Direction de la Surveillance du Territoire would simply have sent one of their teams to pick him up from the hotel and transport him to their headquarters at 7 rue Nélaton. Counterintelligence agencies didn’t bother much about being subtle on their own soil, especially when dealing with illegals—spies who lacked diplomatic cover. And if it wasn’t the French then whoever it was would have to manage with a small team—if that—and minimal resources, otherwise they themselves would attract the unwanted attention of the French. That gave him hope that he could somehow reach the Metro station. If that happened, he would take a roundabout route to Barbès–Rochechouart station. The 18th Arrondisement which was near it had a large immigrant population from Morocco and other African countries. Arora had briefed him about it in New Delhi and both of them had agreed that it would serve well for Sablok to blend in and hide among them before figuring out his next steps.

			When Nissa stopped abruptly and rang the doorbell of a building they had just reached, he steeled himself and prepared to make a dash for it. He could feel the periphery of his vision darken. It wasn’t an unfamiliar feeling, but this was the first time he was experiencing it outside combat. Sablok began turning his head from left to right in a repetitive motion. He didn’t want to be caught off guard by someone emerging from his blind spot. 

			‘If he made my backup passport...’ Sablok began while they waited for a response from someone in the building, ‘...I haven’t used it yet.’ He wanted to keep her engaged in conversation. Changes in her voice could serve as an early warning.

			‘That passport has your photograph. It also has a French visa—with an entry stamp—and a Dutch visa without one. That tells MI5 where you’re headed and what you look like. Are you willing to gamble your freedom on the belief, which you seem to cherish for some reason, that MI5 are incompetent?’

			Her voice hadn’t wavered in the slightest, and the explanation had been delivered without so much as a glance back towards him. If he couldn’t see her expression, he couldn’t decide if she was telling the truth. But the argument was reasonable enough and in any case events were already in motion. He had a decision to make, and little time in which to make it. A window opened somewhere above them and he jerked his neck upwards. He couldn’t see who had opened it, but the sight of the tricolour fluttering above the building made him pause. 

			‘Is this the embassy?’ he asked, his voice shrill and trembling.

			She nodded. ‘Can I please have the cassettes now? I’d rather not stay here a moment longer than necessary. I don’t have the luxury of returning to a safe cocoon in New Delhi.’

			That stung. He let out a heavy sigh and took the knapsack off his shoulders just as the door opened and a security guard stepped outside.

			‘Go to the consular section,’ he told them, his voice a curious mix of disdain and authority that would have made any bureaucrat proud. ‘You cannot come here.’

			 This part of the embassy was not open to the public. 

			‘We aren’t here for consular business. Go get the Second Secretary - Political,’ Nissa replied. The back and forth had happened in rapid-fire French. Unable to keep up, Sablok lurched from “consular” to “Second Secretary” and tried to join the dots.

			The guard hesitated. He wasn’t used to being addressed haughtily by Indians.

			‘Tell him his sister Meera is here,’ she added.

			Had Sablok not known better, he would have believed her too.

			‘Don’t let them see your face,’ she suddenly whispered to Sablok.

			‘How the hell do I do that on an open road?’ he replied, but tried to keep his head down and his face turned away from the building.

			The Second Secretary - Political stepped outside the building five minutes later. He was short, five-two at best, but the charcoal-grey suit he was wearing made him appear taller. It was well-tailored and had to be expensive; socialism stopped at the national borders, apparently. The bony face had a five o’ clock shadow. Sablok recalled the photographs Almeida had shown him and recognised their Resident in Paris. 

			‘Yes?’ he asked, not bothering with pleasantries.

			Nissa handed over the knapsack containing the cassettes and recorder. 

			‘Make sure this reaches the Jesuit in New Delhi,’ Nissa said with ill-concealed dislike. ‘They are for his ears only. If he finds out you played them, he’ll have your balls.’ Then she turned and walked away. 

			Sablok was torn between following her and running into the building. The embassy was Indian soil and promised safety. For someone who was fighting fatigue and uncertainty, who was running from shadowy enemies he didn’t even know, the thought of taking those few steps and putting it all behind him was alluring. But a voice within refused to listen. The safety of the embassy was an illusion, it told him, a mirage that he would never touch. Without the Foreign Service’s cooperation, the embassy was nothing more than a temporary shelter, one that would allow those chasing him to catch up. The diplomatic corps disliked spooks. This attitude cut across race, religion, and nationality. A diplomat’s raison d’être was to avoid conflict. Spies weren’t so committed to ideals of peace. They were, however, a necessary evil and a few, like Residents, were tolerated as long as they avoided doing something absurd or drastic. An illegal like Sablok, on the other hand, had no reason to count on diplomats’ generosity. 

			Sablok caught up with Nissa just as she turned the corner, the embassy disappearing behind the building that housed the permanent delegation from Canada. He glanced back one last time. The Resident was already back in the building. The guard was outside, shuffling his weight from foot to foot by the closed door, staring after the Second Secretary - Political’s sister and the man doing her bidding.

			***

			‘Stay indoors, stay quiet. Don’t open the door for anyone.’

			Sablok and Nissa had taken the metro to Barbès – Rochechouart as he had expected, but instead of proceeding to one of the poorer parts of the 18th Arrondisement, which were browner too, she had taken a taxi to a neighbourhood that Sablok found full of Parisian cafés, gardens, museums, and swanky apartments. The flat was empty but clean, and the kitchen was stocked with essentials: bread and cheese, lots of it. Sablok would have killed for a bottle of Scotch, but all the apartment had was a slightly dusty bottle of red wine. He eyed it with distaste, put it back into the kitchen cabinet, and turned his attention to the food. 

			‘I hope you’re now convinced the Jesuit sent me to get you out of here in one piece, Captain.’ 

			Her emphasis on his rank bothered Sablok. He stopped cutting a slab of hard, yellow cheese and looked up to see Nissa at the apartment door. She was looking straight at him, her eyes blazing annoyance. It made him uncomfortable, but he fought the urge to look away this time. He opened his mouth to reply, but the mind struggled; no words emerged.

			‘I haven’t read your file,’ Nissa began. Even though she hadn’t planned to say more, the silence and Sablok’s slack-jawed expression urged her to continue. ‘The Jesuit told me that you used to be a soldier. He even mentioned something about gallantry, but I don’t remember the details and, at the moment, it doesn’t matter what you did or didn’t do. I am not here on a lark, Captain. I’ve been given a job and I intend to do it to the best of my abilities. But I’m perfectly happy to drop this mission and walk away if you plan on continuing to question my actions.’

			‘I didn’t—’

			‘Your cover might well be blown, and you may have two of Europe’s best counterintelligence agencies hunting you. You’re in a foreign land you’re not very familiar with. That your French is marginally better than terrible just happens to be the icing on the cake. I’ll be perfectly honest with you, Captain: you shouldn’t even be here. Your tradecraft is patchy at best and horrible the rest of the time. For heaven’s sakes, you didn’t even know the location of the embassy. What sort of an illegal doesn’t know where his nation’s embassy is! The Jesuit must have become senile if he’s sending the likes of you...’

			Nissa paused, more to take a few deep breaths than for effect. The words were intense, but something told Sablok they weren’t exactly driven by emotion.

			‘Do you want to get caught?’ she asked him.

			The question jolted Sablok. He quickly shook his head. 

			‘Absolutely not,’ he added for clarity.

			‘Then stop questioning my instructions and let me continue keeping you alive and free.’ After a few moments, she continued, her voice more conciliatory, ‘I will be gone for a while, perhaps for a few days. We need fresh papers, and those take time and money. If I don’t return by midnight the day after tomorrow, dial the telephone number the Jesuit gave you in Delhi and follow the instructions you receive. Good luck.’

			Sablok stood motionless for a few minutes after she had latched the door behind her, his tired mind absorbing her words. It was nearly two in the afternoon. The flat was silent, its air still like a jungle’s before first light. When he had accepted his situation and realised that for the moment there was little he could do to change it, Sablok took a deep breath and turned his attention back to food. He had never tasted this kind of cheese before, and the smell bothered him a little. He still suspected it had gone bad, though Nissa had assured him it wasn’t rancid and was supposed to smell that way. But the flat had little else to eat. More than twenty-four hours after his last proper meal, eaten at a small café half a kilometre from the Pakistani embassy before Tahir Hussain’s abduction, Sablok bit into a slab of cheese sandwiched between two roughly-hewn slices of grey bread. When he had eaten his fill, he heated water and made strong black coffee. 

			Nissa had told him to stay indoors and he understood why. But he couldn’t bring himself to rest, not after such an eventful twenty-four hours. His mind was a busy junction for a thousand thoughts that sprinted in and out of his consciousness. He grabbed the cup and stepped out onto the balconet, pretending to casually sip an early-afternoon coffee while looking up and down the street. He was on the second floor. A few people were walking on the street below. None appeared to look in his direction or show any interest in him. The cars parked within sight—mostly Citroëns and Renaults—appeared empty. It took a few minutes for him to orient himself using the top half of the Parisian tower that peeked from behind the building down the street, but by the time the last dregs of coffee were emptied he had a good idea of where he was and, more importantly, how he would exit the neighbourhood if he had to leave in a hurry. He felt a twinge of regret about having returned the Beretta to the holster on Hussain’s ankle; a weapon would come handy should he need to fight his way out. But there was nothing to be done about it now, and he pushed the thought to the back of his mind, substituting the missing gun with a sharp knife from the kitchen. 

			The urge tickled him about fifteen minutes later. He ignored it and forced himself to focus on the mission. He had bled through his trousers without realising it until Nissa had pointed it out. That was sloppy of him. Nissa was right, his tradecraft wasn’t the best. Perhaps he had been sloppy with other things as well. He closed his eyes to concentrate. A few deep breaths later he was in the Forêt de Rambouillet.

			***

			It all felt distant now, but it was only early that morning that he had murdered Tahir Hussain alias Colonel Ejaz Khan of the Pakistan Army and dumped his body in a densely wooded hollow in the Rambouillet forest. The Pakistani had murdered Malathi, Sablok’s colleague and the Wing’s Resident at The Hague, and Sablok had felt no regret for his act. If anything, the bastard should have suffered more. As he had hoisted the fat corpse and carried it deeper into the forest, he had felt curiously elated. The first drops of rain after the murder had brought with them a whiff of petrichor, adding to his elation. But that scent had dissipated completely about fifteen minutes later, and all Sablok could smell was desperation—his own. The skies had opened up just moments after he returned to the Citroën, having dumped the corpse. But what had seemed convenient then—the rain would hasten decomposition and wash away evidence—had soon turned into a challenge. The van and the weather conspired against him as he wrestled with the steering wheel to keep the van from sliding off the slippery mud road and crashing. Every once in a while he had to lean forward and wipe the foggy inside of the windscreen ineffectively with the palm of his right hand. It was a left-hand-drive vehicle, and he struggled to get the gear right. The engine screamed in pain each time he changed gear. Vengeance was exacted by the clutch which engaged and disengaged with a violent jerk that reminded him of a venerable Jonga he had once driven in the Thar. 

			He caught himself longing for the dry heat of Jaisalmer and laughed mirthlessly. Summer in France was supposed to be pleasant. Yet here he was, his clothes sodden, his breathing ragged, the ache in his thigh calling for a bottle or two of fiery brandy and a soak in steaming water. He wondered what it was about him that made his forays into the field turn into dissertations on discomfort, then tried to push those thoughts of self-pity away. First light had come and gone. Despite the gloom lent by thick clouds and rain, it was becoming brighter by the minute. The chronometer on his left wrist showed 5:40 a.m. The last thing he wanted was to run into a police patrol. 

			He had, of course, taken every precaution to avoid leaving traces of himself on the body. The Beretta had been wiped clean and then placed in Hussain’s cold, clammy left hand—his dominant one—to gather the prints of its dead owner before being carefully returned to its harness on Hussain’s ankle. The hole made by the Trocar on Hussain’s left shin was tiny. Sablok mangled that part of Hussain’s leg by smashing the jagged edge of a stone on it to mask the existence of the route by which Hussain had been injected with narcotics. Then he placed the corpse face-down so that it would appear to the casual eye as if Hussain had collapsed and then banged his knee on the stone. 

			But it remained beyond Sablok’s abilities to mask every bit of evidence. Hussain’s handcuffed hands had red welts on the flesh around his thick wrists from when he had struggled to escape his restraints. Sablok hadn’t checked Hussain’s legs but was certain that the shackles had similarly marked the ankles. That was why exiting the area without being observed or stopped was critical. Arora had assured him that the Gendarmerie Nationale—the police force responsible for Rambouillet and the surrounding rural areas—rarely, if ever, patrolled it and never with much enthusiasm. The plan called for him to dispose the handcuffs, shackles, and medical paraphernalia in Paris. ‘The Gendarmerie don’t operate in Paris, Captain. French cities come under the police force called the Surete,’ Arora had informed him when they were planning the operation.

			‘Regardless of that, Arora saab, I’m not carrying the restraints and syringes out of the forest. It’s needlessly dangerous,’ Sablok had protested.

			‘We don’t just want him dead. It is important that his death remain hidden for as long as possible. If what that doctor told us holds true, a post-mortem will conclude that he died of a heart attack and brain bleed. That’s perfect. But that will only work if the handcuffs and syringes aren’t found.’

			‘I’ll drive a few kilometres deeper into the forest and hide them,’ Sablok had countered.

			‘Every extra minute you spend there increases the risk of your getting caught, Captain.’

			‘But at least I’ll be caught without evidence of a murder, sir. If they find and stop me, and if I don’t have those things in my possession, they cannot tie me to the murder. They’ll have to let me—’

			‘Look at yourself in the mirror, Captain. You are far too brown to slip away so easily. You speak far too little French to be able to talk your way out of that situation. If they find you in that forest, you will be interrogated. Your cover story won’t survive being arrested while driving a stolen vehicle. No! You must exit the forest on time. Between five and 6 a.m. on that day, the policemen that patrol the perimeter of the forest will be kept busy with reports of a robbery in a town on the other side from your location. There will be no time for a detour,’ Arora had said with a tone that brooked no further argument.

			‘Jurisdiction won’t matter in a murder case,’ Sablok replied stubbornly.

			‘Jurisdiction is everything to a policeman. Nobody likes being responsible for solving a murder case that happened on someone else’s watch. If the Gendarmerie find the corpse and the Surete find the interrogation equipment, it will take them days—possibly even weeks—to connect the two. And that is if they’ve recently had a change of heart and begun cooperating closely with each other.’

			As Sablok fought the van to keep it moving away from Hussain’s corpse, he found himself finally reconciled to Arora’s arguments. The corpse itself wasn’t much of a concern now. The doctor they had consulted in Delhi had assured them that a post-mortem would conclude that Hussain had died of a heart attack accompanied by cerebral haemorrhage; the dose of adrenaline Sablok had injected into Hussain’s thigh was beyond what the human body could withstand.

			The van turned to avoid a massive oak and found itself on a gravel road. Sablok wondered if the results of the field interrogation were “sufficient”. The original plan had been to abduct Hussain and transport him to India like Eichmann had been brought to Israel to stand trial. But Almeida had chuckled when he heard it.

			‘To mangle something George Bernard Shaw said, youth is forgiven everything,’ he had said to Sablok before turning his gaze to Arora. ‘But an old rogue like you should know better, Jugs. Last I heard, the Mossad had at least a dozen agents on that operation and, critically, they had the support of their Prime Minister. You have a callow agent and me. Your P.M. knows nothing of any such operation, thank god. Has it been so long since you were last in the field yourself that you have forgotten everything I ever taught you?’

			‘We can tap the Milieu for muscle, chief,’ Arora had replied in a voice remarkable for its lack of conviction.

			‘You know as well as I do that what you are proposing is madness,’ Almeida had said before falling silent. Arora had made to speak but the old spy-master had raised a hand to cut him off. He wasn’t done. ‘This plan cannot succeed. Must we subject ourselves to the tedium of arguing endlessly about a hypothetical that cannot and will not happen?’

			The plan had been rejected.

			‘We can’t send him alone,’ Arora had pleaded with his head inclined in Sablok’s direction.

			‘We have no option but to rely on Captain Sablok’s gallantry and resourcefulness. Besides, he volunteered. Have you changed your mind, Captain?’

			Arora had resented the manner in which the Chief was almost goading Sablok into what could very easily turn into a life sentence in a French prison. He had hoped Sablok would see what was happening.

			‘Not one bit, sir,’ Sablok had replied with vigour. ‘I’ll get the bastard!’

			And get him he had. The field interrogation in the Citroën had gone as well as Sablok could have hoped, and the cocktail of drugs he had injected into Hussain’s shin had worked its magic exactly as expected. For what seemed like hours after Hussain had woken in the van, the portly colonel had revealed secret after secret. All Sablok had to do was gently probe with a question each time. Hussain could have been lying, of course. Sablok hadn’t overlooked the possibility that Hussain hadn’t “broken” and was instead feeding lies and half-truths. Almeida had accounted for that and prepared a list of questions the answers to which the Wing already knew. Sablok had had to memorise those questions and answers before leaving Delhi and was supposed to use them as tripwires of sorts. And he had. In the first hour after Hussain had woken in just the highly suggestible, disoriented state the doctor had promised, Sablok had asked four tripwire questions. Each of those answers had matched what Sablok had memorised. Later, when the effects had begun wearing off, Hussain had turned argumentative and sullen. But by then Sablok had got what he needed. 

			As he left the gravel road behind and turned onto the highway to Paris, Sablok decided to leave it to Almeida to sort fact from fiction.

			It was nearly an hour before he was on the outskirts of Paris and headed for the slate-grey Seine. Shortly afterwards, he crossed it and pulled over. The sky was bright here; it and the early risers out and about at 7 a.m. made him nervous. It had taken far too long to find his way out of the forest, and there was little time for him to scope out a more secluded spot. He killed the ignition. The now-dormant engine was hot from the exertions of the morning and overwhelmed Sablok’s hearing with furious ticks and tocks as it cooled. He was on the eastern bank of the river. Tall trees that could have been oaks or elms lined the broad street. Or was it an avenue? He pushed the question away and took a deep breath. 

			Reaching below the seat, he grabbed a heavy canvas bag and stepped out, almost slipping with his first steps on the wet cobblestones below. The bag jingled with each step down to the river’s edge, sounding like the massive bells of Notre-Dame de Paris to his strung-out senses. He glanced around furtively after a few steps. He wasn’t being watched. At the edge of the water, he removed the shackles from the bag and threw them as far as he could into the river. They splashed loudly but were gone in the blink of an eye. A hundred wings fluttered deafeningly somewhere to his right. He fought the urge to run, strolling instead as calmly as he could. A minute passed, then five. Upstream, the river went under a bridge and so did he. It could have been the one he had crossed; focused on the task at hand, he didn’t think the identity of the bridge mattered. The stone structure provided some respite from the brightness of morning, easing his nerves in its darkness. The handcuffs sank with a pleasant plop, and the Trocar and syringes slipped in without noise. A coal barge floated in silently, its appearance startling Sablok and causing him to drop the now empty bag into the water. But the captain of the barge was busy peering into a pair of binoculars pointed downstream and didn’t notice Sablok. As soon as the barge’s cabin had passed him, Sablok turned and walked hurriedly, emerging onto the street almost a kilometre upstream of his van after climbing a flight of stone steps.

			He was exhausted. As he walked back to the van, he considered leaving it right where it was and hailing a cab to the hotel, shuddering involuntarily at the thought of driving that mobile heap of scrap metal another kilometre. But the van’s exteriors were caked in thick mud and so, he presumed, were his. The van obviously didn’t belong on that elegant street and would quickly attract attention to itself if he left it unattended. He would have to leave it in one of the poorer neighbourhoods like the one he had been instructed to pick it up from; perhaps one of the Banlieus if he could find them. And then he would have to clean himself as best as he could before heading back to the hotel. Besides, the van contained the cassettes and the portable cassette recorder he had used to record audio from the interrogation. Time was running out. Parisian policemen weren’t renowned for turning up to work at the crack of dawn, but it would soon be 8 a.m. and surely a few traffic policemen would be out manning chowks or squares or whatever they were called in France. A dirty van being driven with considerable effort by a dishevelled brown man wouldn’t escape their notice. Walking back towards it on the side of the street furthest from the river, he drew a map of Paris from his pocket and searched for a dingy lane.

			***

			Alone at the safehouse Sablok felt dejected. No matter how hard he tried recalling the events of that morning, he still couldn’t remember where he had picked up the injury to his calf. Nor could he say for sure if he had bled and left evidence behind in the van, although it seemed extremely likely given how badly he had bled through his clothes. After going through the events one more time without any success, Sablok gave up.

			He switched on the radio and slowly dialled through each frequency it was capable of catching. He had heard stories of bugs that transmitted audio being detected because their signal interfered with radio reception and was listening for a tell-tale squeal. There was none to be heard. By 5 p.m. he had run out of ways to occupy himself. All this while the urge had remained, blending quietly into the background, patient, growing. But now it asserted itself with a vengeance. He opened the kitchen cabinet and retrieved the bottle of red wine—Château Mouton-d’Armailhacq, the label said. The wine dated back to 1953. He poured some into a glass, swilled it around and took a sip, just like he remembered his parents doing at one of the parties they hosted. The memory of his father soured his mood. He gulped the rest of the wine in his glass in short order and poured another. The bottle was empty ten minutes later and Sablok was disappointed. Then he remembered the miniature bottles of whisky from the flight. He slept fitfully that night but didn’t dream at all.

			Sablok woke at 6 a.m. with a fearsome headache. It took a long, cold shower to ease it. After a breakfast of bread and smelly cheese, he settled down in the living room to ruminate on the events of Rambouillet. This time his thoughts went to his interrogation of Hussain. Revenge for Malathi’s murder hadn’t been the only reason for abducting the Pakistani. Hussain had been Abdul Qadeer Khan’s handler. In that role, Hussain had helped direct Khan’s efforts. That meant Hussain knew as much about the ISI operation to source information about nuclear weapons from Europe as Khan himself did. Interrogating Hussain was the next best thing to interrogating Khan himself, and they couldn’t reach Khan now because the rat had fled to Pakistan.

			 The recording of the interrogation would definitely be on its way to New Delhi by now. Perhaps Almeida already had the cassettes and he and Arora were listening to them as Sablok sat on that sofa in Paris. But cassettes only captured audio. They couldn’t narrate the way Hussain had stiffened, almost imperceptibly, in response to a remark about Moraad Baksh and Sultan Mahmood, or how his eyes had widened when Sablok had brought up the fact that the Wing was aware that the ISI’s Residents were no longer involved in procuring equipment from Europe. Sablok had been bluffing with that last statement, but Hussain’s reaction had confirmed their suspicions. The more Sablok thought about it, the more it seemed that Hussain had been truthful when he accepted that Pakistan’s Residents in Western Europe were no longer involved. 

			Sablok wondered if the Pakistanis had connected Malathi’s murder to Hussain’s disappearance yet and found himself smiling. The smile then morphed into giddy laughter which stopped just as suddenly as it had begun when he heard footsteps in the corridor outside, heavy ones. Whoever it was seemed to know where he was headed. He passed the apartment Sablok was in and calmly walked to the far end of the corridor. Then he stopped. Sablok strained to hear the sound of keys or a doorbell. None came. The footsteps sounded again, growing louder. He was returning. As the footsteps neared, Sablok thought they slowed down. He rose from the sofa and tiptoed to the kitchen, returning moments later with the sharp knife. The door was five feet ahead of him and to the left. He waited. The footsteps stopped. He heard the jingle of keys, then the sound of metal scraping—whoever it was, he was opening a lock. It sounded like the keys were opening some other flat’s lock, but Sablok braced himself just in case. A different door slammed shut nearby. Sablok still waited. The footsteps had gone past his door before returning. That would not have been strange if it was a guest, but guests usually rang doorbells; they didn’t carry keys. A minute, then two. He waited, his ears straining for the slightest footstep. When a good five minutes or so had passed and the building was back to its silent self, he took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He looked down to see a knife that was shaking violently. Disgusted with himself, he walked to the kitchen and tossed the only weapon he had onto the counter. His forearms and hands glistened, and his blurry eyes stung from the beads of sweat pouring down his forehead. He checked every cabinet in the kitchen for wine, then rummaged through his suitcase for another miniature bottle. Finding nothing at all, he returned to the kitchen and made himself another cup of coffee—his sixth for the day. The headache had returned.

			Sleep deserted him that night. Each time he closed his eyes and was about to doze off, sounds of footsteps filled his head and the scraping of metal keys inside locks consumed his thoughts. By midnight the bed was wet, and in his delirium he couldn’t tell if it was just sweat or if eight cups of coffee had caused his kidneys to work overtime. Dawn found him sitting under the shower with his back against the wall, his mind rustling up visions of policemen rushing to his apartment.

			***

			Nissa returned that afternoon carrying a satchel. Dressed in a mini skirt and a fresh white blouse, and with each strand of auburn hair in the pixie shining, she seemed well-rested and pleased with the progress she had made. 

			But her happy mood faltered on seeing Sablok’s condition, and she promised to return in half an hour before leaving the apartment once again. She returned twenty minutes later, with more bread and cheese, and half a kilo of Boudin Noir sausages. And then she handed him a large bottle of whisky.

			‘That’s okay,’ Sablok protested.

			‘I’ve seen that look before, Captain,’ she said, pressing the bottle on him. ‘Now is not the time for rehabilitation.’

			He poured himself a glass and gulped greedily. She looked away, busying herself with her satchel. 

			‘The passports are almost ready,’ she said. ‘All we need are photographs.’ Then she noticed him staring at the sausages. ‘They’re precooked. Just heat them on a pan,’ she added.

			The whisky seemed to have begun its magic. He moved quickly, grabbing a pan from a kitchen cabinet and placing it on the gas stove, then pouring a dash of oil on it. A few minutes later, the sizzling of sausages and their aroma filled the apartment. When the first batch of sausages had crisped up and become pitch black, he placed one long link each in two plates and offered one to Nissa. She recoiled, declining with a rapid shake of the head.

			‘Have you already eaten?’ Sablok asked, suspicion beginning to take root within him.

			‘I had a heavy breakfast,’ Nissa offered without conviction.

			Sablok slowly glanced down at the chronometer on his left wrist in a conspicuous action meant to convey disbelief. It was almost 3 p.m. Nissa was quick to pick up on his feelings of unease.

			‘It’s made of pork,’ she said.

			Sablok tilted his head slightly, then smiled when he saw hesitation in her expression.

			‘That leaves more for me,’ he said. ‘Will you at least eat bread and cheese?’ 

			‘Can I see your passport? The one made in Delhi?’ Nissa asked while chewing on a mouthful.

			Sablok took a big bite of the sausage, placed his plate down on the kitchen counter, and retrieved his passport from somewhere in the bedroom. She opened it and looked at the photograph inside, comparing it to Sablok’s face.

			‘The beard is growing well. You look sufficiently different to pass muster with a bored border guard now,’ she said. ‘I hope you won’t miss your hair terribly.’

			Sablok stared. The whisky had begun working long ago, but he was having trouble following her words. She retrieved a cartridge razor from her satchel. Downing another glass of whisky, he grabbed the razor from her and stepped into the bathroom.

			When he returned he was rubbing his hand over his bald pate. The scalp was pale, almost green, having rarely seen the light of day in the years since he had left Doon. She had finished eating. Her plate was washed and drying in the kitchen. She handed him a small container of cream, asking him to apply it to his scalp. It made the skin appear darker, more like the rest of his face.

			Satisfied with the results, she retrieved a Leica m3 camera from the satchel. After taking a few photographs of Sablok’s face, she handed him the camera and asked him to return the favour. 

			‘Keep my face within the larger frame lines in the viewfinder,’ she said, ‘and observe the small rectangle in the centre. If you notice, there are two images there. And when you rotate the focusing ring, those images move. Now keep that rectangle aligned with my face and rotate the ring till both images overlap. When that happens, the camera is focused on my face. Take a few photos to make sure you’ve got a good one. And do be careful with that thing. If we ding it, we won’t get our papers.’

			Sablok peered through the viewfinder at Nissa’s face and set about trying to frame the image and focus properly. 

			‘Smile,’ he said out of cultural habit more than anything else.

			‘Nobody smiles for their passport photo, Captain,’ Nissa said.

			Sablok quickly looked up from the viewfinder and muttered an apology. But when he got back to watching through it, he noticed the hint of a smile. 

			‘Why do you need a passport?’ Sablok asked her a little later as she was rewinding the film inside the camera.

			‘If the DST or MI5 are on the lookout for you, Captain, they’ll be watching airports for an Indian man travelling alone,’ she replied.

			He waited for her to continue, but by then she had finished rewinding the film. 

			‘How many more days do you think I’ll be here?’ Sablok asked her.

			‘One or two days, maybe more.’

			Sablok poured himself another glass. A third of the bottle was now empty.

			‘I shouldn’t have taken you to the embassy yesterday,’ she said, sipping tepid coffee. ‘The Jesuit had warned me about it. Whatever mission he sent you on—it must be completely...uhh...independent of regular channels. But the cassettes...’

			Sablok felt that he needed to console her, ease her guilt, perhaps even make light of potential consequences. But her anger from the day before was a fresh memory. He held his tongue. 

			‘What the hell did he have you do?’ she asked, her guard momentarily lowered.

			Sablok looked at her, his face blank, eyebrows slightly raised, and said nothing.

			‘Never mind,’ she said after a few moments.

			Sablok smiled. It was thin and shallow, and his eyes stayed out of the expression. Almeida’s instructions to her must have included keeping him out of the Resident’s sight, Sablok thought. She appeared to have read his mind.

			‘The embassy could have been under surveillance,’ she continued. ‘And we walked right up to the rear entrance. Now two sets of people likely know what you look like: the Resident, and the French.’ Then she sighed. ‘There’s nothing to be done about it now. The good news is that this flat isn’t being watched. Well, not yet. We’ll soon have the papers we need. I’ll go there with the photographs after this cup.’

			‘Is he reliable? The forger, I mean.’ 

			‘She may be. I haven’t worked with her before. My regular chap couldn’t be reached. But her references seem alright.’

			She got up to leave.

			‘It might take a day or two for her to prepare the passports. I think she’s still working on the visas. I’ll return when I have them,’ she said, then added, ‘Ration the whisky, Captain.’

			***

			Three days later on a Saturday morning, the bored young guard manning the emigration desk at Évian-les-Bains glanced once at Sablok before exit-stamping his passport and waving him through. Nissa was next. Sablok walked a few paces and waited, his suitcase in hand. But the young guard showed greater interest in Nissa and her passport, asking her question after question. Sablok couldn’t hear most of the words from where he stood. Not that it mattered: the conversation was in formal French; the vocabulary and even the way the sentences were structured were all new to him. As the seconds ticked by, his nervousness grew. The clock above the doorway before him indicated that it was twelve minutes to departure. He set his own watch by it and willed himself to wait. The smart thing to do was to walk ahead and board the ferry. His standing there wouldn’t help Nissa in any way. And if he boarded and sat quietly, perhaps they wouldn’t notice that Nissa and he had arrived together, waited in line together. If they decided to investigate her papers or detain her, there was a possibility that they wouldn’t bother with him. After all, they had exit-stamped his passport without fuss. Almeida would want him to walk away. Arora might agree with their boss, but Sablok couldn’t be certain; the old Berlin hand had a deep streak of defiance in him that surfaced from time to time. 

			Sablok grabbed his suitcase and began walking. Five steps away from the counter. He could still hear words being exchanged behind him. Ten steps. Fifteen. He squinted as the bright morning overwhelmed his eyes. He was outside the terminal building and his ears were filled with the hum of the ferry’s engines at idle. The gangway was thirty-forty feet ahead, and the gentleman who had stood before him in line was already halfway up it. Sablok glanced at his watch. The ferry departed in nine minutes. He walked a little further, then stopped and turned around. His eyes had grown used to the brightness. When he looked at the door through which he had exited the terminal building, everything appeared pitch black. He turned to look at the gangway once again. He could get there in five-ten seconds, he thought. A sailor stood next to it on the dock. Sablok held out the palm of his right hand at him, the fingers outstretched to ask if he had five minutes. The sailor nodded. Sablok noted the time on his watch and began walking back towards the terminal. 

			‘Monsieur!’ the sailor called out. 

			Sablok ignored him and kept walking. 

			He was nearly at the doorway when Nissa stepped through it. Her eyes widened when she saw Sablok walking back towards her. She took a step towards her left and looked behind Sablok. Seeing nobody following him, she visibly relaxed.

			‘Let’s go,’ she said to him.

			Sablok turned around once again and the two began walking towards the gangway. 

			‘What happened?’ he asked.

			Nissa burst out laughing. 

			‘He was asking mundane questions at first,’ she said. ‘Then he tried to flirt with me. I tried to let him down gently. That took some time.’

			‘You could have told him we were together. It would have been quicker,’ Sablok replied.

			‘He had already stamped your passport. There was no need to drag you back and draw his attention to you.’

			The sailor at the foot of the gangway nodded them through, reserving a ‘Madame’ for Nissa and a smile for Sablok. The duo stood at the railing on the deck at the back of the ferry, their eyes fixed on the terminal building until the building had shrunk to the size of Sablok’s suitcase. About twenty minutes later, the ferry crossed an imaginary line on Lake Geneva, and Sablok and Nissa entered Switzerland.

			 True to stereotypes the Swiss were more meticulous, asking questions of the Indian couple after their arrival in Lausanne. Sablok and Nissa had rehearsed their cover story well, and after the first few questions Nissa slipped effortlessly into French. She explained that they were in Europe on their honeymoon. That drew a reluctant smile from the border guard. Then he glanced at their luggage. A suitcase and an overnight bag, completely insufficient for a honeymoon trip through Europe. He was about to say something when, without missing a beat, Nissa continued, ‘Paris was so charming. And the Mediterranean at Nice! My god, it was breath-taking.’ Her voice rose high with that remark and she placed her right hand on her chest as if clutching a racing heart. All the while her eyes remained on the guard who had now lost interest in their luggage or the lack of it and was more interested in the pretty woman before him.

			‘Of course my husband here feels that the Swiss Alps are prettier,’ Nissa continued. ‘So you could say that not only are we here on our honeymoon, we’re also here to settle a lovers’ tiff.’

			 The guard broke out into a grin and looked at Sablok who returned his stare with adequate bewilderment before stumbling his way into an apology of sorts. 

			‘Je suis désolé, je ne parle pas français,’ he said.

			‘That is okay. Welcome to Switzerland. Enjoy the Alps and your honeymoon,’ the guard replied, entry-stamping their passports and waving them through.

			They were booked into the Château d’Ouchy, an old castle-turned-hotel a minute’s walk from the harbour. Their reservations were for a week-long stay in the Riviera suite, a large, wood-panelled castle room with a view of the surrounding mountains. 

			‘This room belongs in a fairy tale,’ Nissa exclaimed when they were shown to their room and the porter had left.

			‘The Jesuit didn’t spare any expenses, did he?’ Sablok said, grinning. Then he noticed that there was only one large bed.

			‘I’ll sleep on the sofa, of course,’ he declared.

			‘Of course,’ Nissa replied.

			A day after they had checked in, when the honeymooning Indian couple that tipped well were out for an early morning walk, a telegram arrived from New Delhi. The Indian man’s father had suddenly taken ill—doctors thought it was a heart attack—and the young man was needed back home. The couple were suitably distraught, and the woman shed a few tears when the concierge informed them. 

			‘You must rush to him,’ she exclaimed in chaste Hindi, her voice wavering with each syllable.

			Her husband took it stoically, the concierge thought.

			‘We would like to settle our bills right away,’ the husband said to the concierge in English. ‘And I need to book a flight ticket for myself. Does Air India have an office in Lausanne?’

			The concierge promised to check, and asked if the lady wouldn’t be travelling as well. 

			‘No. She has to be back in London before the weekend,’ he offered with a shrug, then added, ‘A trip to India and back would take too long.’

			The concierge replied that he would get him the ticket he needed, and retreated to his desk to man the telephone. He didn’t get many Indian guests, but his friend who worked at another hotel in Geneva did. Perhaps he would know about Air India flights.

			The hotel arranged a taxi and the couple were on their way to Geneva airport within an hour. There they were met by the concierge’s friend who handed Sablok his ticket for Air India Flight 126. After a rather subdued farewell at the airport, he boarded the Boeing 707 which finally took off at 6:50 p.m. By then Nissa had purchased a ticket on a British Airways flight to Heathrow.

			



	

TWO

			Santacruz Airport, Bombay (India)

			Air India flight 126 landed at Santacruz airport the next morning. The heat and humidity hit Sablok the moment he stepped out of the aircraft and began the slow process that had him waiting for his suitcase and then waiting in line for immigration. For half an hour the line crawled forward a few feet at a time through the stifling air of the airport terminal, and it was almost noon when Sablok found himself at the immigration counter, face to face with a middle-aged officer sporting the bored appearance typical of public servants forced to serve the public. He took Sablok’s passport with a reluctant movement of his hand, then flicked the booklet open, held it as far away from his eyes as the length of his arm would allow, and began reading. Moments later his eyes darted to a piece of paper taped on the inside of his table where it couldn’t be seen by passengers. He read the name on the passport again, marked the passenger’s entry into India by viciously thumping it with a fat rubber stamp, and waved Sablok through. 

			A short walk later, Sablok found himself waiting in line for customs. Minutes passed as the passengers before him slowly filtered through, some unscathed, some after parting with a few valuables. Sablok felt a hand grab his elbow.

			‘Did you pack that suitcase yourself?’

			Sablok nodded.

			‘Step out of the line.’

			‘Is there a problem?’ Sablok asked.

			‘Random checking. Follow me to that room,’ the official in white said to him. 

			Inside, the official walked across the room to another door and motioned for Sablok to follow. 

			‘Your flight to Dilli leaves in fifteen minutes. Better hurry,’ he said, handing Sablok a ticket. It was in someone else’s name. None of his aliases corresponded to it.

			‘Are you sure this is my ticket?’

			‘I don’t run a bloody travel agency. It’s yours,’ the official snapped, turning and walking away.

			Sablok had hoped to see Arora at Palam airport. But after ten minutes of waiting outside Arrivals, when nobody turned up, Sablok walked to the makeshift taxi stand. There were four taxis waiting there. He went to the first one and gave his address. The driver smiled a toothy smile, but declined. The second taxi driver was no different. As Sablok walked wearily towards the third taxi, the fourth one drove up alongside and its driver called out:

			‘Sirjee, I will take you.’

			Sablok glanced at the third taxi. Its driver shrugged and returned his attention to the newspaper.

			Once inside the black and yellow Fiat, Sablok gave the driver—an old Sikh with a glorious white beard—his home address and off they went. The old man drove cautiously, but talked. At first Sablok replied out of politeness but by the time they passed Chanakyapuri he had run out of things to say and stopped responding. That did not faze the old man at all, and he continued the conversation entirely by himself as they passed Rashtrapati Bhavan, the Sri Bangla Sahib Gurudwara, and Connaught Place. Sablok was on the verge of tuning out when, instead of driving past Ajmeri Gate and through Chawri Bazar, the driver turned left and drove past Sheila Theatre. 

			‘Uncleji, we need to go to ISBT,’ Sablok reminded him. In between all that talking the senile old fellow had forgotten their destination.

			‘You can go to ISBT later. Arora sahab told me to deposit you somewhere else,’ the driver replied.

			‘Arora?’ Sablok remarked.

			‘Haan ji. Big sahab with big belly,’ came the reply.

			At 3 p.m. Sablok was walked into a building in Paharganj.

			‘First floor. Flat number 5,’ the driver had told him.

			Sablok knocked, and Almeida opened the door and welcomed him in.

			‘It appears baldness suits you quite well, Captain,’ he said as Sablok carefully placed his suitcase in a corner and sank into the sofa.

			The living room looked pristine and unused. Sablok guessed it was a safe house. 

			‘Thank you, sir. Is everything okay?’ Sablok asked, worrying about the implications of being diverted there. 

			‘Of course. This is just a precaution.’

			‘From the ISI? Here in Delhi?’ Sablok wondered aloud.

			‘No, not from the enemy without,’ came the reply.

			There was another knock at the door. Almeida went and opened it.

			‘Was he followed?’ 

			‘No, sir,’ Arora replied casually, walking to the kitchen and disappearing from Sablok’s view. He returned a few moments later holding a tray with three whisky tumblers and a bottle of scotch. Sablok couldn’t see the name as the label faced away from him. 

			‘Ah! Thank you, Jugs. Drink up, Captain. To a job well done,’ Almeida said as Arora poured.

			‘That driver friend of yours doesn’t stop talking,’ Sablok remarked.

			‘Funnily enough he says the same about his wife,’ Arora chuckled.

			Sablok hadn’t finished swallowing the second sip when Almeida got down to business.

			‘We have heard the cassettes, Captain. Has all evidence been destroyed?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘We were informed that you were bleeding when you returned from the forest.’

			‘It was a tiny cut, sir. A simple bandage took care of it,’ Sablok replied, missing the point.

			‘You were injured somewhere in the forest, I presume,’ Almeida continued.

			Sablok nodded.

			‘Then is it possible, and forgive me for belabouring the point but this needs to be clarified, that you bled all over the Citroën? The van you used for the operation?’

			Sablok could hear a wall clock in the background, its pendulum swinging unconcernedly, showing little mercy for his predicament. Suddenly his ears felt hot. A bead of sweat dripped down his nose and hung for dear life from the tip. He wiped away with his arm, then wiped the rest of his face with a handkerchief.

			‘Yes, sir. It is possible.’

			Almeida handed over a map of Paris.

			‘Would you be so kind as to mark the exact location where you dumped it? We would like to hear your own assessment of the operation as soon as you are done,’ he said.

			Sablok put his glass down and stared at the map, trying to remember in which Arrondisement and on what street he had parked the van. It took him a while but he was able to mark the approximate area with a circle one hundred metres in diameter, give or take.

			‘I believe Hussain was telling the truth, sir,’ he began after Arora had folded the map and stowed it away in a file. ‘After the Sulfikar Butt fiasco in Belgium, the ISI appears to have decided to compartmentalise the operation to procure equipment needed for—’

			‘What is the basis for that assumption?’ Arora interjected.

			‘Which assumption?’ Sablok asked, knocked further off balance.

			‘That Hussain was telling the truth.’

			‘I believe that based on the way the interrogation went.’

			Arora grunted. Sablok thought there was a hint of mockery in it.

			‘Be specific,’ Arora challenged him.

			Sablok reached for his glass and swallowed.

			‘I base my belief on the fact that there were few contradictions in Hussain’s statements as the interrogation progressed.’

			‘That remains to be seen.’

			‘Calm down, Arora. Let us all take a step back. Now, Captain, would you mind briefing us about the interrogation?’ Almeida said.

			‘Where should I begin, sir?’

			‘When you started recording the first cassette, Captain.’

			‘That was moments after I parked the van in the forest. When I killed the engine and checked, Hussain was unconscious. I then stepped out of the van to ... err ... stretch my legs.’

			‘We heard you urinate. It is on the tape. Please do not give in to the urge to sanitise your narrative for my sake, Captain. We want the unvarnished truth.’

			‘Yes sir,’ Sablok replied, rather sheepishly. ‘After I urinated, I returned to the van to find that Hussain had regained consciousness.’

			‘Something bothered you before you did that. We heard a sharp grunt.’

			‘It could have been Hussain, sir. He was in the process of regaining consciousness at that time.’

			‘The sound came from somewhere outside the van.’

			‘Are you sure?’ Sablok asked, a sardonic smile beginning to form on his face.

			Arora pulled an unmarked file from among a pile of newspapers next to him and thumbed through a few pages before nodding. 

			‘We had an audio expert check. It certainly wasn’t Hussain grunting at that point,’ Arora remarked.

			Sablok couldn’t remember why he had grunted. 

			‘Try harder,’ Arora quipped.

			‘Perhaps I should have taken notes at that time and prepared a memo about my meeting with the Pakistani,’ Sablok replied.

			‘Let us move on,’ Almeida interjected. ‘What happened when you returned to the van?’

			‘Hussain was awake and moaning faintly. I removed the rag from his mouth and made it clear that nobody could hear him because we were deep inside a forest. I also told him that I had his Beretta in my hand and that it was pointed at his chest.’

			‘Chest?’ Arora asked, referring to that file again.

			Sablok guessed that the file contained a transcript of the tapes. He couldn’t understand why Arora would bother with such trivial issues, but thought back to what he had said to Hussain in the van.

			‘At his heart,’ he said, correcting himself.

			Arora nodded.

			‘Did he understand you?’ Almeida asked.

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘How could you tell?’

			‘He said he understood.’

			‘So he was alert enough to understand what you said in one go,’ Arora observed.

			‘Well, yes and no. He—’

			‘Was he alert or not? It’s a simple question.’

			‘He was alert.’

			‘And you based that on his responses?’

			‘I also noticed in the light of the torch that his eyes were quite alert. But he was also very...well...I found it very easy to lead him along in whatever direction I wanted the conversation to take,’ Sablok replied, beginning to tire of the questioning.

			Arora made a note in the file.

			‘What did you do next?’

			‘I told him that his son had been abducted, and that he would be released just as soon as Hussain—Colonel Ejaz Khan—gave me the information I needed.’

			‘That wasn’t part of the plan,’ Arora said.

			‘It wasn’t. When I abducted him, I found a letter in his pocket. It was from his son, who was visiting cousins in Karachi. That gave me another means of keeping Hussain off balance.’

			‘Clever,’ Almeida remarked in a tone that suggested it was anything but. ‘Go on.’

			‘As we had planned, I began straight away by asking about his role in Malathi’s murder.’

			‘How many minutes had elapsed after he regained consciousness?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘Think.’

			‘Why don’t you refer to the bloody transcript and just tell me!’ Sablok exclaimed. 

			‘Four minutes, give or take,’ Almeida replied without bothering to look at the file. ‘Carry on.’

			‘Yes, sir. The doctor had warned us that the first half hour or so after consciousness was regained would be critical, and I intended to get as much intelligence out of him as I could within that golden period.’ Sablok began.

			While Sablok was narrating how he had broached the topic of centrifuges, Arora retreated to the kitchen with the bottle of Scotch and their glasses after the first serving was consumed. He returned with strong, sweet tea. Sablok’s narrative continued, and each time he covered a substantial chunk of time, his debriefers would walk him back through it with pointed questions. He wasn’t permitted to move on until that part of the interrogation had been thoroughly dissected. On more than one occasion they even challenged his version of events, stating that the transcript disagreed with what Sablok claimed happened. 

			It was nearly 3 a.m. when Sablok was describing Hussain’s last moments. 

			‘I don’t think I’ll ever forget the expression I saw on his face when I told him that I would let the Pathans keep his son. The look in his eyes suggested pure terror. He went to his grave—in a manner of speaking—worrying about the well-being of his son. He even mumbled about it with his dying breath, I think. I don’t know if the transcript or the tapes record this but he soiled himself when the end came. He was terrified.’

			Arora burst into laughter.

			‘One would think you were a bloodthirsty barbarian, Jugs,’ Almeida remarked. 

			‘Oh I’m delighted with that panchod’s death, boss. I only wish he had suffered more,’ Arora replied, then went to the kitchen and returned with Scotch and glasses.

			Sablok sensed that the mood had changed.

			‘To be fair, sir, I did want to torture him. Physically. Rip his thumbnails out, break his fingers and limbs, castrate him. But your orders—’

			‘Those orders were given for a reason. I take it they were followed.’

			‘To the letter.’ 

			Arora poured. He felt upbeat.

			‘Do you share the Captain’s assessment now, Jugs?’ Almeida asked.

			‘No, sir,’ Arora replied. Sablok stared at him wide-eyed. Arora continued, ‘I counted seventeen contradictions in the statements Hussain made.’

			Almeida smiled: ‘I only counted twelve. Age appears to have caught up.’

			Sablok sipped in silence. 

			‘No need to worry, Captain,’ Almeida said, noticing Sablok’s expression. ‘Interrogation is a fine art learnt over years. We threw you into the deep end without so much as a single lesson. You did as well as could be expected of anyone in your circumstances.’ Then he turned his gaze to the glass in his own hand. ‘In an ideal world, I would have liked to have Hussain brought to our facility in Gurgaon for our inquisitors to take a crack at him. With a team working on him, his inconsistencies and contradictions would have been caught. I have little doubt that most of his answers were true. The first half hour of the interrogation strikes me as being particularly fertile. How many contradictions did you catch during that period?’

			‘Two,’ Arora replied.

			‘Indeed. And even those were, if I remember correctly, about matters not directly related to our areas of interest.’ 

			Arora nodded. 

			Almeida continued, ‘Had our inquisitors worked on him...Have you ever seen the aftermath of their work, Captain? How about you, Jugs? Give them a healthy adult and by the time they are done practising their dark arts, what is left is the husk of a desiccated mind. Definitely not a pretty sight. But I cannot begin to imagine the wealth of knowledge we could have gained about Jilani Khan’s operations.’ 

			Noticing that his voice had risen in pitch, Almeida lapsed into silent contemplation of what remained of the drink in his glass. At length he spoke again, ‘Alas! We do not have Ben-Gurion’s political fortitude and must make do with what we have.’

			‘That should be the Wing’s motto, sir,’ Arora quipped, drawing laughter.

			‘The European end of this operation appears to have run its course. There is the possibility that Hussain lied. No, Captain, this is not in any way meant to question your effort. You have gone far beyond what the Wing can expect from you after it refused to train you for such missions. But no matter how hard we may try to overlook it, the fact remains that neither Jugs nor I have been able to rationalise those contradictions away. So the possibility remains, however small it may be. But my intuition tells me the essence of what Hussain revealed about their centrifuge programme is true. In any case we have no choice but to assume it is and proceed. To do otherwise would be leave us in a paralytic cul-de-sac and make any further action difficult to justify. I will order surveillance on a few of their Residents in Europe. For corroboration, so to speak. But I anticipate no surprises from that.’

			He stopped to let Arora refresh his drink.

			‘And what do we do about A.Q. Khan, Chief?’ Arora asked. 

			‘Mishra and his men must part the veil Jilani Khan has drawn on Abdul Qadeer, of course,’ Almeida replied, gratefully accepting the glass of Scotch—no water—and dropping two cubes of ice into it. 

			‘But will he?’ Sablok asked. Mishra was the chief of the Pakistan section at the Wing. It was to Mishra that Sablok had first taken his suspicions of Pakistan’s covert actions in Europe, only to be ignored. Sablok had had to sidestep the organisation’s hierarchy by quietly—and quite illegally—working with Arora to gather more evidence. And even then it had been Almeida, chief of the Europe section and Arora’s boss, who finally agreed to let them investigate the ISI’s operation in Europe. All Mishra had done was grudgingly allow Sablok’s secondment to the Europe section.

			‘I understand your scepticism, Captain. But the reality is that Mishra has been given too many targets to shoot by our overlords and not enough bullets to shoot them with. There is no telling how seriously he has taken the request I raised asking for surveillance on Khan or anyone connected to him in the Pakistani establishment. Or how much longer he would be willing to continue.’

			‘Can’t we share the intelligence we’ve just gained?’ Sablok asked. ‘That would certainly secure us his attention.’

			‘Without reading Mishra in on the operation in Paris, Captain? Perish the thought. He will see through any cover story we create, and until we give him the whole truth he will not lift a finger in our aid. The intelligence is top-grade, obviously from someone high up in the Pakistani establishment. He will realise that about one minute into the briefing. Then he will ask for access to the source. If we falter in providing it, the best that could happen is him shutting us out. I do not care to contemplate what the worst-case scenario for us could be. Trouble is, we do not have a source. Not anymore.’

			‘We have the cassettes,’ Arora remarked. 

			‘That we do. And they are very helpful,’ Almeida began. ‘They have Hussain’s voice on them. They also have Captain Sablok’s voice on them. Considering the fact that the good Captain here worked for Mishra for...how long was it? Well, it does not matter. Mishra will recognise his voice. What then?’

			‘He won’t turn me in, sir,’ Sablok said.

			‘Are you willing to bet your career on that?’

			‘He may be brusque and he may have told me to buzz off earlier, but I don’t doubt Mishra sir’s integrity. He won’t betray me.’

			‘How can you be sure, Captain?’

			‘When he hears about the interrogation he will want to debrief me quite as you have. If he crucifies me he won’t get a cooperative subject for the debrief.’

			‘I admire the certainty of your convictions, Captain. Unfortunately yours is not the only neck on the block here,’ Almeida said.

			The bottle of Scotch was empty, as were all the glasses. The east was beginning to show the first signs of the approaching day. Almeida stood to leave. 

			‘The bitter draught of revenge has been served, gentlemen. Pray the aftertaste is short-lived.’ 

			Later that day Almeida sent word to Residents in a few Western European capitals. His instructions were clear: the Residents were to mount discreet surveillance on their Pakistani counterparts and report on any unusual activities. 

			***

			A few days later, early in the evening, Almeida was having a quiet drink alone at the club. The ice in his second glass of Scotch for the day had just begun to melt forming a thin layer in the amber fluid when someone walked over.

			‘I knew my fortunes would take a turn for the better if I came early. I am blessed to join the Jesuit for a drink.’

			 It took Almeida a moment to recognise the bald man with thick eyeglasses and a bristly white moustache quite like a shoe polish brush. He was a Secretary in the Foreign Service. He and Almeida had worked together in Paris after Independence when the spymaster had been a Resident. 

			‘How do you do, Mr Secretary,’ Almeida said, motioning to a vacant chair. ‘Have you come for your confession?’

			‘How does one confess a lifetime of vices?’ the Secretary asked, laughing. 

			Almeida noticed his eyes. ‘Very carefully,’ he replied.

			Pleasantries were exchanged. Almeida asked after the Secretary’s family. 

			‘The eldest joined the Foreign Service last year.’

			‘Like father, like son,’ Almeida replied. ‘And the younger son?’

			‘He’s at St Stephens, reading History.’

			Almeida pretended to be suitably impressed, then asked if Mrs Secretary still liked Merlot. ‘I must remember to send a bottle over sometime,’ he added.

			‘She does, and thank you. She has even succeeded in converting my tastes,’ the Secretary replied. Then, turning towards the waiter who had dutifully walked to the table, the Secretary ordered a glass of Merlot for himself. 

			Almeida smiled at his colleague, then said to the waiter, ‘Refresh my drink too, will you?’ 

			‘Two weeks ago,’ the diplomat began, ‘a Pakistani diplomat, not too junior—Second Secretary, I think—disappeared in Paris. For reasons best known only to the Pakistanis—and I say this with a wink and nod—his embassy only became worried a few days later. This, despite the fact that he had not shared any plans for such an absence with his superiors. After frantic back-and-forth with Islamabad—not with the good people of Constitution Avenue, obviously,’ he added, referring to the address of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Islamabad, ‘the staff at Rue Lord Byron began with the harmless assumption that he had either suffered a gruesome accident and was lying in some French morgue, or that he had suffered a slightly less gruesome accident and was lying in some French hospital. The ambassador alerted his French counterpart. Discreet enquiries were made in hospitals and morgues throughout the country. But they weren’t discreet enough, obviously.’

			Here he paused.

			‘Obviously,’ Almeida chimed in. 

			Satisfied, the diplomat continued, ‘One of their enquiries reached the ears of a particular doctor based in Marseilles, a regular at our own Independence Day celebrations at Rue Alfred Dehodencq. The good doctor understood that such information would be very valuable to us and passed it on. A few days later, presumably when all those enquiries had yielded nothing significant, they appear to have graduated to the assumption that their diplomat had defected. Imagine that! Anyway, a young Third Secretary with the Pakistan embassy happens to know one of ours from their time together at Oxbridge—you know how these Oxbridge chaps are.’

			Almeida nodded.

			‘Well, they met on the sidelines of some multilateral shindig—all above board, don’t cock your eyebrow—and the Pakistani took our chap out for lunch. We allow such interactions. Helps with the deficit.’ He chuckled. ‘Anyway, halfway through the first course, the young Pakistani asked our fellow if we were having much luck with defectors. I’m told that our chap nearly choked on the hors d’oeuvres trying not to laugh out loud. Whatever would a Frenchman or Frenchwoman want to defect to India for, he wondered aloud. The Pakistani gently remarked that he was asking about defectors of South Asian origin, but then moved the conversation in another direction. It was only when this encounter was reported to the Counsellor that we connected it with the report we had received from the doctor. The ambassador then asked your acolyte if he was aware of this disappearance. He denied it, of course—no surprises there. The Counsellor dug a little deeper—’

			‘He should not have done that,’ Almeida interjected, his voice low but clear. The diplomat knotted his eyebrows in response, so Almeida explained, ‘If the Pakistanis get wind of our enquiries about their missing diplomat, their paranoid minds will find validation—I am sure they have already worked out some absurd theory or another that lays the blame at India’s door as always. And loath as I am to use a term that the Americans so favour, we do have that Chinese Wall between our Residents and your folks for a reason: the Counsellor is the only person at an embassy or consulate informed of the Resident’s identity just so that he or she may avoid asking the Resident inconvenient questions.’

			The Secretary grunted. 

			‘Well, what’s done is done,’ he said. ‘He didn’t expect to find much, obviously. But then the most interesting thing happened. When he dug deeper, the Counsellor found that around the time this Hussain chap disappeared—or was last seen by his colleagues—our staff was busy with an event at our own embassy. It was all very convenient. An alibi of sorts for everyone that matters at the Indian embassy in Paris. It was an event hastily organised, coincidentally, by your acolyte.’ His glass of Merlot was empty. He paused to order a refill.

			‘Fascinating,’ Almeida said, staring blankly. 

			‘Indeed. So, the ambassador asked each of our ranking diplomats if they had received any overtures from potential defectors matching Hussain’s description. Nobody had, which is disappointing if you ask me ...’

			‘Perhaps. But it is hardly surprising. The kind of diplomat who can disappear from his job at the embassy for a few days without setting off alarms is the kind of Pakistani who does not defect to us, Mr Secretary. We have nothing of value to offer. Ask the good people at Rue Lord Byron to check with the Americans or MI6. Or even the Direction de la Surveillance du Territoire. If I were a betting man I would wager a handsome sum on the possibility that Mr Hussain has grown much too fond of his mistress and has gone native, as they used to say.’

			The diplomat eyed him for a moment.

			‘How did you know his name was Hussain?’ he asked.

			‘You told me a few minutes ago. Should I repeat your words? No, no trouble at all, really. You said, and I quote: “When he dug deeper, the Counsellor found that around the time this Hussain chap disappeared—or was last seen by his colleagues—our staff was busy with an event at our own embassy.” Now I may be getting on in years but that does not mean my memory has betrayed me. Not yet, anyway.’

			‘So your acolytes had nothing to do with this?’

			‘We are not the Mossad to pull such capers off with impunity,’ Almeida replied.

			‘Don’t sell yourself short,’ the diplomat needled him. 

			Almeida smiled, and just like that he was the friendly old man on the brink of retirement warmed by the firewater in his belly. 

			‘Never seemed a prison fair, nor a mistress foul,’ he said. Then, calling the waiter over, he added, ‘Sahab has very kindly offered to pay for my drinks and dinner. I will have the usual, thank you. And do refresh my drink.’

			



	

THREE

			September 1976, The Hague (the Netherlands)

			About to head home for the weekend, Amit Kumar stopped to answer the ringing telephone. 

			‘Hello, I am calling about the appointment Mrs Singh made at our clinic,’ the lady at the other end of the line said in Dutch.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Kumar replied, running his right hand through thinning hair, ‘what clinic did you say you were calling from?’

			She mentioned the name, then clarified that it was a gynaecologist’s clinic. 

			It took a few moments for Kumar to recall the procedures mentioned in Malathi’s Black Book. The doctor’s clinic used to serve as a clearinghouse for all communication from one particular network of her assets. That entire network had gone silent with her death, and the clearinghouse had become a faded memory. This was the first indication in nearly a year that the network had survived. 

			‘Yes, of course. Mrs Singh was eager to confirm her appointment before starting from here. But she is not here at the moment. May I take a message for her?’ he said, repeating the phrases that had been written in the book verbatim.

			Kumar jotted down the exact message, promised to deliver it to Mrs. Singh, and ran to the safe. The Black Book had no information about the asset beyond a pseudonym, but it did help him decrypt the message directing him to a dead drop in Amsterdam, a bench near a cycle path in Vondelpark. 

			It was 4:57 p.m. If he took the train he could be in Amsterdam by six, he thought. But he wasn’t given to taking rash decisions. The asset was unfamiliar to him. In fact he didn’t even know if the asset was a man or a woman. And the message had come through a network that had long been presumed dead. His instincts told him it could be a trap. Sure, he had diplomatic immunity. But diplomatic immunity hadn’t saved his predecessor. He forced himself to sit down and think. The dead drop could wait. 

			‘The Pakistanis are unlikely to have rolled up Malathi’s network,’ he said to himself. ‘They don’t have the manpower here in the Netherlands to mount such a counterintelligence action. That leaves the BVD and their allies.’

			He grabbed an apple from a desk drawer and bit into it. Some people preferred alcohol, others swore by tobacco. Amit Kumar liked apples. Chewing one helped him slow down and think. 

			‘Did the BVD know Malathi worked for the Wing? Even if they didn’t know it while she was alive, the manner of her death would certainly have raised their suspicions. That means they might suspect that her replacement is the Resident.’

			In the silence he could hear the clock on the wall behind him ticking away, urging him to action. He resisted it. 

			‘But I wasn’t sent here alone. The Chief held off on sending me until three more diplomats were ready to be posted here. So as far as the BVD knows, any one of those four may be the Indian Resident here. Then this could be their way of luring me out. Make the call, wait to see who rushes out of the building, follow him, see if he heads to the dead drop and they have their man.’

			He opened the Black Book again and turned to the page about this asset. The pages after it were empty. The pseudonym was hilarious and useless: she had called the asset “Ghatotkacha”. He read further. Ghatotkacha was a government servant, the book said. But it did not say which ministry or department. He read the page again and again. Nothing. Then he flipped to the previous page and read about a foreign asset. He knew from the briefing Almeida had given him before he left Delhi that Malathi had mounted a surveillance operation that involved an asset brought in from abroad. This was him. Which meant that Ghatotkacha had also been recruited in connection with that operation. So he either worked in the BVD itself or in its parent ministry, the Ministry of the Interior.

			This presented Kumar with a fresh problem. If Ghatotkacha worked for either of those organisations, the intelligence he produced would be of a high grade. The Resident couldn’t ignore it or put it off for long. He consulted the book again, flipping to the pages that described protocol for the clearinghouse to communicate with the embassy. He noticed that if the clearinghouse suspected that any part of the network was being rolled up, or if it was the subject of a counterintelligence operation itself, the message was to include certain keywords. He carefully read the message he had jotted down during the phone call. It was missing the warning signs detailed in the book. 

			Kumar glanced at his wristwatch, a gold-coloured HMT his father had gifted him when he had qualified for the Foreign Service. It was nearly 6 p.m. 

			He had worked hard to be posted to The Hague. He had spent years as a lowly analyst reading dull cables and filing them away in the archives to be forgotten by everyone, followed by half a decade as a Desk Officer nannying field agents and Residents in Europe from balmy New Delhi. It was only after all this that the Wing had seen it fit to send him to the field. All that hard work hung in the balance, as did the prestige this posting had finally afforded him. An ambitious man on all fronts, Kumar had married up the social ladder, and for the longest time he had had to suffer the disdain of his in-laws. His cover was that he worked in the Foreign Service and, like all Foreign Service spouses, his wife had come to expect a long stint abroad. When no such stint had materialised, his in-laws had begun to grow suspicious and his brother-in-law, a fauji rumoured to be a rising star destined to make General some day, had even made discrete enquiries with friends in New Delhi. After all, what Foreign Service officer spent most of his first decade in service in dusty New Delhi? The norm was for young officers to spend at least three postings, possibly longer in an embassy or consulate abroad. Kumar’s cover had held, but only just, and it had done nothing for his reputation in his wife’s family. The orders to head to The Hague had arrived in the nick of time after a considerable bit of internal politicking, and he had no intention of cocking it up.

			He took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, and rose to his feet. There was no choice: the dead drop had to be serviced. And urgently. He took the message and the Black Book and returned them to the safe. Before locking it, he retrieved a switchblade knife. It had a leather strap. He rolled down the sock on his left foot and tied the knife to his leg, rolling the sock back into place above it. The sock stank from the sweat of a long day. He thought of rushing home to wash his feet and change his socks. Then he changed his mind. If he went home now, his wife would have a hundred questions when he tried to leave again. Instead, he put on a coat and stepped outside.

			He had heard about the park from fellow diplomats, especially those who had children. But this was his first time there. The bells on a clock tower were chiming a gentle, if confused, melody somewhere in the distance when he chanced upon a group of women walking towards the exit and asked them for directions to the statue of Joost van den Vondel. One of them told him to keep walking along the path he was on. 

			He turned around to face the direction he had come from and asked in unadorned Dutch, ‘This way?’

			A couple of the women chuckled at the tourist. The woman who had spoken to him earlier grabbed him by the elbow and turned him around.

			‘No, this way,’ she said, pointing towards a clump of trees in the distance. ‘Keep looking towards your right,’ she added, gesturing with her hand.

			The park itself was long and narrow, a strip of land covered with green grass, a bunch of trees, and ponds of dark brown water. He knew exactly where the statue was, having studied a map of Amsterdam on the train. But acting lost and asking them for directions had allowed him to turn around and observe his surroundings. The sun had set a few minutes earlier, but it was still bright enough to tell one face from another. There were three behind him. He memorised each one. 

			Once he reached the statue, he walked around it a few times, admiring the caped figure of the Dutch poet. Then he pretended to turn his attention to the seraph-like figures seated at the four corners of the base while keeping a sly eye out for the three faces he had seen earlier. Only one of them—a middle-aged man—appeared to have followed him to the statue. Kumar waited. The man came nearer, glanced at the statue, then continued down the path. Kumar waited a little longer until the man was out of sight, then started walking briskly in the same direction. It no longer seemed like he was enjoying a stroll in the park. Instead, onlookers—had there been any—would have thought he was rushing to catch up with someone important.

			He paused ten minutes later, breathing heavily, beads of sweat on his brow. His right hand pushed into his abdomen just above the waist, and he leaned forward, bent over from exhaustion. Spying a bench nearby, he ambled to it and sat heavily, trying not to imagine what his socks would smell like by the time he returned home. The bottle of water in his bag was half empty. He drank thirstily and then sprinkled the remaining few drops on his head. Then he leaned over, his forearms resting on his knees. Five minutes later, having caught his breath, Kumar straightened himself. He took a minute to stretch his hands and take a few deep breaths, relishing the crisp, fresh air. Then he slipped his bottle back into the bag and with it the tightly folded brown envelope that he had found stuck under the bench. Nobody saw him.

			He arrived at the Hague a little after 1 a.m., having spent a good amount of time drinking beer at a brown cafe in Amsterdam, and made his way home twenty minutes later. Once inside, the first thing he did was take his socks off and drown them in a bucket of soapy water. Luckily his wife was fast asleep. He made himself a cup of coffee. Sitting at the study table, he pulled the envelope out of the bag and carefully opened it. Inside he found two Photostat copies and a typewritten page. The first was a copy of a flight manifest, a list of First-Class passengers on a Pakistan International Airlines flight from Karachi that landed at Schiphol on Wednesday. The second was of a Pakistan International Airlines ticket—again First Class—from Schiphol to Karachi, scheduled to depart on Sunday. Kumar ate his way through two large apples as he read and re-read the three pages till 4 a.m. Then he made himself another cup of coffee, showered, shaved, and got dressed. He scribbled a note for his wife and left it on the kitchen counter before heading for the embassy, the Photostats and typed page safely stowed in his briefcase. Saturday promised to be a long slog.

			***

			In all his years working under Almeida, Arora had never seen the latter’s desk uncluttered. Almeida sat behind it reading a cable, his right hand nursing a drink. As always, he wore a white shirt with navy blue braces. Arora looked at the bemused smile on his face, then at the glass in his hand. Gin and tonic. It was 11 a.m. 

			‘Good morning, Jugs,’ Almeida replied to Arora’s greeting. ‘Our man at The Hague—Malathi’s successor—sent this fifteen minutes ago. Read it,’ he added with a chuckle, tossing the decoded cable onto a heap of files on the desk. 

			‘Amit Kumar?’ Arora asked, reading his name.

			‘Resourceful fellow, if a bit too cautious,’ Almeida replied. ‘I chose him myself for the post.’

			Kumar had begun the cable by reporting that one of Malathi’s agents had initiated contact the day before. He mentioned that this was the first contact he had made since her death. After that the cable became absurdly apologetic. Arora looked up at the Chief, eyebrows raised in question.

			‘Read the highlighted part aloud, will you?’ Almeida said from behind his glass. He was having trouble hiding his smile.

			‘I cannot state with any degree of certainty the identity of this agent,’ Arora read the cable out loud. ‘There is no mention within my predecessor’s Black Book of this asset’s name or designation. But the procedure followed by this person matches precisely with what she wrote in one of the final entries.’ 

			His own glass now empty, Almeida lowered it to the desk and smiled. He poured a gin and tonic for Arora, then poured another one for himself. 

			‘Have a drink,’ he said.

			Arora took a sip of the bitter drink and shuddered with disgust. Too much tonic. Almeida let out a sharp laugh at Arora’s expression, then continued, ‘The intelligence comes from the asset that Malathi had cultivated in the Ministry of the Interior. Her last. It has to be him. Every other asset of hers was well-documented in her notes. Read what is written next.’

			Arora did. ‘The asset claims that a certain person that my predecessor had shown considerable interest in has returned to the Netherlands recently. This person arrived at Schiphol four days earlier on a PIA flight from Karachi, and was met at the airport by two members of the diplomatic staff from the Pakistan embassy. The asset states—and the Photostats provided by him of the flight manifest and the airline ticket bear him out—that the person of interest—a Mr. Abdul Qadeer Khan—’ 

			Arora stopped and looked up.

			Almeida waved him on. 

			‘Mr. Abdul Qadeer Khan arrived at Schiphol on Wednesday. The asset included a typewritten note that claims Mr Khan is staying at the residence of the Second Secretary, Political Affairs. The flight ticket indicates that he is booked on a flight back to Karachi on 19th September.’

			‘Tomorrow,’ Almeida added. ‘He returns to Karachi tomorrow.’

			‘Chief, returning to the Netherlands would be an utterly stupid thing for Khan to do. Are we certain this is the same Abdul Qadeer Khan?’

			‘How many Abdul Qadeer Khans do you know, Jugs?’

			‘It could be a coincidence.’

			‘The name could certainly be a coincidence. But the flight manifests and tickets have the person’s age on them. And Kumar may be a bit wet behind the ears but he is nobody’s fool. He would not have passed this intelligence to us if he had not confirmed the bare essentials. And what of the fact that this other Abdul Qadeer is also hosted by no less a personage than the Second Secretary, one of Jilani Khan’s senior non-resident thugs?’ Almeida said, referring to the Director-General of Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence. Then, after a pause, he continued, ‘Have you read Laughter in the Dark? Nabokov.’

			Arora grimaced at the reference.

			‘Novels about little girls written by dirty old men don’t interest me, sir,’ he asserted with a ferocity that Almeida assumed had to have arisen from reading the damn thing. ‘As for the Second Secretary hosting him, I find all this hard to believe. As I mentioned, Khan would have to be stupid to return to the Netherlands so soon after stealing their secrets. And everything we know about him contradicts that possibility. Khan is cunning and opportunistic, anything but stupid.’

			‘Which is why I have asked Kumar to confirm the identity of the guest.’

			Confused about Almeida’s intent, Arora stared at him, the expression on his fleshy face blank.

			‘Trifles light as air are to the jealous confirmations strong as proofs of holy writ,’ Almeida replied. ‘Fear not, that was Shakespeare not Nabokov.’

			Arora nodded as if he understood the reference. It was half-hearted and achieved little more than jiggling his jowls. Years of association with Almeida had made him comfortable with the fact that most of Almeida’s literary references would remain beyond his grasp. He gulped from the glass, grimacing once again at the bitterness, and waited for Almeida to proceed. 

			‘While we wait for The Hague to write to us,’ Almeida continued after a while, his left thumb hooking under the brace at the shoulder and straightening it a bit, ‘we might as well proceed with the assumption that it is indeed our old friend enjoying the hospitality of the Foreign Service of Pakistan at the moment. What could have motivated him to risk being imprisoned in a foreign country for treason?’

			‘There has to be something he needs from the Netherlands to complete his work. Documents, perhaps. Notes.’

			‘Not unlikely. But why did he wait for a year? Those documents could have been misplaced or lost during that time.’

			‘That bothers me too, boss.’ Then Arora shook his head vigorously. ‘No, it can’t be documents. He would have had their Resident pick them up and deliver them to him in Karachi in diplomatic bag.’

			Almeida smiled, willing Arora to make the connection.

			‘Assuming that Khan enjoys Bhutto’s backing even today—which is borne out by his staying at the Second Secretary’s residence—he is either looking to recruit someone—’

			‘Would Jilani Khan not prefer one of his own to do that?’

			‘Yes, sir. The only other option I can think of is that he is there to meet a supplier. Which begs the question, sir: who is this supplier and what does he supply?’

			‘Well done, Jugs—’

			‘We should have him murdered,’ Arora blurted out, cutting Almeida off mid-sentence. ‘I’ll do it myself,’ he added, rising to his feet.

			Almeida motioned for him to calm himself and sit.

			‘They did not hesitate to kill our Resident, Mister Arora. What makes you think an illegal such as yourself would fare any better? No, I do not want an answer. The last time we contemplated having him killed, he was not being hosted by Jilani Khan’s children,’ Almeida said forcefully. ‘And we will not speak of Paris, but they will be wary after what happened there, even if they do not know the details of Mister Hussain’s ultimate fate.’

			‘It’s a risk worth taking, sir,’ Arora insisted. ‘If we get him, we stop their nuclear weapons programme in its tracks.’ ‘No, at best it would slow them down. Think back to Khan’s escape to Karachi last year, man. How many suitcases full of blueprints did he carry with him? Do you think the ISI have not thought of securing all those documents and debriefing Khan himself? If I were a betting man I would happily wager my house on the possibility that the ISI now knows everything about uranium enrichment that Abdul Qadeer Khan did. But even if we ignore that, there is also the little matter of travelling to The Hague and catching him before he boards his flight. That window closed hours before the cable reached us. No, I did not call you to my office to indulge your James Bond fantasies. Think! As Case Officer, what do you recommend we do?’

			Arora lapsed into silence. The remark about double-o-seven stung.

			‘We could use the asset Malathi cultivated in the Penose,’ Arora suggested, referring to the organised criminal underbelly of major cities in the Netherlands. 

			‘Not enough time to contact the asset and put in place a plan with reasonable odds of success. Besides, it ignores everything I just said. No can do! Think harder, Arora!’ Almeida exhorted, slamming his fist on the table for effect. 

			‘Surveillance,’ Arora said, finally overcoming the deep desire to take the easy way out by murdering Khan. ‘If we can find out who he is meeting at the Hague, we may be able to penetrate the network they are using for procuring centrifuge components. We will have access to their operation once again.’

			‘Excellent. Send a cable to that effect. Surveillance logs should be sent to you for analysis,’ Almeida said. ‘I trust you will brief Captain Sablok about this matter.’ Then he picked up a file from a corner of his desk and began flipping through its contents. Arora skimmed the cable’s contents one last time, then placed it almost reverentially back on Almeida’s desk.

			***

			Chief Mishra was unusually grumpy. His section had failed at a task he had set them. Under ordinary circumstances it wouldn’t have bothered him: intelligence was like navigating an unknown maze underground, and not every turn led to a pot of gold. Some led to the Minotaur. But in this instance the failure rankled, and he thought it had begun affecting him physically. The joint between the first and second phalanges of the index finger on his right hand had swollen, and the finger was now severely twisted, bent against the natural movement of the joint and pointing upwards in a grotesque imitation of a bow. His shoulders bothered him almost every day, and walking was becoming an ordeal with his left knee hurting ever so often. His doctor advised rest.

			‘Stress will make it worse,’ the doctor added. ‘Consider taking a long vacation.’

			Mrs Mishra had smirked at that. The last vacation she remembered was the one they took immediately after their wedding, and even that had been spent mostly visiting this temple and that to propitiate Mishra’s parents. 

			Nine months had passed since Abdul Qadeer Khan returned to Karachi in December 1975. Nine months since he had called his best Case Officer—a brilliant young man by the name of Ashk—into his office and told him to ‘find the bastard and infiltrate the facility where they have him, at all costs.’

			Not only had Ashk been unable to infiltrate the facility, he didn’t even know whether the Pakistan government had Khan in Sindh, Balochistan, Northwest Frontier Province, or Punjab. 

			Mishra was a patient man. One had to have oodles of patience to survive in his profession. But he was beginning to run out of it. 

			The last time Ashk had stepped into Mishra’s office a few days after Independence Day, the atmosphere had grown rather heated. 

			‘Find me something useful,’ Mishra had told him.

			‘We are trying, sir,’ Ashk had replied. ‘If you would recall the report on all the steps we have taken...’

			‘Those steps have yielded nothing. The Union of India doesn’t pay us to write reports!’

			‘They have hidden him, sir.’

			‘Did you expect them to print details about him above the fold in the Daily Jang or Dawn? If I hadn’t anticipated them to take every measure to keep us from finding out about him, I wouldn’t have assigned this operation to you. I refuse to believe that someone like Abdul Qadeer can just disappear in Pakistan without at least one of your networks finding out about it. He is definitely working for them—they went to great lengths to support him in Amsterdam and then extract him to Karachi. He has to be part of some department or another. Considering the size of his ego—you read the psychological profile that the Europe section prepared, I hope—I’m certain he got Bhutto to make him the head of whatever department is working on his uranium plant.’

			Ashk said nothing as Mishra paused, more to catch his breath than gather his thoughts. He knew what the risk of interrupting the Chief in the middle of a monologue entailed. Like all Case Officers, there were some risks he wasn’t willing to take.

			‘If he heads a bloody department, he has been assimilated by the bureaucracy in some manner or the other. He has subordinates. Where did they come from? Did Bhutto disband the PAEC teams that Munir Ahmad Khan headed? Have those teams been subsumed under Abdul Qadeer’s department? If Khan has subordinates then he has superiors too.’

			‘Indications are that he reports directly to Bhutto, sir,’ Ashk spoke up. 

			‘Bhutto might lend him an ear when a major issue needs to be resolved, but do you really expect him to approve each and every voucher Abdul Qadeer signs? His department has a budget. Someone approves it. It has expenses. Someone approves those too. It has bank accounts to receive funds and make payments. Someone manages the bloody thing. All these people have wives and children, friends and family, and colleagues. It doesn’t matter how conscientious they are about secrecy: word gets out. For god’s sake, man, the Pakistanis gossip as much as we do. Do you think they don’t talk about the strange engineer returned from the Netherlands with a gori mem for a wife?’ After a brief pause, Mishra continued, ‘You have two months to bring me substantial intelligence. Otherwise you’ll be reassigned to the Policy desk.’

			Ashk climbed the stairs two steps at a time. It was exactly five weeks since Mishra had given him two months to show results. He carried a manila folder and the air of vindication. 

			‘Bhutto is keeping the project under direct control, sir,’ he said without preamble, as soon as he entered Mishra’s cabin. 

			Mishra stared at him but did not react. He was in a better mood today, and he knew this particular Case Officer liked to narrate his findings in a peculiar manner, as if he were writing a short story. 

			‘An account was recently opened with the National Bank of Pakistan in the name of something called the “Special Works Organisation”. This entity is distinct from the Frontier Works Organisation—two independent sources confirmed this,’ Ashk said, referring to a military engineering unit that was part of the Pakistan Army Corps of Engineers. ‘One of the signatories for this account is a Brigadier by the name of Anis Ali Syed. The other signatories are lower ranked, and one is a civilian. Very little information is available about the Brigadier except that he is sapper known as much for his resourcefulness as for integrity. Considering the preliminary nature of enquiries, I felt it better to avoid rooting through his personnel file at GHQ. Coincidentally, the account for the Special Works Organisation is held in the GHQ Rawalpindi branch of the bank.’

			GHQ Rawalpindi was the commonly used term for the General Headquarters of the Pakistan Army.

			‘Of course,’ Mishra remarked.

			‘Indeed, sir. A senior officer is a signatory for a newly created account held at the GHQ branch: these two facts lead me to believe this organisation is pertinent to my investigation. Over the past two decades at least, the Pakistan Army has restricted its transactions to the main bank accounts. The last time such an account was created—with a senior officer as signatory—was when the Frontier Works Organisation was formed in 1966.’

			‘It could just be a unit created for infrastructure,’ Mishra said, playing devil’s advocate, ‘for building roads and dams. It may turn out to have nothing to do with Abdul Qadeer Khan.’

			‘I considered that possibility, sir. That’s why I dug deeper, but not in Rawalpindi. My network in Islamabad didn’t find much, but one asset in the bureaucracy—a mid-level babu in the Audit and Accounts Service—swears by the almighty dollar that the order to form the Special Works Organisation came directly from the Prime Minister’s Office. He didn’t see the document with his own eyes, of course. But he has a brother-in-law who works in the Cabinet Secretariat. Apparently the order was signed by Bhutto himself on the 31st of July this year. When asked about the purpose of creating such an organisation which reports directly to the Prime Minister, the brother-in-law clammed up, mentioning only that it is responsible for procuring equipment.’

			‘The government of Pakistan wouldn’t be so careless,’ Mishra replied. ‘If an organisation headed by a serving Brigadier seeks to procure high-tech equipment, the government’s role in the whole affair will be obvious.’

			‘Fair point, sir. But given that the state of Pakistan’s private industry is as bad as ours, I don’t think the government has any choice in the matter. Assuming that the equipment they are after costs a lot of money, few entities in Pakistan could credibly seek to procure it.’

			Mishra nodded along. This line of enquiry showed promise. 

			‘There are also murmurs, sir, of disgruntled department heads in the scientific establishment. The same source mentioned a delegation of four department heads meeting with the Prime Minister last month about their best and brightest being seconded elsewhere. Those four department heads were summarily overruled by Bhutto.’

			‘Khan!’

			‘That would be my guess too, sir,’ the Case Officer replied, a smile beginning to break out on his face as he saw the reviled Policy desk fade into the distance. ‘The asset doesn’t know yet where the scientists are being seconded. I have asked him to gently probe the matter.’

			He then handed over the manila folder to Mishra who accepted it but appeared in no hurry to open it and read the documents within. 

			‘Thank you,’ Mishra said with an air of finality. ‘Keep probing the bureaucrat. See if any other asset can corroborate the information. You have two more months.’

			***

			The surveillance placed on Abdul Qadeer Khan at the Hague was a hastily planned operation. Amit Kumar deployed a college student named Maria and a plumber named Petrus—people he had personally recruited just a few months earlier—to monitor the Second Secretary’s residence that Saturday morning. Moments after he had assured himself that both assets were en route, he notified New Delhi via cable.

			Arora was furious. 

			‘Two fresh recruits being deployed suggests a lack of appreciation for how critical this operation is,’ he cabled back five minutes later. ‘Should the operation fail, the consequences will be tremendous. Strongly suggest you deploy more assets and approach the operation with the seriousness it deserves.’ 

			In his office at the Hague, Kumar read Arora’s cable and sighed. He could feel the faint footsteps of a lasting headache approaching in his skull. 

			Maria and Petrus were the only white Dutch assets of his who could be deployed at such short notice. Kumar would have had to ignore protocol to contact the rest, protocol put in place to protect them and him from discovery. His networks had assets of other ethnicities, of course. Indian and Bangladeshi expatriates in particular made up almost one-third of his networks. And quite a few of them were low enough on the totem pole of their respective networks to accept a hasty surveillance job. They would have been cheaper too. But money wasn’t everything. South Asians loitering all day near the Second Secretary’s residence would be far more conspicuous, especially to the Pakistanis inside the apartment. 

			Besides, as a rule, Kumar avoided assigning Bangladeshis to keep watch on Pakistani officials. This reluctance was unusual. Given the bad blood between Pakistan and Bangladesh, it was easy to use one against the other. Indeed, many of his peers—Indian and otherwise—had done exactly that since March 1971 and Operation Searchlight. But the risks were unacceptable to Kumar. People whose family and friends were victims of genocide rarely forgave or forgot the perpetrators. There was no accounting for the deep scars left behind by barbarism of the sort Dhaka had suffered. Just one expatriate Bangla reliving his Mukti Bahini days on the streets of the Hague or Amsterdam would be enough to destroy Kumar’s cover and lay his networks bare for the BVD. He preferred to make do with whatever Dutch assets he could muster.

			‘All available assets have been deployed. I am quite aware of the critical nature of this operation, thank you,’ he wrote on a sheet of paper. Then, flipping the one-time pad open to the appropriate page, he encoded the message, preferring to type the encoded text directly onto the Teletext machine. When the entire message had been typed, he paused. As far as he was concerned, Arora was a has-been. Ordinarily he would have ignored him completely. But the cable he had sent to the Chief earlier had received a reply from Arora within minutes. The implication was either that Arora was working closely with the Chief—perhaps as his staff officer—or Arora was running an operation targeting this Abdul Qadeer Khan and the Chief felt the operation important enough to let Arora direct a Resident. Taking a deep breath, Kumar jabbed at the button to transmit. As the machine whirred into action, he leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. Something told him there would be hell to pay if the surveillance failed.

			Maria’s job that Saturday was to read a novel while keeping an eye on a building in one of the nicer neighbourhoods of the city. Six to eight hours of work that would pay enough to cover her expenses for a month. She grabbed two novels on the way out, dumped them in a rucksack, and cycled to the neighbourhood. It took her ten minutes. 

			The red brick apartment building in the Old City Centre of the Hague stood on a busy road. It was three storeys tall with ornate grey French balconies looking down on a small garden across the road. She found a spot in that garden that gave her a clear view of the building entrance. The bench was under a large chestnut tree whose branches and leaves obscured her from the windows and balconies of the apartments. That wouldn’t prevent someone on the street or inside the café on the ground floor of the building from noticing that she was keeping an eye on the building’s entrance. It would have been easier to hide that if she had worn sunglasses. But Maria hadn’t worn sunglasses since kindergarten when she had been diagnosed with myopia and given spectacles. 

			A few minutes after sitting down and orienting herself with the road and buildings around her, she pulled the first novel out of her rucksack and began reading “Carrie”. She had reached the point in the novel when Carrie has her first period when a balding Dutchman dressed in a business suit emerged from the building fifteen to twenty minutes after entering it. He paused at the door, checked that the briefcase he was carrying was locked, then began walking eastwards. Maria rose from her seat, carefully placed a bookmark—a dry leaf lying next to her on the bench—in the book to mark her place, and began walking eastwards. Along the way she yawned, stretched her arms above her head, and gave every impression that she was just walking to clear her mind. She didn’t have to walk far. Twenty metres up the street, the businessman unlocked a Mercedes Benz and drove away. Maria memorised the car’s registration number, then walked back to her bench. Picking up the novel, she removed the bookmark and immersed herself once more in the world of Chamberlain, Maine. 

			Petrus wore dark grey overalls and carried his plumber’s tool bag. He sat in his car, a worn-down Volkswagen parked a good distance away from the red brick apartment building. He could see its entrance in his rear view mirror between greasy fingerprints. His front windows were rolled down. The cigarette in his left hand smouldered in the gentle breeze, its ashes falling outside the car. It was his seventh cigarette that day, the second of the afternoon. The car reeked of tobacco. Seven people had entered the building since Petrus’s arrival that morning. Five of those had exited. None of them had walked westward, towards him, so he had ignored them as he had been instructed. This was his first job as a private detective’s assistant. Well, calling it a job was a bit of a joke, Petrus told himself. It was one day of work and paid as much as he made in half a week.

			He stared at the entrance and wondered why someone would pay him so much money for sitting in his damned car and smoking. The neighbourhood was posh, no doubt. But what kind of a person would care about who entered and who left an apartment building? Movement beyond the windscreen caught his attention. A woman stood a few metres away, apparently waiting for someone. She was rich—he could tell from the clothes she wore. He tried to recall if she had entered the building he was supposed to watch. She turned her neck and saw him staring at her. Grimacing, she deliberately turned away.

			‘Fuck you too!’ Petrus muttered to himself. 

			Perhaps that’s what this ‘job’ was about. Some rich bastard trying to find the other rich bastard having an affair with his wife. 

			Someone exited the red brick apartment. Petrus wracked his brains to remember if he had seen him entering. By the time he concluded that the person had indeed entered some time earlier, the man was almost at Petrus’s car. The plumber let him walk past, using the time to etch his appearance into his own mind, then waited a bit longer. When the suspect was a good fifty metres ahead of him, Petrus got out of his car and locked it. Then he began following the suspect. 

			Five minutes of walking and a thirty-minute tram ride later, Petrus had a name and an address. He considered stopping for a beer on the way back, then thought better of it. 

			Amit Kumar’s network had infiltrated the Netherlands Vehicle Authority. It took him three days after receiving car registration numbers and descriptions to identify the owners. Once he had names and addresses, he involved another asset to perform a background check on the suspects. Petrus had been far less prolific, and the only information he provided pertained to the suspect that he had followed on the tram. Kumar’s asset took the name and address of the suspect and visited the building. There he noted down the names and addresses of four random residents. Then he walked to the nearest post office and enquired about the postman responsible for those addresses. When he found the postman walking his route, Kumar’s asset flashed an official-looking identity card, quickly established authority, retrieved a small notebook and pen, and began asking the postman details about all the names and addresses he had noted. The postman hesitated. Another flash of the identity card cured him of his reluctance. 

			By Friday Kumar had found gold. While at The Hague, Abdul Qadeer Khan had met two suspects who were of obvious interest to the Wing. 

			The address that Petrus had trailed one suspect to was an apartment building. One of the apartments there belonged to a sales manager who worked for the Physical Dynamics Research Laboratory, an organisation better known by its Dutch initials: FDO. The FDO was a subcontractor for URENCO. 

			The Mercedes Benz used by the briefcase-carrying businessman spotted by Maria belonged to a rental car company. It had been hired that Saturday by a West German citizen named Gotthard Lerch. While hiring the car, Lerch had provided a copy of his passport as proof of identity. Kumar’s asset had made enquiries with associates in Hanau, where Lerch lived. Lerch was the sales manager at Leybold Heraeus, a West German engineering firm. Further enquiries revealed that Leybold Heraeus supplied vacuum pumps, gas purification systems and valves to a wide variety of companies and government facilities in western Europe. One name stood out in the list of Leybold Heraeus’s customers: URENCO.

			



	

FOUR

			Almeida’s invitation had caught Mishra off guard. The two of them had known each other for years, and yet this was the first time they would socialise together. He had tried to decline but the old man would not take no for an answer. Seeing Sablok and Arora waiting for him at the old man’s apartment had bewildered him even more.

			‘This is an ambush,’ he remarked when Almeida introduced him to Arora.

			Almeida made to speak but Arora was swifter off the blocks. ‘I might as well say it before the Chief does: the only thing I could credibly ambush, sir, is a seekh kabab,’ he said, drawing a sharp laugh from his boss. 

			Much to Sablok’s delight, Almeida opened an eighteen-year-old single malt for the occasion.

			‘I’d like plain water, if you don’t mind,’ Mishra said, declining the drink. ‘Alcohol causes my arthritis to flare up,’ he explained, a pained expression on his face.

			‘Whatever you say, Mishraji,’ Almeida said, pouring water into his glass. 

			Mishra declined the ice cubes as well.

			When all the glasses were full, Almeida toasted Malathi.

			‘She was our Resident at The Hague,’ he said to Mishra, sipping and then setting his glass on the table.

			Mishra looked at him, his eyebrows raised. The use of past tense seemed odd.

			‘She was murdered while tracking Abdul Qadeer Khan in Amsterdam, sir,’ Sablok filled him in. ‘She was the one who enabled us to identify Khan. She managed the surveillance operation on his house and uncovered his handler, then recruited a Dutch colleague of Khan’s and built up a strong case for eliminating Khan himself.’

			‘I am sorry to hear of her death. There aren’t too many women in our profession, not spymasters anyway. She must have been exceptional,’ Mishra said with feeling.

			Almeida nodded. ‘She was.’ Then, after a moment’s pause, he continued, ‘I am afraid that everything she did—including the ultimate sacrifice she made—will have been in vain unless we take this affair to its logical conclusion.’

			‘Ah! Hence the invitation,’ Mishra said.

			‘Yes, sir. We wanted to brief you on our efforts and results. With your kind permission, sirs,’ Arora said. Seeing both Section Chiefs nod assent, he began by recalling the dossier prepared by Malathi. Touching upon the evidence it included, he segued into his meeting at the Dutch ministry.

			‘Why did you take this evidence to the Dutch instead of acting on it yourselves?’ Mishra asked, interrupting Arora.

			‘Our request for authorising action against Khan was turned down,’ Almeida said. 

			‘I’m surprised you sought permission, Chief,’ Mishra said.

			Almeida looked at his colleague for a few moments, wondering if there was genuine surprise behind those words or if they were a taunt of some sort.

			‘For all sad words of tongue or pen, the saddest are these: it might have been,’ Almeida finally replied. ‘The decision was made with the best of intentions, one of which was concern for protecting Malathi.’ Then his voice seemed to waver. ‘In hindsight it was not particularly clever of me to do what I did, and that shall be my cross to bear for whatever time is left.’

			The emotive reply made Mishra uncomfortable.

			‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean...well, why did they decline authorisation?’

			‘The request was pending with the powers that be when State of Uttar Pradesh versus Raj Narain happened and the Emergency was imposed last year.’

			Almeida waited to see Mishra’s reaction. The Chief of the Pakistan section appeared sympathetic. Seizing the opportunity, Almeida turned to Arora and nodded, indicating for him to continue.

			‘The Dutch did nothing. Well, it would still have been okay if they did precisely nothing. Instead, they took Khan from the planning department, where he had access to all classified documents, and placed him in another, lesser unit. A department of little consequence. Khan’s handler read the situation and extracted him late last year.’

			‘That was when I approached you with that request for placing Khan under surveillance in Karachi,’ Almeida added.

			‘Look, Bhutto’s grip is weakening. And with the Sheikh’s assassination last year, my section is overtasked and underfunded. Every day there is a new request from our lords and masters. Believe me, we tried. I personally ordered the deployment of five agents to keep tabs on Khan’s house and the houses of his closest relatives, and even ordered one of our highest placed agents to poke around in different ministries: nobody would say a word. They’re meticulous to the extreme in screening him. I wouldn’t be surprised if Bhutto keeps him locked up in the same cupboard where he keeps Ayub Khan’s balls,’ Mishra protested. Although his face did not show it, there was no mistaking the annoyance of professional failure.

			Almeida held up his hands in conciliation.

			‘Forgive me, I did not mean it as criticism, Mishra sahab. It was only to provide Laurel and Hardy here with some context which they might not have had earlier,’ he said, then asked Arora to continue.

			‘Even with detailed designs for centrifuges, Pakistan cannot build them by themselves. They lack the engineering skills and industrial backbone required for it. Their only option, really, is to import all the components, then assemble them in Pakistan. That is exactly what they have been doing for the past year. While our attention was focused on Khan, their Resident in Brussels got caught trying to buy a restricted component that was being watched by the Dutch government. He was expelled by the Belgians, of course. But since then the Pakistanis have changed their modus operandi. We believe they have scaled back the involvement of their Residents, and are instead using members of the Pakistani diaspora to purchase those components and ship them to Pakistan.’

			‘What are your sources?’ Mishra asked.

			‘Our own analysis, sir,’ Arora said, trying to parry the question.

			‘Analysis is always based on data, Mr Arora. From where did you get the data that led to that conclusion?’

			Arora looked to Almeida for instruction. Almeida nodded.

			‘Come on, Captain,’ Arora said to Sablok, ‘We both need a cigarette.’

			When they had exited the apartment, Almeida turned to his guest.

			‘Malathi was murdered by Tahir Hussain, their Paris Resident. Our information about their current modus operandi comes from him,’ he said without much fanfare.

			Mishra’s eyes widened. Then he smiled, a half-hearted drawing of lips on a hard, ascetic face.

			‘They wouldn’t authorise action against Khan, a civilian, but they let you move against a Resident?’ he asked, doing a decent job of masking the fact that he already knew the answer, or at least suspected it. Almeida shook his head in a slow, catlike fashion. Mishra laughed. 

			‘Where is he now?’ he asked, salivating at the thought of interrogating an ISI spymaster.

			‘Somewhere in France. I did not care to find out the exact location of the corpse.’

			‘You had one of their Residents murdered? Chief Almeida, the consequences—should this get out—would be terrible! What if they decide to retaliate by murdering one of our Residents?’

			‘Then we will murder two of theirs. And so on and so forth. Remember, Mishraji, we did not draw blood first. They killed Malathi,’ Almeida shot back.

			Mishra took a deep breath.

			‘I’m sure you considered the consequences very carefully,’ he said finally, receiving a nod in confirmation. ‘Was he interrogated?’

			‘In situ.’

			‘For how long?’

			‘Long enough.’

			Mishra raised an eyebrow, so Almeida added, ‘We used chemicals to draw the answers out.’

			Seeing Mishra’s eyes light up at the mention of chemicals, Almeida offered to introduce him to a helpful psychiatrist right there in Delhi who would provide injectable cocktails, no questions asked. 

			‘Did Hussain confirm that Residents have been pulled back from the operation?’

			‘He was the source,’ Almeida answered.

			‘Then there is no corroboration,’ Mishra remarked.

			‘Surveillance corroborates it,’ Almeida countered, ‘and that will have to do. I don’t see myself ordering another such interrogation merely for corroboration.’

			Mishra lapsed into silence for a while, his mind consumed by the bizarre turn of events. The recklessness of the action at once appealed to and worried him. Audacity on the part of case officers usually got agents killed, or worse. He had once almost suffered a grim fate on the outskirts of Lahore, en route to Hafizabad, because of an absurdly ambitious order from his Section Chief. And yet now he found it easy to understand the desire for revenge and could sympathise with how it could drive a man to risk a life’s worth of effort on a righteous act. 

			‘I would like a transcript of the interrogation,’ he finally said, quickly adding, ‘assuming you need something from me, of course.’

			‘When the Captain came to us with that cable, we were able to find Khan by combing through university records and following it up with clever field work. It took us months, but we got there because we were dealing with a few hundred suspects—physicists or engineers educated in The Netherlands. Now that they have, in a way, democratised the operation, we are well and truly buggered. The scale is much larger now: their recruits could be any Pakistani in UK, France, Spain, West Germany, Austria; anywhere in Western Europe, in fact. We do not have any leads at all, so we must approach this from the root; the leaves are too numerous.’

			‘The transcript,’ Mishra reminded him.

			‘There is none. We have prepared an exhaustive verbal brief for you, though.’

			He wasn’t about to give away the crown jewels.

			When Mishra showed interest, Almeida walked over to the balcony and called Arora and Sablok back upstairs. 

			For an hour and a half they briefed Mishra on the interrogation of Tahir Hussain, taking care to leave out operational details like time and location. Most of all, on strict instructions from Almeida, they avoided indicating who had abducted, interrogated, and murdered him. The act was attributed, instead, to “our agents”. Mishra was intrigued by the use of anaesthetics to abduct someone and had many questions about the efficacy of the approach. Sablok and Arora had agreed that Arora would answer questions about the operation in order to avoid any chance of Sablok accidentally using the first person in narrating how Hussain had been subdued. 

			After all of Mishra’s questions had been answered, Almeida once again asked him for his help and mentioned that Sablok and Arora had thought of an alternate method that could help break through the screen around Khan.

			‘We would like to focus your agents’ efforts on identifying the location of their centrifuge facility, sir,’ Arora said.

			‘Their Atomic Commission has many offices in Karachi. We’ll look into their buildings,’ Mishra replied.

			‘The facility won’t be in Karachi, sir. Certainly not in one of their offices,’ Sablok said. ‘The plant in the Netherlands, which they’re copying at a larger scale, is spread across fifty acres. Since Pakistan plans to enrich uranium for weapons production, which entails additional effort, we estimate that they would need at least a hundred acres, and that’s assuming that they match the Dutch in efficiency of the process. They’ll also keep it out of their cities and any areas frequented by foreign nationals.’

			Mishra let out a shrill, barking laugh.

			‘Is that all, Captain? Find a few hundred acres of rural land in Pakistan! Their army owns half the land in that country already. They could set it up anywhere,’ he said.

			‘Well, if anyone can find a needle in a haystack, it is your people,’ Almeida interjected, getting wary of the tone Mishra used.

			Mishra shook his head.

			‘The atomic bomb programme is directed by Bhutto’s own office. There are no intermediary departments. We have no sources in the PMO that could be tapped for these details. Your method is well and good, but unless I know which haystack to look into, and unless I think that I can manage to get someone close enough to try, I cannot sanction such an effort. Narrow the parameters, gentlemen,’ Mishra said to Sablok and Arora. ‘When we have a reasonably narrow area to search, I’ll see to it that all available resources are devoted to it.’

			Before his subordinates could speak, Almeida seized the opening offered. ‘That is only fair,’ he said. ‘You two are to find a way to identify the general area of the facility using indirect data of some kind. When we have that, we will seek Chief Mishra’s help once again. Penetrating the PMO is a fool’s errand. We cannot expect a positive outcome by asking the Pakistan section to perform miracles on command.’

			Then, turning to Mishra, he proposed meeting again at his apartment in a month’s time.

			‘Presumably, we will have something concrete worked out by then for your people to pursue.’

			The purpose of the meeting had been to gauge Mishra’s reaction. Even though Almeida had observed conflicted feelings in Mishra’s response to the truth about Hussain, there had been nothing to indicate outright rejection or disapproval. His response to Sablok’s explanation of his approach had been harsher than anticipated, but the focus of his argument had been on the effectiveness of that approach, not the need for such an effort. That suggested to Almeida that Mishra had given it careful thought, even though the conversation had flowed swiftly. He felt optimistic that a better-calibrated plan of action would receive the support they needed from the Pakistan section. It remained to be seen if Mishra would use what he knew about Hussain to cut him down when they next fought for a budgetary increase. That particular sword would continue to dangle over Almeida for some time but he would cross that bridge when he came to it.

			***

			Tremors tickled Sablok’s hand as groundnut-sized raindrops slammed onto the umbrella. He walked at a brisk clip from the aircraft, an old Ilyushin that had ferried him and a gaggle of Air Force brass to Bombay, and made his way towards the terminal at Santacruz. It was approaching eight hours since Almeida had read Mishra in on what was delicately referred to as their “independent initiative”. Four hours spent in the cramped cockpit trying to stay out of the pilot’s and co-pilot’s way, two-and-a-half hours on the tarmac waiting for some two-star or three-star officer to arrive, and ninety minutes of flying. It was all rewarded when the plane broke through the clouds somewhere above northern Maharashtra to an orgy of orange, purple and blue as the sun rose. Between them the passengers and the pilots had spent a century flying, and yet Sablok wasn’t the only one to forget, for a moment, to exhale. 

			The man he was there to meet was a physicist with the Bhabha Atomic Research Centre. Sablok and Arora had consulted Dr Saha the previous year when Saha was deputed to the Prime Minister’s Office, and the soft-spoken physicist had been key to their understanding of how a metallurgist in the Netherlands could be crucial to Pakistan’s quest to acquire nuclear weapons. Phone calls made after Mishra’s departure the previous night had failed to reach Saha at the guest house, and follow up enquiries with the Department of Atomic Energy revealed that Saha had returned to BARC prematurely. Almeida had decided that vetting Saha’s successor at the PMO and then reading him in would waste valuable time. Besides, there was no reason to assume that he would know enough about gas centrifuges to be able to advise them. Dispatching Sablok to interview Saha was easier. 

			He was received outside Arrivals at Santacruz by the BARC head of security who deposited him in a quiet little room in Trombay an hour later. Sablok found himself fighting a mild hangover in the presence of the Director of the Nuclear Fuels Group. The distinguished old man extended an assurance of complete cooperation in a tone that made his feelings about the intrusion unmistakably clear. After the Director had left, Saha entered the room rubbing the back of his slender neck, then stood facing Sablok, his arms crossed before him. Even so, he made an effort at cordiality that Sablok appreciated. 

			‘We find ourselves in need of your advice once more, doctor,’ Sablok began.

			Saha eyed Sablok warily. Sablok’s voice brought back memories of Saha’s last encounter with the Wing. He swallowed to rid himself of the coppery tang that had suddenly filled his mouth. The ambiguity of vague and incomplete information, whether deliberate or unwitting, coupled with the fact that the Wing’s understanding of nuclear weapons was approximate at best, had troubled Saha. Stressful meetings hadn’t help, nor had knowledge of the far-reaching consequences of any error he might make. He still cringed at the memory of failing to consider, initially, the possibility of the Pakistanis opting for a gun-type weapon instead of following in the footsteps of their Indian counterparts. Equations and calculations were much more reasonable, and forgiving too. But through some cosmic chain of cause and effect, Sablok’s team had fixated on him and he had no choice but to indulge them, answering question after question, solving one conundrum after another until finally the ghouls tired and flew off. So when Sablok spoke about the predicament they were in, about needing to understand what went into deciding where a nuclear facility should be located, a slow smile lit up Saha’s face. 

			‘That’s entirely outside my area of expertise, Captain.’

			Sablok had, evidently, expected just such a response.

			‘Last time you consulted with a colleague over the phone. Perhaps he could help clarify things for us once more,’ he replied. 

			Betaal would not be assuaged easily.

			Twenty minutes later Saha returned with a man of average dimensions. Forty if not older, with sartorial preferences frozen in time around Independence. A detour to the Director’s office, where the riot act had been read out to him, had tempered Saha’s colleague’s fury at being dragged away from whatever it was he was working on. After Sablok briefly explained the Official Secrets Act, the scientist signed documents certifying that he understood the consequences of violating it and that the entirety of the discussion to follow—including the fact that the discussion had taken place at all—was covered by that brutally efficient law.

			‘We are concerned with the use of gas centrifuges for enriching uranium. I’m told by multiple sources that you are an expert,’ Sablok said.

			The man who answered to the name Ram, even though his actual name wielded many more syllables, closed his eyes and shook his head. Sablok couldn’t tell if it was annoyance or if he was flattered.

			‘I work in enrichment,’ Ram said, squinting, his cadence rapid. ‘But I am not an expert on centrifuges. I haven’t even seen one in person.’

			Sablok forced himself to smile.

			‘That is okay, sir. I’ll try to absorb all that you can tell me. Dr Saha here tried, once, to explain the different methods of uranium enrichment to me. Which one is yours?’

			Ram began slowly this time, in the manner of a professor who hated having to repeat himself, by explaining the composition of naturally occurring uranium and why it needs to be enriched to be useful. 

			He described gas diffusion and the challenges of handling a gas as corrosive as Uranium Hexafluoride, or Hex, in terms simple enough, he felt, for a school child. Sablok paused his frantic note-taking, smiled unctuously and held up his hand.

			‘Would these limitations also apply to the centrifuge process?’ he asked. ‘I mean, if someone wanted to use gas centrifuges to enrich uranium by separating its isotopes?’

			‘Obviously! That process uses Hex too,’ Ram replied, his tone sharp. He was already losing patience. 

			‘I think he is trying to extrapolate from diffusion to the centrifuge process, sir,’ Saha interjected in an attempt to mollify Ram. Sablok nodded.

			‘Well, that’s absurd ... they are entirely different processes. Why would you even think ... are you from the ministry?’ he asked, wrinkling his nose at the thought.

			The disdain was a common refrain, a sentiment often shared by professionals who were privileged to interact with India’s steel frame. Sablok recognised it. He had heard it voiced by a senior officer who, over a drink at the mess, had been coaxed by the Colonel into speaking about his time at the Ministry of Defence. The last thing the interview needed was for Sablok to be mistaken for some Under Secretary or the other.

			‘I work in intelligence, sir,’ he murmured.

			Ram lowered his face and stared for a moment at Sablok from above the rims of his thick, rectangular spectacles. Then he glanced at Saha, who nodded.

			‘One of the nations in our neighbourhood is building a gas centrifuge-based uranium enrichment facility. My job is to try and determine the exact location,’ Sablok added in a matter-of-fact way as if such eventualities were a daily occurrence for him.

			‘Pakistan?’ The whisper was accompanied by a widening of Ram’s eyes behind a quarter-inch of glass.

			Sablok smiled again. There was no real reason he couldn’t just nod and confirm the obvious, but one of the things he had picked up during training was the belief that people responded well to intrigue if they were made to feel part of the inner circle. The friendly gossip who pulls people close and whispers in their ear, as if they are the only people he trusts with that salacious bit of news, often receives equally juicy titbits in return.

			‘Why didn’t you tell me earlier?’ Ram lamented. He now felt an obligation to help the crisp but unctuous spy succeed. ‘Enrichment facilities are colossal and difficult to conceal. You have already thought of that, I suppose.’ The cadence had gone up even higher. Sablok’s pen flew across the page, struggling to keep up. ‘These facilities are complex, with many stages. The number depends on the desired level of enrichment, of course—’

			‘Ninety percent, sir,’ Saha said.

			‘Ah! Weapons grade,’ Ram exclaimed. ‘That’s going to need a hell of a lot of stages. The naturally occurring isotopes of uranium—and therefore their corresponding molecules in Hex—are very similar in mass; just one percent separates their masses. In diffusion, what you’re trying to do is pass the gas—Hex in this case—through a membrane with tiny holes, and molecules with different masses pass through the membrane at different rates. In case of Hex, molecules containing the isotope we need—uranium-235—pass through at a rate that is 0.4% faster. That’s it. So you can imagine how many such stages are necessary to take natural uranium, which can be assumed to be only 0.7% enriched, and make it 90% enriched. Miles of piping and hundreds of membranes.’

			Noticing Sablok’s harried and slightly bewildered expression, Ram paused to let it all sink in.

			‘At each stage, Hex’s temperature and pressure have to be maintained in an acceptable range. Outside that range, Hex exhibits undesirable behaviour: like solidifying, for example. Keeping it in the Goldilocks zone—not too hot, not too cold—requires a lot of compressors and heat exchangers. The resources consumed are mind boggling, really. Especially when you compare them to the tiny amount of enriched uranium that they produce.’

			‘What kind of resources?’

			‘Labour, components, electricity, water,’ Ram replied. ‘Keeping such a facility running requires constant maintenance, and an army of technicians to perform it. Then there’s the electricity needed to keep the compressors and heat exchangers going, and water to keep them at operational temperature. Remember, compressing a gas causes it to heat up, and that excess heat has to be managed or removed.’

			‘Could you estimate how much water such a facility would consume?’ Sablok wondered. He saw the glimmer of promise in water and electricity; everything else could be masked, including technicians and components. But hiding the consumption of vast quantities of water and power was far trickier. 

			‘I’m sorry, that depends on a hundred different variables like ambient temperature, the temperature of the water source, materials used—’

			‘How about electricity?’

			Ram lapsed into silence. He had never had to quantify energy requirements this way, nor had any of the journals he read ever contained such an audit.

			‘We might be able to give you a rough estimate,’ Saha replied. ‘Would that work?’

			That suited Sablok’s purpose just fine. While the two scientists began feverish discussions amongst themselves, he excused himself and stepped out to stretch his legs. A cigarette and a cup of steaming hot chai were on his mind, but the thought of striking a match in that facility scared him; he didn’t feel comfortable wandering about in search of a cup either. After pacing back and forth in the corridor outside for a while, he went back in. Ram and Saha were both scribbling on sheets of paper that quickly filled up with spidery equations. Saha finished first, a quarter hour after Sablok’s return, and sat back in his chair. A few minutes later, Ram looked over, read a few numbers from Saha’s calculations, and began incorporating them into his own work. Half an hour after that, capping an expensive-looking fountain pen and clipping it to his shirt pocket with finality, he collected the sheets of paper and handed them to a bewildered Sablok with a satisfied smile.

			‘For producing a single nuclear weapon’s worth of enriched uranium, they will need at least 4.5 gigawatt hours of electricity,’ Ram said, seeing Sablok flail helplessly in the ocean of numbers and variables. ‘Of course, nobody in their right minds builds a facility capable of manufacturing just one bomb a year; twenty a year seems more reasonable to us. That needs 90 gigawatt hours ... per year, obviously.’

			He had thrown Sablok a lifeline, and it made no difference.

			‘Can you give me a reference? Something I can relate to and compare this number with? Purely for my own understanding ... this figure doesn’t speak to me.’

			Ram sighed dejectedly and shook his head. 

			‘That is just under a third of the electricity we produce here in a year, Captain,’ Saha quickly added, trying to head off Ram’s response.

			‘Anything else?’ Ram asked. The exercise had left him famished.

			***

			After lunch Saha left Sablok alone in the meeting room. He returned half an hour later with a wizened old man dressed impeccably in a dark suit that seemed, to Sablok, completely unsuited to Bombay weather. His beard was the colour of winter in Gulmarg and traced its lineage to ancient Persia. Saha introduced Dr Amin as the engineer involved in planning each and every BARC facility till date, including the CIRUS reactor. Sablok quickly retrieved another set of Official Secrets Act documents and read the old man in. Dr Amin watched with amusement as Sablok explained, with the diligence of a bank cashier counting notes, the consequences of revealing to a third party the discussion they were about to engage in. The old man signed his name on each one with a flourish.

			‘We evaluate a lot of parameters when siting a nuclear facility,’ Dr Amin said while Sablok returned the documents to his briefcase. 

			‘Siting?’

			‘When choosing where to build it. Most of those parameters are useless as far as your purpose is concerned.’

			Sablok raised an eyebrow. He hadn’t spoken about the purpose of the interview yet. He glanced at Saha, a questioning look that Saha rejected with a shake of his head and a shrug of the shoulders. Amin noticed the exchange.

			‘You are looking for a Pakistani facility, are you not?’ he asked. ‘Oh! Do not look so surprised, young man. It is painfully obvious. You are not an employee here—the way you carry yourself makes it clear that you are a man of action, unlike the rest of us here. You carry OSA documents in your briefcase, and you even have that infernal piece of legislation memorised. And the Director has given you carte blanche for interviewing his employees. Why would such a person want to pick at my mind if not to find a Pakistani reactor? Look, at my age time is a luxury. Would you rather waste what little I have left, or may I go ahead and tell you where not to look?’ 

			Recovering quickly, Sablok politely motioned for him to continue, adding, ‘We’re looking for an enrichment plant, sir, not a reactor.’

			‘Earthquakes, tsunamis, and cyclones are some of your biggest worries. Within Pakistan, that practically eliminates Balochistan, Occupied Kashmir, and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa: the Herat and Chaman faults make these regions prone to massive earthquakes. Sand is another factor that works against a site’s suitability, so those parts of Sindh covered by the Thar are out of the question too.’

			Amin then waited for Sablok’s pen to bleed each detail onto paper. Worried about the sudden silence, Sablok glanced up to see Amin pinching the bridge of his nose and staring at him. Saha chuckled at the sight of the spy squirming under pressure for once.

			‘The facility will be located far from major military installations, especially ammunition dumps for obvious reasons. Airports are equally dangerous: A lost airliner crashing into the installation would quickly make a large chunk of Pakistan very, very impure.’

			Saha laughed at the pun.

			‘At the same time, you cannot place it in the middle of nowhere, can you? Employees and equipment need access to get to it. Would you work in a facility so far from civilisation that your family has nowhere to go and nothing to do? Well, from the looks of it you probably would. But most technicians and scientists would think twice about it. Then you have water. Look for a large source nearby, like a river or lake, or even the ocean. And finally, look for massive transmission infrastructure, especially cables going deep into hitherto underserved areas.’

			Sablok had questions. Amin answered them all with what little patience he could muster. His answers spawned further questions. Finally, he gruffly remarked that further refinement was inadvisable because engineering measures could mitigate many of the risks that Sablok was asking about, especially those less severe. Then, just as abruptly as he had appeared with Saha, he left. Saha had a bemused grin on his face. Sablok struggled to cope with the avalanche of knowledge that had been distilled over a lifetime of work into dense wisdom, before being evacuated on him. Taking pity on him, and regretting his intemperate laughter, Saha suggested heading to the cafeteria for tea.

			‘Is it safe to smoke somewhere nearby?’ Sablok asked as they stepped out of the room and Saha locked up. A balcony at the end of the corridor opened out to a hazy view of the creek. The reactor building loomed ominously in the distance. Sablok savoured that first puff of the day, exhaling slowly after holding it in for as long as he could.

			‘The shadows we operate in—,’ Sablok began, then shook his head. ‘That sounds so pompous. Never mind the phrase—the shadows aren’t conducive to expressing appreciation, doctor. Agents have to be rewarded, of course. But that’s different, isn’t it? Appreciation is either heaped falsely, or it is left unspoken. The secret nature, the compartmentalisation—they all make it difficult for an outsider to truly comprehend the value of their own contribution. The efforts you have taken to help us will, beyond your work on our own bomb, be your most significant contribution to the nation. You could win the Nobel tomorrow, and it wouldn’t matter as much as this. Those of us who know the value of your inputs are grateful for it.’

			Saha’s ears turned red.

			‘Would you tell me if this—all of it—ultimately helps you stop them?’ he asked, eager to move the conversation along.

			Sablok smiled, but said nothing for a while. Then, crushing the expended cigarette under his shoe, he said in a sombre tone, ‘You’ll find out eventually...if we fail.’

			For the rest of the day, Sablok banged out his findings on a typewriter borrowed from Saha’s department. Every glance at the calculations left him in awe of the elegance with which Pakistan’s nuclear agenda had been reduced to a few numbers. Tiresias to his Odysseus, Saha walked him through it, explaining the methodology they had used, and even helping him recall what Amin had said. As Sablok finished typing each page, Saha even helped review it for errors. The document was ready a little after 8 pm. While Sablok was gathering each and every scrap of paper and securing them all in his briefcase, wondering if rushing to the airport at that hour made sense, Saha asked him if he wanted to see the inside of a reactor.

			‘The birthplace of our bomb,’ he added.

			‘Will I glow in the dark afterwards?’ Sablok was grinning like a schoolboy. The day had already exceeded his expectations: their chances of interrupting Khan’s machinations now seemed better than futile. He could afford a little indulgence.

			***

			Amit Kumar took a few days to gather all the information on Abdul Qadeer Khan’s short trip to the Netherlands. Then he wrote a long and detailed report. After he had revised it twice, the report was ready for transmission. Ordinarily he would have typed it into his Teletext and left the encoding to it. Each one of these machines used by the Wing—and indeed the Ministry of Foreign Affairs—came with its own encryption module. The machine would accept text from the user and the module would encode it to the standards required by the Ministry. But this was no ordinary report. Almeida had insisted on additional security protocols for the operation. Which meant that Amit Kumar now faced the painful task of manually encoding thirty-seven pages of dense text using one-time pads. He retrieved the appropriate pad from his safe and sat down at his desk. After a few painstaking sentences, he thought better of it and sent the whole report in the overnight diplomatic bag from the embassy to New Delhi.

			His findings reached Arora’s desk on the morning of Sablok’s visit to Trombay. It took the has-been spymaster in New Delhi all of four minutes to skim through it and realise its import. He rushed to Almeida’s office, arriving at the secretary’s desk a sweaty, panting wreck. 

			‘Urgent matters?’ the secretary said, giving him a pitying look. She had herself begun packing on pounds recently at the age of forty-three, and sympathised. He nodded, belly heaving, and she rang the Chief on the intercom, then waved him through.

			The smell that hit him as he stepped inside reminded him of the weeks he had spent at Hailey National Park. The park was now named after Jim Corbett, but the aroma of pine trees remained the same. The smell had recently become a permanent feature of Almeida’s office. On some days it was faint. That day wasn’t one of those. The Chief had poured himself quite a few gin and tonics that morning, Arora concluded. Perhaps even spilt a few.

			‘Khan met two persons of interest at The Hague. Both of them work for companies that supply components to URENCO,’ Arora jabbered, his eyes sweeping the desk and the gaunt, bearded man behind it, catching sight of the crystal glass—half empty—resting precariously on a thick, brown manila folder, and returning to see Almeida staring at him.

			Almeida pointedly held out his hand for the file Arora had brought with him, keeping his eyes fixed on Arora’s. 

			‘What exactly do these persons of interest do?’ he asked. ‘I mean, do they work in engineering or administration or—’

			‘Sales. They’re...sales managers,’ Arora replied.

			Almeida looked up from the pages in his hand, a smile forming on his face. ‘This is excellent news, Jugs. It confirms one of the hypotheses we had formed: they cannot build the enrichment plant by themselves even with all the blueprints Khan stole for them,’ he said.

			Arora nodded. 

			‘It gives us time to find their facility, boss. Even with Khan’s help they’re not going to get a weapon anytime soon.’

			‘Do sit down. Help yourself while I read this,’ Almeida said, handing Arora a bottle of gin, a bottle of tonic water, and a glass from a drawer in his desk. 

			Arora poured himself some gin.

			‘If you forget the tonic water, my dear Arora, then you are just another alcoholic guzzling gin at eight in the morning,’ Almeida said without looking up from the file.

			Arora grimaced but added a dash of tonic to his glass. Almeida read slowly, as if he were memorising each word. Arora drank. Small sips at first, then two large gulps to get to the bottom of the glass. He hated gin, but not as much as he hated tonic water. Ravana’s urine, he had once called it. But when the Chief asked you to have a drink, you had a drink and pretended not to be disgusted.

			At length Almeida shut the file and put it down on his desk.

			‘Right. What are your recommendations?’ he asked.

			‘Infiltrate the two organisations, find out what the Pakistanis are after, and block the consignments before they leave the Netherlands.’

			‘After what befell Malathi last year? I have never known a European intelligence agency—or the broader security apparatus—to be this cavalier with state secrets. Does NATO really rely upon these very people to fight back against the good men and women from Lubyanka? There is more to this than meets the eye. I have a feeling the Dutch are not doing this of their own accord. They have been asked to do this by someone they dare not defy.’ Then he saw Arora’s expression. ‘Is it not obvious who that is, Jugs?’ Almeida asked.

			Arora shrugged. His knowledge of Dutch politics was extremely limited.

			‘The Americans, my good man. It has to be the Americans asking the Dutch to turn Nelson’s eye towards the Pakistani operation.’

			‘Why would the Americans do that?’ Arora asked.

			‘The Soviets took our side in 1971 after the Americans chose the Pakistanis. With the Soviets upping their game in Central Asia, Pakistan and Iran are crucial for the Americans to counter them. I have had my suspicions about them for a while, but Malathi’s death and the Dutch reaction to it confirmed them for me. It has to be the Americans. Now,’ he paused to pour himself a drink before picking up right where he had left off, ‘given what you know and what I have come to firmly believe, do you think you can block anything going to Pakistan from that infernal country?’

			‘We have to try, sir.’

			‘And if we fail?’

			‘Then we follow the equipment to the centrifuge facility,’ Arora said, ‘and we destroy it—one way or another.’

			‘We destroy it?’

			‘As a nation, sir.’

			‘Send the orders. Hanau used to be part of your old hunting grounds if I remember correctly.’

			‘Yes sir, for a few years while I was at Berlin.’

			‘Do you know our Resident at Berlin?’

			‘I know of him.’

			‘Competent?’

			‘Apparently he is, sir,’ Arora replied.

			‘Good. Then the Hanau operation is his headache. Tell our man at The Hague to focus his energies on the FDO. I do not want to hear any excuses, Jugs. Funds will not be a problem for either of these operations. Find the bastards!’

			‘Infiltrate FDO,’ Amit Kumar muttered to himself. ‘I suppose when you’ve been at a desk in New Delhi for so long that you’ve grown roots, such things begin to sound rather easy.’ He studied the cable he had just decoded, his irritation rising. ‘Sure, and while I’m at it why don’t I also infiltrate the Soestdijk Palace and report on Bernhard and Juliana’s pillow talk! I could weigh in on whether he has confessed to her about taking a bribe from Lockheed Martin, and how she feels about it,’ he mumbled, referring to the Dutch royal family.

			Arora was asking for the moon, and he couldn’t figure out what the payoff would be. He knew he couldn’t deliver anything meaningful in the short time he had, not without taking a lot of unnecessary risks. Those risks would put his networks in jeopardy. He hated even the thought of doing that. But he couldn’t refuse an order that was authorised by his Section Chief. Residents who revealed their own limitations to their superiors tended, on an average, to not remain Residents for long. There were a lot of desk jobs open in New Delhi, in archival or liaison or something equally dreary.

			‘Infiltrating the FDO will be a challenge. It will require large sums of money that I cannot spare from my budget,’ Amit Kumar replied. He wanted to gauge how serious New Delhi was, and in Socialist India money was the ultimate indicator of interest.

			Arora wrote back less than five minutes later, as if he had been standing by the Teletext in New Delhi waiting for just such a response from The Hague.

			‘Funds for this operation are not a constraint,’ the cable read. ‘New Delhi will provide. The operation need not affect your budget.’

			‘The fat has-been is beginning to sound like the old man,’ Kumar muttered to himself.

			But that was all he could do. If New Delhi was opening its purse strings for the operation then Kumar would have to deliver. After all, it wasn’t often that the stingy bastards marinating in luxury at headquarters said funds weren’t a constraint.

			Shrugging off his own discomfort with the idea, Kumar began planning. He was half an hour into it when the Teletext clattered to life once more, banging out another cable at a hundred characters a minute. 

			‘Begin planning. Suggest you visit New Delhi to be read into the broader operation,’ Arora had written.

			Kumar sighed. The has-beens in New Delhi were going to get his network killed or disrupted, and all for a person of interest that Kumar hadn’t even heard of before that anonymous asset of his predecessor had suddenly decided to wake up.

			



	

FIVE

			After a heavy lunch of chole bhature the Duty Officer tasked with manning communications at the Wing’s headquarters had settled deeper into his chair in the dark room, getting ready for a languid afternoon, when the machine came to life with a characteristic whirring sound. He leaned forward and glanced at the text being printed by it. Gibberish. The Duty Officer sighed. Gibberish meant the cable had been encoded using a one-time pad, and belonged to an active operation. He waited for the entire cable to be printed. Two pages. The first sentence—although it appeared to be gibberish as well—was in fact a series of codes distinct from the rest of the cable. This series of codes was the equivalent of a postal address identifying the person or office for whom the cable was meant. It took just one glance at that sentence for the Duty Officer to jump to his feet and rush out, cable in hand, headed for the office of the Chief of the Pakistan section. There were protocols in place for dealing with such cables, of course, and none of them involved the Duty Officer rushing to deliver the cable. But he belonged to Mishra’s section himself and wasn’t about to waste fifteen minutes waiting for one of the clerical staff to take two sheets of yellow paper halfway up Mt. Kailash. 

			After the Duty Officer had left, Mishra locked his office from the inside. He glanced at the first sentence of the cable and retrieved the appropriate one-time pad from the safe. Gingerly holding a pencil between three knotty fingers, he set about the dull task of decoding the message onto two fresh sheets of paper. When he had finished the last block of code, he first returned the one-time pad to the safe. Then he took the cable itself and filed it. Once he was certain that everything else had been put away, he turned his attention to the decoded message. It was from one of his top assets in Pakistan, someone with access to GHQ ‘Pindi, as the General Headquarters of the Pakistan Army were known. He read the message slowly, tracing each and every word with his pencil like a toddler who was learning to read. Then he did it again. There was a cultivated calmness about him that made his peers believe his patience was infinite. His subordinates knew better, of course. When he had assured himself that every word had been read and its import digested, Mishra took the pages and stowed them away inside his safe. Then he stepped outside his office.

			‘Please enquire if Chief Almeida of the Europe section would find it convenient to visit me in my office,’ he said to his secretary.

			The lady had spent nearly a decade at the Wing, but this was only her second week working with Mishra. 

			‘When, sir?’

			‘Any time today would be fine. The sooner the better,’ he replied, turning to go back inside his office. 

			‘What should I tell him if he asks for an agenda?’

			‘Tell him I’m inviting him over for a drink.’

			‘I wanted to brief you on a flurry of activity that recently took place at GHQ,’ Mishra said as Almeida settled into a chair at the desk. 

			Almeida nodded.

			‘I was told to expect drinks,’ he said, a wry grin forming behind the beard. 

			‘I’ve asked for tea,’ Mishra replied. ‘Are you familiar with a Brigadier named Sajawal Khan Malik?’ When Almeida shook his head, Mishra continued, ‘Brigadier Malik is one of the top officers of his rank in the Pakistan Army and has served in various positions of leadership—I will spare you the details. His colleague, Brigadier Zahid Ali Akbar Khan, is also known as a rising star in the Pakistan Army Officer Corps. Like Malik, he has also served in various positions of leadership. Both officers were posted, till August this year, at GHQ. While Malik was on the Engineer-in-Chief’s staff, Ali Akbar Khan was working in the Joint Staff Headquarters at Rawalpindi. As of last month, both these officers have been abruptly transferred. Orders to that effect came directly from the Chief of Army Staff, General Zia-ul-Haq.’

			‘Is this intelligence reliable?’ Almeida asked.

			‘Completely.’

			‘It is curious, of course. Why would Zia personally direct the transfer of two Brigadiers? In the grand scheme of the military leadership, do one-stars rate?’

			‘I’m not aware of the number of Brigadiers in the Pakistan Army, but I believe there are at least twenty-nine three-star and one hundred and fifty-five two-star officers that outrank these two.’

			‘So why would Zia move these two from their postings? You mentioned that they were transferred abruptly. What is the basis for that assessment?’ Almeida asked.

			‘Malik had spent a little more than a year—thirteen months and twenty days—at GHQ. The usual posting period there is two years for a one-star. The case of Ali Akbar Khan is even more curious. He was promoted to Brigadier from Colonel earlier this year, and has spent less than six months in ‘Pindi,’ Mishra replied.

			‘Maybe Ali Akbar Khan was temporarily posted to ‘Pindi pending a suitable post opening up elsewhere—’

			‘We considered that possibility, but discarded it. Not credible enough,’ Mishra replied.

			‘I see. You must have had your reasons,’ Almeida said, pausing to see if Mishra wanted to elaborate on them. He didn’t. ‘Do we know where Zia has moved them?’

			‘Ordinarily there would be a trail of documents in the M.S. branch of the Army. All bureaucracies are fundamentally the same when it comes to their love of paper,’ Mishra said. ‘But in this case it appears the document Zia signed has vanished into thin air.’

			‘Document?’ Almeida asked, noticing the singular.

			Mishra had slipped up. He maintained composure and carried on.

			‘Yes. The movement orders for both Brigadiers was typed up on a single sheet of paper, we know that much. Unfortunately my assets haven’t been able to get their hands on it.’

			Mishra paused, rang his secretary on the intercom and enquired about the tea. When informed that the tea had arrived about a minute earlier, he had her send it in.

			When they were alone again, and after a few sips of tea from a china cup that he had considerable trouble gripping, Mishra continued, ‘It may just be a coincidence, but both officers happen to be engineers—”sappers” is the appropriate term, I think. Malik is known for his expertise in large constructions, whereas Ali Akbar Khan has recently earned a master’s degree in civil engineering. I am informed that his specialisation during this course was surveying.’

			‘I think the evidence lends itself to the conclusion—provided the intelligence is genuine, of course—that they have begun building the enrichment plant. I can’t think of another large enough project that the Pakistan Army would be rushing into at this moment. And it would have to be a large project—why else would they move two Brigadiers? It is why I am here today, is it not?’ Almeida asked. 

			The words came out with barely any emotion, but Mishra noticed the glint in his eyes and smiled. ‘But I haven’t touched upon the most damning evidence yet,’ he said. The smile appeared incongruous on his face, a bit like a tourist visiting the crowded lanes of Chandni Chowk for the first time. Almeida mistook it for a smirk. ‘In addition to these two, an entire field company of the Corps of Engineers has been reassigned.’

			‘No paper trail?’ Almeida asked.

			‘It is becoming a pattern of sorts for the Pakistanis.’

			‘Can your assets dig deeper?’

			Mishra shook his head slowly. The source was one of his best assets, and he wasn’t about to risk putting him in danger, not without good reason. He had avoided giving Almeida the impression that all this intelligence had come from a single asset, carefully avoiding the use of the singular in favour of a more vague “assets”. A single asset with access to all this information would have to be someone embedded deep inside the heart of the Pakistani state. Mishra had just such a person on his payroll, but he wasn’t about to let on about it.

			‘That is impossible,’ he said, his voice full of regret.

			Almeida looked directly at Mishra, who stared back with eyes that gave nothing away. At length Almeida broke contact and asked, ‘What do you plan to do next?’

			‘There are other networks that can be tapped for intelligence. The trouble is, Zia is keeping his cards very, very close. Without a paper trail, my networks aren’t going to find much. They don’t have ears in the P.M.O. Have Captain Sablok and that Desk Officer of yours—Chopra? Arora! Have Sablok and Arora found a way to identify the location?’

			‘They are working on an approach. Their efforts are at a preliminary stage at the moment, which is why I have not invited you over for a briefing just yet.’

			‘Wonderful. Let’s hope for a breakthrough. Your tea is getting cold.’

			Almeida gulped the thick, sweet tea in one go. Then he cleared his throat. ‘I have some intelligence to share as well,’ he began. ‘Abdul Qadeer Khan visited the Netherlands a few days ago.’

			Despite himself, Mishra sat up.

			‘We had him under surveillance while he was at The Hague, and have identified two contacts. They are being placed under surveillance as we speak. The objective, of course, is to infiltrate the network he is using to import equipment into Pakistan.’

			Mishra stared at the bearded figure before him. Almeida stared back. Neither man was about to display weakness.

			‘It would be helpful if we shared intelligence more readily,’ Mishra finally said. ‘And in a timely manner. Had we known Khan was travelling, we could have had him tailed from the airport. My network could have taken action.’

			‘I doubt that General Jilani Khan would let you do—’

			‘We could have tried,’ Mishra interrupted him.

			‘Do you think their programme would stop if you eliminated Khan today? They have had a year to debrief him in Pakistan. I would bet good money that they know all that he knows about centrifuges and nuclear weapons. Probably even more. If we kill him now, the Pakistanis will replace him with someone else. If we are lucky it will be Munir Ahmed Khan or one of the other fellows we know. But knowing Bhutto, he will find someone we have not even heard of and then we will be back at square one.’

			‘Action doesn’t always mean assassination. My networks could have trailed him, discovered where he’s working, possibly found the location of their plant.’

			‘Let us not fool ourselves, Mishraji. Abdul Qadeer is almost as well protected in Pakistan as Bhutto is. And unlike Bhutto, Khan need not make public appearances. Your assets would have become compromised within a matter of minutes. It would have been a waste of a perfectly good network.’

			‘Perhaps. But the decision to waste a perfectly good network was mine to make, Chief Almeida, not yours.’

			‘It absolutely would have been your decision, Mishraji. But it would have had a substantial, perhaps even crippling, impact on my operations in Europe. As things stand, we now know who Khan has reached out to for equipment purchases. When that equipment is ready for shipping, we follow that trail. People are easy to hide. Equipment that takes half a ship to transport is much harder to keep out of sight. They will expect us to go after Khan, and any precipitate actions directed at him will be neutralised. But even if we discount the value of your networks and consider them expendable, what if they succeed? We will lose one of the major threads for unravelling this entire operation.’

			Mishra stared at him in silence. Almeida couldn’t quite decide if Mishra was making up his mind about what to say next or if he was just pausing for effect. 

			‘If we cannot trust each other then we have no hope of succeeding,’ Mishra said, finally.

			Almeida nodded, then chuckled. ‘Have you ever heard of spymasters trusting each other unconditionally?’ he asked.

			That brought a smile to Mishra’s face. This time it looked more like a grimace. 

			‘And yet we must. Perhaps if we agreed to avoid any...precipitate action, as you said earlier, without consulting each other...’

			Almeida nodded. ‘We can begin with that,’ he said.

			***

			Four weeks had elapsed since Arora’s cable ordering the infiltration of the FDO had emerged from Amit Kumar’s Teletext. In that time Kumar had oriented an entire network to finding a vulnerability at the FDO that could be exploited. Unfortunately all he had to show for the thousands of dollars spent and the risks taken was a half-hearted ‘yes’ by a security officer who manned the gate to one of their facilities. The prospect had seemed promising at first, and Kumar had agreed to spend a few thousand dollars more. But further enquiries by his network revealed that the security officer in question guarded only an ancillary facility which housed nothing of consequence. Time was running out for Kumar and he knew it. Every few days a new cable would arrive, evidence of New Delhi’s growing impatience. The last few verbalised Arora’s frustration at the lack of progress in no uncertain terms. 

			‘Your predecessor infiltrated intelligence agencies. If you cannot infiltrate a scientific laboratory then perhaps we should consider if a replacement will have better luck,’ the last cable began. ‘New Delhi may be a more suitable arena for you to deploy your skills,’ Arora had continued. Subtlety, apparently, was not one of his strong points. 

			‘Bastard! Who does he think he is to threaten me like this? Almeida ordered me to avoid unnecessary risks when he posted me here,’ Kumar murmured. He thought about writing a reply clearly stating that the Section Chief had instructed him to avoid gambling with the lives of his assets. But just as quickly as the notion formed in his mind, he was struck by the realisation that Arora would only say something like this if he had Almeida’s support. 

			‘Why would Almeida allow him to make these demands knowing fully well that he himself ordered me to maintain a low profile?’ Kumar said to himself. ‘What is he driving at? What is his game? Does he want to deny all knowledge in case something goes wrong? Is that why he is getting Arora to give these orders?’

			He was seated in his office. It was late evening on a Thursday—one of many that had flown by ever since Abdul Qadeer Khan had made an appearance at The Hague. There was nobody else there. 

			In the silence that followed, he answered himself, ‘Or is Arora gunning for my job? He’s old, so it’s obviously not for himself. But weren’t there rumours about him mentoring someone? Perhaps Arora wants me out of The Hague so that he can replace me with his protégé.’

			The fact remained that disappointing the Section Chief tended to have a debilitating effect on foreign postings. The stink of being recalled would be hard to wash off. At the same time he had to be wary of Arora’s orders. They were contrary to what Almeida had told him in person. And while ambiguity was something Kumar could cope with, this contradiction of intent boggled his mind. Perhaps that had been Arora’s intent all along: a logical trap where Kumar was damned if he did and damned if he didn’t. 

			In desperation he wrote Almeida a long cable arguing, in language that was carefully non-confrontational, that what Arora was demanding Kumar do was a fool’s errand. 

			‘Infiltrating the FDO and recruiting an asset who is appropriately located in the organisation to report on surplus equipment sales would require many pieces to fall into place, primarily by luck. My network would have to take risks that I feel are not justified given the very low probability of success,’ he wrote in conclusion.

			Moments after he transmitted it, he was overcome by regret and spent the next twenty-four hours in fearful anticipation of an electronic tongue-lashing. Instead, New Delhi went silent.

			***

			‘What the hell does he mean it’s a fool’s errand?’ Arora spluttered.

			He was standing across the table in Chief Almeida’s office, the cable from The Hague in one hand and its decoded equivalent in the other. Having browbeaten Almeida’s secretary into letting him in on urgent business, he had barely contained himself till the door slammed shut behind him. Almeida was in the middle of reading a memo. He raised a hand without bothering to look, and silenced Arora. Then he pointed to the bottle of gin that stood in a corner of the small mahogany table to Arora’s left before lowering his hand to turn a page. Arora swallowed hard and began pouring gin into one of Almeida’s expensive-looking crystal tumblers.

			‘Thank you. Pour one for yourself too,’ Almeida said.

			Arora glanced at the bearded creature sitting back, his eyes on the file in front of him. Suddenly feeling old and weary, Arora slumped into one of the chairs before him and drank.

			‘Now,’ said Almeida looking up a few moments later and taking the glass Arora offered, ‘about that errand.’

			Arora tried to work himself into the same sense of outrage that had propelled him into the Chief’s office. He leaned forward on the desk and passed the cable and its decoded counterpart to Almeida.

			‘I believe he means that the task has no hope of succeeding. That is the accepted meaning of fool’s errand,’ Almeida finally said, a tired smile on his face. 

			Arora thought the beard looked scraggy today and didn’t do as good a job of hiding the bony face underneath as it usually did.

			‘I know what it means—’

			‘Calm down, Jugs. If you let yourself get aggravated this way you will not last another decade.’

			‘How am I supposed to calm down, boss? This person refuses to do his job!’

			Almeida stared at Arora, his eyebrows raised in question.

			‘We’ve asked him to infiltrate the FDO. He is refusing to do that,’ Arora offered.

			‘Is he refusing or is he unable? Or is he merely offering a realistic assessment by stating that the task is unlikely to succeed? We have spent a lifetime working in the narrow grey band that lies between shadow and light, Arora. Let us not expect our subordinates to demonstrate the sort of blind obedience that arises from the tyranny of black or white. Pour yourself another drink.’

			‘No, thank you sir.’

			‘Ah! In a touchy mood, are we?’

			Arora didn’t reply.

			‘Well, what would you like to do?’ Almeida asked. ‘Sack him? Threaten him? Recall him to New Delhi?’

			‘Replacing him at this stage in the operation would be foolish, sir.’

			‘Indeed.’

			‘But you could lean on him to get this done.’

			‘I do not lean on Residents, Jugs. I order them to do things. There is a difference. Perhaps I have made that distinction far too subtle with my behaviour over the recent past, and for the good of my section I must consider correcting myself,’ Almeida snapped. 

			Arora noticed the change in Almeida’s tone and sat straighter in his chair.

			‘Yes, I meant you could order him to infiltrate the FDO, sir.’

			‘And what will that accomplish? His assessment is that he cannot do it without taking unacceptable risks. Do we have better intelligence sitting thousands of miles away here in New Delhi than he does sitting in an office a few miles from that facility?’

			‘He is being too cautious, sir,’ Arora pleaded.

			‘Perhaps he is, but that is his nature. How many adults do you know, Arora, who have been able to change their own fundamental nature?’

			‘For god’s sake, Chief, Malathi infiltrated the Ministry of the Interior! This fool won’t even try to infiltrate a second-rate research organisation.’

			‘The argument could be made—and it has been made by those who should know better—that Malathi accepted risks a more cautious Resident would not have. And these arguments have been carried forward to the conclusion—and I am paraphrasing here—that perhaps it was this lack of caution that ultimately led to her demise. You see, Arora, if the Resident took unnecessary risks then her death cannot be pinned on a leadership that sat on what should have been a simple yes-or-no decision. And the leadership is never to blame, nor is the nickel-plated steel frame of India, my boy. Never forget that. The moment you feel the urge to apportion blame to the nickel-plated steel frame of India, take a deep breath and reconsider the very foundation of your beliefs. Then forget you ever entertained such a foolish idea. The blame falls upon the Resident who took risks when the nickel-plated steel frame of India says she should not have, never mind the fact that this profession of ours exists to take calculated risks.’

			Arora bristled. ‘She died because our bloody leaders couldn’t stop worrying about their own political careers for five minutes and take a decision in the national interest!’

			Almeida sighed, and suddenly it seemed to Arora that his mentor was deflating before his very eyes.

			‘If the inquiry determines that the Resident was killed because of the reckless manner in which the operation was run, and if the powers that be find fault with the Resident’s own actions, and if they pin the blame for her death on your leadership, and if they insist that things must change, and if they are baying for blood, would you nominate a successor who readily takes risks or would you nominate someone who avoids risks like the plague, Jagjit?’

			Arora couldn’t remember the last time Almeida had called him by his first name. There was a wistful look in the old man’s rheumy eyes, and Arora noticed deep lines and dark patches where there hadn’t been any.

			‘Then what do we do, boss?’ Arora finally asked, the tone of his voice softening with every syllable. 

			‘We do what reasonable people do when told that something is not feasible. We ask him to suggest what is.’

			***

			The silence from New Delhi proved unnerving. By the time Amit Kumar’s Teletext came to life next, he had convinced himself that New Delhi was toying with him. But decoding the cable brought a little relief.

			‘Suggest alternate plan of action,’ it said.

			Kumar forced himself to wait five minutes before he keyed in the answer: ‘Infiltrating logistics companies with whom the FDO does business.’

			‘Approved in principle,’ came the reply. ‘Send detailed plan of action. Do not initiate steps before further communication.’

			It was about two days after New Delhi had approved his plan that Amit Kumar realised how, to use a term upon which his fauji brother-in-law often relied, he had “rogered” himself by inviting the task of zeroing in on a logistics company whose name he didn’t know. It would have been easy back in India. 

			‘Amit Kumar heads to the airport or seaport and bribes the Customs official in charge,’ he muttered to himself. ‘That gets him access to shipment manifests for the past few months. All Amit Kumar would then have to do is focus on the type of equipment he is interested in and identify the firms shipping it. There couldn’t be more than a handful of those. Easy.’

			Then he slapped his forehead with the palm of his hand a few times, making a series of splats not unlike that made by wet cloth that is being washed at a dhobi ghat.

			‘And that would have been fine in India, you bloody idiot. But this isn’t a country that has a few badly underutilised ports. It is a whole lot of bloody ports that have a country of their own. Amsterdam! Groningen! Zeeland! And then there’s that monster of a port at Rotterdam. Every other family is engaged in trade and logistics...next time you’re struck by the urge to suggest something to the Jesuit, write it down on a piece of paper, encode it with one of these bloody pads, and burn the whole thing when you’re—’

			Suddenly he realised he was alone in a closed room and shouting at himself. He felt like laughing, but the moment passed. There was nothing to be done except to find a way out of the mess he had landed himself in. The only other option was to prepare for an ignominious return to New Delhi. 

			Amit Kumar opened the safe in his office and retrieved his predecessor’s notes from the Abdul Qadeer Khan operation. Arora had provided them to him when he had popped into New Delhi to be properly read into that operation. He remembered reading a paragraph she wrote early on in the investigation just after she had identified Khan. Within it she had expressed doubts about which entity was Khan’s direct employer. Her argument was that the FDO was a subcontractor for URENCO, and many FDO employees worked at URENCO facilities. She had also reasoned that for a person of foreign origin, such as Khan, gaining employment at an entity like the FDO would be easier. 

			‘Security at the FDO is lax,’ she had written.

			Amit Kumar smiled wistfully when he read those words. He read further. She wrote about the FDO being an ideal attack surface for any intelligence operative looking to infiltrate URENCO.

			‘Had we stumbled upon Khan without knowing of the Pakistani scientists who flew to Schiphol to evaluate him, we would have believed that Khan had been infiltrated deliberately by the ISI. Conditions are perfect for such an operation here. The BVD appears to be napping, or perhaps it is just pretending to be asleep. Are there others?’

			Amit Kumar read the last sentences over and over again, his attention drawn each time to the last word. It took a while but he finally felt like he had found a way.

			‘If Khan worked for the FDO, then perhaps his colleague—that fellow who became Malathi’s asset, what’s his bloody name—worked for the FDO too,’ he said to himself.

			Later that evening, after he had read every word she had written about the operation and thought the whole thing through, Kumar wrote a cable to Arora.

			‘I think reactivating one of my predecessor’s assets, Frits Veerman, would yield us the information needed to identify exactly which logistics company the FDO uses,’ it began.

			The next morning Arora briefed Almeida about Kumar’s plan.

			‘I recommend we approve it,’ he added.

			The old spymaster was furious.

			‘Have you lost your mind?’ he shouted. ‘Veerman was a person of interest for the BVD at the time of Malathi’s death. The dossier we gave the Dutch government mentioned him by name, for heaven’s sake! Do you think the Dutch have forgotten about it already? Do you think that your Section Chief has become a doddering old fool and you can, consequently, recommend whatever you bloody well please? I may be old but I am not senile!’

			Arora opened his mouth to speak, but Almeida cut him off.

			‘Those questions were rhetorical. Keep your arguments to yourself. You will listen and you will do exactly as I say,’ Almeida said, flecks of spit flying into the air. ‘It baffles my mind that someone as experienced as you would be so cavalier as to recommend reactivating an asset that is known to a rival intelligence agency. These are not decisions to be taken lightly. And even if we find ourselves blessed with good fortune on this—which would be very unusual indeed—there still remain questions about the asset himself.’

			He was breathing heavily now. He poured himself a glass of water and gulped greedily before beginning to excoriate Arora again.

			‘Have you forgotten how Malathi broke him in order to get him to cooperate? She recorded audio, Jugs. We listened to those tapes,’ he lamented, his voice softer now. ‘Does he strike you as someone who could reasonably function as an asset while being scrutinised by the BVD? Frits Veerman was psychologically fragile when Malathi recruited him, and there is no reason to assume that he is no longer fragile today. Frankly, I am very disappointed that you would advise me to authorise this hare-brained idea. We will not—repeat—not approach Veerman under any circumstances. Is that clear?’

			Arora nodded.

			‘Good. Convey this order verbatim to Kumar.’

			‘I will, boss. But what do we do about the FDO? Kumar cannot infiltrate it, and after all this time the best approach he can think of is to reactivate Veerman. We cannot replace the man at this point, and you won’t authorise the Veerman approach. So what do we do?’

			Almeida leaned back in his chair and, closing his eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose as if relieving a headache. Arora waited, patient. At length, Almeida opened his eyes and looked at Arora.

			‘This FDO is a scientific organisation, is it not?’ he asked.

			‘It’s unclear, boss. One of Malathi’s cables referred to it as an engineering company, but another one said it was a research organisation,’ Arora replied.

			‘I see. Well, in either case, they are more likely than not to have good connections with the world of academia. Which should make them more receptive to, and less suspicious of, a request from an academic of some sort.’

			‘That would depend on the kind of request being made, boss,’ Arora said. ‘If I were the director of such an organisation and some academic sent me a letter with questions about what I do with surplus equipment—’

			‘No, of course not. But what if an academic wrote to you asking questions not about your core business, not about those centrifuges you manufacture or whatever it is that FDO actually does, but about something ancillary to your business?’

			‘Like logistics!’ Arora exclaimed.

			‘Indeed. What if an economist wrote to you stating that they were researching certain aspects of the Dutch economy and were wondering if you’d answer a few questions about the logistics industry in general and your logistics partners in particular? Nothing about your business at all. Just about the organisations you hire to ship your product. And imagine if it were written in the form of a survey that, presumably, the economist was administering to many other organisations as well? Would you be inclined to answer it?’

			‘Wouldn’t you just toss the letter in the dustbin, boss? I would.’

			Almeida wasn’t about to give up. ‘That is a possibility, of course. But if you do not reply, can this economist not ask for a meeting in person?’

			‘He could be declined.’

			‘Perhaps. But what if it were a she, and what if she were very persuasive?’

			‘Aren’t we drifting away from realism a bit, boss? Where are we going to find such an economist?’ Arora asked.

			He was worried about the kind of swings he had just witnessed Almeida’s mood take.

			‘We will find her in London, Jugs, where she lives. Her name is Nissa, short for Zebunnissa. You may know her as the woman who extricated Captain Sablok from Paris.’

			***

			The first thing Nissa did after she received Almeida’s orders was to hop onto the Tube and head to South Kensington. When she reached that affluent district in the western part of London, she walked to Prince Consort Road and into Beit Hall, a brick-red, early-1900s building that housed accommodation for students of Imperial College London. It was nearly lunchtime on a weekday and most of the building’s residents were out. She found some who were lounging about and struck up a conversation. A few minutes later she was trading friendly barbs with her hosts about their respective institutions when she broached the topic of her research, something involving logistics and technology in continental Europe, and asked if they knew anyone on the Engineering or Physics faculties. One of the trustees of the Imperial College Union, it turned out, was a PhD student in the Physics department, and her hosts offered to walk her there and introduce her. 

			She spent the rest of the afternoon and most of the next day picking the PhD student’s brain about research institutions in continental Europe. At the end of it all she had a list of fourteen such places. Number seven on that list was the FDO.

			The next day she drafted a survey and a letter to accompany it. She began the letter by introducing herself as a postgraduate student of economics at the godless institution in Gower Street, then wrote about her thesis supervisor. She then mentioned the purpose of the letter—independent research in support of a doctoral thesis—and listed the names of every institution invited to participate in the survey. 

			She posted fourteen letters on Wednesday morning. Then she waited. 

			Replies began trickling in a week later. The first three answered the entire survey. One even carried a letter including a few additional details that the survey questions had not asked for. The fourth response she received was from the FDO. It expressed the director’s regrets for being unable to divulge the information requested, though it was clear that the response had been written by some flunky or the other and not by the director himself. She tossed it into her purse along with the first three responses received, grabbed a suitcase she had packed in anticipation, and rushed to Heathrow. Having a British passport made things easy.

			On reaching The Hague, she changed into a fresh set of clothes—a navy blue bell-bottom power suit—and went straight to FDO headquarters. The security officer was unimpressed with her University College London credentials. Figuring that time was running out, she walked to the radiator in one corner of the room and pretended to warm her hands against it, deliberately shaking her shoulders a few times as if shivering from the cold weather outside. The security officer stopped short of asking her to leave immediately. That allowed her a small window of opportunity to engage him in conversation, beginning with the damned weather. A few minutes later she took out the letter she had received from the FDO and showed it to him.

			‘It is very important that I get this information,’ she said. ‘These institutes have already responded. See—’ and she handed him three responses she had received from other institutes. ‘This is not secret information, really, and if I wanted it for myself I would get it from somewhere else—legally. But I have to ask for it. It’s for my thesis, you see. And if I don’t get the information formally from your institute then my thesis supervisor won’t let me use it. And if I don’t use it, then my thesis remains incomplete and I fail the year.’ She paused to see his reaction. He was listening, and she detected the slightest sliver of sympathy. ‘Can I please, please, please speak with someone from administration? Maybe I can explain this to them. It isn’t secret information, I swear. Take a look at the questions on the next page there. Read them for yourself. They are about logistics, not about the FDO’s business—’

			The security officer wasn’t inclined to let her through, but she kept at it, pleading to be allowed just one conversation with someone in administration. Her tone remained polite and supplicant, and he couldn’t bring himself to kick her out. A few minutes later the middle-aged man tired of saying no and, apparently having exhausted his knowledge of English, asked a subordinate to escort her to the lobby and stay with her. He telephoned ahead and asked the director’s office to send someone to meet her there.

			At the lobby, a small and unimposing room, she was directed to a sofa in one corner. The director’s assistant would see her soon, she was assured. Ten minutes later a tall young man dressed in a navy blue shirt and khaki coloured trousers greeted her.

			‘Ah! Good morning Miss—’

			‘Nissa. Good morning. I wrote to you last week hoping for some information crucial to my master’s thesis, and I was hoping I could ask you a few questions, Mr. Director,’ Nissa blurted.

			‘Actually I am not the director. My name is Ernst Müller. I am the director’s assistant,’ he replied in halting English, a sheepish grin on his face.

			‘Oh! I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. It’s just that you look so...well, never mind. My apologies,’ Nissa replied, looking flustered. She let the allusion hang in the air for a moment and saw it register in Müller’s eyes, before going on. ‘It’s just that this survey is really important to my thesis, sir. And three other institutions have already answered. Here...take a look,’ she said, handing him the letters. 

			He hesitated, then took the pages.

			‘The information is not confidential at all,’ she added. ‘My survey clearly mentions it is meant for a thesis.’

			‘Well if the information was voluntarily provided for a thesis, then I suppose I may read it?’ he replied. 

			‘Yes, of course. Completely voluntary...can we sit down, please? I have been travelling all night and—’

			‘Of course,’ he replied. 

			‘Thank you. And the questions I’ve asked in the survey—they don’t relate to the business of these institutions. I mean, consider what the FDO does. Do these questions intrude upon your business secrets in any way?’

			He shook his head, his eyes still scanning the letters she had given him.

			‘Exactly. My thesis supervisor was very particular about that and, if I may be completely honest, a bit of a pain in the neck. I had to revise the survey four times before he would approve it. Anyway, I was really hoping the director of this institution would answer, but all I received is a letter expressing regret—’

			‘I wrote that letter for him.’

			‘You did?’

			Nissa looked crushed. And all of a sudden the excited young woman who was explaining and asking questions with all the energy in the world fell silent. A few moments later he looked up.

			‘What is the matter?’ he asked.

			‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ she replied after a long pause. ‘It’s just...it was easier to cope with the disappointment when the person rejecting my request was a callous, faceless, pot-bellied, middle-aged bureaucrat who derives great pleasure from writing rejection letters to try and fill the void within his soul.’

			Chuckling, he returned the letters to her. 

			‘We really cannot answer any questions, Miss Nissa. Our contracts with our partners forbid it,’ he replied awkwardly.

			‘Please, don’t do this. My thesis...my supervisor won’t let me publish and defend it this year if I don’t have enough information,’ she pleaded.

			‘I am truly sorry, but I cannot formally answer your questions,’ he said, emphasising the word ‘formally’.

			She looked up at him and saw a glimmer in his eyes.

			‘Okay, then, can I ask you a question? If I were running an engineering firm that produced large and delicate equipment—I don’t know what kind of equipment, really, but let’s assume it’s the kind you make—if I produced that sort of equipment and I had to ship it, which logistics company would I hire to do it?’

			‘If I answer this hypothetical question of yours, Miss Nissa, do you promise to leave my name out of it?’

			Nissa nodded. 

			‘If you had to ship equipment and you asked me for my personal recommendation, I would suggest that you visit Hans Brinker Logistics. I am afraid I have to go now.’ 

			He rose to his feet. Thanking him for his time, Nissa put the letters back in her purse and walked out.

			



	

SIX

			Frankfurt (West Germany)

			The Hanau end of the operation was handled by Vikas Puri, Vice Consul at the Consulate General of India in Frankfurt. Following Abdul Qadeer Khan’s surprise visit to The Hague where he met with Gotthard Lerch, Almeida had directed Puri to set up an elaborate surveillance operation targeting the German. Over many weeks the surveillance operation had identified an individual, a South Asian, suspected of collaborating with Lerch in aid of the Pakistanis. Preliminary enquiries had revealed that he was a businessman of Pakistani origin. A resident of Stuttgart, the businessman travelled to Hanau to meet Lerch frequently. The two had dinner, often at Lerch’s residence. In a stroke of luck for Puri, on one occasion Lerch and the businessman decided to head outside for dinner at a restaurant. A member of the surveillance team followed them into the restaurant and eavesdropped on bits and pieces of their conversation over the next hour and a half, confirming suspicions. From the next day on, the businessman was placed under surveillance as well. It cost Puri dearly, but he had New Delhi’s assurance that it would foot the bill.

			In the first week of November, on a Tuesday, the businessman drove down to Freiburg, a university city in West Germany seventy kilometres from Basel in Switzerland. Surveillance reported on Tuesday evening that he met an individual—likely a German citizen—for a few hours at Freiburg before heading back. By Wednesday afternoon Puri had confirmation that the man—his name was Albrecht Migule—was indeed a West German citizen. By Thursday evening—while the businessman was headed to Hanau to meet Lerch—Puri received a background brief about the new person of interest. Albrecht Migule owned an engineering firm by the name of CES-Kalthof GmbH. Kalthof was in the business of building factories, and had built a butter and margarine factory for General Ayub Khan’s son in Pakistan in 1967. The Vice Consul duly reported this information to New Delhi and continued surveillance on Lerch and the Pakistani businessman. On Friday the businessman drove down to Freiburg once again for a meeting with Migule that went on for three hours. He stepped into Migule’s house with a dark brown leather briefcase which was missing when he stepped out and drove back to Stuttgart. The surveillance team managed to get a few photographs of Migule. 

			It was obvious that Migule was now a person of interest as well, and the Vice Consul was faced with a difficult decision. While New Delhi had made clear that funds were not a constraint for this operation, there were other limitations. Puri’s networks were stretched thin running surveillance on two subjects—one in Hanau and one in Stuttgart. Placing a third person of interest under surveillance would mean recruiting more assets, training them in surveillance and, after being assured of their loyalty, deploying them to tail Migule. That would take time, and by the looks of how fast events were progressing, Puri knew he hadn’t much to spare. Considering how the Pakistani businessman appeared to be shuttling between Freiburg and Hanau carrying messages—perhaps acting as little more than a go-between—Puri made an educated gamble and reduced the surveillance on him. The resources thus freed up allowed him to place Migule under continuous surveillance in Freiburg from Tuesday afternoon, forty-eight hours after his photograph and the dossier about him had found their way to Almeida’s office in New Delhi via diplomatic pouch. 

			The gamble paid off a week later when, on the 16th of November 1976, one of Puri’s assets called to inform him that Albrecht Migule had just entered the international departures terminal at Stuttgart airport. 

			Puri sent a flash cable to New Delhi: “Albrecht Migule travelling. Destination not confirmed, likely to be Karachi or Islamabad.” At the end of the cable he included Migule’s physical description and reminded New Delhi that Migule’s photograph had been dispatched to Almeida’s office nine days earlier.

			***

			The flash cable was in Almeida’s hands five minutes after the Teletext at the Wing spat it out. He decoded it himself and read it twice over. Then he instructed his secretary to head to the Tourism Bureau, a small team of six Desk Officers who specialised in advising assets and officers on their operational travel needs. Among other sources of information, which included detailed files on various modes of transport in each country and region of interest to the Wing, they maintained up-to-date timetables for most major airlines around the globe.

			‘Go in person and tell them this is a priority request directly from me. If an asset wishes to travel from Stuttgart in West Germany to Karachi or Islamabad, what are the options available to him? I want a detailed schedule of direct or connecting flights. Tell them I need the answer in fifteen minutes,’ Almeida instructed.

			When she had left, he retrieved Migule’s photograph from the safe and studied it. Then he took Migule’s dossier and read through it. Nine minutes had elapsed. He read the dossier once again. He was on the last page when his secretary knocked and entered carrying a sheet of yellow paper with four detailed itineraries on it, each one beginning at Stuttgart airport and ending at either Karachi or Islamabad. She handed the page to Almeida and exited, closing the door shut behind her. Almeida studied the itineraries and quickly zeroed in on the one flight that was scheduled to take off from Stuttgart a few hours after Migule was reported entering the airport. Then he picked up the phone and asked to be put through to Mishra.

			‘Mishraji, remember the last time we spoke? When we decided to share actionable intelligence on a timely basis...?

			***

			‘Kumar reports that Brinker Logistics—the logistics company that the FDO uses—is preparing a shipment to Karachi, chief. He suspects that it’s the FDO sending equipment to Khan,’ Arora said. 

			He was in Almeida’s office. It was late in the evening on the last Friday of November. A month had elapsed since Migule’s trip to Pakistan. 

			The yellow table lamp struggled to keep the room lit, but its writ did not run further than the edges of Almeida’s desk.

			‘Are we certain? I mean, how certain is he about it being the FDO’s shipment to Karachi?’

			‘Brinker don’t appear to have any other clients with business in Pakistan. Kumar is quite certain that this is from the FDO. He will know for sure when it actually ships. For now Brinker have only begun the process of insuring the—’

			‘Do we have a destination address?’

			‘Not yet.’

			Almeida lapsed into silence. Arora sat staring at his boss, waiting for a cue to begin speaking again. When minutes passed without the slightest indication, he cleared his throat. Gently at first, then louder the second time around. Almeida snapped out of his reverie. 

			‘Has Captain Sablok been able to further refine the approach for finding the Pakistani site that the scientists at Trombay came up with?’ he asked. 

			‘We have tried, chief—’ Arora began.

			‘No success yet, I take it,’ Almeida snapped. ‘Explain the whole thing to me once more, Jugs.’

			‘We need information from their electricity companies. Enrichment requires large amounts of electricity and—’

			‘How large?’

			Arora sighed. He wasn’t used to Almeida displaying impatience.

			‘Almost as much as our nuclear plant at Trombay produces, sir,’ he replied, wary of the slightest verbal misstep. ‘The hypothesis is that Pakistan must construct electricity infrastructure dedicated to this centrifuge facility.’

			‘And your rationale for entertaining such a hypothesis?’

			‘Their infrastructure is shaky, sir. Electricity blackouts are fairly frequent. When electricity is available, the voltage fluctuates. Our understanding of these centrifuges leads us to believe that they are delicate instruments. Only a complete and utter fool would subject them to frequent power cuts and voltage ups and downs. Given how much the Pakistanis are spending on this entire programme—’

			‘How much are they spending, Arora? Enlighten me,’ Almeida remarked.

			‘We don’t know, sir. But we can safely assume that it is a large sum of money.’

			‘Too many assumptions...anyway, continue.’

			‘If a government has committed itself to spending hundreds of crores of rupees on a programme of national importance, would it not spend a few crores more and build electricity infrastructure dedicated to that programme?’

			Almeida stared back at him. A few moments later, he nodded.

			Encouraged, Arora continued, ‘Our guess is that at the very least they will build a substation dedicated to serving this centrifuge facility of theirs. And that’s if Bhutto has had a sudden change of heart and is now pinching pennies. Considering the fact that he has been a vocal proponent of nuclear weapons for Pakistan—possibly the most consistent too—that possibility is very hard to believe. My own feeling is that they will build a power plant just for their centrifuges. But building something like that takes time. What does Bhutto do till then? Do his precious scientists and engineers sit twiddling their thumbs? No, sir. First they will build that substation and connect it to the grid—it shouldn’t take more than a few weeks unless they really are building in the middle of nowhere. Once that is done, the scientists and engineers begin building the centrifuge facility. Along come the electrical engineers to build a power plant, which comes on line around the time the centrifuge facility is ready.’

			‘What if they just decide to deploy diesel generators?’

			‘The electricity requirements are too large to be serviced by generators, sir.’

			Almeida yawned, then looked painfully embarrassed.

			‘Apologies, Jugs. It has been a long week,’ he murmured. ‘So you go after the electricity companies. How will you begin?’

			‘We will begin by trying to identify all substations that have been built recently...in the past two years—’

			‘And will you target both the electricity companies in Pakistan? Karachi Electric and whatsitsname?’

			‘WAPDA, sir. We are inclined to begin with Karachi first. That’s where Migule travelled, and Kumar’s asset in Brinker has also suggested Karachi.’

			‘Humbug. Karachi is the only port they have, Jugs. Brinker cannot exactly ship it to Hyderabad or Peshawar, can they? Not if they abide by the definition of “ship” as a verb. And besides, just because Mishra’s people lost track of Migule somewhere in Karachi does not mean that Migule remained in Karachi. They could have flown him to Islamabad or any other part of Pakistan after making sure they had shaken his tail.’

			‘Abdul Qadeer Khan travelled to Schiphol from Karachi, sir, and then he travelled back. We ought to begin with Karachi, sir.’ Arora ploughed on, before Almeida could raise further objections, ‘Karachi Electric serves the city of Karachi and its surrounding areas. WAPDA serves every other part of Pakistan. We think combing through Karachi’s information will take far less time—’

			‘Does it matter how much or how little time you spend if you do the wrong thing, Arora?’

			‘No, sir. But we have to begin somewhere.’

			Almeida slumped back into his chair.

			‘Fine. Begin with the bloody hellhole if Mishra will let you,’ he said. ‘On your way out tell my secretary I do not wish to be disturbed till evening.’

			‘It’s a little after 8 p.m., sir,’ Arora said, hesitating.

			‘Then she will not be there outside my office, will she?’

			‘No, sir.’

			‘Capital news, Arora! You are freed from the burden of conveying that message. Go stuff yourself full of those seekh kababs you so love. Good night.’

			***

			Johnnie Walker and US Dollars—currencies accepted across the world—opened up the offices of Karachi Electric for the Wing’s networks in short order. A copy of every document requested found its way through an intricate web of cut-outs to the Resident at the consulate in Karachi less than three weeks after Mishra had ordered Karachi Electric’s infiltration. Dollars and bottles flowed in the opposite direction, with each of the cut-outs deducting a small percentage for his efforts. When the files reached New Delhi in an unusually large diplomatic pouch, it needed two people to carry them down to the basement of South Block where they were carefully placed in the trunk of a Hindustan Ambassador to be driven to Main and delivered to the chief of the Pakistan section. When Mishra was informed of the volume of documents headed his way, he had them delivered directly to Arora and Sablok’s cabin. As far as he was concerned, this was still Almeida’s operation. He wasn’t about to take it over. 

			‘Of course he sent them here. Who better to do the boring work of reading each word written on thousands of pages by a few half-literate fools in Karachi than Arora and Sablok,’ Arora remarked when the files reached their cabin. ‘Why did I even expect anything else?’

			‘Because you’re getting soft and sentimental as you age?’ Sablok quipped, grinning. ‘Let’s find the bastards,’ he added a moment later.

			Not all the documents were in English. Arora and Sablok managed to decipher those in Urdu themselves, but a significant portion were in Sindhi written in Nasta’liq script. For these they needed a translator from the Wing’s training centre south of Delhi. It took Arora and Sablok a fortnight to work their way through each and every page twice, searching for any clue that would tell them where the Pakistani centrifuges were being deployed. In the end it fell upon Arora to brief Almeida. He trudged to the section chief’s office.

			‘We couldn’t find anything in the Karachi papers, chief,’ he said.

			‘Pardon me, Case Officer Arora, I do not believe that I heard you correctly. Would you mind repeating yourself? A little louder this time, please,’ Almeida replied.

			The gin bottle stood empty on the desk before him.

			‘We couldn’t find anything in the Karachi papers, sir,’ Arora repeated.

			‘I see. Pity. What do you propose we do now?’

			Arora cleared his throat. He felt parched.

			‘May I have something to drink, boss?’

			‘Pour yourself some water—that jug over there should have some.’

			Arora shot his boss a look. Almeida glared back.

			‘I ask again: what do you propose we do now?’

			‘We infiltrate WAPDA, sir,’ Arora replied. 

			‘We?’

			‘We request Chief Mishra to infiltrate WAPDA for us, sir,’ Arora corrected himself.

			‘That is an excellent proposal, Jugs. Brilliant work. Utterly brilliant. Is it not, however, a tad late? We should have done this weeks ago, right around the time when we asked him to infiltrate Karachi Electric for us. I wonder, though, if he will entertain our request. After all, if he came to me asking for one thing after another I would not be inclined to jump at his every command. Would you?’

			Arora averted his gaze and looked down at his feet. Almeida noticed the folds of his chin bunch up.

			‘You have become fat, Jugs. Forgive me, fatter. Transforming into a complete and utter slob, are we?’ Almeida remarked. Then he waited for Arora’s response.

			The Case Officer kept his eyes fixed on his own toes. The boss was in one of his moods. Speaking would just prolong the agonising tirade. A minute passed. Then two. Finally Almeida lost patience.

			‘The request to Chief Mishra will be in my name, of course. I am, after all, ultimately responsible for everything you do. But I will not go and make a fool of myself. That honour belongs to you. Go convince him to expend resources. He will have questions about why we did not ask him to infiltrate WAPDA earlier. That much is certain. Answer them. Be persuasive. Be charming. Be polite. God save you from my wrath if he refuses.’

			Arora rushed out of Almeida’s office and went straight to Mishra’s. The latter’s secretary made him wait outside for half an hour before announcing his arrival. He was shown in ten minutes later.

			‘How goes the hunt for the centrifuges?’ Mishra asked, glancing up from a particularly thick file. 

			‘Quite well, sir. We have managed to eliminate Karachi and its surrounding areas from our list of probable locations,’ Arora replied.

			That drew a polite laugh from the section chief that did not reflect in the expression in his eyes. 

			‘I suppose you’re here now to ask me to get you similar documents from WAPDA,’ he said. 

			‘Yes, sir,’ Arora said, gulping audibly.

			‘How confident are you this time?’

			‘Pardon me, sir?’

			‘How confident are you, Mr Arora, that this intelligence from WAPDA will answer our questions? As confident as you were about Karachi?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Then why did you first ask me to infiltrate just Karachi Electric? Surely you knew the odds back then. What changed?’

			‘We asked for Karachi Electric first, sir, because three incidents in Europe all pointed to Karachi being the location. First, Khan flew to Schiphol from Karachi and flew back to it. Second, Albrecht Migule flew down to Karachi to meet the Pakistanis—your team had him under surveillance for a brief part of his stay there. The third and final confirmation was that the supplier Khan met at The Hague shipped equipment to Karachi.’

			‘That shipment disappeared from the port before we could place it under surveillance,’ Mishra replied. ‘It appears the ship had docked two days before word got out and they began unloading it officially.’

			‘Yes, sir. I understand. Water under the bridge. But given all these incidents happened in Karachi, it was my opinion that Karachi was more likely to be the location, sir. Which is why I requested you to infiltrate Karachi Electric.’

			Mishra smiled in a way that conveyed, quite precisely, that he was not amused.

			‘Did Chief Almeida agree with your assessment about Karachi back then?’

			‘No, sir. He did not.’

			Mishra’s expression softened.

			‘And yet he let you make that request. Curious. Anyway, I will order the infiltration of WAPDA. Work is worship, after all.’

			As Arora was leaving, Mishra called out to him.

			‘For your sake, Mr Arora, I hope you find at WAPDA what you’re looking for. I don’t think Chief Almeida will be pleased if you don’t.’

			But WAPDA proved a tough nut to crack. Headquartered in Lahore, it served the rest of Pakistan—every city and town outside of Karachi and a few surrounding areas. On paper it was another government department. Like others it too had vulnerabilities that could be targeted. The Resident at Lahore deployed one of his networks to infiltrate it the day after Mishra’s orders came through. But two weeks later his network had failed to even identify a potential source. The offices on the third floor of the building on Charing Cross in Lahore remained immune to greenbacks and Scotch.

			‘If you cannot recruit someone in an electrician’s office,’ an incensed Mishra cabled Lahore, ‘then perhaps it is time for you to find a more suitable vocation.’

			Stung and terrified, the Resident dipped into his contingency fund and tried again, this time with a larger carrot. But his network was simply unable to gain a foothold. There was nothing special about WAPDA, and infiltration should have been trivial. He deployed two veterans of espionage and two assets he had recently recruited. None of them were able to get their hands on a single sheet of paper. The Resident didn’t fancy being posted to a malarial outpost in Africa, so instead of conveying bad news again to Mishra he pivoted to WAPDA’s parent ministry. In the absence of the intelligence requested, the least he could do, the Resident reasoned, was deliver a means of procuring it. With its broader structure, redundant staffing, and endemic corruption, the ministry yielded rather swiftly to his network’s ministrations. The Resident was able, within a week, to send personnel files of senior WAPDA officials—past and present—to New Delhi. This time Mishra kept the files to himself. Instead of involving Arora and Sablok, he ordered analysts from his own section to perform a vulnerability assessment on the personnel listed in those files. 

			Two former officials stood out: a retired engineer and a serving Brigadier. Mishra directed the Resident at Islamabad to turn the engineer with blackmail and money. But just as the Resident began his approach, the engineer died in a gruesome traffic accident. Frustrated, Mishra went to see Almeida in his office.

			‘We have identified a potential source into WAPDA,’ he began. ‘He is a serving Brigadier.’

			‘Does the Pakistan Army staff utilities?’ Almeida asked, incredulous. 

			‘Not exactly. They are known to accommodate officers in such positions when it is inconvenient to post them elsewhere. I don’t have all the details about his career—we only have his WAPDA file, not the one from their army’s MS branch. So I cannot speculate.’

			‘I see. Why are you telling me this? This is not a status report, I am sure of that.’

			‘The Brigadier lives in Risalpur, but his vulnerability lives in London.’

			‘A son?’

			‘Daughter,’ Mishra said, handing over a brief he had personally prepared. It contained all the details Almeida would need to track down the Brigadier’s daughter in London, and not a single sentence more.

			Almeida read the brief carefully. As he reached the end, he smiled. 

			‘Precise and to the point. We will look into this,’ Almeida promised him.

			Later that night when most of the rooms and corridors were dark and empty, Almeida retrieved a file labelled LONDON from his safe. The first section contained details of every asset in the Resident’s networks there. He skimmed through each entry. Unable to find exactly what he was looking for, he turned to the next section. The pages of this section held details of every asset recruited by the illegals in the UK. Most of them were middle-aged or older. The few that were of a suitable age tended to be in the wrong profession. He flicked ahead to the next page and then to the page after that, grimacing, beginning to lose patience. Nissa’s network was the smallest—just two pages worth of assets. The first page was unfruitful, but he stopped halfway through the second page and read one particular asset’s profile carefully. Then he composed a cable to London.

			



	

SEVEN

			Born in Notting Hill to Pakistani parents, Omar Khan lost his father—an engineer—to a knifing incident a few days after the race riots of ‘58. It was a week after his fifth birthday. With her husband dead and a child to raise, Omar’s mother—who had been a housewife till then—was forced to move out of the expensive rental accommodation in Notting Hill. She found a small apartment for them in Southall, and employment with the neighbourhood grocer, an Englishman who affectionately referred to Omar as “the little Paki”. As he grew older and understood race, Omar began to hate the slur. But the fear of his mother losing her job kept him quiet about it. He lost the friends he had at Notting Hill and never made new ones in Southall. With his mother gone every afternoon and evening and his father dead, Omar turned inward, became less sociable and, like some orphans do, developed an unhealthy distrust of everyone except his mother. By the time he was eight he was completely friendless. He found solace in books, and was reading ahead of his grade by the time he was ten. At seventeen he was admitted to the godless college at Gower Street as a student of economics, a rare moment of happiness for the family. At twenty-one he was about to begin studying for a master’s degree when his maternal grandfather fell ill. His mother rushed to her father’s side, arriving in Lahore just as the anti-Ahmadiyya paroxysm of 1974 began in Pakistan. By the time it ended, it had consumed both Omar’s mother and grandfather. Bereft of the only family he had, Omar found himself adrift in the foreign land of his birth, and filled with an impotent fury. Neither his mother nor his grandfather had even been Ahmadiyya. Yet the mob had found them, the mob had decided they seemed different, and the mob hadn’t cared for details. Equally unable to relate to the society on whose fringes he had been brought up, he found support in the only other brown student in his department. A year senior to him, she was about to complete the master’s degree that he had just joined. As already strained finances tightened further and he was forced to let go of the apartment he had grown up in, she helped him out with a tidy sum of money. 

			‘It’s from my uncle,’ Nissa had said. ‘He’s a surgeon.’

			Over the remainder of 1974 and much of 1975, with a dexterity that would have made her imaginary uncle proud, she had rearranged Omar’s beliefs. The hatred for the Pakistani state that his mother’s death had engendered had been subtly amplified, as had his distrust of everyone else. 

			In 1976 she had initiated him into her network by asking him to break into the rooms of a Pakistani diplomat, who had been seconded for a short-term course to their college, and take photographs of any documents he found. Omar had shown no hesitation.

			It was early in 1977 when Nissa went to meet him.

			‘How would you like to exact revenge on the Pakistani state?’ she asked him. When he raised no objection, she explained the plan of using Haniya—the Pakistani Brigadier’s daughter—to get information that would hurt the Pakistanis. 

			‘There’s fifty thousand pounds in it for you if you do this job,’ she added. Not that he needed much by way of encouragement; the prospect of hurting the very country that had let his mother be lynched was motivation enough.

			‘Your toughest challenge will be the relationship,’ she warned him. ‘If you manage to get intimate with her, getting her father to give you the information we need will be easy.’

			‘What kind of information?’

			‘Mostly about electricity supply,’ she replied. ‘You can claim that you need it for your thesis. It’ll be easy. What sort of a man would refuse such a trifling request from the man his daughter wants to marry?’

			He asked her for details about Haniya. She briefed him for an hour and half about her. 

			‘It shouldn’t take you more than a few weeks, if that,’ Nissa said. ‘Here’s ten thousand for expenses,’ she added, handing him a thick packet. 

			Weeks turned into months. With the brief Nissa had given him, and with her help, Omar managed to get into a relationship with Haniya. Acting love-struck, he even proposed marriage. She accepted, but her parents sounded less than thrilled when she told them over the phone. First they fought with her. Then they fought with each other. All the while Nissa kept slipping him money. He rented a flat in Camden, and a defiant Haniya moved in with him. However, what had begun as an elaborate act on his part began floundering, listing port-side and starboard as Omar grappled with inner conflict. He still hated the Pakistani state and wanted to see it suffer. But he no longer saw Haniya as a part of it. If anything, he reasoned, she was just as much a victim of its regressive ways as he was. The documents began receding from his thoughts.

			In April he mentioned his doubts to Nissa, hoping to find a sympathetic listener. It had been an exhausting week. Haniya had spent most of it in tears, and her weariness had sapped him of strength.

			‘They are coming around to the idea of our marriage,’ he said, ‘but her father still doesn’t trust me. And I really don’t foresee him bringing any documents here at my request. Perhaps...perhaps we should just think of something else, of someone else to approach...separately.’

			Nissa was a reasonable person, he had hoped. She would see the futility of it all, see the toll it was taking on his relationship with Haniya. Jettisoned of the need to cultivate her father, Haniya and he could get married in London and get on with life. 

			Nissa didn’t say anything, except that he should give it some more time. 

			A few days later, when all seemed hopeless once more, Omar spoke again of cutting his losses. 

			‘Does Haniya know about our arrangement?’ Nissa asked. 

			Omar shook his head.

			‘Does she know about the money I’ve given you?’ Nissa probed more bluntly this time.

			‘She won’t believe it,’ Omar blustered, baring his teeth. He was beginning to glimpse his personal ten thousand hells.

			 ‘How many students can afford a posh flat in Camden, do you suppose?’

			Like Faustus, Omar blithely declared disbelief in such a hell as Nissa hinted at. 

			She smiled. ‘Then there’s the little matter of your breaking into a Pakistani diplomat’s private room,’ she said. ‘I wonder if the police would be interested in that.’

			Omar felt a shiver run down his spine. 

			‘I really don’t want to do this,’ Nissa said in a voice that betrayed no regret at all, ‘and maybe I won’t do anything. You and I have been friends for years, Omar. You know me well. I’m not a cruel person. But the people I work for have spent a large sum of money on your well-being. They will want something in return. If they see no means of getting it, well, there’s no telling what they might do.’

			That deflated him noticeably.

			‘These are very powerful people, Omar,’ she pressed on. ‘If I were you, I wouldn’t want their anger directed at me...or Haniya.’

			Mephistopheles had bullied Faustus away from repentance. 

			‘Imagine what would happen to her family, to her father in particular, if it emerged that the man she was living with, sleeping with, had stolen information from a Pakistani diplomat. We wouldn’t want that to happen, Omar.’

			He was on the verge of tears. She considered going into graphic detail about what happens to South Asian women who indulge in premarital sex when their community finds out, but the possibility of him breaking completely gave her pause. Instead she spent the next hour building up his courage.

			‘Listen,’ she finally said. ‘If her father won’t bring the documents here on his own, why don’t you travel to Pakistan? You can tell them you’re there to seek their blessings for your wedding...once they’ve accepted your relationship completely, of course. You’ve already explained why the information is crucial to your thesis, haven’t you?’

			He nodded. Every other thought in his head had vanished.

			‘Good,’ she continued. ‘Then he shouldn’t suspect you if, during a visit to Risalpur, you prod him about it. Sort it out, Omar. After all, if the mountain won’t come...’

			***

			Risalpur (Pakistan)

			It was a hot and unusually still afternoon. Omar pretended to read One Hundred Years of Solitude in his soon-to-be father-in-law’s study. Not the most fortuitous of titles, he thought in retrospect, but he had picked up the first thing that looked remotely readable in the Brigadier’s bookcase. The ceiling fan struggled against voltage fluctuations, painfully churning the warm air with regular clicks and clacks, and keeping Omar glazed with a sticky sheen. The large windows were shut and obscured by thick, green curtains, keeping him from the heat and life of the rest of the world. Not that there would be much noise on campus among bungalows of the top brass and the faculty. His father-in-law—Papa, as Haniya insisted he call him—had graciously suggested that Omar make himself comfortable in the massive leather throne of a chair, behind the mahogany Bureau Mazarin that had been purchased from an Irish doctor a few decades earlier. But Omar felt uncomfortable with the idea of occupying his chair. He had become acutely aware of how sensitive Haniya’s parents were to every bit of symbolism on this trip and wanted to avoid appearing presumptuous. He also suspected that Papa’s grace was an offering for Ammi’s consumption. Instead, in deference to the old man’s standing in his society, Omar chose one of the two corner chairs in the room. Like many of his peers in khaki, the Brigadier was a bit of an anti-intellectual. The kind for whom Staff College was the limit of acceptable intellectual achievement. Any more than that was an indulgence, and the Brigadier had no patience for the indulgent. Except in the matter of his daughter, of course. Which was why, despite mistrusting and mildly disliking Omar, through the superhuman indulgence of the sort that doting fathers are sometimes capable of, Papa tolerated the academic his daughter insisted on marrying.

			‘Research is all well and good, young man, but only as a hobby or a diversion for the rich. Those of us who find ourselves the custodians of the optimistic faith of the weak must embrace action. Not for us the luxury of hypothetical questions, arguments, and caveats,’ he had remarked sharply during their first meeting.

			It had been an uncharacteristically hot afternoon in London when the two had first met. Not that the Brigadier’s pride would surrender to a little heat and humidity. He had insisted on wearing an elegant wool suit—the best he had—for the meeting, making Omar feel like a lowly pleb in his causals. 

			After Haniya formally introduced the two, conversation flowed like molasses. 

			The Brigadier was uneasy at the manner in which Haniya, after insisting on falling in love with a lecturer of all people, had plotted with her mother and forced him to travel all the way to England to meet the damned chap.

			‘Can’t the fool travel to Pakistan to meet the girl’s parents like all decent young men do when they’re seeking permission?’ he had asked when his wife told him that Haniya had asked the two of them to travel to London. ‘I remember begging my CO for leave to travel to Multan to meet your parents.’

			‘That was different,’ his wife had replied with a grin. ‘You were a young Lieutenant and my father was an old Colonel. You had no choice.’

			‘Won’t you talk some sense into her?’

			‘She’s sensible enough to know right from wrong. Remember that when you go meet that boy. Be nice,’ his wife said.

			‘When I go meet him? What about you?’

			‘I’m not the one who has a problem with her choice.’

			‘Outflanked by my own wife and daughter. This is not done, Begum,’ he had remarked. 

			And yet, here he was, in London, at a cafe, seated at a table with his daughter and the man she wanted to marry. The tension at the table was thick. 

			To lighten the sombre mood, Omar spoke about the hot and humid weather they were having.

			‘You call this hot? What you consider hot here in London is nothing but a pleasant evening breeze in Pakistan. You should visit Larkana in summer,’ the old man remarked.

			Haniya rolled her eyes.

			‘I would love to do that sometime,’ Omar replied. ‘I’ve never been to Pakistan although my parents were both born there. With London it’s not just heat, sir, but also the humidity. Is Larkana humid too?’

			‘No, it’s dry.’

			‘That can be endured, I suppose. With the sort of weather we are having, only the Indians can remain comfortable seeing as how they’re quite used to Jahannam already,’ Omar quipped.

			 That earned him an almost imperceptible softening of the Brigadier’s offended demeanour. The softening did not last long.

			‘Papa doesn’t look as uncomfortable as he does today even when Ammi is cross with him,’ Haniya remarked. 

			Omar couldn’t understand why she would stir the pot when he was trying his best to curry favour. He knew that she had endured a lot of hostility ever since she had told her parents about him, and perhaps this was her way of purging some of her own anger. The timing couldn’t have been worse for him, though, and the old man had spent the next hour skilfully and subtly demeaning every aspect of Omar’s existence with prodigious charm. Every bit her father’s strong-willed daughter, Haniya had returned the favour and, in an unkind cut sure to sting deep, had kissed Omar in the Brigadier’s presence.

			Nearly three months after that afternoon in London, Omar looked up from his book and rested his gaze on a portrait of the Chief of Army Staff that adorned Papa’s study. The dual scimitars of the moustache seemed embellished, perhaps compensating for a career undistinguished in gallantry as compared to some of his peers. His vacant eyes, hooded under raised eyebrows, reminded Omar of Peter Manuel, the Beast of Birkenshaw, whose trial and execution he had followed closely in the newspapers as a twelve-year-old kid. 

			Omar forced himself to look away. Returning to Marquez, his attention lurched from one phrase to another in a game of drunken hopscotch, and his fingers dutifully flipped through the pages one at a time. The lyrical prose should have enthralled him and yet, like a child waking alone in the dark of night, his mind saw demons in the shadows and screamed silently in terror. That morning Papa had been summoned to ‘Pindi for a tête-à-tête with someone on the Engineer-in-Chief’s staff, ostensibly concerning an emerging crisis, possibly in India. Flattered by the attention from the high priests of a three-star God, and exuberant to the point of giddiness while saying goodbye to his wife, the old soldier had grabbed an overnight bag and set off in a staff car, ordering the driver, a Pathan NCO of gargantuan proportions, to take the Grand Trunk Road.

			‘Like Napoleon leaving Elba,’ Ammi had remarked as the car exited the large compound. 

			Omar had laughed amiably, but the abruptness of the departure had left him perturbed and, as time passed, his mind built a vast edifice of suspicion upon it. Since when do three-stars summon sidelined Brigadiers for urgent consultations, he wondered. And what crisis was emergent in India? The newspapers in Pakistan carried no indications, and they would have: half their ink was spilt in warning about the larger country on a daily basis. Had the Iron Lady of India died? Omar dismissed the possibility. Her death, so soon after the humiliating amputation of ‘71, would have been greeted with celebrations in the hyper-jingoistic environs of an army establishment. To assure himself, he spent half an hour scanning various stations on the radio. The Beeb had nothing to say at all about India, unsurprisingly, and neither did the Voice of America. All India Radio was busy transmitting Hindi movie songs and, after two minutes, Omar’s patience with that radio station ran out. By all accounts India had only recently emerged from a dark political tunnel. Even a nation as chaotic and dysfunctional as India couldn’t have rushed into another one so quickly. Giant beasts are slow and cautious. Besides, even if they were on the verge of a crisis—say Manekshaw had betrayed every fibre of his character and launched a coup d’état—the Pakistanis were in no position to take advantage. Even the most reckless commander brought up on the bromide of Pakistani martial superiority—and there was no shortage of such men in ‘Pindi, as Papa had remarked the previous evening—would clap gleefully at India’s misfortune, blame it on the depravity of the cunning Hindoo, and then quietly excuse himself instead of embarking on another adventure so soon after the Blitz in Bangladesh. He certainly wouldn’t invite a one-star, who was in a career cul-de-sac, for consultations.

			The distracted silence that Omar had lapsed into after being jovial during breakfast worried Haniya. Had Papa said something before he left? While she had anticipated some resistance to their relationship from her parents, its fervour and endurance had surprised her. It had taken months of negotiations, and the insinuation that they couldn’t do much from another continent if she decided to marry him against their wishes, to bring them around. Through it all, Omar had patiently stood by her, easing her anger, salving her agony, and gently nourishing her spirit. Perhaps tongues were now wagging because she was visiting her parents with her fiancé, and those nauseating chaar log, the proverbial subtle bastards who lived to call attention to less-than-perfect actions of others, may have begun needling Papa about it. Her own aunts had wasted no time in outraging about “that foreign boy visiting with her before marriage?” They had an axe to grind, of course: two of them wanted Haniya to be married off to some favoured cousin or the other, and if they had to break this relationship for that, well, eggs and omelettes and all that. Wouldn’t it blow their narrow minds to know the things she and Omar did in the Camden flat they now shared!

			She asked Ammi obliquely, beginning with a generic ‘Are Papa and you happy,’ that her mother saw through as soon as the words had escaped her lips. 

			It yielded nothing. Ammi was, by then, firmly in Omar’s camp, delighted by his tender-hearted manner and the way he treated Haniya. And when Haniya asked directly if Papa had reservations, her mother simply told her to perish the thought. 

			‘He won’t admit it, but he is proud of you,’ Ammi assured her.

			In Papa’s study, Haniya told Omar about her heart-to-heart with Ammi. He listened, smiled, and said all the right words. But his smile remained frozen, and she could tell that his mind was elsewhere. 

			‘Have Papa or Ammi said something to you?’ she finally asked.

			They hadn’t, he assured her.

			‘You have been rather preoccupied ever since Papa left this morning. I was worried that he had said something to you before leaving,’ she said.

			Omar laughed it off.

			‘Papa and Ammi have been very kind and welcoming. I feel like I’ve known them for years. Stop worrying. I’m fine. Just a little tired, that’s all. It must be this heat. Nothing that an afternoon spent reading won’t fix.’

			She didn’t wish to pry further, not with Ammi wandering from one room to another, not even pretending half-credibly that she wasn’t eavesdropping. And maybe he was just tired. It was his first time in Pakistan, in Asia in fact, and perhaps he was a bit overwhelmed by it all.

			As she turned to leave, Omar reached out and caressed her hand, but didn’t stop her. He needed her gentle reassurance. But he couldn’t tell her, not now, not ever. Betrayal had to remain buried, or it would destroy both their lives. All he needed to do was keep his head for seventy-two hours until they had boarded their flight to Heathrow. He already had what he had come for and hopefully, this sordid ordeal would soon be behind him forever.

			***

			The staff car raced towards Risalpur. The burly NCO manhandled the steering wheel with the panache of a pirate steering his brigantine through a storm. In the rear seat, next to Papa—who was frightfully calm—Omar’s insides rattled each time they hurtled past a colourful truck. Despite the beacon flashing on top of the car, trucks ceded the middle of the Sadak-e-Azam rather grudgingly. Corners were taken at speed as they sought to outrun two storms, and those potholes that the NCO couldn’t evade wreaked havoc on a digestive system already under tenuous control. Papa was unaffected by it all and paid no attention to heavy vehicles playing chicken with their car. He had been in an amiable mood all morning as they drove to ‘Pindi—in his case, for the second time in as many days. 

			‘A course mate of mine from Doon—Dehradoon, now in India—is in ‘Pindi. Brilliant chap. Rising star destined to make chief. He commands the 111th Infantry Brigade at ‘Pindi these days. When I ran into him yesterday and mentioned you, he invited us over for lunch. Said he would love to meet my future son-in-law.’

			The visit and lunch had been hastily arranged following Papa’s initial trip to ‘Pindi on Sunday, but the elegance of the occasion showed no signs of being hurried. Like Papa, their host—Brigadier Mohammad Khan—was dressed in uniform—khaki— with rows of decorations. His insignia had a sword and baton. Omar felt uncomfortable in a hastily ironed navy blue suit. The paranoid worry that he was about to be discovered eased as they walked into the opulent Garrison Officers’ Mess, but his heart continued to lurch the first few times anyone in uniform approached their table. 

			Conversation was easy, and Brigadier Khan showed a keen interest in Omar’s profession. Papa appeared to visibly relax as morning became afternoon. The social approval implicit in his best friend taking to the slightly chubby academic set him at ease. Despite Papa’s statement about having run into him by accident, Omar guessed that this person was Papa’s confidant, doing the old Brigadier the favour of easing his conscience about his daughter choosing her own husband. As long as that choice ticked all the checkboxes of a good Pakistani groom, of course. 

			The Nihari and Haleem were delectable, and soon Omar had worked his way through four Naans. Dessert was a generous helping of Kulfi buried under a heap of almonds and pistachios. Omar had two of those. He felt comfortable and, when asked about life in London, quipped that the worst part was the sheer number of Indians he had to put up with. That drew laughter from their host. Papa turned the conversation towards politics immediately afterwards. After half an hour of worrying about the wave of civil unrest that had gripped the country, they concluded that sooner rather than later order would have to be restored.

			‘For how long are you staying in Pakistan, Omar?’ their host asked. The answer—till Thursday morning—bothered him a bit.

			‘Unless you have something important planned for them, an early exit might be in order,’ he said to Papa in a low but firm voice. ‘Triple One may be called upon to mobilize very soon,’ he added in an even lower voice, referring to the brigade he commanded. 

			Turning back to Omar on whom the reference to the brigade was lost, Khan congratulated him on a fantastic choice.

			‘You don’t know how lucky you are. Not only are you marrying a wonderful girl,’ he added, ‘you’re marrying into a very distinguished family. It was a pleasure meeting you, young man, and I would have loved to chat some more, but duty beckons.’

			On the way back, Papa had the NCO stop at the airport. Fifteen minutes later, they were on their way to Risalpur. He had booked tickets for Omar and Haniya on a PIA flight to London that departed in ten hours. 

			‘What’s the rush?’ Omar asked.

			‘Not here!’ the old man exclaimed. ‘I’ll tell you when we get home.’

			This returned Omar back into the state of nervousness that he had wallowed in before stepping into the Garrison Officers’ Mess. His stomach grumbled, suddenly regretting the extra helping of Nihari and Naan. More than once he thought of asking the NCO to pull over next to a field but decided, each time, to hold on for a few more miles.

			When they finally reached home, he rushed to the toilet and let his bowels evacuate over five minutes of bliss. When he stepped out he saw Haniya hurriedly packing her bags. Papa and Ammi were in the study, arguing before that portrait of Zia.

			‘Why do we have to leave today?’ Omar asked, deliberately interrupting them. 

			Ammi whirled around to face him, a curious mix of rage and sorrow in her eyes.

			‘We expect an escalation of...lawlessness over the next few days,’ Papa remarked in a grim tone. ‘Bhutto is unlikely to contain it. If it spreads, the two of you may find yourselves trapped here. It’s best that you leave today.’

			‘Will you be safe?’ Omar asked, regretting the question a moment later when the Brigadier narrowed his eyes and looked the upstart up and down.

			His manner made it clear that he wouldn’t answer the stupid question. The decision made when he booked their tickets was final, and dissent would not be brooked. Omar took heed and trudged to the guest room to pack his belongings. The documents Papa had given him—copies of WAPDA plans and transmission and distribution figures—went into his suitcase first and were soon buried under fresh and soiled clothes. He was relieved that the reason for the urgency wasn’t him personally, but felt ill at the thought of another dash down the Grand Trunk with the NCO at the wheel.

			***

			Their flight landed at Heathrow to news of a coup in Pakistan. Bhutto was under arrest in Islamabad, and General Zia-ul-Haq was in charge. Omar recalled the vacant, emotionless eyes he had seen in the portrait and shuddered at the thought of such a man wielding absolute power after having deposed the nastiest politician of his era. A few moments later, the realisation that Bhutto was finished sunk in. It was the same reprehensible Bhutto who had let fanatics butcher his own countrymen—including his mother and grandfather—for months and then, after their passions had burned out, had passed the execrable Second Amendment. Omar smiled. History was about to wipe away a revolting streak of faeces.

			After they reached home, Haniya crashed into bed. Worried about her parents’ safety after Papa had practically scared them half to death with graphic talk of disorder spiralling out of control, she had spent the entirety of the flight awake while Omar slept contentedly after they landed at Tehran for a stopover. News of the coup was a relief. Obviously, Papa had known about it the day before. That meant he was on the right side of it and would be safe. 

			While she slept, Omar unpacked. Retrieving the documents from the bottom of his suitcase, he exited the flat as quietly as he could and made a phone call from a public phone down the street. An hour later, in a corner of Regent’s Park away from the touristy bits, he handed them over to Nissa.

			‘I hope your father-in-law wasn’t in the pro-Bhutto faction,’ she said while skimming through their contents. ‘That faction will be purged.’

			That annoyed Omar. Nissa had no business taunting Papa that way.

			‘He knew of the coup in advance, and got us out of the country before it took place,’ he replied hotly.

			Nissa’s eyes widened a bit, but the moment passed quickly.

			‘Congratulations,’ she said. ‘Bhutto’s days are numbered.’

			Omar’s eyebrows knotted. There was more to that statement than a mere political setback.

			‘He won’t survive,’ she answered the unsaid question. She looked up at him and smiled. ‘Thank you for this. We’ll keep in touch.’ 

			Walking back to his flat, Omar felt as light as a feather. Despite having travelled for almost twenty-four hours, there wasn’t a hint of fatigue. But as he stepped back into the flat and slipped into bed, cosying up against Haniya’s warm, soft body, he felt unsure.

			Now what, he wondered.

			



	

EIGHT

			Unlike the senior clerk at Karachi Electric who had happily delivered hundreds of relevant and not-so-relevant documents in return for a few cases of Black Label and a shopping bag containing a wad of greenbacks, Omar’s father-in-law and his former colleague at WAPDA showed considerable discretion. They only gave Omar the information that he claimed was essential to his research on predicting economic parameters using electricity consumption as a surrogate. Not a scrap of paper more. The experience of wading through the mountain of Karachi papers came in handy and Sablok and Arora were able, within a week of receiving the WAPDA papers, to identify fourteen general locations worth investigating. 

			‘Fourteen is too many,’ Arora remarked. ‘Mishra might laugh us out of his office if we asked him to have fourteen sites investigated.’

			Sablok chuckled. ‘He won’t laugh us out. If he’s in a good mood he’ll smile, tell us he’ll consider it, and forget all about our request. I do agree: fourteen is too many. We must filter them. At Trombay Dr Amin had provided me guidelines that are followed when deciding where to build nuclear plants. We could group the sites into three based on those.’

			When the time came to apply Dr Amin’s siting criteria, Arora retrieved a fat file of pre-independence documents from the Archives.

			‘These should have been transferred to the Geological Survey of Pakistan in 1947,’ he explained. ‘But a certain Case Officer rushed to the Calcutta headquarters of the Geological Survey of India a few days before they were supposed to be dispatched. He bribed the guards with twenty rupees and spent three nights in the building identifying useful documents and placing them, entirely by mistake of course, in the pile of documents that were destined to remain in the Dominion of India. He hit a few other departments in a similar fashion before time ran out. The Archives are full of mistakes like this made by that enterprising officer of the Bureau, Captain.’

			‘If they were stolen—’

			‘Misplaced,’ Arora corrected him.

			‘Why did the Bureau give them up when the Wing was formed?’

			‘The Bureau never knew they existed, Captain. The Case Officer who misplaced them brought them over to the Wing with him.’

			‘Then their existence cannot be common knowledge, either in the Bureau or in the Wing. How did you find out about them? Were you that Case Officer?’

			Arora laughed heartily, his belly shaking for the better part of a minute.

			‘No. I found out because that Case Officer told me,’ Arora replied when the convulsions had died down.

			‘Friend of yours?’

			‘In a manner of speaking. He happens to head our section today,’ Arora replied.

			The documents were dense with information on various aspects of Pakistan’s geology surveyed between 1852 and 1947. The meticulous investigations and detailed reports on numerous earthquakes from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries proved invaluable, as did the notes on each region’s geology, helping them whittle the list of highly probable locations to four: three on the plains of Punjab that fulfilled every requirement, and a marginal at the foothills of the Pir Panjal range in the northern part of Punjab that was prone to minor quakes. Arora wanted to eliminate the last one, but Sablok recalled Dr Amin’s words about engineering measures to mitigate minor risks, and convinced him to leave it on the list. The remainder were classified as either “Less Probable” or “Very Unlikely”. Once the classification was done, Arora drafted a memo summarising their analysis.

			On the fifth of July, a Sunday, they were invited to brief the two Section Chiefs. To Sablok’s great disappointment, Almeida proposed a meeting in his office at Main, where all he kept was some gin, instead of at his flat where he kept much more. At a little after 8 a.m., Sablok began walking them through the assumptions. The memo remained in Arora’s briefcase for now.

			‘Captain, how did you arrive at these conclusions? Please explain to me as if I were a child,’ Almeida insisted.

			Sablok took a minute to compose his thoughts. 

			‘A centrifuge facility needs two inputs in great quantities: electricity and water,’ he began. ‘We received information from the two major power companies in Pakistan—Karachi Electric and WAPDA. Both sections worked together to—’

			‘Never mind the vote of thanks, young man. Get to the point,’ Mishra said, cutting him off. It had taken a lot of effort to reach that stage, and he was getting impatient going over familiar ground.

			‘An electricity network has transmission substations and distribution substations. A transmission substation provides power to multiple distribution substations, and each one of them, in turn, provides electricity to many consumers. To use an analogy everyone here can relate to, the regional offices provide cases of booze to alcohol shops who then provide bottles to alcoholics.’ Seeing Mishra glower, Sablok added, ‘Not insinuating anything, sir.’ 

			That was when Arora stepped in.

			‘We looked at each transmission substation’s electricity reading over the past five years. Those that had spiked abruptly in the last two years were shortlisted. Then we looked at the distribution substations fed by each of the shortlisted ones. To continue the Captain’s analogy, sirs, we were looking for a legendary drunk’s location. So first we checked the regional offices’ records—’

			‘What kind of children do you know, Arora? Never mind. I am sure each one of us gets it. Please skip the metaphor and move on,’ Almeida remarked.

			‘We found fourteen substations that showed spikes that fall between the lower and upper ranges of our estimate.’

			‘How did you determine how much electricity a centrifuge facility would consume?’ Almeida asked. It had been months since Sablok’s visit to BARC, and he had forgotten about it.

			‘The scientists at Trombay did, sir. The detailed calculation—’

			‘No need for that. I just needed to make sure that the two of you had not cooked something up on your own. If actual experts have opined on the range then I have no questions about the calculations. Please proceed.’

			‘So, we had fourteen across Pakistan. At Trombay, we also consulted a senior engineer who told us about certain geological criteria that could make a location unsuitable. Using those criteria—availability of water, the incidence of earthquakes, how sandy the soil is, et cetera—we were able to narrow the list to four.’

			Arora then told them about the four probables. It took the two veterans remarkably little time to formulate questions aimed at discrediting the analysis, and Sablok and Arora found themselves defending their thesis for more than an hour.

			‘What is to prevent the Pakistanis from diverting electricity from some towns or areas to supply it to this facility?’ Mishra asked.

			‘There are limits to how far electricity can be transmitted from a distribution substation, sir. The energy losses are tremendous beyond a certain distance. Long-range transmission invariably happens, for that reason, at high voltages over the transmission network,’ Sablok replied.

			‘No, Captain, that’s not what I meant. To use your...interesting analogy, what is to prevent the booze shop from cutting sales to ten existing customers to divert those bottles to the legendary drunkard? That sort of a redistribution wouldn’t cause a spike, would it?’

			‘It wouldn’t,’ Sablok conceded. ‘But it would lead to severe resentment among those deprived of electricity, and that would show up in the reports we receive from Residents each month.’

			Mishra wasn’t willing to give up easily.

			‘Well, suppose they tapped six or eight different distribution substations and diverted electricity to the centrifuges for three hours from each. That’s not a lot of time. I’m sure Bhutto—he was in charge when this was planned—I’m sure he wouldn’t care if some Karachi and Hyderabad neighbourhoods went without power for a few hours each day. After all, he was prepared to eat grass...’

			‘I am sure Zia is testing Bhutto’s ability to digest grass these days,’ Almeida quipped, drawing hearty laughter from Mishra.

			Sablok waited for it to die down.

			‘To be able to tap seven-eight distribution substations would mean that the centrifuge facility was located in an urban area. The chances of that are very low. Would you build a top-secret nuclear weapons facility on the outskirts of Delhi or Bombay, sir?’

			‘Suppose I built the facility two hundred kilometres away from Delhi but drew power from Delhi’s distribution substations...’

			‘Sir, the distribution network in Pakistan operates at thirty-three thousand volts. The transmission network operates at five lakh volts. Pulling the quantity of electricity needed for the centrifuge plant from the distribution network would mean technical losses that are two hundred and twenty-five times greater than if they just built a transmission substation for the centrifuge facility and connected it to the grid,’ Sablok explained.

			‘And would Bhutto have given a damn about it?’ Almeida asked.

			‘Pakistan suffers from electricity shortages just as we do, sir. A plan that wastes so much of a scarce resource wouldn’t get approved,’ Arora replied with more confidence than he really felt. 

			‘The bigger problem is heat, sir. If the losses are two hundred and twenty five times greater, that means the cables are going to heat up proportionately. So you will have cables failing—the insulation will melt away and then you’ll have a short-circuit. Would you depend on such a risky power supply scheme to power the most critical strategic asset your nation has, sir?’

			Mishra shook his head. ‘It was just a hypothetical, Captain,’ he replied. ‘What is the source for all these figures and this risk assessment?’ 

			‘We consulted the electrical engineering faculty at IIT Delhi,’ Arora answered for him. ‘They assured us that such a scenario—cloaking a large consumer by stealing from many distribution substations—was not feasible.’

			‘What if they’ve built a power station specifically for this centrifuge plant? That won’t require them to divert power from anywhere else, would it?’

			‘That is a possibility, sir,’ Arora replied.

			‘Of course it’s a possibility. If I could raise it after a short discussion I’m sure Bhutto’s engineers have thought it through. Perhaps they’ve even implemented it,’ Mishra said.

			‘We asked the faculty at IIT, sir. Building a power plant dedicated to this facility is definitely one of the possibilities. But that would take much longer than connecting it to the transmission network. Assuming the Pakistanis started planning to build the power plant when Khan fled to Pakistan, they’re unlikely to have it running for another few years.’

			‘Are you certain?’ Mishra asked.

			‘We are,’ Arora lied.

			‘Perhaps we are all barking up the wrong tree,’ Almeida suggested.

			‘Perhaps we are, sir. But this is the only approach we have. Everyone here knows the efforts that have gone into finding these four locations. They deserve to be investigated. After all, if we don’t bark and check, we won’t know if it is the wrong tree or not,’ Arora forcefully remarked.

			Mishra held up his hands. ‘Alright, you’ve convinced me. Do you have exact locations?’ he asked.

			‘We have exact addresses of the substations, sir, but the facility could be many miles from any one of those.’

			‘Give me the details. We’ll find them if they’re there,’ Mishra said, bringing the operative part of the meeting to an abrupt end.

			***

			At first light on a cloudy Tuesday, while Delhi slumbered, an English Electric Canberra the colour of winter haze took to the skies from Palam.

			‘Visibility is bound to be excellent where it matters, gentlemen,’ their meteorology officer had assured them.

			They punched through the clouds a few seconds after take-off.

			‘Level turn at ten thousand feet to waypoint one coming up in fifteen seconds,’ the navigator spoke into his microphone. 

			He sat in a separate compartment behind the pilot, monitoring seven dials in a single, repeating movement of the eyes that had become second nature over years. Occasionally he paused to consult the whiz wheel—a slide rule of sorts that helped calculate fuel burn, ground speed, wind correction and a host of other flight parameters—and marked the progress of the aircraft on one of the aeronautical charts spread before him on the navigator’s desk. If the conditions required it, he would read out corrections for the pilot to make.

			The pilot acknowledged his instructions and executed them, setting the aircraft on a course for Faridkot in Punjab. 

			As they flew over Hisar, the navigator confirmed their position. The previous evening, after their commander had briefed them about the mission, the pilot and the navigator had spent four hours planning every aspect. The entire flight plan was then marked in painful detail on the charts the navigator now referred to. There were twenty-eight waypoints in all. The navigator had marked a time estimate against each one. He checked the chronometer on his left hand and, after confirming that they were within three seconds of their planned arrival at Hisar, he marked their precise arrival on it.

			‘Begin descent on my mark and level off at one hundred feet,’ the navigator said.

			Even though he knew the flight plan down to every second, the pilot acknowledged the message and reduced altitude in the calm manner of an aircraft coming in for landing before levelling off at one hundred feet. He didn’t bother to inform the navigator that they had levelled off. The navigator had all the instruments he needed for figuring that out himself. The pilot’s primary job was to fly the plane, and his attention was focused on flying around settlements in India’s bread basket and dodging the occasional tree. 

			The pilot could see Faridkot in the distance on their right. The navigator couldn’t. 

			‘Approaching waypoint four,’ the navigator said. ‘On my mark head due north from the tri-junction and climb to twelve thousand one hundred feet. Maintain indicated airspeed at zero point six mach.’ Then he quickly assured himself that they were in position and gave the pilot the cue to begin. 

			The twin Rolls-Royce turbojets roared as the pilot released their shackles. The navigator was pushed back and down into his seat as the aircraft started climbing flat out and headed due north. Screaming across the Chaant salient at twelve thousand one hundred feet and heading to bisect the imaginary line between Khem Karan in India and Kasur in Pakistan, they heard a loud squeal from one of the instruments in the pressurised cabin, a radar warning receiver; they had been spotted by Pakistani ground radar. 

			The navigator started the count on the chronometer strapped to his left wrist. Then he confirmed their position one final time.

			‘Throttle back to zero point five five Mach,’ he said, his voice as calm as if he were ordering a peg of whisky at the mess.

			Eyes pressed to the prismatic eyepiece attached to his seat on the left, he then made minute adjustments before triggering shutter release in almost symphonic precision. The medium format camera mounted behind him gazed deep into Pakistani Punjab through a telephoto lens the size of a ten-year-old child, capturing a high-oblique photo every six seconds. The radar warning receiver continued emitting a squeal every ten seconds.

			‘On my mark head east bearing eighty-two degrees, reduce altitude at five hundred feet per minute to level off at eighty feet.’

			When the camera had expended the film canister, the navigator tore his eyes off the eyepiece, confirmed their position once again, and gave the pilot his cue.

			The pilot put the aircraft into a turn back towards the border beyond Khem Karan and began reducing altitude at a leisurely pace.

			‘Switch the damned thing off, will you?’ he said.

			The navigator flicked a switch to silence the squealing.

			The aircraft finally levelled off at eighty feet. They were now flying towards Pathankot. In the rear, the navigator loaded a fresh canister of film, adjusted the aperture and shutter in anticipation of the next target, and returned to charting their progress.

			Beyond Pathankot they flew in Jammu’s direction, keeping low behind the Shivalik Hills wherever possible to hide from Pakistani radar. Often called the Cranberry, the aircraft manoeuvred well. With the navigator calling out upcoming features and evasive turns in advance, they avoided close calls. By the time they crossed the Chenab north of Jammu, the meandering river swollen with summer melt, the pilot had switched over to a prearranged radio frequency that would connect them to two MiG-21s patrolling further north. Serving as the Cranberry’s eyes, they would scan the area with their Sapfir radar for PAF patrols and screen the solitary reconnaissance aircraft once it re-entered Indian airspace. The Cranberry itself was unarmed.

			‘Switching on radar warning receiver,’ the navigator noted.

			Roughly north-west of Jammu, where three tributaries of the Chenab come together in a feature reminiscent of a traffic intersection, on the navigator’s mark the pilot opened the throttles completely, pulled back on the yoke as far as it went, and set the Cranberry on the steepest climb it would ever attempt.

			‘We are over it,’ the navigator remarked in a clipped voice, noting that they had crossed the Line of Control. The two had flown together for more than half a decade, anticipated each other’s actions instinctively, and had grown tired of each other’s voice. Conversations tended to be laconic. 

			The flight plan took them along a route believed to have minimal presence of air defence assets, and their altitude put them effectively out of reach of any anti-aircraft guns that were not directly below. As with any plan based on intelligence estimates, there were plenty of caveats. The biggest one was that intelligence was, even in the best circumstances, “almost correct but not quite”. So the pilot remained on edge, nerves and sinews taut, ready to fling his precious aircraft out of reach of the Pakistani 57mm guns that would seek them out. 

			He was startled momentarily by the familiar squeal. It was too early into the climb, and premature discovery worsened odds that were already bleak. The target required them to venture deeper than they ever had, and if Sargodha scrambled interceptors so early, the Cranberry had no chance of taking photos and returning in one piece. While the pilot weighed the risks, the radio crackled to life.

			‘That’s us, gentlemen,’ the lead MiG pilot said after communicating the code that identified him to the Cranberry. He had swept the area with radar, looking for PAF patrols. ‘All clear.’

			‘Bastard could have warned us before doing that,’ the navigator remarked to the pilot, taking care to make sure he wasn’t transmitting on radio. The Cranberry continued on in silence. It wouldn’t transmit unless absolutely necessary.

			The MiGs could only see a dozen or so miles around themselves with their radar, though, and any threats beyond that range were effectively invisible. Augmenting their efforts were ground radar stations further south along the border with Pakistan, additional pairs of eyes that routinely kept watch over the skies above PAF airbases. They would look out for the lone aircraft as it ventured deeper into hostile skies and would relay details of any interceptors they spotted. 

			At fifteen thousand feet the warning squealed again. It would continue intermittently for the next five minutes. This had to be the Pakistanis. The navigator reset his chronometer. Straining against the controls as the aircraft climbed under fourteen thousand pounds of thrust, the pilot levelled at twenty-five thousand feet nearly seven minutes after they began their climb. They were fifteen miles inside Pakistan Occupied Kashmir and headed northwards, covering a mile every seven seconds. It was too fast for the camera to function properly: The emulsion of the film, the shutter speed of the camera, and the aperture were all carefully calibrated based on tens of factors, and if the aircraft travelled too fast, the photos would be blurred and useless. 

			The navigator scanned his instruments in a frenzied manner now and marked their position far more frequently. If they overshot the desired position, then the aircraft would have to travel deeper into PoK to get the orientation right, and each extra yard in that direction would eventually demand its pound of flesh. Glancing at the chronometer, he realised that enough time had passed since the squeals had begun for Sargodha to have scrambled its interceptors, Mirage Vs that flew almost thrice as fast as they did and, unlike their thirty-year-old reconnaissance aircraft, carried air-to-air weapons.

			‘Sargodha must be airborne by now,’ he spoke.

			The pilot acknowledged with a grunt.

			While the navigator was working the whiz wheel, the radio crackled. ‘Two interceptors headed your way from Sargodha. Amritsar estimates time to intercept at five minutes.’

			He reset the chronometer and returned his attention to the wheel. The target demanded excruciating precision. Nestled as it was in the foothills of the Pir Panjal range, any photos would have to be taken either from near the Cranberry’s service ceiling, which would make it a sitting duck for interceptors, or from a lower altitude through a gap between two peaks. Their window of opportunity was narrow, and missing it would yield them high-resolution photos of sheep and shepherds on bare mountainside.

			‘Deploy the dive brake and reduce airspeed to zero point five Mach on my mark. Mark,’ he said to the pilot.

			Aware that the navigator had to get a number of things just right for the photographs to be useful, the pilot didn’t bother with an acknowledgement. He wouldn’t speak unless absolutely necessary. Instead he throttled back and deployed the dive brake, a flap on the wings that stood out and caused the Cranberry to rapidly bleed airspeed. 

			The navigator’s eyes were glued to the eyepiece as he sought the target, all the while praying that he hadn’t cocked up their location. When he saw the edge of a mountain and man-made structures beyond it precisely where they were expected to be, he triggered the shutter release.

			‘Three minutes,’ the lead MiG-21 pilot said over the radio, informing them of Amritsar’s estimation of the Mirage V’s time-to-intercept. ‘We are approaching your egress from the north.’

			The chronometer confirmed the navigator’s instinctive fears: the interceptors were flying faster than anticipated. 

			‘Afterburners?’ the pilot remarked, having intuited the problem. 

			‘And more,’ the navigator added. 

			The Mirages were flying unusually light, that was the only reasonable explanation. What mattered to the pilot was the reason, which he could only speculate: were they flying light because they were carrying minimal fuel, because they weren’t carrying missiles, or because Indian intelligence had horribly underestimated the capabilities of the aircraft? His instinct was to dive and flee, but training and experience had taught him to tune out that voice and focus, instead, on evaluating their options. Those options were narrowing rapidly with each passing moment. 

			‘The LoC is sixteen miles bearing seventy-five degrees,’ the navigator said. ‘On my mark. Mark.’

			There was no need to comment on altitude. The pilot knew the flight envelope of the aircraft better than anyone, possibly even the aircraft’s designers, and the navigator knew the envelope would have to be stretched if they were to survive.

			His colleague opened the throttles wide, banked sharply to the right, and set the aircraft into a steep dive. The airspeed indicator lurched, then began spinning rapidly as the aircraft shuddered, fleeing for dear life. As the pilot wrestled with the controls to keep it on course, the navigator continued calculating their position and reading out the distance to the LoC in decrements of one mile. 

			The pilot held the dive for as long as he dared. 

			‘Levelling off. Brace,’ the pilot warned the navigator.

			Then, breathing in short, forceful bursts and flexing his legs and abdomen to counter the G-forces that were about to cause blood to rush to his feet, the pilot pulled back on the yoke. The air rushing past the aircraft pressed down on the elevators. Airspeed kept climbing. Summoning every bit of physical strength, he pulled harder and harder, deflecting the elevators inch by inch in an exhausting contest of power and endurance until the aircraft bent to his will and began clawing its way out of the dive. That pressed him and the navigator forcefully down into their seats, and made his arms feel many times heavier than normal. His shoulders burned from keeping the arms on the yoke against the G-forces acting on him, and yet he pulled. Noticing a familiar fading and darkening of the periphery of his vision, he finally eased back on the yoke. The Cranberry was just above ten thousand feet and continuing to lose altitude, but not as quickly as earlier. The pilot was soaked. His eyes ached from the sweat that was pouring into them. Everything from his neck down to his abdomen felt like it was being stabbed with a hundred flaming needles, and he had the beginnings of what was certain to be a horrible headache. But he wasn’t done earning his pay, not quite yet.

			‘Four miles,’ the navigator intoned in the manner of a surgeon requesting more suction during a minor appendectomy. 

			The radar warning receiver had clammed up sometime during the dive. Though he had heard the pilot’s warning before pulling out of the dive, distracted by the calculations involving two sets of aircraft, the navigator had been slow to take action and had, as a result, lost vision. He remained conscious, though, and recovered moments after the G-forces eased. Gritting his teeth against the pounding in his chest and right temple, the thirty-three-year-old father of two resumed where he had left off and carried on with the calculations.

			‘They’ll try to force a landing,’ the pilot said.

			To a demoralised military that was yet to reconcile itself to the brutal outcome of ‘71, a captured Indian reconnaissance aircraft would be a coup. That explained why an AIM-9 Sidewinder had not sneaked up on them yet. Shutting his mind to the possibility of capture, he scanned the instruments and plotted their progress. The aircraft buffeted as it crossed Mach 0.8 and approached critical speed, lurching frightfully like a drunk elephant. 

			‘Intercept in twenty seconds,’ the lead MiG-21 pilot informed them over radio. 

			The navigator worked it out instinctively: they would fall short of the LoC by half a mile. It was only a matter of time before a Mirage appeared over their starboard wing. 

			‘Are we buggered?’ the pilot asked.

			‘We are,’ he answered.

			They had altitude to trade for airspeed, but it would worsen stability as they crossed critical speed. The risk of losing control and crashing was higher than the pilot was comfortable with, but it paled against the assured oblivion promised by a Sidewinder or even the Mirage’s thirty-millimetre cannon. He didn’t even wish to include incarceration in a Pakistani prison in the list of possible outcomes. Trusting the aircraft and the mechanics at Palam who looked after it, he pushed forward on the yoke. After pitching down, the nose climbed for a moment before dropping precipitously. As it began pitching and shaking violently, he fought the controls, making quick and forceful adjustments to keep it flying towards friendly skies. 

			‘Ten seconds,’ the navigator called out. As if on cue, the radar warning receiver squealed again. That made no sense to either one of them because the Sidewinder did not need radar lock, it was a heat-seeker. Both thought it odd but pushed the fact into a compartment in their minds—something to be pondered over if they survived—and carried on.

			The pilot had run out of courage to dive further, and it wasn’t likely to help much anyway if the aircraft lost its control surfaces. Four seconds. Thirty-millimetre tracer rounds should have been fired across their bow by now, to threaten them into turning back and landing in hostile territory. There were advanced airfields some distance into PoK, and while the aircraft would probably never fly again after landing at one of those, the PAF wouldn’t care. 

			Three seconds. Surely the interceptors were on their six and at a higher altitude, and it was only a question of when the trigger would be pulled. With the Cranberry bucking wildly, he was under no illusions about their ability to manoeuvre. They were sitting ducks at seven hundred miles an hour. 

			Two seconds. He craned his neck, trying to get a visual on the aircraft behind him. The Cranberry’s canopy wasn’t the largest, though, and he saw nothing. 

			One second. What the hell were they waiting for? Twenty seconds had elapsed, yet they continued hurtling forwards in some semblance of control towards familiar ground. The LoC was crossed half a second later. 

			‘Bogies have disengaged. Suggest you slow down before the aircraft disintegrates,’ the lead MiG-21 pilot advised.

			While the pilot of the Cranberry struggled through pain and exhaustion to keep the aircraft stable as it slowed below critical speed, the navigator wracked his brains to figure out the reason for the final squeal.

			‘Why would they light us up with radar at the last moment?’ he finally asked the pilot.

			‘Must have been the MiGs threatening the Pakistanis with all the subtlety of a sledgehammer. Sidewinders don’t need radar lock,’ the pilot replied.

			The navigator agreed. The interceptors had been at most a mile behind the Cranberry, and had no reason to use their radar. 

			‘They had us in missile range for nearly half a minute,’ the navigator ventured. ‘What happened?’

			‘Either they didn’t get authorisation in time to shoot us down or...’ the pilot replied.

			‘Or?’

			‘Or they were scrambled into the air before missiles could be loaded. Aircraft don’t sit around on air bases with a full complement of weapons loaded, do they?’

			The navigator grunted. Weapons were usually stored separately on base and loaded onto aircraft just before they set off on missions. It appeared they had caught the Pakistanis off guard that day, and the Mirages had been scrambled without missiles. 

			‘They would have had a few hundred rounds for those cannons, though,’ the navigator replied.

			The pilot chuckled nervously. ‘Thank god for the MiGs and their radars.’

			The last time the pilot had experienced such complete and utter fatigue, physical and mental, he was a flying cadet who had pissed off the wrong people and was paying for it over the course of an unending fortnight. 

			He had flown forty-seven reconnaissance missions for the ARC before this one, and each time he had walked the film canisters to the development area himself. There was a sense of quiet satisfaction and even joy in seeing the job done properly. And besides, the chances of ground staff messing the delicate film up and requiring him to repeat a mission were lower that way. 

			This time however, he said, ‘Have the ground staff collect the canisters and take them to development.’ 

			‘I’ll carry them myself,’ the navigator replied. ‘We have to go next door for the debrief anyway.’

			The pilot sighed. He wanted to find a warm bed and spend the next week lying in it. But the debrief couldn’t be avoided. His bed would have to wait. Perhaps it was time to walk into an Air India office, and give fair consideration to the positive effect its “milk runs” had on a reconnaissance pilot’s life expectancy. The hair-raising episodes would be missed—he would have to be utterly dishonest to claim otherwise, even to himself. But there wasn’t much hair left on his scalp these days anyway.

			***

			The imagery analysis landed on Mishra’s desk on Wednesday morning. Blown up to quarter imperial size, the high-oblique photos were accompanied by maps marked with each target’s approximate location and a note detailing the analyst’s conclusions. A non-trivial amount of mathematics, primarily trigonometry, had gone into estimating the dimensions of major structures in each photo. Mishra took the photos and maps and visited Almeida. The thick green curtains were drawn and the office of the Chief of the Europe section was dark and musty. The table lamp threw warm yellow light on Almeida’s desk. The files piled around it cast long shadows on the walls. Almeida himself sat deep in his chair, sunken like his cheeks. The beard looked patchy. Or perhaps it was just the light, Mishra thought.

			‘Of the four probables, industrial buildings have been observed at two,’ Mishra began. ‘The size, orientation, and features of TARGET TWO suggests that all the buildings there have been constructed by the same company or government agency. The same cannot be said about TARGET ONE. That, however, is not sufficient to rule it out.’

			Mishra paused to let Almeida speak. The older man had nothing to say. 

			‘After all, we have no reason to assume that all buildings at a centrifuge facility have to be similar,’ Mishra finally continued. A full minute had elapsed. ‘Why should the administration building look similar to the centrifuge hall or the machine tools workshop?’

			The absence of any reaction unsettled Mishra. In the dim light of the room and with the glare of the table lamp between them, it was difficult to see Almeida’s eyes. Mishra considered getting up from his chair to check if Almeida had fallen asleep, but pushed the thought out of his mind just as soon as it had emerged. 

			‘Chief Almeida, these were taken by a reconnaissance aircraft yesterday morning,’ Mishra finally said, rising from his chair to pass the photographs over the desk. 

			A moment passed, then two. Mishra was about to noisily clear his throat when Almeida stirred, leaning forward to accept the photographs with a bony, hairless hand. Mishra found himself staring at a gaunt face under a bald head. Almeida’s eyes were on the photographs. Leaning back, he stared at each black and white for about a minute.

			‘As far as we know,’ Almeida began, the words emerging slowly and with great effort, ‘the URENCO centrifuge facility in the Netherlands is made up of buildings that look rather similar. But that is not enough to reject TARGET ONE. There we are in agreement, Mishraji.’

			Mishra nodded. He heard Almeida breathe deeply a few times before he continued.

			‘What do you propose to do?’ Almeida asked.

			‘Lahore and Islamabad will investigate one target each. I will send them copies of these photographs as well as the approximate location of each facility. Their orders will be to gather as much intelligence as they can. Then they will infiltrate the facilities with the purpose of gathering irrefutable proof of uranium enrichment. Considering the leadership’s waffling back when you proposed having Khan assassinated, I think it’s best to get proof that they cannot downplay.’

			‘That is an excellent idea. Good luck, Mishraji,’ Almeida replied, bringing the meeting to an abrupt end.

			Mishra hesitated, wondering if he should say something. Almeida had already turned his attention to a file on the table and was flipping through its pages.

			‘Chief, is everything okay?’ Mishra finally asked.

			As Almeida looked up from the pages and focused on Mishra’s face, the latter thought he saw surprise, even befuddlement. Almeida stared, blinking. A few moments passed before Mishra saw a glimmer of recognition in his eyes.

			‘What was that?’ Almeida asked.

			‘I asked, is everything okay?’ Mishra repeated.

			‘I should have had the bastard killed when we had the chance.’

			‘You didn’t get authorisation, Chief,’ Mishra gently reminded him.

			‘God damn the leadership and their miserable authorisation. I should have travelled there and slipped a knife into Abdul Qadeer’s fleshy neck myself!’

			‘Chief, I cannot claim to have known you well, but I’m certain you assessed the risks correctly. Rash actions could have hurt us even more.’

			‘How could a simple act of mine have hurt us more than my inaction did? I failed to stop our mortal enemy from getting its genocidal hands on an unstoppable weapon to wield against us, Mishraji. It was my responsibility. He was on my continent. I knew about him. But I failed to prevent him from fleeing with everything the Pakistanis need, and now—’

			‘Had you taken such a risk, the damage to the organisation could have been horrific,’ Mishra interjected.

			‘The organisation would have survived,’ Almeida sputtered. He was breathing heavily now.

			‘And what would have happened if you had been apprehended while killing Khan?’

			‘I would have spent the rest of my life in a Dutch prison, but my conscience would have been clear. “Besides we are men, and after all it is our business to risk our lives.” But I failed.’

			The words came out with a ferocity that belied the frailty of the man slumped into that office chair. Mishra knew the sentiments driving them were absolute, and there was little he could do to mollify them. 

			A moment later Almeida spoke again, his words softer, more laboured this time. ‘This is the cross that I must bear for the remainder of my miserable days. Now if you would be so kind as to excuse me, Mishraji, I must get back to work,’ he said, reaching into the drawer that Mishra knew contained his inexhaustible supply of gin. 

			TARGET ONE, south of Lahore, proved easy to crack. The Resident’s network was able, after observing the logistics of the place, to infiltrate an agent into the facility as a truck driver. It turned out to be a fertiliser plant set up by the government. Mishra kept the news to himself and waited for information about TARGET TWO. That one proved tougher. For one thing, the area around the facility was cordoned off by the Pakistan Army and entry was strictly restricted to those already cleared by GHQ Rawalpindi. This fact in itself indicated to both the Resident and to Mishra that this was the facility they were looking for. But the ask was for hard evidence that a bureaucracy driven solely by self-preservation could not ignore or reject. The second aspect that made infiltration difficult was the logistical movement in and out of the facility. After observing the facility for a week, the Resident’s network noticed none. 

			‘Two UK diplomats beaten by guards at target two last week,’ the Resident reported. ‘Definitely a govt facility of sorts. Regret unable to infiltrate. Please advise on indirect proof.’

			***

			Sablok found himself back at Trombay sitting face-to-face with the same Director, who made no effort this time around to cloak his irritation. Saha’s reaction to Sablok’s presence was a lot more cheerful, though, and when Sablok explained that they needed a way to identify if a facility enriched uranium, Saha sought and received the Director’s permission and dragged Sablok to one of the laboratories. Sablok watched with gleaming eyes as Saha demonstrated a Geiger counter.

			‘What is the range of this instrument? Will it work from a mile away? Half a mile?’ Sablok asked.

			Saha’s loud, shrill laugh caused the other scientists in the lab to stare daggers.

			‘It won’t even work properly from beyond that door, Captain.’

			‘There must be some way...’ Sablok murmured. 

			While Saha tried to imagine what might work, Sablok played with the Geiger counter and a tiny piece of Cobalt-60, a childlike smile on his face. 

			‘Are you wearing lead underwear?’ Saha suddenly asked.

			‘What? No. Plain cotton. Why?’

			‘Oh, then don’t play with that thing. It’ll fry your privates,’ Saha quipped.

			When he saw the look of pure terror on the hardened soldier’s face, he burst into laughter. A distinguished, greying wizard in human form walked over and told them off. So Saha returned the Cobalt-60 and the Geiger counter to their places. Sablok and Saha then stepped out and walked over to Saha’s office.

			‘The problem is a difficult one, Captain. Nuclear facilities are built to contain any radiation emitted from within them. Unless that centrifuge facility has a terrible accident and the Hex leaks, you won’t detect anything outside it. In fact, background radiation—from sources other than the enrichment facility, like large concentrations of naturally radioactive limestone in the ground—would be far greater on a typical day. I’m sorry, Captain, but I don’t see any reliable way to determine if a facility handles uranium without physical access to it. Although...well, if you gain access to a truck that delivered yellowcake uranium—the form in which it is found in nature—you might get a high reading off the truck.’

			‘We haven’t seen any inbound or outbound movement of goods from the facility, doctor. Nothing goes in or out. Except employees, of course.’

			Saha lapsed into silence. If they were now asking for a way to confirm the handling of uranium, that meant that they had found the suspected location, likely with the help of his calculations. By now the questions Sablok and his colleagues had been asking him had become a complex puzzle to him, and this was definite progress. 

			‘If those employees were handling radioactive material they would be carrying some kind of evidence in their bodies,’ Saha replied.

			‘I don’t think we could kidnap one of their employees for tests, doctor,’ Sablok quipped.

			Saha did not reply. Sablok’s mind wandered, in that silence, to thoughts of steaming cups of sickly sweet tea. He was about to suggest a detour to the cafeteria when Saha remembered an incident from a year earlier.

			‘One of the operators at CIRUS—I forget the poor fellow’s name. His dosimeter—the radiation badge everyone who works inside or near radioactive material wears—showed a very high dose, almost five hundred millisieverts. That’s the dosage permitted in an entire year. Now either his dosimeter was faulty, or we had a major leak inside CIRUS. Not to mention that the poor fellow was about to be very, very sick. Teams were kitted in lead suits and sent into the reactor with Geiger counters to find out if there was cause for alarm, of course, but that didn’t help the poor operator. He was decontaminated first—stripped of all clothing and footwear, washed with soap and water. Then he was taken to Tata Memorial. I think they did a whole set of tests on him, but ultimately found nothing. The dosimeter had to have been faulty, because the teams checking CIRUS couldn’t find any leaks at all.’

			‘How will that help? I can’t kidnap an employee from that facility and bring him to Tata Memorial,’ Sablok replied.

			‘Patience, Captain. The doctors may know of indirect tests.’

			After a quick cup of tea, Saha took Sablok to the health centre on campus at BARC. One of the doctors there recalled the case Saha mentioned, and wrote a referral note for one of the physicians who had treated the operator at Tata Memorial. Sablok insisted that the note refer to him as “the person bearing this letter”. BARC was a sensitive establishment, and all employees underwent periodic background checks at the hands of the Bureau. Tata Memorial did not. After thanking Saha for his help, Sablok commandeered a BARC vehicle and its driver from the head of security, a retired infanteer who had warmed up to the visitor from Delhi during his last visit, and set off for Parel.

			***

			The doctor’s referral note cleared Sablok’s path to the fourth floor of the main building. 

			‘Come back after one week,’ the receptionist on the fourth floor said when he handed her the note.

			Sablok presented his identity card. It identified him as a Major Ajai Singh belonging to a fictitious unit of the Indian Army.

			‘This is urgent,’ he replied.

			The receptionist read his identity card twice.

			‘Doctor Joshi is on leave,’ the receptionist said. She was now looking over Sablok’s shoulder at the people standing behind him, waiting for their turn.

			‘Is there another doctor available in this clinic today?’ Sablok asked, refusing to take the hint.

			The receptionist sighed. ‘Doctor Menon is available,’ she replied. Then, just as Sablok turned to look at the consulting room door, she added, ‘You will have to wait in the waiting room there. You don’t have an appointment.’ With a smirk, she directed him to a waiting room full of cancer patients in various stages of illness.

			Sablok shrugged and walked over to the waiting room. The referral letter was taken into the doctor’s consulting room by one of the nurses. He stood in a corner, trying to make himself as inconspicuous as possible in a sea of people in visible and audible agony. The room had run out of vacant chairs much earlier in the day. Some faces, marked by an absence of the tiniest bit of hope, reminded him of MH Kirkee. Others reflected fervent determination. A few minders, people who had accompanied loved ones who were obviously suffering, looked at him with thinly veiled hostility as if wondering why someone as healthy as a horse was there alone. Some patients and minders had tears in their eyes. Other eyes appeared to have dried out for good. 

			There were children, boys and girls barely old enough for school, with sallow skin on small faces dominated by cheekbones. Most lacked hair on their heads, and a few were even without eyebrows. He found it hardest to return their gaze, especially the ones who smiled despite their obvious suffering. He felt a blend of pity, fear and revulsion, and was unable to harmonise those negative emotions with his estimate of his own character. That shamed him. He did not belong there among those suffering for themselves and those suffering for loved ones. After stewing in his own sentiments for half an hour, he sought out one of the nurses and asked if the doctor couldn’t spare fifteen minutes for him. It was urgent, was the subtext that he wisely left unsaid.

			‘Major Singh, what did you wish to consult me about?’ she asked. 

			There was a patient seated on a chair before her, sitting next to an older gentleman who, Sablok assumed, was his father. There was another patient on an examination table ten feet to Sablok’s left, being attended to by two nurses. The doctor was seated at her desk, reading from the patient’s file. Sablok had hoped for privacy.

			‘It’s a sensitive matter, doctor. I was referred by—’

			‘Yes, I read the referral, Major. It didn’t suggest any medical condition, so I’m not entirely sure I understand why you are here. You look healthy enough, but I don’t wish to prejudge.’

			He couldn’t speak about specifics, not without reading her in, and certainly not with so many other people in the room.

			‘I need fifteen minutes,’ he said, stepping towards her and holding out his ID. ‘Alone.’

			She made no move to accept it from his outstretched hand. Her eyebrows knitted and eyes squinted as she read it, the lines on her face highlighted in a frown.

			‘I know who you are, Major. My receptionist informed me. So I fail to see what purpose is served by your showing me that identity card. If it’s medical in nature, you can speak now. If it isn’t medical in nature, would you kindly wait until I have attended to those who came here before you did?’

			Sablok did not want to return to the waiting room. He insisted, hinting at important government business.

			‘Major, most of the people in the room outside have waited days, sometimes weeks, for an appointment. Within the context of their condition, that is a very long period of time. You will forgive me for saying this: I don’t care if you’re ADC to the Field Marshall himself. You can wait.’

			It was just after 7:30 p.m. when the last patient was examined, and Sablok was invited into the consulting room. Except during a short lunch of two delicious plates of ragda patties at a stall outside, which he knew he would regret the next day, he had remained in the waiting room all day and, unless it had coincided precisely with his absence, he was certain the doctor hadn’t taken a break for lunch. He began by giving the usual five-minute brief on the Official Secrets Act. She listened with raised eyebrows; people reacted with varying degrees of bewilderment, which often turned into fear when presented with the documents to be signed.

			‘The note says something about a patient from last year. I’ll send for the file,’ she said after signing the OSA document, and rose from her chair wearily to call for a nurse.

			‘Actually, doctor, my visit isn’t strictly related to that patient.’

			She sank back into her chair, unable to keep from sighing, and waited for him to continue.

			‘I was told that certain tests were performed to detect if the patient had been exposed to radiation. I would like to find out about those.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Pardon?’

			‘Why do you want to find out about those tests?’

			Her words oozed fatigue. She ran out of what little patience had survived morning rounds followed by ten hours of OPD and, with no answers forthcoming from him, she snapped, ‘If someone you know is suspected to have suffered radiation exposure, you should bring him or her here immediately instead of wasting time.’

			Sablok decided to ask her directly. ‘We need to know if there is any way to find out if a person works in...in close proximity to radioactive materials.’

			She studied him closely. ‘Then this isn’t about someone suffering from radiation poisoning?’ she asked a few moments later. He shook his head.

			‘Major, the first thing we do as doctors when a patient comes to us is take his or her medical history. That’s because, in the absence of complete information, diagnosis, prognosis, and treatment can be radically inefficient or even just plain incorrect. Applying that to your situation, why don’t you stop wasting your time and mine? Surely you’re a busy man in the army...’

			Sablok gave a sanitised version of the problem they were grappling with, avoiding specifics about geography and about the enrichment process. He was astounded by how alert she was despite the apparent fatigue, asking questions that he had a hard time answering while staying within the parameters of the general narrative he had given her.

			‘Is it uranium?’ she finally asked him. He nodded. She followed up by asking what physical state it was in.

			‘Gaseous.’

			‘Then people working nearby are probably inhaling minute quantities of it every day.’

			He wondered if that wasn’t a health hazard.

			‘It depends on the concentration. A small amount can be excreted by the body, although it does tend to bioaccumulate. Bioaccumulate,’ she repeated, seeing the confusion on his face, ‘the body can process and excrete some of the uranium inhaled or consumed, but some portion tends to accumulate in various tissues and organs.’

			‘So if I got you a tissue sample, could you determine the uranium concentration?’

			She could, she told him.

			‘What kind of tissue sample do you need?’

			She rattled off a list, adding, ‘A urine sample might work too. Or hair.’

			‘Hair?’

			‘Yes, heavy metals tend to bioaccumulate in hair and nails as well.’

			After a few more questions, primarily about how those samples would be analysed and if different isotopes of uranium could be detected, he got up to leave. Thanking her for her time, he reminded her once again of the OSA before leaving.

			



	

NINE

			All those who found themselves—through the accident of birth or the intentional act of migration—in the province of Punjab in Pakistan knew to fear Kot Lakhpat and District Jail Sialkot. Although stories about those two institutions served as terrifying deterrents and weighed on the minds of those who acted against the Pakistani state, the Wing had always managed to find men who were willing to sneak across the border into Pakistan and live there under an assumed identity. These were the Wing’s Illegal Residents, or Illegals, people who operated without the protective umbrella of diplomatic cover. Case officers and Residents regarded them with a mix of awe, pity, and scorn. Some Illegals were volunteers. Others had to be induced or coerced with promises of excitement, money, social standing, and the possibility of pulling themselves out of poverty with a government job on their return. It was these men who did a lot of the dirty and dangerous work of espionage. Since they did not arrive in diplomatic roles, they were able to operate inside Pakistan with greater freedom and anonymity than the Residents. Illegals recruited assets, smuggled documents, cleared drop-boxes, fed low-level intelligence to Residents, and often helped other Illegals cross the border. And they did all that as long as their nerve held, or as long as the Pakistani deep state—Ghulam Jilani Khan’s very own thugs—remained unaware of their existence. 

			Some intrepid case officers had, over the years, volunteered for the job too. Mishra had spent years as an Illegal in Pakistan and had built a formidable network that continued to yield intelligence more than a decade after his departure. It wasn’t, therefore, a lack of suitable agents that stayed the Islamabad Resident’s hand. He had a few veterans who had spent a generation between them as Illegals. They were the ones most likely to survive in close proximity to the deep state while infiltrating the location assigned. Such encounters would leave their mark, though, and they would become known to the deep state and therefore recognisable, like a cursed Ashwatthama. It would be irresponsible to keep them in country on further assignments, and the Wing would have to retire them back to India. The wages of this particular sin that was being demanded of him would be severe for the Resident: it would take years to repair the hole that their retirement would leave in his networks. 

			‘If infiltration is merely to verify, loss of best agents too high a price to pay. Suggest exploring other avenues,’ the Resident cabled Mishra. 

			The Chief of the Pakistan section was annoyed. But the argument was sound, and Mishra had to concede.

			‘Stand by,’ he cabled Islamabad.

			But when Lahore wrote back about the other facility, the stark contrast in the measures undertaken by the Pakistan army for the security of TARGET TWO when compared to TARGET ONE made Mishra’s decision for him. Hours after Sablok returned from Bombay and briefed him and Almeida, he drafted new orders for Islamabad, conveying Sablok’s proposed approach.

			‘Objective no longer just verification. Do whatever it takes,’ he wrote, ending the cable. 

			The terms had been expanded, with verification of the facility’s purpose being just the first of three stages. As the unambiguous orders arrived and unshackled him, the Resident began planning to infiltrate the town instead of going after the facility proper. Seven Illegals were working as part of his networks, acting as cut-outs. One of them had first crossed the border into Pakistan back when the Wing was still part of the Bureau. He had spent years as a guide, helping other Illegals sneak into the land of the pure right under the Pakistan Army’s nose from the Samba sector of Jammu, before finally taking the plunge himself. Whatever his motive, Kishan Lal had spent six years in ‘Pindi at a dhaba frequented by soldiers garrisoned nearby. During that time, he had harvested critical intelligence on troop movements from snippets of conversations between NCOs who worked at GHQ. Blessed with almost inhuman amounts of patience, in the two-and-half years that the Resident had been his handler, Lal hadn’t failed once at a task assigned to him. He was forty-three, an orphan who had somehow made it alive through the blood-soaked air of ‘47 from Gujranwala and Lahore. Finding himself in Jammu a few months later, he had survived by begging for food until a barber had taken pity on the child fleeing in terror from a bearded man in the marketplace. Lal had a wife and two kids back in Jammu, a boy aged fifteen and a girl of twelve. They saw him once every couple of years, for a fortnight or so, before he claimed he had to return to his job in Africa. Kishan Lal would be the tip of the spear.

			Infiltrating Lal wouldn’t be enough, not for such a critical mission. Lal could stumble while walking down the road and crack his skull on a stone, or he could be arrested for looking out of place by one of the soldiers patrolling the area; he could be robbed and murdered, or find himself out of luck and unable to complete the task. There was always an element of chance governing an agent’s life, regardless of how well-trained and careful they were, and they relied heavily on it. Their handlers—case officers and Residents—were not encouraged to follow suit. The Resident decided he would infiltrate two other Illegals independent of Lal in a three-pronged attempt at cracking open the facility’s secrets. Communication had to be straightforward and ordinary. In a town certain to be crawling with ISI thugs and soldiers acting in support, anything out of the ordinary would attract unwelcome attention. Concealment would be through banality, and communication would have to take the form of letters to the family. 

			When he briefed every one of them separately, the Resident gave them each their cover, their papers, an address for correspondence, and dictated a letter that they would send after successful infiltration. He also gave two of them a carrier-powered radio receiver smaller than a bar of soap. These had been built by the Wing’s radio engineers in New Delhi specifically for the mission, and had two separate radio circuits within them. The first circuit was tuned to the frequency of Radio Pakistan’s new Medium Wave transmitter at Islamabad and was meant to leech power from that radio signal. The second circuit—also a radio receiver—would then use that power to listen to 888 kHz. This was 15 kHz higher than the All India Radio transmission from near Jalandhar, an unused frequency, dead air so that the radio receivers would ordinarily remain silent. Radio Pakistan was going to unwittingly provide the Wing with the means of communicating urgent messages to its assets. Kishan Lal—now christened Faisal Baig—was the first to travel East down the Grand Trunk Road in a rickety bus headed for Kahuta with a small fortune in Pounds Sterling stitched into the underwear he wore.

			Sarfaraz Malik had been an Illegal in Islamabad since ‘72. A forty-seven-year-old Dogra from a small village near Poonch, he had helped three successive Residents operate networks capable of dipping into four ministries of the federal government. Working in the shadows of a city suffused with counter-intelligence operatives had taken its toll, and Malik had recently turned into the spying equivalent of a hypochondriac and had expressed fears that his cover was blown on two occasions in ‘76. The Resident felt Malik was near burning out, and offered him one final mission before a triumphant return to Poonch with enough money to last a lifetime.

			‘And I’ll see if we can get your son employed in a post office nearby,’ he added.

			The tall man with a handlebar moustache would be the linchpin of the operation. While Baig’s cover story would have him use money earned over a lifetime’s service in foreign lands to buy information and allegiance, Malik would seek shelter among his cultural cousins—the Minhas—a tribe of Dogra Muslims descended from Rajputs who called numerous villages around Kahuta their home. The Resident expected that cultural affinity melded with a finely calibrated cover would help Malik blend in among the fiercely proud natives. He hoped that tribal loyalty would keep Malik’s hosts from informing on him to the Punjabi-dominated deep state. 

			Keeping with his cover of a down-on-his-luck refugee of the ‘65 war who had settled down in Peshawar before the call of the melody of his ancestors’ language compelled him to seek the Minhas out, the Resident provided Malik with a modest sum in grubby Pakistani Rupees along with papers that would withstand all but the most invasive background checks. They identified him as Sarfaraz Minhas. He was to play the part of a peasant anyway, keeping his head down and staying out of everyone else’s way, a man completely broken by the vagaries of fate and content with the privilege of existence. If the deep state felt the need to take a long hard look at him, something had to have gone very badly wrong, and no documents would protect him. Kot Lakhpat was filled to the brim with peasants whose only crime was that they displeased their betters. Someone who annoyed Ghulam Jilani Khan’s thugs wouldn’t stand a chance. 

			After one final briefing, Minhas departed for Kahuta at dawn a few days after Baig. Back at the High Commission in Islamabad, the Resident uncharacteristically prayed that day.

			The third infiltration needed Mishra’s intervention. Yashwant Ganpatrao Mhatre, a swarthy twenty-eight-year-old former sapper, couldn’t pass for anyone but a Muhajir. After volunteering for the role of an Illegal in the wake of ‘71, he had been trained extensively by the Wing in Urdu and in the cultural habits of those who had migrated from India. The idea was to infiltrate him into Pakistani Sindh where nearly a quarter of the urban population fit that description. But like all plans full of details and foresight, this one too had suffered upon first contact with reality. The training had been the saving grace, serving Mhatre well for four continuous years not in Sindh but further north in Attock where his ancestors had once unfurled the Bhagva. The few within the Wing who knew of him considered the short, squat Maratha a machine impervious to fear or stress. After all, even someone as committed to his own cover as Mishra had taken a week “off” every year or so. 

			In Attock, Mhatre had built a tight network composed mostly of Muhajirs who, upon arrival in the land of the pure, had had their rose-tinted glasses ripped off when the native ethnicities of West Pakistan denied them access to most of the state’s resources. The actions of Ayub Khan and Bhutto had only served to accelerate this process of disillusionment with the idea of a Pakistan that accommodated its ethnic minorities without discrimination. 

			The intelligence yielded by them on the Kamra air base was immensely consequential to the IAF’s appreciation of Pakistan’s capabilities. It was Mhatre’s relentlessness and discipline that recommended him to the Resident as the third infiltrator. Despite Baig and Minhas’s canniness, there was always the possibility of discovery. The Resident reasoned that news of such an event would be quickly suppressed, leaving him in the dark, possibly for months, about the failure and capture of one or both of his best agents. It would, however, trigger a flurry of activity in the garrison tasked with securing the facility. By infiltrating a sleeper close to the garrison, the Resident hoped to have an early warning of such an eventuality. If both Baig and Minhas were neutralised, his final gambit would be to activate Mhatre. Easing the dark, short Muhajir into a garrison in northern Punjab would be a challenge in itself, though, and after considerable thought, he wrote to Mishra.

			‘Require unimpeachable credentials for third illegal. Objective to infiltrate garrison at Kahuta. Unable to procure credentials among own network.’

			Even though he didn’t know details, the Resident had heard rumours that the Section Chief had certain strategic assets, moles in high places within the Pakistani state. He had relayed messages from Mishra to dead letter boxes in Islamabad and Rawalpindi without knowing anything about the assets. Those messages were always encoded, and the Resident did not have the One-Time Pad to decode them. As for the identity of the assets being serviced, Mishra didn’t bother to explain and the Resident knew better than to ask. 

			Tasked very infrequently, always directly by the big boss, and never in a time-critical manner, these strategic assets were the most closely guarded secret in the Pakistan section of the Wing.

			***

			1961, New Delhi (India)

			In the retreating chill of February Upendranath Mishra, then a prematurely greying case officer, found himself home early one evening. Making the most of that rarity, his wife dragged him, ignoring his underplayed protests, to a dusty theatre in Old Delhi for a nondescript play directed by her cousin. Mishra did not like that cousin and the last thing he wanted to do that evening was sit through a banal play. But the lead was a young actor from a village among the dunes west of Bikaner, whose uncanny performance as a young Pakistani from Lahore took Mishra back in time. A fortnight later, after appeals to patriotism were made and it was quietly suggested that the most challenging role a thespian could hope to accomplish was not on stage but in real life, the actor—just twenty years of age—was recruited. A year of intense training followed. The actor’s ability to absorb every aspect of what was taught to him and mould his own behaviour to the mannerisms of his trainers surprised the instructors. 

			‘He can pass off as a Pakistani Punjabi from Lahore almost effortlessly, sir,’ Mishra said to his Section Chief, briefing the old man about how the actor’s training was progressing. ‘He has an almost mythical mix of talent and resolve. His diction is flawless. He speaks and writes the Punjabi of the west as if he were born there, and speaks Urdu with a disdainful accent as if he had been forced to learn it. I spent two whole days last week trying to find something about his mannerisms and his way of speaking that could betray his origins in Bikaner.’

			‘And?’ the Chief asked.

			‘I couldn’t find a single mistake, sir.’

			‘I’ll go meet him at the training centre myself, Mishra. If what you’re telling me holds...’

			And it did.

			‘He will be a strategic asset, Mishra,’ the Section Chief decided. He had interviewed the actor at the Wing’s training centre for over an hour. ‘Tasking will be solely my prerogative. We will not expose him to anyone else in this organisation. You will devise deep cover for him. Funds are not a concern. Once you have done that you will forget all about him. I will be his Case Officer and when I hang up my boots, that responsibility will fall to my successor. Is that clear?’

			And so, while mountain troops were being rushed forward in the east to interdict Chinese supply lines in ‘62, the actor found himself enrolled for a bachelor’s degree at the University of Karachi. Three years later, in the midst of the turbulence of ‘65, he was accepted at Kakul and spent eleven-and-a-half months among the Quid-e-Azam’s own before being commissioned as a Second Lieutenant in the Pakistan Army’s armoured corps. For the next eleven years, he made steady progress up the khaki ladder, his cover holding firm, even as he remained on the payrolls of Indian intelligence. 

			With the birth of the Wing, the Section Chief took the asset with him to the nascent agency. The only people aware of his true identity were Mishra and the Section Chief. When the latter retired, he briefed his successor about the existence and case history of four strategic assets. The actor was the last of the quartet, the youngest among them, and the only one to have been recruited outside Pakistan. 

			The Residents that conveyed orders from the Section Chief to these assets knew that they were dealing with something special, but weren’t permitted to know any details. They deposited coded missives in certain drop-boxes and, after a predetermined number of days, retrieved coded responses from other locations. That was all.

			***

			1977, Islamabad (Pakistan)

			The Islamabad Resident knew that the requested activation of a strategic asset would not be considered lightly, so he had built as strong a case as he could for utilising a strategic asset’s influence to help infiltrate Mhatre. 

			Even though Mishra found the justification sound, the risk of Mhatre’s discovery leading the ISI back to the strategic asset worried him. Instead of agonising over hypotheticals, Mishra wrote a message to the actor briefly outlining the need and asked if there was a way to aid the Illegal without leaving a trail. The encoded letter was two pages long. The Resident dropped it at a location in ‘Pindi and instructed an agent of his, a shopkeeper, to fly the Qaumi Parcam from the roof of his shop. 

			Every four days, the Resident checked another drop-box for a response. On the third such check, he found an envelope without any markings. Within it was a single sheet, the letterhead of the Brigade Major of a historically significant infantry brigade. The page was blank except for the stamped seal of the officer and the flourish of a signature above it. 

			After quick approval from Mishra, the Resident carefully drafted a demi-official letter addressed to the garrison commander, requesting his personal assistance in securing suitable work for the man carrying it. The rest of it aligned with Mhatre’s cover. After crumpling it a bit and rubbing a dusty fingerprint into it—Mhatre’s left thumb, of course—the Resident dispatched the sleeper to Kahuta. He was now Shaukat Sattar and was to report to the garrison commander, likely a young Captain who was certain to trip over himself to accommodate the request of a Brigade Major. The Resident wondered what would happen if the Captain wrote back to the senior officer, reporting the excellent conditions his man found himself in, but dismissed the possibility that it would lead to complications. Either the asset was the Brigade Major himself, or he was someone who had access to his stationery and seal. Regardless of the specifics, such a person had to have a way of intercepting inconvenient messages.

			Sattar was not given a radio receiver. Communication would remain one-way—from Sattar to the Resident—and dictated by Sattar’s convenience.

			***

			It was four weeks before the correspondence address in Islamabad received a letter from a man writing to assure his friends that he had arrived safely, was in the process of securing suitable quarters, and would write to them as soon as he was done sorting out the nitty-gritties. Faisal Baig had successfully infiltrated the town of Kahuta. 

			Two days later, the second letter arrived in a village outside Peshawar, and was delivered to a tea shop in Islamabad by a truck driver a few hours later. In it, a man tersely informed his family that by god’s grace he had found gainful employment and would soon be able to send them some money. Meanwhile, it said, they were to continue praying at the dargah in the next village for god’s grace to keep shining benevolently upon them. That was Sarfaraz Minhas informing the Resident that he had managed to blend in. 

			Sattar wouldn’t write. He was supposed to be illiterate, one of the most difficult acts for a person who knew how to read and write to pull off. After a while even the most inconsequential piece of text would draw at the eyes, and avoiding that required constant vigilance. Instead, a short telegram reached an address outside ‘Pindi. Sattar would have dictated it at the post office to someone kind enough to write it down. It was understood by the Resident that any further communication from him would be bad news.

			***

			Although Baig had been infiltrated a few days before Sarfaraz, the Resident gave the latter the responsibility of achieving the first breakthrough. It had taken Sarfaraz a few days to be accepted among his linguistic cousins, the Minhas tribe which lived in villages and hamlets outside Kahuta town. While a prosperous few owned shops in Kahuta or worked in the market there, most Minhas were engaged in agriculture and sheep rearing along the plains and hills east of Kahuta. After finding accommodation in one of their hamlets, he had begun cultivating friendships with those who worked in the market at Kahuta. While work was hard to come by in the rest of Pakistan, especially for the unskilled, Kahuta’s economy was booming. The people who worked at the “factory” outside town were rich by local standards, and the shops in Kahuta were struggling to keep up with the needs of the new population. His new friends had quickly found him work sweeping some shops in the Kahuta market once a day. The pay was enough to sustain him and, more importantly, the work allowed him to loiter outside those shops without arousing anyone’s suspicions. 

			The people who worked at the “factory” were easy to identify. They were mostly urban, and Sarfaraz had little trouble telling them apart from the rural folk of Kahuta and its surrounding villages. For one, they dressed differently from the shalwar kameez-clad locals—mostly in shirts and trousers of the western style, sometimes even in those suits that, till then, he had only seen officers of the Pakistan Army wear. Their dialects told them apart too. While most of the “factory” people spoke Punjabi when they visited the market, Sarfaraz felt that their pronunciations showed an Urdu influence. And they always seemed to be in a hurry; they were busy people and few of them had time to spend in the market. He had tried striking up a conversation with a few of them outside one of the shops he cleaned, remarking about the weather or asking them about which city they came from and how life was over there. The responses he received were gruff and suggested, with little ambiguity, that they did not welcome the idea of socialising with riff-raff like him. 

			There was a small shop at the corner of the market where the underclass—unskilled workers like him who worked in the market—gathered and socialised over cups of thick and strong tea twice a day. In the afternoons some gathered under a tree behind the shop to gamble their wages on card games, mostly Kharr Wanj. Sarfaraz was welcomed enthusiastically when it became apparent that he wasn’t very good at the game, and within a week he had friends who worked at nearly every shop in the Kahuta market, including one of only two hair salons in all of Kahuta. The barber from that shop was particular skilled at Kharr Wanj and, after cleaning Sarfaraz out over four hands of the game one afternoon, felt pity for the fool and took him under his wing. It helped that they spoke the same dialect and belonged to the same tribe. Sarfaraz had his man.

			With a deliberate lack of haste, Sarfaraz began cultivating a deeper friendship with the barber by feigning interest in becoming a barber himself. 

			‘Did you have to go to college to become a barber?’ he asked while drinking tea with him.

			The barber snorted, almost choking on the tea before gulping it down and laughing loudly.

			‘I can barely write my own name, you fool. Who would let me into college?’ he replied.

			‘So how did you become a barber?’ Sarfaraz asked.

			‘I became an apprentice to a barber in my village,’ the barber replied. ‘He taught me how to cut hair.’

			‘Is it very difficult?’

			‘Extremely. It took years of hard work!’

			‘Really?’

			The barber laughed again. ‘You really are a fool, Sarfaraz. I worked for him for six months. That was all it took to learn. Now, if you want to learn that fashion-washion, it takes much longer.’

			Sarfaraz became silent, apparently absorbed in thought. 

			‘Will you teach me?’ he asked after a while. 

			‘What’s in it for me?’ the barber asked. ‘It takes time to teach, you know. Will you pay me for my efforts?’

			Sarfaraz appeared to think carefully for a moment. ‘I will sweep your shop for you,’ he finally offered. ‘You don’t have to pay me—just teach me to cut hair.’

			He began his apprenticeship the very next day, waking an hour earlier in the morning to finish sweeping the other shops before heading to the hair salon. The shop was open seven days a week, from nine in the morning till sundown. He would sweep the barbershop thrice each day: once in the morning when it opened, once in the afternoon before the barber and he headed—during quiet hours—to the tea shop, and once in the evening before they headed home. In return the barber let Sarfaraz remain in the shop for the entire day and observe him—from a distance—as he attended to customers. Sometimes he would even talk about what he was doing. 

			Sarfaraz noticed that the “factory” people spoke to the barber much more politely than they had spoken to him. In fact, when they were seated in the chair, many became quite talkative, discussing everything under the sun with the barber except the “factory” itself. The barber, for his part, never asked about it. They still eyed Sarfaraz with suspicion—or perhaps it was disdain, he couldn’t be sure. So he kept his thoughts to himself when the “factory” people were there. 

			It took him less than a month to notice the hierarchy among the “factory” people based on how self-effacing the barber was when speaking with them. There was one gentleman who seemed to terrify the barber. Sarfaraz knew him as Bajwa Sir because that was how the barber referred to him. He was middle-aged and rotund, and insisted on smoking cigarettes even while in the barbershop chair. He came every Sunday morning to have his hair trimmed and dyed, and brought his own hair dye with him. It was a foreign brand, the barber once told Sarfaraz after Bajwa Sir had left, and a bottle cost more than Sarfaraz made in a month.

			‘He must be very rich,’ Sarfaraz remarked.

			‘Of course. He is a big sahab at that factory,’ the barber replied. ‘Everyone works for him.’

			The next Sunday Sarfaraz cleaned the shop immediately after Bajwa Sir left. The barber was surprised with the change in schedule, but said nothing: if the fool wanted to do extra work for him why should he complain? He didn’t notice the fool pocket a clump of Bajwa Sir’s hair.

			***

			Sarfaraz’s second letter arrived in the first week of August and, unlike the first one, bore a return address. It sang paeans in praise of the barber and the wonderful Minhas tribe that had made him feel, after more than a decade in Pakistan, finally at home. Accommodation was less expensive than he had earlier thought, it went on, and he would, within a few months, find a house suitable for them all. Then they could travel to the wonderful town nestled in cool, green hills by god’s continuing grace. He hoped the money he had left them would suffice till then, but if it didn’t, his wife should have the headmaster at the boys’ school write to him asking for more. The town was populated with big old fauji sahibs, so he lived in a village a few miles away in keeping with his station. He mentioned a shrine outside Kahuta, a Sufi saint’s dargah that he visited as often as he could to pray. Then the letter rambled on about mercy, about perseverance, and about the need for their children to learn a trade as early as possible. He thought carpentry or construction would be suitable for them given how fast buildings kept coming up as truckloads of cement and concrete were moved around the country—he had seen armies of trucks swarming over the road from Peshawar to Rawalpindi, he claimed. He also mentioned that he himself was learning to become a barber—a wonderful trade that paid well—and spent a good paragraph on the virtues of the barber who was teaching him. 

			‘I am sending a clump of hair from the first customer I cut hair for,’ he wrote. ‘Please offer it to the Pir outside our village as an offering for my success.’

			The letter ended with a sheepish acknowledgement that although he would like to write to them again soon, the cost of sending a letter was very high.

			‘The gentleman,’ it said, ‘told me to fix six stamps. Imagine that—three rupees for a simple letter to Peshawar.’

			After reading the letter thrice and collecting the clump of hair, the Resident began drafting a report for Mishra. The town saw intense construction activity, he wrote, and was populated by retired army officers for the most part.

			‘The agent confirms that this is the location we sought,’ he added.

			The next diplomatic pouch to New Delhi carried the Resident’s report along with a clear plastic bag containing a small lock of grey-black hair.

			



	

TEN

			With the clump of salt-and-pepper hair and the tiniest flakes of dandruff secured inside a double-sealed container, Sablok was dispatched to the airport once more. This time Arora tagged along to make sure the sample was never left unattended. 

			The previous evening’s telephone call to Dr Menon had begun awkwardly as he realised that she had forgotten all about Major Singh. After he reminded her of their conversation in her consulting room and explained that he had a suitable sample in possession, she asked him to bring it over ‘tomorrow evening’. Learning from his previous experience, Sablok and Arora arrived late in the afternoon and waited in silence till the last patient had left. Then they stepped into her consulting room a little before 7 p.m. After greeting them and being introduced to Arora, the doctor handed Sablok a piece of paper with a name and address scrawled on it in what was unmistakably a doctor’s handwriting. While he read it and puzzled over the detour, she rang someone up and mentioned, without needing to identify herself, that they had arrived and would be there soon.

			‘If you rush, you’ll find him waiting at that address. Go to the second floor of the main building; his office is on the left, at the far end of the corridor,’ she said after ending the call.

			‘Will he analyse the sample?’ Arora asked. She nodded in reply.

			‘I thought you would perform the tests here,’ Sablok said, a bitter smile on his face. 

			She shrugged. ‘Unfortunately, Major Singh,’ she replied, referring to Sablok by the cover name he had given her, ‘we don’t have the equipment or the expertise for it here. All cases of heavy metal poisoning have samples sent there,’ she said, pointing at the piece of paper that now lay on the table before Sablok. ‘He has a lot of experience in dealing with marginal cases.’

			‘Is he a doctor?’ Arora asked, taking the paper from Sablok and reading it. There were no qualifications written after the name.

			‘In a way. He has a doctorate in analytical chemistry.’

			‘You mentioned heavy metals, doctor. Has he ever done this sort of thing for uranium specifically? I’m nobody to question his competence, but that’s exactly what I must assure myself of before reading him in.’

			‘Uranium is a heavy metal too, sir. It won’t be a problem for him,’ she tried to assure them.

			‘Would you stake your reputation on it? A lot of good people went through a whole lot of trouble to get this in our hands,’ Arora countered, holding the container before him. ‘We cannot afford to take chances, doctor.’

			Her eyes narrowed, and her face assumed a pinched expression.

			‘I am not in the profession of referring spies to chemists, sir, so I don’t see how this is relevant to my reputation.’

			Arora swallowed, then cleared his throat. 

			‘My apologies, I misspoke,’ he said, carefully walking back his own words. ‘What I meant to ask was, how confident are you that this will work? How well do you know him?’

			She was getting late for rounds.

			‘I’m confident that if the sample is sufficient, he’ll find your uranium. As for how well I know him, I’d say fairly well: he is my father.’

			Glancing pointedly at her wristwatch, she stood to indicate that the meeting had run its course. Arora thanked her for her time and stepped out, walking towards the staircase, sealed container and address in hand. Sablok caught up with him at the landing below, the hint of a smile on his face.

			***

			In the gloom typical of government campuses after dark, the cream-coloured portico appeared to be an afterthought to Sablok, a hastily erected structure clamped against the fading grey of the stone building behind it. On the second floor, they found the professor in his room, alone and engrossed in a thick tome. Three cups of tea stood on the table before him, steaming their life away into the dense, humid air of Matunga.

			‘I do have a lot of questions,’ he confessed after introductions, ‘but I was told—well, warned—quite clearly and emphatically that the flow of questions would be towards me. Shall we begin after tea?’

			It was unlike any Arora had ever tasted. He thought the flavours hinted at Earl Grey, but some nuances surprised with each sip. Their host chuckled when Arora remarked on the character of the clear brown brew.

			‘A little knowledge of the chemistry behind it goes a long way,’ he replied, adding, ‘as does a dash of opium.’

			Arora’s expression changed swiftly, like a fat, dark cloud blowing in from the Arabian Sea and blocking the sunshine on Shivaji Park. The delicate agility with which the obese visitor rushed to place the cup back on the table drew a loud guffaw from the chemist.

			‘That last part was a joke, sir,’ he sheepishly said, a few moments later. Arora left the last drops untouched.

			After Sablok had drained his cup, he left the room to make sure the corridor and neighbouring offices were free of eavesdroppers. 

			‘We have a hair sample that needs to be analysed, professor,’ Arora began, before giving the standard OSA spiel and reading him in.

			‘What manner of trouble has my daughter got me into this time,’ the professor wondered aloud upon seeing the documents Arora wanted him to sign. But he signed them anyway.

			‘We would like to know if the sample shows excess uranium,’ Arora said after the signed documents were safely in his briefcase.

			‘Do you have a threshold value in mind?’ the chemist asked. Then, seeing the confusion on the spook’s face, he continued, ‘Uranium occurs naturally. In many places the concentration of naturally occurring uranium is greater than usual. So if you want to use the quantity of uranium in the sample to make sure it isn’t due to natural causes, you need to decide on a threshold value. Unless of course all this relates to a weapons programme, in which case that’s the wrong way to go about it.’

			Arora felt the onset of a headache. They needed to invest in a coherent cover story within the next few minutes or they’d have to come clean, at least with the experts advising them. The trouble was, each expert had a different perspective and, as a consequence, needed a different set of “facts”.

			‘If it were related to a weapons programme, and I’m not saying that it is,’ Arora quickly added, ‘what would be the right way to go about it?’

			‘We will determine the relative concentration of the two major uranium isotopes. If there is a lot more U-235 than normal, that would indicate enrichment. The proportion would tell us how close they are to building a weapon. I’m not entirely sure about what level of enrichment is required, though. Genocide has never been my cup of tea, you see.’

			‘We are,’ Arora assured him. ‘Well, I meant...genocide isn’t our cup of tea either...but we know what level of enrichment is required, professor.’ Then, recovering his composure quickly, he continued, ‘How long will the procedure take? We cannot let the sample out of our sight.’

			‘A few hours. But before we begin, let’s be clear about one thing: the sample will be destroyed in the process. There may be a tiny bit remaining after we’re done, but if I were you I wouldn’t bet on it.’

			‘Finding another sample will take months, professor, if not more...This has to work,’ Arora replied in an unusually grave manner.

			The ominous tone did not escape the chemist’s notice. By now a clear picture had formed in his head about these two and the hair that they wished to test. If his daughter hadn’t referred them to him, he would have asked for a letter from whichever ministry they reported to before even beginning to perform the test.

			‘I have performed the technique hundreds of times, and so have many of the students I taught it to. If there is uranium there, I’ll find it and its enrichment level. But I need you to decide.’ Then, sensing hesitation, he added, ‘Now! Would you rather hold onto a lock of some stranger’s hair, or let me perform the tests that are needed. There is no other way to get the data you need, that much I can assure you.’

			They ran into Sablok in the corridor on their way to the lab. He fell in step behind them.

			‘The technique is called gas chromatography mass spectroscopy,’ the chemist began. ‘Once it begins, we’ll have a long night ahead of us. I’ll brew another batch of tea for us then. Without opium, of course.’

			‘In the lab?’

			‘Of course. That’s where I keep the equipment.’

			It took the professor nearly an hour to complete preparations for the experiment.

			‘We will run the sample thrice. The quantity of hair you have is sufficient for that much. It should give us a clear idea of how far your adversaries are in enriching uranium. Let me explain, briefly, what is going to happen now. The instrument you see is made up of two parts. This is the gas chromatograph: if I had to explain—in layman’s terms—what it does, well, it vaporises the sample. Transforms it into a gas. Then that gas is passed through the second part of this instrument. It’s called a mass spectrometer. The mass spectrometer will fire the sample as a beam through an electromagnetic field. The different components will deviate because of the electromagnetic field in proportion to their mass. Now,’ he paused, ‘are you quite sure you only care about the two isotopes of uranium?’

			Arora turned to Sablok.

			‘Absolutely certain, professor,’ Sablok replied. 

			‘Good. Then I will adjust the detector—this last bit here—to selective monitor for the non-fissile Uranium 238 and the fissile—and much harder to find—Uranium 235.’

			He then returned to the instrument, making minute adjustments on various dials. By then Sablok and Arora had put their trust and fate in his hands and switched off. 

			When the procedure began, the professor turned his attention to making tea.

			‘Are you sure the instrument can be left unattended?’ Arora asked.

			‘Of course. When the instrument is finished analysing the components it will tell us.’

			And tell them it did. The machine beeped loudly a few minutes later. 

			‘Do you gentlemen, perchance, need a printed report?’ he asked sheepishly.

			‘No written records, professor,’ Arora replied, draining his cup. 

			‘Ah! Excellent. Saves me a headache. Now,’ he said, switching on what looked like a small television screen and fine-tuning the picture by turning a few dials, ‘If the hair contains uranium you will see one or two peaks here. The relative sizes of the two peaks will tell us how far they’ve progressed in terms of enrichment. Everything clear?’

			‘Just give us the answer, professor,’ Arora replied.

			‘See for yourself.’

			The screen refreshed and began tracing a fluorescent green line from left to right. It was mostly flat. 

			‘Approaching the spot for two-thirty-five,’ the professor said.

			The line remained flat, passing the part where the professor expected a peak.

			‘So that’s it, then? No enrichment?’ Sablok asked, a trace of dejection evident in his voice.

			The line rose slowly to form a very shallow peak.

			‘God damn it!’ the professor exclaimed, grabbing at and twisting a few more dials. ‘Who the hell changed the scaling?’ he asked nobody in particular. ‘Wait for it to refresh,’ he added.

			Presently the screen cleared and began tracing the line again from left to right. As it approached the two-thirty-five spot it began rising steeply, levelled off, then fell. Then, after a brief duration while it hugged the horizontal axis, it rose again, steeper this time. It climbed all the way up to the top of the screen, made a jagged peak, and then dropped.

			‘There we have it gentlemen. Uranium two-thirty-eight and Uranium two-thirty-five, both,’ the professor said in triumph.

			The peaks had values labelled on top of them.

			‘And I would say they have achieved fifteen percent enrichment already. But just to be certain, let us repeat the whole thing with a fresh sample. Who wants more tea?’

			***

			One evening, about a week after Sablok and Arora returned with the test results, Almeida sent word to Mishra requesting a meeting that same day. Mishra dropped by his office just after 9 p.m. It had been a long and brutal day, and he was glad to be out of the stifling confines of his own office, away from a telephone that never stopped ringing. Almeida’s office was brighter that evening. Mishra noticed that the older man had lost a lot of weight. He was about to mention it when Almeida handed him papers authorising Sablok’s repatriation to Mishra’s section. Moments later, he gave him another set, this one recommending Arora’s secondment to work for a year under Mishra’s command. Holding them between arthritic fingers, Mishra read carefully. 

			‘Is this your way of working around budget cuts?’ he asked.

			When the Emergency was revoked in ‘77 after twenty-one months of authoritarian rule a coalition of disparate unequals, emulsified only by their shared hatred of the Iron Lady, was elected to govern in her place. One of their first acts, fuelled by a paranoia intensified by their long incarceration, was to humiliate the Secretary (R). The man who founded the Wing, built up its capabilities, led it through the highs of liberating Bangladesh and keeping the Pokhran test under wraps, and the lows of seeing Bangabandhu assassinated by his own armed forces, was accused of gross improprieties including helping the Iron Lady crush dissent within India during the Emergency. He was to pay the price for his proximity to the former prime minister.

			Growing the Wing into a formidable organisation, he had made enemies within and outside the bureaucracy, and in this crisis many of them found the perfect opportunity to take aim. Faced with naked hostility from the people he was supposed to serve, he did the decent thing and resigned, hoping to draw their malice towards himself and away from his creation. 

			It didn’t work. 

			His right-hand man, a distinguished intelligence officer who, while overseeing and directing the Wing’s operations during ‘71, had become something of a legend, took over for all of three months before the government’s unquenched thirst for revenge—or its desire to clean house, depending on which side of the political aisle one belonged to—became too much for him to put up with. He resigned too. But the coalition wasn’t satisfied with token sacrifices. Running out of individuals to punish, the PMO ordered deep budget cuts and decided that since “Secretary (R)” was too fancy a title, and carried with it too much power, the head of the Wing would henceforth be a mere “Director”. 

			The incumbent now scrambled to keep the organisation alive even as the PMO sought to starve it to death. He halted recruitment, then eliminated positions that had fallen vacant. Without the means to sustain itself, parts of the Wing began to atrophy and shut down. Insiders like Section Chiefs and Division Heads looked on in horror as the government, blinded by rage, placed its own eyes and ears on an anvil and hammered away. When the full extent of its wrath became apparent, they rushed to do whatever had to be done to keep the lights on. Exactly like a body struggling to keep itself warm, it pulled resources back from the extremities to sustain the core: Pakistan.

			‘This isn’t entirely on account of the cuts,’ Almeida replied. Despite the cool air of the office, a fine sheen of sweat appeared permanently anchored to his face. ‘Enquiries are being opened into all manner of operations.’

			Mishra nodded in empathy, his expression grave. ‘I had heard rumours that any and all actions of Ramjee were going to be investigated. There’s talk of inquisitions that will soon be launched, broadening the scope to cover the entirety of the Wing,’ he said, referring to the founder of the Wing by the name his friends and subordinates called him.

			‘My friends in the steel frame tell me that the government is eager to find dirt under the Wing’s fingernails. And they do not mind how many fingernails they have to rip out before they find it,’ Almeida replied.

			‘If you ask me, it’s a bit of a stretch,’ Mishra replied, his words of consolation meant as much for himself as for Almeida. ‘Peeling so many layers deep would take the entire Bureau the entire term of this government.’

			Almeida cocked his head to one side and considered Mishra’s words. He was breathing heavily.

			‘We all have skeletons buried here and there,’ he said a few moments later. ‘Perhaps if the caretaker they detested is no more, they may lose interest in his patch of land and leave those particular corpses to rest in peace.’

			‘That didn’t work for Ramjee,’ Mishra replied, alluding to the founder’s resignation.

			A wistful smile appeared on Almeida’s face. To those who had worked with the founder, his downfall had been like watching Bheeshma’s death from the Kaurava camp.

			‘Did I ever tell you about a beautiful stone house on the southern bank of the Chapora? There is an island in the middle of the river, about half a mile upstream from the house. I would row to it almost every day when I was young. Early in the morning. Every day. The river swells around it in a gentle way and all sorts of fish find shelter and food among the reeds near its banks. I find myself dreaming about that island every night now. I know you have no reason to do me any favours. We never were on familiar terms, you and I, and I consider that my loss. But there are times when one must abandon one’s last shred of dignity. Take these two on. They don’t deserve to be orphaned, not after three dogged years. Neither has much to look forward to outside of the job. Not for them the calm delights of the Chapora.’

			Mishra had his doubts about Arora’s utility in a section so far removed from Europe, but something about the older man’s request—its manner, the voice it was made in, the expression on the emaciated face—made it clear to Mishra that it wasn’t one he could refuse while still keeping his conscience clear.

			‘I will keep them safe for as long as I can,’ Mishra said. ‘The plump spy-master should be easy to hide in some line item or the other on the Pakistan Section’s budget.’ Then, after a moment’s pause, Mishra continued, ‘they might dig into Paris even in your absence,’ he cautioned. ‘And if they decide a scapegoat is needed, they will finger Sablok and Arora.’

			Almeida did his best to smile through an inner dialogue of doubt, the sallow skin stretched taut across prominent bones, ageing half a decade in the span of a second.

			‘Sablok will not be harmed. I have seen to it. There are enough breadcrumbs for a half-competent inquisitor to conclude that Hussain defected to that democracy on the Levant,’ he replied.

			‘Do you believe the government is choosing its inquisitors on competence?’

			Almeida winced. Mishra realised it was pain and not his question that had triggered it.

			‘There are safeguards in place to absolve Captain Sablok and Jagjit Arora. And if the goddamned inquisitors insist on placing blame, they can always find me on the banks of the Chapora.’

			But Mishra knew, at that moment, that when the time came, they wouldn’t find him on any riverbank.

			***

			The hair sample had yielded what they had all hoped for, showing conclusively that Pakistan had, in that facility on the outskirts of Kahuta, achieved uranium enrichment up to 15%. They would need to go a lot further to have a viable weapon, but the sample showed that they were well on their way. More importantly, the Wing now had confirmation: they knew where and how Pakistan was enriching Uranium, and they had assets in place at that location. 

			Mishra’s first instinct was to take the confirmation up the chain of command. After all, any action to interfere with the facility at Kahuta would need approval from the very top, not to mention the additional resources without which any mission would exist only on paper. But he checked himself, remembering the ambiguous response Almeida had received when he had proposed assassinating Khan in Amsterdam. The leadership was radically different now, at least in terms of political opinions, but the institutions that they would turn to for counsel were the same ones that, he was certain, had cautioned against precipitous action back then. 

			It was a conundrum faced by many senior intelligence operatives at least once in their career: their need for taking calculated risks coming up against the brick wall of the pathological risk aversion of bureaucracies. Bureaucrats operated under the constant assumption that although things weren’t very good at the moment they could easily become quite a bit worse with the slightest action. The only effective means of overcoming this inertia was to convince political masters to overcome bureaucratic arguments, but that presumed a decent working relationship.

			The alternative was for him to evolve a set of scenarios in collaboration with the three services. As far as he knew, they weren’t on the government’s hit list yet, and if the Generals and Air Marshals briefed the Prime Minister on the government’s options, resistance was likely to be less severe. Doing that, however, would need the backing of his own superiors in the Wing. The men in olive green with gold on their epaulettes, and their counterparts in sky blue wouldn’t give credence to an arthritic Section Chief acting on his own initiative. 

			He approached the Head of his Division, a quiet professional who avoided politics like the plague and, despite that, found himself third-in-command at the Wing. After briefing him on the operation, Mishra floated the idea.

			‘Two years ago Almeida went to the PMO with a clever little plan to eliminate Khan in Amsterdam and rid us all of this headache. The babus at the PMO stonewalled his request and Khan escaped. We cannot take that risk again. I’d like to work out a few options in collaboration with the services. The PMO is less likely to stonewall a coalition that includes the services.’

			His superior recoiled in horror. ‘You will not mention that plan outside this room, Mishra. And you will certainly not put it into action. We no longer enjoy the kind of relationships Ramjee wielded. Damage control would be impossible if word got out,’ he replied.

			Mishra argued his case, pleading for action: the Wing had been denied the opportunity to set Pakistan back once before; if they bungled this, they might not have the luxury of a third attempt. After much back and forth between two professionals who held similar beliefs, the Head of the Division enunciated his decision.

			‘We will take this up the regular channels, and we will fight all the way to make sure we are heard. The leadership views us with intense suspicion and a dislike that borders on hatred, but the message we carry concerns the nation’s interests, not our own. If we sneak behind their backs and then present a fait accompli, we risk feeding their delusions of persecution. What’s more, we may drag the services down with us. That would render ineffective three other institutions, arguably the most important. No, we cannot risk that. Don’t sigh in dejection, Mishra. We follow procedure, however odious and ineffective it may turn out to be, not because it is how things have always been done—I’m the last person to go blindly by the book, forgive the mangled metaphor—but because not doing so leaves the nation vulnerable.’

			He ordered Mishra to prepare a comprehensive brief for the PMO.

			‘Will you accompany the Secretary (R) to present it, sir?’ 

			‘He is no longer Secretary, Mishra. Get used to calling him Director, at least so long as the present dispensation thrives. And yes, I will go along. You will be needed too.’

			‘May I offer some unsolicited advice, then, sir?’ Mishra asked. His boss nodded, so he continued, ‘if the Prime Minister offers you what appears to be a peg of Scotch, sir, do decline.’

			The task of preparing the briefing fell to Sablok and Arora with the rider that as far as possible, mention of operational details should be avoided.

			‘They don’t need to know exactly how we did it,’ Mishra told them.

			The he drafted a cable to Islamabad.

			‘Congratulations. Job well done. Redouble efforts to recruit assets with access to facility. Objective: sabotage. Do not repeat not initiate sabotage without explicit orders from HQ. Prepare to go at short notice.’

			Mishra contemplated adding a warning about keeping the operation from the Foreign Service staff, but decided that it would be patronising and redundant. if Islamabad couldn’t maintain the metaphorical Chinese Wall between his actions on behalf of the Wing and the diplomatic staff he worked with, something had already gone wrong, badly.

			



	

ELEVEN

			The letter from the Islamabad Resident, written under a pseudonym and sent from a post box in Islamabad by a middle-aged lady in niqab, reached Faisal Baig’s rented accommodations in Kahuta a week later. 

			He had established himself among the small traders of the market as a moderately wealthy refugee, someone who had toiled in East Africa, first as a labourer and then as a construction contractor, before tragedy struck in the form of Idi Amin’s dream. After he had hinted, during the odd conversation, about being on the lookout to invest a small sum of Pounds Sterling, part of whatever he had managed to flee Uganda with, he found himself being courted by a few shopkeepers. It helped that he had no family, having claimed that his wife and sons were lost to the turmoil in Uganda. 

			The owner of a hardware store—possibly the only one within an hour of travel—introduced Baig to his own son, the star of his eyes, a piece of his mother’s moon, an electrician working for the big sahibs at the “factory” just outside town. Feroze Akmal was twenty-two, unmarried, and curious. Baig struck up a friendship of sorts with him, fuelling the young man’s fascination with the world outside Punjab. Unlike the father, who seemed content to count his blessings in the town of his ancestors, Feroze confessed to experiencing an almost pathological desire to travel. He had heard stories from friends who were friends with people whose uncle’s cousin’s wife’s son-in-law lived abroad in England, and dreamt of settling in London himself, of marrying a beautiful girl, and of earning enough to travel to his heart’s content. But here he was, stuck in this backwater, living twenty feet from his birthplace. The farthest he had ever been was Rawalpindi, he claimed with pride, shame, and awe. The size of the city had deeply impressed him, as had the scandalous habit of the women there to wear western clothes and drive cars. 

			‘Are cities outside Pakistan as large as Rawalpindi, Chacha?’ he once asked Baig, who had often bluffed about having visited friends in London. 

			In response, Baig cultivated his awed wonder, telling him about the Queen’s palaces and the wealth of the city, things that he had heard when Elizabeth the Second visited India in ‘61.

			‘Are the people friendly?’

			It was late in the evening, and they sat on the hardware store’s roof eating peanuts, waiting for Akmal Senior to wind up for the day. The bottle of whisky that Baig had brought along waited impatiently.

			‘The men are...reserved. But the ladies, oh!’ Baig replied, a glint in his eyes. ‘One of my friends married an angrez mem after moving to London.’

			For the next fifteen minutes, he spun a yarn full of innuendo, titillating the youngster with the odd allusion to his own fictitious escapades during an alleged two-month stay on the banks of the Thames. By the time the exhausted father locked up, the son was hooked. Faisal Baig would spend the next few weeks reeling him in with stories of adventure abroad. Highlighting the differences between factories “there” and “here”, Baig subtly elicited details about the facility the youngster worked in. He was careful to hold back, and never gave the impression of being interested. Always the fond chacha or uncle, patiently listening to his nephew’s tall tales even though he was bored with them. Baig’s stories about the land of the Gora sahibs were beginning to dry up when Feroze provided details about security precautions at the “factory”, and let slip, in a moment of braggadocio, that it wasn’t really a factory as everyone believed.

			‘Then what is it, a Kanjar Khana?’ Baig asked, chortling in the manner of someone faced with the absurd. 

			That irked the young man’s ego.

			‘We are making big bombs there, chacha,’ he responded forcefully. ‘Really big bombs. Have you even heard of nuclear? These bombs can flatten entire cities. Only America and Russia have them. And now Pakistan will have them too. Because of us. All of us working in that place you call a Kanjar Khana...’

			He continued for nearly five minutes. Baig listened carefully as some of his suspicions were confirmed and others were contradicted. His face, however, registered suitable awe and approval of the young man’s efforts.

			‘If I had known earlier that you worked in nuclear,’ he said later, ‘it would have been so much easier.’

			‘What would have been easier?’

			‘Getting you to London! Just like we face an evil neighbour, they too are facing those godless communists. Nuclear is their only hope, but they need skilled people, good people, pure people to help them. Why, just the other week, a friend of mine wrote about it to me in a letter...he works in nuclear just south of London...the same person who is married to an Angrez. Oh! Why didn’t you tell me earlier, Feroze? And they pay so well...thousands of Pounds Sterling.’

			The young man first pleaded, then cursed himself for not opening up earlier, and finally wondered if the opportunity was out of his grasp now. After much persuasion, Baig agreed to write to his friend on Feroze’s behalf. 

			‘They may need you to prove your knowledge of nuclear,’ he warned. ‘Are you prepared?’

			‘I could ask my superiors to provide a note certifying my knowledge,’ Feroze replied with all the innocence of an overawed child.

			‘Kanjar!’ Baig snapped at him, calling him a whore. ‘If you tell your superiors that you are looking for a job in London, would they help you or make trouble for you?’

			Feroze made to reply but stopped short of arguing. 

			‘Why would they trouble me?’ he asked instead.

			Baig took a deep breath, then spoke in a tone full of irritated patience, ‘isn’t it hard to find talented youngsters in Pakistan? And you already have so much knowledge.’ He paused for a few moments, then continued, ‘You do have knowledge, don’t you? You aren’t making a fool of your chacha by telling him tall tales, are you?’

			‘No, no chacha, why would I do that to you? I really know all that,’ Feroze quickly replied, desperate to win back the old man’s confidence.

			‘If you know all that then why would any boss let you go? If he does, won’t he have to find someone else who knows all you know and can do everything that you do? And what if the superior wanted that job in England for himself?’ Baig asked, planting and nurturing paranoia in a fertile mind.

			A couple of days later Baig visited Islamabad. For personal work, he told his friends with a wink. It led some to conclude that he was visiting a mistress, others to assume it was a whore, and one middle-aged man to declare emphatically, as if from personal experience, that it was probably both.

			After wandering through F-8 Markaz and buying a few essentials, Baig slipped into a grocery store and stepped into a small storeroom at the back. Using the typewriter placed on a table barely large enough for it, he slowly typed everything he had found out about the facility followed by thoughts about the asset he had cultivated. He hated this part of the job—the writing. When he was done, he burned the pages he had just typed. Then he left the shop with a bagful of dry groceries that the grocer handed him on the way out. A few minutes later the grocer stepped into the storeroom himself and removed the polymer tape ribbon from the typewriter, replacing it and hiding the expended one in his own pocket. 

			In the evening, the grocer slipped the ribbon into the grocery bag of another customer. By nightfall it found its way to the Resident. 

			Around the time the grocer was closing shop, Baig visited one of the galis in an older, poorer part of Islamabad. He had been there on a few occasions earlier when he had found himself flush with operational funds. An NCO at his dhaba had mentioned the address with a wink. There was this woman he had been with who, tiring of the streets of Karachi, had, a few years earlier, set up in the capital. Baig would visit her twice, staying for hours each time. Then he would return to his hotel and stay there till a chalk-mark on a car parked opposite his modest hotel told him it was time to return to Kahuta after collecting an envelope from a drop-box.

			***

			‘The ship of the Indian state is a magnificent, lumbering vessel,’ Mishra’s boss in the Bureau had once said to him over rum and peanuts, ‘that is piloted, more often than not, by demagogues who know nothing of navigation. The bureaucrat overcomes this by drowning them in details. But we owe our assets a tiny modicum of safety, a sliver of a chance. We must take the other path and hide all specifics.’

			Even though those words hadn’t convinced Mishra to read Plato, they had left their mark. And so, at the scheduled hour, Mishra sat in the anteroom outside the Prime Minister’s cabin, two soundproof walls separating him from where his superiors sat explaining Pakistan’s nuclear weapons programme to the top man himself. Unlike the other occupants of the waiting room—Secretaries and Under Secretaries of some ministry or the other, who sat cradling fat files secured with red tape—Mishra carried a blank writing pad and a two-rupee fountain pen, having left all documents about the Kahuta operation back in his safe at Main. 

			His job that afternoon was to answer questions that his superiors couldn’t, and he waited for a note to be sent out with a question for him. The briefing was expected to take between an hour and two, and he had spent an entire weekend reading each relevant document, right from the PIA cable that Sablok had flagged in ‘74, to the Islamabad Resident’s latest report. Orders had already been cabled in response to the last document, but money to execute those orders was in short supply because the Prime Minister had begun scrutinising and rejecting requests. For five months virtually no funds had been sanctioned and the Wing’s black budget was already in the red. The meeting would indicate how badly the Indian state wished to prevent Pakistan from arming itself, and until Mishra was convinced of their resolve, he wouldn’t yield the brass tacks.

			Forty minutes after his boss and the Director had stepped into the sanctum of the Indian executive, Mishra sat in his boss’s car and the two set off for Main.

			‘We have conditional approval to plan,’ his boss told him while steering the car out of the parking and east onto Rajpath. ‘I will set up meetings for you at the Sena and Vayu Bhavans for gauging their capabilities and the options they afford us. As for in-country sabotage, I suspect you have already instructed the Resident to begin planning. Carry on.’

			‘And what about funds, sir? How weighty a chequebook do I carry for this?’ Mishra asked.

			‘Ah! That’s the conditional part of the approval. Funds will not be sanctioned before he orders the execution of any one of the plans that we provide.’

			Mishra baulked at the timidity and suspicion such restraints demonstrated. Funds were the lifeblood of any operation. He couldn’t promise a heavenly fortune and get work done without delivering a taste of it first.

			‘Idealists are screw-ups, sir. Capable assets cost money. Planning an operation deep inside hostile territory without spending any funds or even knowing how much money is available is a ridiculous way to fight one’s mortal enemy, sir.’

			‘That’s the problem with people like us, Mishra. We know they’re the enemy. Not everyone shares that sentiment. For some, this is all just a big family misunderstanding that began on the 16th of August 1946, and people like us continue to fan it.’

			‘I’m sure the olive greens would love to hear this although, given that their institutional memory goes back to ‘62, they probably already know how I feel,’ Mishra remarked, drawing a sardonic grin from the Division Head.

			‘They’ll tell you to do what they’ve always done: bash on regardless.’

			***

			Mishra had a decade on the Air Commodore who met him on behalf of the top man in sky blue, but it might as well have been a lifetime. Where Mishra’s features could best be described as amorphous, a virtue in his profession, the fighter pilot who answered to the curious call sign “Marbles” was angular and clean-cut. He also had a good six inches or so on the spy-master, a difference further exaggerated by his footwear and the peaked cap he wore. 

			In a small room deep within the bowels of Air HQ, Mishra began by asking about the IAF’s strategic air interdiction capabilities.

			‘That depends on the direction in which you ask us to fly, Mr Mishra,’ Marbles said.

			‘The west, obviously. Somewhere north-west of Mirpur,’ Mishra replied. Marbles stepped out of the room to instruct the Sergeant standing guard outside. The Sergeant returned a minute later with a large map of the western sector, which Marbles spread out on the table. 

			When Mishra and he were alone once more, Marbles spoke, ‘I cannot answer the question without more information, sir. So would you please mark or show on this map the general area, if not the specific target? After all, NW of Mirpur can mean anything from Murree to Peshawar.’

			Mishra reminded him of the sensitive nature of the discussion. Marbles nodded, scowling. He was annoyed at being patronised.

			‘Believe it or not, sir, we do know a thing or two about security in this building,’ he replied, his tone cold as ice.

			The strain of running a section with practically no money was beginning to show. Mishra had spent a couple of weeks almost entirely at Main, with an hour of shut eye here and there his only escape from deciding which of his children may survive and which must starve to death.

			‘Then you will appreciate the imperative of keeping our discussion to yourself. This is all very preliminary; once we have determined that interdiction is possible, broader consultations may be needed.’ After that Mishra placed his right index finger, by now twisted at the second joint permanently, on a point on the map about twenty miles east of Islamabad. The pilot stared, first at the finger, then at the map. Using a ruler he brought out from a drawer, he estimated distances to the international border and the Line of Control along different bearings. When his gaze returned to Mishra’s finger, which was now resting at the edge of the map, Mishra quickly pulled his hand back and rested it out of sight on his own lap.

			‘How did you break it?’ Marbles asked in a casual manner while continuing to measure distances.

			‘Arthritis. Well? Can it be done?’

			‘It won’t be a walk in the park, that’s for sure.’

			‘But is it doable?’ Mishra pressed.

			‘Everything is doable, sir. It is merely a question of the cost we are willing to pay for it. We do have the capability, but it will be hairy.’

			Mishra smiled for the first time in days.

			‘Thank you. If you had to undertake such a mission yourself, what kind of aircraft would you deploy?’ he asked.

			‘We are getting ahead of ourselves. Let me make it clear that when I say we have the capability, I am speaking in very narrow terms: we have aircraft with suitable endurance, and pilots with appropriate skills. But that is not the Alpha and Omega of a mission. We haven’t accounted for other variables: the disposition of enemy air defences, whether their interceptors are on alert, average scramble times for them, and so on. These can easily degrade our own ability to hit the target and fly back in good order. Then there is the target itself: how large is it, is it fortified, how dispersed is it, is it isolated or part of urban clutter?’ He paused for effect. ‘Do you see the complexities involved now? Unless we know the answers to most of these questions, and I’m sure you know much more than you’re letting on, sir, we cannot begin to plan for it.’

			‘So where do we start?’ Mishra asked. For once, he would have liked a simple answer, an immediate and apparent plan that could be put up for sanction post-haste. But there were no clear-cut solutions in this job, there never had been. Everything was murky and formless.

			‘We can begin with details about the target, sir.’

			***

			A week later, Baig had set up four drop-boxes around Kahuta. On his way back from Islamabad, he had waved on two buses and a jeep to hitch a ride in a truck. The driver told him that he delivered an assortment of dry goods to shops in towns and villages between Lahore and Peshawar. They had hit it off in a matter of a few miles. Halfway to the destination, Baig embarked on a profanity-laden rant about Pakistan Post who had, he claimed, misplaced three of his letters to his banker in Islamabad.

			‘I had to spend hundreds of rupees to correct the mistake the bank made,’ he added. ‘And I had to travel to Islamabad and waste a week!’ He paused, then grinned slightly. ‘Well, to be honest, I didn’t exactly waste it, you know.’

			The inflection conveyed Baig’s prurient sentiments perfectly and the truck driver, like many nomads deprived of companionship, felt more than a tinge of jealousy. 

			‘A city woman, huh?’ the driver asked.

			Baig nodded.

			‘I know city women. They smell like Lux,’ the truck driver said wistfully. ‘Their clothes, oh! They dazzle the eyes with brilliance. And the softness of their bodies.’ Then he paused and shook his head before adding, ‘I can’t afford them anymore. Not enough money to be made driving a truck. And everything has become so much more expensive. Even women.’ 

			Baig never failed to marvel at the ability of people to open up to complete strangers while maintaining pretences with those they knew. He had seen this often and had used it quite a few times to elicit intelligence. The driver ended on a doleful note, euphemistically suggesting that his fare was strictly rural nowadays.

			‘Perhaps we could help each other,’ Baig replied. ‘It is critical for me that my business letters reach Islamabad. Those Kanjars at the Post Office cannot be trusted.’ At this, the driver nodded sagely. ‘If you carried my letters back to Islamabad and brought me letters from my associates, then I would gladly pay you for the trouble. A little extra cash doesn’t hurt, does it?’ Another nod.

			‘How much money?’

			‘Enough to afford city fare every week,’ Baig replied. ‘And I’ll even give you an address in Islamabad...the softest skin...and she owes me many favours, so...’

			By the time he alighted at the market in Kahuta, a four-mile detour for the driver from the Grand Trunk, he had found himself a private courier who would make weekly visits.

			***

			The first letter the truck driver carried to a shop in Islamabad a week later informed the Resident of the location of the four drop-boxes, as well as how frequently Baig would service each one. It took the Resident an hour to work out the exact details woven as allusions to what appeared, at first glance, to be a business transaction. A postcard was dispatched from a village near Peshawar the next day, addressed to Sarfaraz Minhas, care of a small shop in a village outside Kahuta. Less than a week later, Minhas retrieved an envelope from beneath the flooring of an abandoned hut that now served as shelter from sun and rain. Befriending shepherds in his village, he began taking long walks with them early in the morning, traversing green hills to the north of Kahuta where their sheep grazed. Noticing that they avoided one particular area, he asked if no grass grew on those slopes.

			‘It does,’ one of his companions, a teenager with large, chipped front teeth, replied while chomping noisily into an apple. His goats and sheep were scattered all around them, feasting on patches of grass. ‘But the haramzade faujis began beating us up when we went there. So we stay away now. You stay away too. They are madmen.’

			‘They didn’t just beat me,’ another added. ‘Those sons of whores took three of my fattest goats. Their officer laughed when I complained, then threatened to shoot me. Bhenchod. I hope they choked on the flesh and rotted!’

			Looking suitably scared, Minhas asked if any other area around Kahuta was also patrolled like that.

			‘Any other fauji paltans nearby?’ There were none.

			‘They stay at that factory. The rest of the land is okay for grazing all the way up to Manjan.’

			‘For now,’ the oldest among them observed darkly. ‘Those greedy sons of pigs are never satisfied.’

			***

			Mishra allowed himself a chuckle when he distilled Baig’s and Minhas’s observations for Marbles, answering the pilot’s questions about air defences: Kahuta had none. Minhas had confirmed after a week’s worth of walking that there were no anti-aircraft batteries stationed nearby, especially to the east and north. Baig’s asset too had explained that the only security presence at the facility was a company of soldiers with guns, the kind they carried with them. There were no large guns pointed at the sky.

			‘They’re worried about being discovered by American and Soviet spy satellites,’ Marbles remarked. ‘It’s hard to conceal anti-aircraft defences, whether guns or missiles, and still maintain operational readiness. This is good for us, of course. It’s one variable that favours our effort.’

			Mishra then handed him a detailed mission report written by the crew of the ARC Canberra that had photographed Kahuta. Their notes about the interceptors from Sargodha were highlighted.

			‘We won’t need to fly high like they did, of course,’ Marbles commented after reading through it. ‘But we still don’t have details about the target.’

			‘It’s only a matter of time,’ Mishra replied.

			



	

TWELVE

			‘How well do you know all the electric at your nuclear factory?’ Baig asked. 

			Feroze Akmal frowned at him in the fading light. It was dusk, a chill wind blew from the north. Baig felt the need for a large bottle of brandy to overcome the cold air that reached in through heavy wool clothes, sending the occasional shiver through his body. There was a time when, during a visit to Srinagar in December, he had jumped into the Dal and paddled about, emerging half an hour later with a refreshed mind and body. Now his joints ached if it rained a bit, even in the middle of summer. He stomped his feet and walked, keeping pace with the younger man as they strolled away from the market.

			‘It isn’t a factory, chacha.’ The sigh that accompanied those words carried with it the weight of all the little frustrations that accumulated when ambition was consistently denied. Baig chuckled.

			‘To illiterates like me, a place of work is either a farm or an office or a factory. We do not know better.’

			‘You’re not illiterate,’ Feroze protested. 

			Baig brushed it off. ‘When I see young men like you, who already know so much at an age when I knew only of bricks and cement, it makes me feel ignorant. If only I had studied like you did...’

			They walked down the desolate road in a silence disturbed only by footsteps, each one of which sent little clouds of dust reaching for the sky before falling helplessly back to earth. Swollen by rains in the mountains up north, near Panjpir Rocks, the river marked the boundary of Kahuta. Halfway across the narrow bridge over it, Baig stopped to lean on the rickety railing and watch water the colour of overboiled tea rush past. It roared weakly at the howl of the wind.

			‘Well, are you any good at it?’ Baig had to shout to be heard.

			His companion eyed him warily. Baig’s stories about life abroad had begun many weeks ago and, over time, had become a parody of themselves through repetition. Even though he had found them fascinating at first, Feroze was beginning to experience a kind of fatigue each time Baig spoke of London, the city that was many lifetimes away. Baig’s frequent questions about his work, which he invariably followed with promises of getting him a job, now felt like taunts. He wanted to walk away but he had nothing better to do in the godforsaken place. If he went home early, his mother would talk about some cousin or the other who had finally become old enough to marry him. He would tell her off, she would argue, they would both lose their temper, and the evening would be wasted. If he went to his father’s shop, he would be expected to sit at the counter and wait for a customer. Nobody ever visited a hardware store in a small town in the evening, but his father would never accept that fact. And if Feroze made a habit of sitting at the counter then father would suggest, with hints that he supposed were meant to be subtle, that as the only son Feroze should take over the shop. He couldn’t tell his father off, but they would certainly bicker.

			‘Yes,’ he finally replied. ‘I know the cabling of the plant like the back of my hand.’

			Faisal Baig smiled. The cutting edges of his yellowing teeth had become flat from a lifetime of grinding. Handing the young man a letter from his own pocket, Baig asked if he had a holiday on Sunday. Feroze nodded reflexively. He hated Sundays, hated having to stay home. His attention was captivated by the profile of Elizabeth the Second on the dark grey stamp. The letter inside asked Baig in chaste Urdu to bring the young man he had mentioned to Islamabad. Experienced electricians certainly were in short supply, it continued, and he would rather recruit a good Pakistani lad than let one of his colleagues foist Indian baniyas upon them.

			‘Tell him to keep news of this to himself, though. If his colleagues or superiors find out, they may get his passport cancelled, or make adverse remarks to the British consulate,’ Nawaz Effendi wrote in warning towards the end of the letter.

			***

			The remainder of the week crawled by. At work Feroze kept his head down as always, and the only change was the enthusiasm with which he volunteered for maintenance inspections all over the plant. The inspections were unpopular due to all the walking and crawling they required. The older members of the team happily chalked his keenness to youthful naiveté, and let him go in their stead. 

			Early on Sunday morning he met Baig at the bus stop and the two of them caught the bus to ‘Pindi. There was only one other person who got on the bus at Kahuta. An hour later, they made their way up Murree Road to the capital. In a tony neighbourhood just before the diplomatic enclave, they alighted at a red light and walked down Ataturk Avenue before disappearing into one of the smaller streets that sprouted from it. 

			Baig led the way. He often seemed lost and had them retrace their steps or walk around in circles in search of the address. The young man followed, wide-eyed and drinking in every inch of the posh neighbourhood. Where Kahuta was dusty all year round and its streets were lined with garbage, the streets here were spotless. Mansions rose behind tall walls on either side, and he could see at least one car behind each gate. If London didn’t work out, he thought, Islamabad wouldn’t be too terrible a second choice. There was that little inconvenience of money, though. Nobody in Pakistan would pay an electrician the kind of salary that was needed to buy a mansion in Islamabad.

			A little after 11 a.m., just as the sun began making them uncomfortable and the young man had thoroughly lost his sense of direction, they reached a compound with tall mango trees shielding an opulent bungalow from the road, and were escorted in by a servant dressed smartly in a navy blue sherwani and grey karakul. Inside, they waited a few minutes in a large tastefully furnished room till the owner arrived to greet them. 

			Nawaz Effendi was a broad-shouldered man of fifty with genial eyes and a clean-shaven, rotund face. His paunch spoke of prosperity, but his rough hands suggested that he hadn’t been born into it. He hugged Baig and was effusive in his welcome. A servant came in with platters of chocolate from somewhere in Europe, and tea was served in fine bone china cups.

			‘Don’t drop the cup,’ Baig whispered to Feroze. ‘It costs more than you make in a month.’

			 Scared, the young man gulped the tea in one go and carefully placed the cup and saucer back on the table before them. Then, at Baig’s urging, he bit into a bar of dark chocolate offered by Effendi’s servant and grimaced at the bitterness that engulfed his tongue.

			Baig and Effendi reminisced about old times for a while, then Baig pointed to Feroze and introduced ‘the electrician son of my very good friend from Kahuta’ in glowing terms.

			‘Bloody bastard! Everyone becomes your very good friend after two pegs,’ Effendi replied, catching Feroze off guard. 

			He sat in silence and did his best to appear inconspicuous while the older men sparred verbally. Perhaps it was ten minutes, maybe more, before the host turned to him and asked how long he had worked as an electrician, and thus began an interview that blew hot and cold. When Baig took pity on Feroze and tried to intercede, Effendi told him very curtly to eat some more chocolate, drink some more tea, and shut his mouth. 

			Feroze looked up to see Baig—that rich man who strutted around Kahuta like a king—shrug meekly, powerless to affect events further: it seemed that this was as far as the retiree could take him. 

			A nod of Effendi’s head and a servant left the room to return, a few minutes later, with crystal glasses and a tall, dark bottle on a brilliant silver tray.

			‘I hope this chap at least knows how to drink like a civilised person,’ Effendi said as the servant poured. ‘Otherwise...’

			Feroze accepted the glass and, remembering a scene from some English movie he had once seen, waited for Effendi to take a sip before bringing his own glass to his lips. He gagged a bit on the first drops and, swallowing quickly, burned his throat. 

			But he drank. And the questions kept coming, and the servant kept replenishing his glass. Three large ones later, he was beginning to run out of answers. So when the servant brought a few sheets of paper and placed them before him, and Effendi told him to draw detailed schematics of the nuclear plant that he worked at, relief washed over him.

			‘Convince me that you actually know how it works,’ Effendi added.

			Hunched over the coffee table, the young man did the best he could. First, he mapped the major features: the Admin block, the centrifuge hall, the substation, the workshop, the stores, and the security barracks. Then, on a fresh piece of paper, he drew the layout of the centrifuge hall and the electric cabling that powered all of it. The last diagram described the electrical circuit to an individual centrifuge. He was grilled on each one, and he answered between sips of his fourth drink.

			‘Are you married?’ The question came out of the blue. 

			He shook his head.

			‘Excellent,’ Effendi continued. ‘Europe will be so much more fun.’ The two friends guffawed at this. The interview appeared to be over. 

			In the adjoining room, they sat at an ornately carved sandalwood table that filled the air with a hint of its sweet, woody aroma. It was soon overpowered by the sikandari raan that the servant served. The tension of the past two hours dissipated, and Feroze found himself smiling and, later, laughing along at their jokes. Meat in his stomach stemmed the woozy feeling that the alcohol had left him with, and he was about to crack a dirty joke himself when Effendi turned to him and quipped, ‘What are you laughing at? You don’t look like you even know your way around a woman’s body.’

			The young man fumbled for an answer, but the host cut him off and addressed Baig.

			‘Make sure he is a bit more experienced before you send him to the British consulate for a visa, or he might soil himself at the mere sight of those goris.’

			Effendi offered for one of his chauffeurs to drive them to the bus stand, and they gratefully accepted, leaving a little after 2 p.m. Instead of heading to the bus stand, though, Baig had the chauffeur drive them around a bit before alighting in one of the seedier parts of the city. There he dragged the young man into a narrow lane lined on both sides by grimy buildings. After speaking with a man standing outside one such house, Baig led the electrician in. As a fragrant woman took the young man by the hand and coaxed him towards a mellow room, Baig shouted words of encouragement. 

			‘Go on!’ he said. ‘Your new boss wants this done.’

			***

			On Monday Mishra dispatched Sablok and Arora to IIT Delhi. 

			All night long, they had pored over the contents of the diplomatic pouch from Islamabad, searching for vulnerabilities. Even though the IAF was confident, and Mishra had no reason to doubt Marbles, the waters of South Block were murky and many dangers lurked in their depths.

			‘Given the opportunity we could fly up to Rawalpindi and trim Zia’s moustache,’ Marbles had suggested, half in jest.

			‘Opportunity. I fear that’s where we will flounder,’ Mishra had remarked.

			The obvious concern was that the IAF was leashed by a political will that was, at that moment, suspect. A leadership that was paranoid about persecution by its own intelligence agency could not be relied upon, he reasoned, to take that very agency’s advice into consideration. There had to be a contingency plan in place that did not depend on the Prime Minister’s mood. He would keep it between his subordinates and himself, and if things went awry then the three of them would hang for it. The Director and Mishra’s Division Head wouldn’t know, and the emaciated Wing would limp on without a Section Chief and two case officers. 

			‘An armed assault is out of the question, sir,’ Sablok had opined when Mishra quizzed him about the possibility. ‘The company that guards the facility is well-entrenched. I’m sure they have built defensive fortifications. We would need at least three companies’ worth of trained and armed men to be massed quietly within a few kilometres of Kahuta. And we have neither the men nor the money to pull it off. Sabotage is the only option that remains if the IAF can’t bomb the facility to bits.’

			But the sheer scale of the facility was daunting. The electrician had asserted that they already had two thousand centrifuges online, with another thousand scheduled to be deployed by January. Dispersed as they were over an area of tens of thousands of yards, one man couldn’t hope to plant enough explosives to disable them all without being swiftly discovered and executed. 

			At four minutes past 3 a.m., while Mishra wracked his brain to find a way around all the constraints they faced, Arora noisily cleared his throat.

			‘Aren’t these things rotated by motors?’ he asked, referring to the centrifuges. 

			Mishra stared at him, his expression blank. His grandmother’s favourite idiom came to mind: when the entire Ramayan has been recited, the dullard asks who Sita was. He was about to say something nasty when, reading his thoughts, Sablok affirmed that each centrifuge was indeed driven at very high speeds by an electric motor.

			‘We had a problem at my apartment a few weeks ago,’ Arora carried on, oblivious to Mishra’s seething rage. ‘There was no water for days. A voltage problem caused the motor to rotate too fast, destroying the pump. A few in neighbouring buildings were damaged too. Problem with the transformer, apparently. Could something like that work for us?’

			While Arora and Sablok made their way to the rectangular campus on Hauz Khas, Mishra rushed to make his appointment at Vayu Bhavan. Over the next hour, he briefed Marbles about the target. Based on the electrician’s schematics, Sablok had marked various buildings on the reconnaissance photos taken by the ARC Canberra, labelling key geographic features as well. Marbles studied them for a few minutes. The size of the centrifuge hall gave him pause. 

			‘A smaller target would have made life easier,’ he said. ‘The MiG-21 can carry two 500kg bombs at a time. Flying low, hugging the terrain on the way in to remain invisible to Pakistani radar, one jet could have destroyed a small building and sped back on full afterburners. Two other jets carrying air-to-air missiles would have gone along to deal with any interceptor that Sargodha scrambled. Given a couple of minutes’ head start, however, the MiGs would outfly Sargodha’s Mirage Vs easily. That’s not possible here, though.’

			‘Why? Is the target too large?’ Mishra asked.

			Marbles nodded. ‘It will take at least ten 500kg bombs to destroy a structure as large as the centrifuge hall entirely. We will need an entire squadron of MiG-21s. And hiding a squadron from Pakistani radar will require an act of God...Would partial destruction suffice? Say, if we targeted the control centre...’

			Mishra shook his head. 

			‘There is no telling where the control centre is located within the centrifuge hall. Besides, if they are scaling up so effortlessly, there is no reason to believe that they couldn’t just rebuild that small part and resume operations. The strike has to be incapacitating, and that means destroying all or most of the centrifuges while killing as many technicians as possible. It has to hurt Pakistan. After that, India’s diplomats can point out the nature of the facility and internationalise the issue.’

			‘You do realise that this will lead to war, don’t you?’ Marbles remarked a few minutes later, between sips of warm tea: Earl Grey, no milk.

			Mishra indicated that he had considered the possibility. 

			‘Well, if you say you’ve considered it then you must have thought of a way to get the Prime Minister on board because to be completely frank, I don’t believe the executive has the bottle for such action or its consequences. Convincing the Prime Minister and his cabinet will need a miracle.’

			***

			Upon their return to Main, Arora picked up a letter from the mail room. Dispatched from Panaji. Almeida had passed away some days earlier at the medical college in Bambolim; cancer of the pancreas. The letter had been sent by his lawyer, as part of Almeida’s last request. A few documents had been left at the lawyer’s office for Mr Arora, the letter said, and would Mr Arora be so kind as to visit the lawyer’s chambers at his earliest convenience? 

			Mishra was yet to return. Arora asked Sablok to type up a brief about their visit to IIT, then stepped out. His Fiat stood in the parking lot at Main. Ignoring it, Arora began walking. 

			It was a bright autumn day, and the footpaths were littered with yellow leaves. White Lambrettas and brick-red buses lumbered past. Arora found himself going back in time with each footstep. It was a year after Independence. A young Jagjit Arora had finally heard about his sisters and parents, formerly residents of Lahore. All hope of seeing them ever again was extinguished. His wife’s family had suffered a similar fate. 

			Despite Mullick’s valiant efforts, those case officers that had monitored the Congress leadership during the days of the Raj were being relegated to unimportant positions. Some of his colleagues had pulled whatever strings they could grasp, whether familial or professional, and managed to get decent assignments. Arora had recourse to neither. His former superiors had all opted to serve Pakistan, leaving him an orphan in a hostile place. After being shunted around for months from one position to another, from one corner of the country to the other, his will had reached breaking point. Some of his colleagues had already quit. A few were rumoured to have ended their misery. In that terrible darkness, a caustic Catholic showed up at his desk one day and shone a dim light. 

			‘You are not worthless, young man,’ the gaunt and bearded man had said. ‘There is much left to be done.’

			Try as he might, Arora could not remember Almeida’s features now; only the beard remained in memory. On Tolstoy Road, he wiped away a tear. When Almeida had informed him of his plan to retire, Arora had attributed it to the budget cuts and bureaucratic interference. He cursed himself for having missed all the signs over the last months of Almeida’s presence at Main: his sudden rages, his staying cooped up in a dark room, the empty bottles of gin at eight in the morning. He was sure there had been more.

			Like the clueless idiot that he was, he had promised to visit Almeida once the mission was over.

			‘I’ll keep you informed, in the interim, of its progress,’ he had even offered.

			‘Please don’t,’ had been the reply.

			Once more Fate had seen fit to take from him. His son’s death had robbed him of joy, his wife’s departure of hope. Now he was robbed of his only friend. But he would mourn in his own time. There was much left to be done.

			



	

THIRTEEN

			Effendi threw two photos onto the coffee table between them. The first one showed Feroze holding up a schematic of the centrifuge and explaining some aspect of it. In the second one he was copulating quite enthusiastically with the fragrant woman from the previous week. 

			Feroze suppressed a shudder. Much to his horror, his second Sunday of hospitality at the mansion in Islamabad was nothing like the first. 

			‘We have video too,’ Effendi said.

			This time there had been no alcohol on offer. Feroze now realised it was because they wanted him to feel every bit of the crushing weight of his own imagination descend upon him. Every breath was an effort. His eyes watered and his ears rang with loud hissing in that nest of agitated snakes. After a few moments that could have been hours, his eyes turned towards the exit and met the servant’s, who now seemed six feet tall and as broad as the Great Gama. The servant’s smile challenged Feroze to attempt an escape. The sight terrified him. He sat there, unable to move, his forehead beaded with sweat.

			‘What do you want?’ he asked finally. 

			The only possibility that made sense to him was that they were spies. 

			‘We want your cooperation,’ Baig replied.

			‘Filthy Indian spies!’ Feroze shouted, spitting out each word to rid himself of its rotten taste. 

			Effendi stepped around the coffee table with an agility that belied his heft and slapped him. Heard before it was felt, the strike numbed the left side of the young man’s face. Pain and heat came later.

			‘Don’t you ever call us Indians, you bastard!’ Effendi shouted.

			Baig quickly stepped between the two of them to calm things down and, after a little cajoling, managed to get the host to take a short walk. The servant remained firmly in the doorway.

			‘Get ice,’ Baig shouted at him. He remained motionless. Baig gave up and turned his attention to Feroze.

			‘We are spies of sorts, but we don’t work for the Indians,’ he said, his voice dripping with patient understanding. ‘The government of Pakistan purchased parts for four thousand centrifuges from different companies in Europe. One of them makes what are called inverters. Unfortunately, the government then decided, after the parts were delivered, that there was no need to pay the balance amount to that company. It wasn’t the smartest thing to do, and there was no honour in it. But Bhutto wanted money for the election, so he took it. Now the government must account for its sins. Think of us as debt collectors.’

			The shock of the photos and the slap was beginning to wear off. Baig could see wheels turn inside the young man’s head. 

			‘Is the job you offered me also a lie?’ Feroze asked.

			Baig realised that perhaps a part of him was still searching for a silver lining to that cloud darker than the night. 

			‘If you work with us, you won’t need another job. We have been promised a large sum of money, quite a bit of which we have already received. And we are willing to share some of it with you...enough money to retire to a house in London.’ Then, anticipating his next question, Baig continued, ‘On the other hand, if you feel the urge to defend the crooks in the Majlis who steal from people here and abroad, well, you won’t need a job then either. After all, how many prisoners have you heard of in Kot Lakhpat that work for a living? Your father won’t need to mind the store; he will be there to keep you company.’

			The young man’s nostrils flared. ‘And what if I turn you in?’ he asked, a touch of defiance in the tone of voice.

			At that moment, Baig knew they had him. He chuckled.

			‘Do you think someone who can afford a house like this in Islamabad and knows about the government’s scandals doesn’t have a few ministries in his pocket? When Bhutto was in power, he gorged himself on a buffet of the state. Now that the generals are in power, do you think they have no appetite? Will they believe the words of a dirt-poor young man who has no proof, or will they believe a group of distinguished rich men who have already paid lakhs of Pounds Sterling into the generals’ accounts? You could go to the police, and they might even arrest us for half an hour. Then the police station will receive an angry phone call. It will be a Lieutenant General from Rawalpindi GHQ telling them to release us. But the case of espionage has already been registered, the Station In-Charge will reply, and someone has to be arrested. Who better than a lowly electrician who works at the nuclear plant? And he couldn’t have been working alone for the Indians. So they will arrest his father, perhaps even his mother. Within twenty-four hours, the old couple will accept that they are Indian spies; so will the young man: The police have ways to make it happen.’

			At that point, Effendi returned. Feroze flinched on seeing him.

			‘In jail, they will do to you what you did to that whore last Sunday. Every single day of the week for the rest of your life. And it will be a long life. Kot Lakhpat doesn’t let its prisoners die easily, especially spies,’ Effendi interjected. ‘Your parents are luckier. Considering their age, they won’t suffer a similar fate...for too long.’

			For six gruelling hours, the two older men hammered that vision home until Feroze had internalised it. In between, they dangled a fat juicy carrot—one lakh Pounds Sterling in a Swiss bank account in his name, and British passports for his family and him. How they would accomplish that latter miracle he did not ask. By 5 p.m., he had been broken and rebuilt.

			‘What exactly do you need me to do?’ he finally asked.

			Effendi sent the servant to get them something to eat. Baig watched Feroze carefully to see if his eyes strayed to the now unblocked exit. 

			‘You mentioned last week that you perform thorough maintenance on the entire facility every few weeks,’ Effendi said.

			‘Every fortnight, on Friday.’

			‘And you have access to the substation, don’t you?’

			The young man nodded.

			‘Do you know which one is the power transformer?’

			‘I was there when they built the substation. I know.’

			‘Good. Are there any circuit breakers between the power transformer and the centrifuge inverters?’

			‘I’m not sure,’ Feroze replied.

			‘Either you don’t know, in which case you’re useless to us, or you’re pretending to not know, in which case you’re worse than useless to us. Which is it?’ Effendi pointedly asked, a sinister tone creeping into his voice.

			‘I don’t think there are any major circuit breakers. The safety equipment is mostly between the power transformer and the transmission network,’ Feroze blurted out. ‘The substation is meant only for the facility. There is no other load feeding from it, so there was no need to waste money. Circuit breakers between the transmission line and the transformer are sufficient.’

			Effendi smiled. ‘When our friend here tells you, go to the power transformer the next day. Time it to coincide with heavy load, when most centrifuges are running. Can you do that?’

			The young man nodded.

			‘We want you to operate the load tap changer on the power transformer. Increase the feeder voltage by as much as possible.’

			Feroze stared back, blinking rapidly. ‘Everything will burn up,’ he gasped.

			‘The machines won’t be affected, but the inverters will be destroyed. Then, after thirty seconds, return the tap to its original state. Nobody will know a thing, and in those thirty seconds you will have earned ninety thousand Pounds.’

			‘Chacha promised one lakh Pounds,’ Feroze replied, in a wavering voice, a half-hearted smile upon his face.

			‘Now that you have agreed to do this, the company will transfer ten thousand into an account in your name this week. Our friend will show you the papers soon. You’ll receive the remaining amount after thirty seconds of service.’

			‘And don’t worry about the country,’ Baig added. ‘As soon as the inverters are burnt, the government will place a new order for four thousand more with our company. A good part of that money will go to Swiss bank accounts similar to yours, accounts owned by our generals. The new inverters will be here in a month, and nobody will be bothered.’

			As they were leaving a couple of hours later, Effendi pulled the young man aside.

			‘In case you feel the need to speak to anyone about this, or refuse to do what we agreed upon, remember that not only do we have the evidence against you, we also have other people at the nuclear plant. Once you’re arrested, one of them will do the job and earn the money meant for you.’

			***

			New Delhi (India)

			Hosted by the Prime Minister, the meeting was attended by a shuffle of the nation’s top bureaucrats and the three service chiefs accompanied by key staff officers. 

			‘It will take days for the smell of Brasso to fade,’ the Director jokingly remarked to the Lieutenant General seated to his left. The three-star officer was not amused.

			Keeping the Prime Minister company on one side of the table was the Raksha Mantri on his left and the Cabinet Secretary on his right. Even though the other worthies had at least a couple of stars on Marbles, the Air Chief had brought him along to present the plan to strike Kahuta, a gracious nod to the hard work he had put into preparing it. 

			‘Director sahab, please brief everyone present on Pakistan’s secret programme,’ the Prime Minister said, bringing the meeting to order.

			‘The Wing has determined that Pakistan is actively developing nuclear weapons,’ the Director began. ‘We have been monitoring their efforts since ‘74 and have arrived at the conclusion that unless we take quick and decisive action to stop them, they will achieve nuclear weapons capability within the next decade, perhaps even earlier.’

			That caused quite a stir. The Director waited for the commotion to die down. Then, taking his time, he began recounting the uphill battle involved in reaching those conclusions. He figured it was as good an opportunity as he would ever get to create some much-needed goodwill for his organisation. 

			‘I would be remiss in my duties if I did not mention that we last had an opportunity to stop the Pakistanis in June of ‘75. The Europe section of the Wing had identified Abdul Qadeer Khan as a Pakistani mole in Europe. He was smuggling nuclear secrets to the ISI. As his role as the linchpin of Pakistan’s operation became clear, the Wing sought permission to have him assassinated—’

			‘From whom did you seek permission, Director?’ asked a senior mandarin with a particularly expansive waistline that mirrored the vastness of his domain.

			‘From the office that the Wing reports to, Secretary,’ the Director deflected. He thought the Secretary was trying to earn them both brownie points with the political leadership, but he wasn’t willing to play that game. Without pausing to let the Secretary ask further questions, the Director continued, ‘Unfortunately the events of the Emergency happened at that exact moment and the request remained unapproved. Khan fled to Pakistan a few months later. We hope that this time around—’

			‘That will be a political decision, Director. Perhaps you should focus on your findings,’ one of the other babus said.

			‘I have completed the briefing that I intended to give, sir.’

			Because he had avoided any mention of specifics about how they had gone about it, one of the first questions asked sought to know exactly that. While the spy-master formulated an answer in his mind, one that wouldn’t needlessly expose operational details, the Prime Minister chuckled and hinted at bribery. Some tittered. The Director held his tongue. 

			‘If Pakistan acquires nuclear weapons, our hard-earned superiority in conventional warfare will be blunted. In such a scenario, if Pakistan acts in a manner hostile to our national interests our ability to respond will be severely curtailed,’ a three-star general said gravely, kicking off a hot debate.

			About an hour later, after a tenuous consensus had been reached about just how much of a setback Pakistan’s acquiring nuclear weapons would be for India, Marbles was called upon to unveil the air interdiction plan. It took him twenty minutes to methodically lay out the scenario.

			‘A strike of that sort so close to Islamabad and Rawalpindi will certainly to lead to hostilities,’ one bureaucrat gravely observed. 

			The Chiefs agreed, but expressed confidence in a swift victory for India. There was a sense that the reaction to an airstrike might give the nation the excuse it needed to pursue unfinished business in the west.

			‘While we have complete faith in the ability of your organisations to deliver swift victory, gentlemen,’ one of the babus said, ‘we must take a broader view. Barely half a decade has passed since the war of ‘71, and our economy still reels. Inflation almost touched ten percent last month. Another war at this time will set us back a decade or two, regardless of how swift the victory is. And if we are seen as aggressors against the Islamic Republic of Pakistan—which we certainly will be—then there is a distinct possibility that the Arab states may embargo us. If that happens we will experience an oil shock that is at least a magnitude worse than ‘73. The economy will utterly collapse, make no mistake.’

			The room remained silent for a few moments.

			‘I am no expert in economics, sir,’ a Lieutenant General said, addressing the Prime Minister. ‘And I do not contest that the economic concerns are absolutely valid. But we must take a strategic view. If the Pakistanis decide—once they’re armed with nuclear weapons—to re-enact Operation Searchlight in Sindh or Occupied Kashmir, we will be powerless to intervene. Any potential for conflict between nuclear powers will result in the UN Security Council swiftly stepping in. The Americans will certainly push to sanction us, and the Soviets may not be able to stop them. We risk becoming powerless, sir.’

			‘We do, General,’ the babu replied. ‘But what happens if we strike their facilities right now and spark all-out war? Say we win in short order—ten days? Do you think you can win a war with Pakistan in West Pakistan in ten days?’

			‘No, sir. Their defences in the west are considerably stronger than in erstwhile East Pakistan,’ the General replied. ‘Breaching those defences, blunting their armoured thrusts, and degrading their ability to continue fighting will require longer.’

			‘And by the time it happens, the Pakistanis and we will both have run out of money. Our people will starve. Lakhs may die. And what happens when the Security Council votes against us? What about the sanctions that will follow as inevitably as day follows night?’

			‘The Soviet veto,’ someone remarked. 

			‘The Soviets will need a lot of convincing,’ someone else replied.

			‘Surely that is just a matter of suitable execution—’

			‘Surely not, sir,’ the Prime Minister exploded. ‘I had close friends in that Cabinet when the Soviets vetoed the American resolution in the Security Council in ‘71. Let me assure you all, gentlemen, that the veto came at a cost. And it came with inviolable conditions. One of those—and let me be crystal clear about it—one of those conditions was that we would not invade West Pakistan. None of you fine worthies was involved in that particular conflict, which is why you may think that getting the Soviets to back us in the Security Council is merely a matter of offering the right incentive. It isn’t. Comrade Brezhnev’s Politburo takes collective decisions, gentlemen, which means that any request by us for a veto will be debated extensively by thirty-odd people in private before Brezhnev goes through the motions of announcing the decision. He has begun mobilisation of the military, and his foreign policy is muscular. But that doesn’t, in itself, guarantee that he will support us. His priorities do not always align with ours.’

			 The room fell silent as all participants digested what the Prime Minister had just revealed. The implications weren’t lost on anyone. 

			A few minutes passed before a mandarin from the Foreign Office spoke up. ‘As the Prime Minister said, the Soviets supported us during ‘71 because we weren’t the aggressors. But in this case we will be violating Pakistan’s sovereignty. A unilateral attack carried out deep in Pakistani Punjab by a squadron of fighter jets cannot be justified as self-defence, but any Pakistani response will be. What happens if President Gerald Ford sends the USS Enterprise back into the Bay of Bengal—or perhaps into the Arabian Sea this time—and the Soviets don’t deploy their naval might to screen us?’

			‘Limited victories can gain us room for manoeuvre at the negotiation table, sir,’ someone in uniform said.

			‘We cannot absorb broad-based sanctions, General. We just can’t. Limited victories will turn to dust when trade dies and all our creditors stop taking our phone calls,’ the babu from the Finance Ministry spoke. 

			‘Then we push for the USSR veto, and give them what they want for it,’ someone from the Home Ministry said.

			‘The USSR is busy with what is happening in Afghanistan,’ the mandarin from the Foreign Service replied. ‘Relations between them and the government of Doud Khan have soured, and we believe the USSR will not sit back and let Doud Khan chart course independently. They will be wary of precipitating action before they are ready to act, and they are not yet ready. Acting against Pakistan before they’ve recovered ground against Doud Khan would be foolish, and as the Prime Minister said, Brezhnev is no fool.’

			‘How long do you suppose it will take the Security Council to act, Mr Secretary?’ the same Lieutenant General asked.

			‘It could be anywhere between twenty-four to seventy-two hours, General.’

			‘The Pakistan Army cannot mobilise quickly enough to take advantage of that window. If we begin mobilisation immediately after the air assault, we may catch them by surprise.’

			‘Are you suggesting that we can mobilise for war in a few days?’ an official from the Ministry of Defence asked incredulously.

			The Lieutenant General turned to reply, but the Prime Minister spoke first.

			‘Assuming that we mobilise in a day and our armoured columns pierce into the Lahore sector effortlessly, what happens when the Arabs embargo us on the second day of the war? How long can our tanks fight without diesel?’ the Prime Minister asked. ‘And what happens when, a few weeks later, we run out of money to buy food and medicines?’

			The Director took a deep breath. Over six trying months, he had worked hard to overcome the hostility that the Prime Minister felt for the Wing. While it wasn’t back to the days immediately after ‘71, when the scrappy intelligence agency was the darling of the executive, the relationship had mended, to an extent, and the Prime Minister no longer saw them as mortal enemies.

			‘Prime Minister,’ the Director spoke, weighing his words with care, ‘without going into specifics since neither you nor I were involved at that point in time, as I mentioned earlier there was one previous occasion when we could have nipped it in the bud. Similar concerns must have weighed upon the Executive back then. But we must realise that each time we defer action, sir, the costs involved rise exponentially. Every person here agrees that air interdiction by the IAF will very likely lead to war. A regime that survives and thrives on the mythology of being the ultimate defender of its people cannot afford to allow its territory to be violated with impunity. Whether reprisal will come in hours, days, weeks or even years is up for debate, but nobody here believes that it won’t ever come. So long as Pakistan remains under the nuclear threshold, we can count on our superiority to absorb their retaliation and inflict severe punishment. We cannot say the same if they acquire nuclear weapons.’

			The soliloquy received full-throated support from the Chiefs, and each man then weighed in on the advantages of degrading Pakistan’s ability to wage war. 

			‘That is all very fine, gentlemen,’ the Prime Minister finally said, his eyes staring into the distance, ‘but how do you propose to protect lakhs or even crores of our countrymen from starving to death when the economy collapses after we have degraded Pakistan’s ability to wage war? Answer that question to my satisfaction and I’ll authorise immediate action.’

			The room fell silent.

			‘And Director, even if we destroy the facility, how much will it set the Pakistanis back? Five years? A decade? Do you really believe that the success they have achieved in this area is a result of only their efforts? They stole nuclear secrets from Europe, did they not?’

			‘Yes they did, sir.’

			‘Are European intelligence agencies so incompetent?’

			‘Not to the best of my knowledge, sir.’

			‘And I am given to understand that after my predecessor refused to sanction an assassination, we—your agency, Director—shared a detailed dossier with the Dutch government. What came of it?’

			The Prime Minister’s voice was growing sharper with each question.

			‘Nothing, sir,’ the Director answered.

			‘What would you have done if someone came to you with a dossier like that?’

			‘I would have arrested Khan and prosecuted him for treason.’

			‘But the Dutch did not.’

			‘No, sir.’

			‘What does that tell you? Is it because they’re incompetent?’

			‘I don’t think it’s because they’re incompetent, sir.’

			‘Then why would a country ignore such explosive evidence?’

			‘I have thought about this long and hard, sir. It is my considered opinion that the Dutch allowed Khan to steal those designs.’

			‘Now, Director, coming back to the hypothetical. If we destroy Kahuta and kill everyone in the building—even Khan—will that destroy the knowledge Pakistan has gained?’

			‘No, sir. It is certain that Pakistan have debriefed Khan extensively, and every bit of knowledge he possesses about uranium enrichment has been documented in triplicate somewhere out of our reach.’

			‘Then what is to prevent them from re-initiating the programme a few weeks after clearing the rubble?’

			‘Once the facility is destroyed, sir, it will be up to our Foreign Service to convince the world that Pakistan was enriching uranium at Kahuta. Our objective should be to get sanctions placed on the Pakistanis.’

			‘Easier said than done,’ someone muttered. 

			The Director turned to see who it was when the RM intervened.

			‘How long would the Services need to prepare for such a decisive conflict?’ he asked the Chiefs.

			Consummate professionals that they were, each officer replied with an estimate of the weeks or months that they would need to mobilise. That bit of integrity gave the Executive the opening to defer a decision, one that was particularly challenging for an avowed pacifist to make. The attendees were told that they would be informed at a subsequent meeting, which would soon be scheduled by the PMO, of the decision made by the government.

			‘Director, please stay back,’ the RM said.

			When all attendees except the Director, the RM, and the Prime Minister had left, the Prime Minister spoke, ‘We have had our differences, Director, but I hope you will not precipitate any action against the Pakistani facility without my explicit permission.’

			‘You have my word, sir,’ the Director of the Wing replied.

			On the way out, the RM took the Director aside for a cup of tea in his office.

			‘Why can’t your people take care of this problem quietly? In ‘71 the Wing mounted numerous such actions in the east, and were so effective,’ the minister asked after they were alone. ‘An all-out war right now will take us to the brink of ruin.’

			The Director laughed. ‘Sir, when the government took office, the Prime Minister slashed our budget in half. Since then we have had to eliminate positions, stop funding assets, and make do with far too little in the face of uncloaked hostility. That we managed to find this facility and confirm its purpose and progress is a testament to the doggedness of our people. Right now, I’m struggling to keep the lights on. In the absence of funds, which the government isn’t too keen to part with, attempting a major infiltration and sabotage could only end up revealing to the Pakistanis that we know. A hastily executed and underfunded operation will make any further action ten times more difficult.’

			Even though the RM was a seasoned politician, the Director saw the faintest flicker of surprise. It was understandable: the Wing reported to the Prime Minister and the Prime Minister only, and no other minister knew about its budget. The RM recovered an instant later.

			‘I will try to impress upon my colleagues in the Cabinet the importance of intervention...in some form or the other. That much I can assure you...We are a coalition. Taking a phrase from the Prime Minister himself, coalitions engage in collective decision-making. One man cannot decide on his own, especially on an issue with such far-reaching consequences. There are those among us who would happily pounce upon the opportunity to strike and goad Pakistan into war. Madam’s popularity after the ‘71 victory is fresh in their minds. But it won’t be their sons fighting and dying, and it won’t be their families starving afterwards when the economy collapses. The United States won’t sit quietly and let us destroy their ally, and even if we finish the job before it mobilises, we will have to suffer for the impertinence.’

			‘Some would say we have already suffered for the impertinence, sir,’ the Director interjected.

			‘Careful, Director,’ the RM said. A moment later, he continued, ‘Waging war is not an easy decision to make. We have a responsibility to all our people, and we must exhaust all other options before condemning them to death. If you tell me how much money would be needed for covert action, I may be able to find it within the defence budget.’

			‘Restore my budget, sir.’

			The RM smiled morosely. ‘That isn’t within my discretion.’

			‘Even if you fund it completely, sir, mounting an operation would still require the Prime Minister’s permission.’

			‘The Prime Minister is a reasonable man, Director. If he isn’t keen on marching to war with Pakistan, it is because of the economic circumstances in which we find ourselves. Would temporarily destroying Pakistan’s nuclear infrastructure and setting them back a few years be worth the crores of lives that would otherwise be lost in war and famine? You’re asking him to make a very difficult decision.’

			‘I believe that responsibility comes with the job, sir.’

			‘Indeed.’

			‘Covert action will also almost certainly lead to war. Zia is still consolidating power. A setback so severe will make his hold on the country even more tenuous. He will retaliate, and in a very open and public manner.’

			‘I don’t disagree with your assessment, but in that case we will be defending ourselves, Director.’

			‘Perhaps, sir. But how likely is the Prime Minister to sanction covert action?’

			‘Sometimes coalitions have their advantages, Director.’

			***

			‘Ten thousand Pounds Sterling,’ Baig said, showing Feroze a facsimile of a letter written by the managing partner of a notorious family-owned bank based in Switzerland. The letter had been written on the bank’s official letterhead. It detailed an account opened in the name of Feroze Akmal and mentioned the balance. The letter had been prepared in Nissa’s presence in a basement in London. 

			As the young man read it, Baig continued, ‘Today that is worth one lakh seventy-three thousand rupees. Have you ever seen such a large amount of money?’

			The week leading up to the facsimile’s arrival had been nerve-wracking as Baig fought his own instincts and projected a calm, confident demeanour. Letting Feroze go about his life was the only way for him to determine if their bluff had worked. It was true that Baig had enough evidence to sink the young man. But if the young man complained to the authorities, Baig’s cover would come under a microscope, and he would end up sharing Feroze’s cell at Kot Lakhpat. Six nights had gone by without much sleep as Baig lay in bed and anticipated the sound of a rifle being cocked followed by a knock on the door. 

			Feroze’s reaction to the letter put Baig at ease. He could see greed in those eyes.

			‘All you have to do is go there,’ Baig continued, pointing to the bank’s address on the letterhead, ‘and tell them this number. They already have your photographs. Once they confirm your identity, the money is yours. Memorise the number. Now.’

			They were on that bridge again. The wind was quieter this evening, and Baig’s woollen clothes were up to the task of keeping it out. A minute later, Feroze was able to recite the account number without hesitation. Baig took back the facsimile from him, tore it to tiny pieces, and threw them into the middle of the river. The young man panicked for a moment, then recited the number a few times just to reassure himself. 

			‘Say it with your prayers each night,’ Baig quipped.

			The asset he had steadily cultivated over the past few months was now ready. Baig hoped the go-ahead would arrive soon. Letting a primed agent languish was never good. Besides, Baig wasn’t sure he himself could take much more of all this. He was tired, his knees ached more every day, and he yearned for a night’s honest slumber in the safety of his own country. The prime of his life had flown by in wakefulness, and in always looking over his shoulder for jackbooted thugs who would bring with them an undying nightmare. If the young man made it out of the facility after wrecking every machine within it, the Resident would take care of him. The moment Feroze stepped into the nuclear facility with orders, Baig’s role in the entire affair would end and he would make his way to Rawalpindi Road immediately, taking care to keep a low profile. From there, someone would take him to Islamabad where he would hide till things calmed down. Then he would cross over near Jammu. He could see, in his mind, the Tawi flowing by the Baag-e-Bahu, and the urge to leave immediately had never been stronger.

			‘How will I get to Geneva?’ Feroze asked. 

			It took a few moments for Baig to snap out of his reverie. He looked the young man squarely in his eyes and lied once again.

			



	

FOURTEEN

			On a chilly November night, a little after 8 p.m., Mishra had begun warming his bones under two thick blankets and was on page two of a novel about the founding of Israel. Dinner had been frugal, the only sort his body could tolerate anymore. It had been an uneventful day.

			‘Turmeric milk,’ Mrs Mishra said, placing a cup and saucer on his nightstand.

			Mishra shuddered. He hated the yellow concoction. It left his throat feeling powdery and foul for the rest of the night. But he had given up arguing with Mrs Mishra about it years earlier. She insisted that it was good for arthritis, and he pretended that it helped.

			Mrs Mishra was about to ask if he would accompany her the next evening to a wedding in her extended family when the telephone on his nightstand rang. It was connected to a restricted access telephone exchange used only by senior government functionaries, and the only people who knew to reach him on it were colleagues, superiors, and the duty officer at Main. Mrs Mishra frowned at the intrusion but quickly left the room without a word. 

			Full of nervous foreboding, Mishra answered the insistent instrument on its fourth ring. It was the Director. Mishra set the novel down on the bed and sat up.

			‘Kahuta is compromised,’ the Director told him, his usually smooth voice unable to conceal agitation. 

			‘How credible is the intelligence?’ Mishra asked, keeping a tight rein on his composure. 

			‘Extremely.’

			‘Who leaked?’

			‘This is not the time, Mishra!’ the Director exclaimed.

			‘I ask because I need to know if my assets should expect just a police picket or the entire might of the Triple One. Should I evacuate them or should I ask them to go to ground?’ Mishra asked, referring to Pakistan Army’s 111th Infantry Brigade based in Rawalpindi.

			‘I leave that to your judgement. The only thing I can assure you of, at this moment, is that Kahuta will be crawling with khaki by dawn. I am on my way to Main, but won’t get there for another hour at least.’

			Mishra acknowledged and rang off. Questions germinated, but he pushed them to the back of his mind: like the Director had said, there would be time for that later. 

			He rushed out to the living room and used the telephone there to place a priority call to an unlisted number for All India Radio, Jalandhar. It was answered on the second ring, and Mishra identified himself with a prearranged code. When it was acknowledged by the person on the other end, Mishra gave him a short message. 

			‘Eight-eight-eight kilohertz. Repeat, eight-eight-eight kilohertz. Transmit immediately, and continue transmitting every ten minutes for twenty-four hours.’

			Despite decades spent in and around imminent danger, the prematurely aged spy-master found himself choking with emotion.

			The leak had to have been from the Indian side of the border, he had concluded by then. Had things gone awry in Pakistan, it would have been the duty officer alerting Mishra, not the Director. Tuning the large Murphy radio to 888Khz, he heard dead air. The large grandfather clock, a gift from his brother-in-law, ticked and tocked, eating away at his patience. 

			He had begun dialling the number again when the radio station at Goraya, twenty miles south-west of Jalandhar, jumped frequency and the receiver in that spotless New Delhi living room squealed to life. Mishra remained as he was so that his left ear faced the radio. After a series of beeps loud enough to wake the dead, a soothing female voice came on and spoke in Hindi.

			‘Mrs Singh of Madras is pleased to notify everyone of the engagement of her son to the daughter of Mrs Sharma of Trivandrum.’

			The message repeated twice before Mishra found himself listening to dead air again. He willed himself to lower the telephone receiver on its cradle. When he looked up, he caught sight of Mrs Mishra in the corner of his eye. She was standing to his right, near the kitchen. He turned to her to explain, but the expression on his face was enough. She disappeared into their bedroom, returning half a minute later with a fresh set of clothes for him.

			It took him three minutes to get dressed, most of it spent trying to button his own shirt. The joints in his fingers ached with every button, but he refused to let anyone else—even his own wife—dress him. Not a word was exchanged between the couple. 

			Wrestling with the steering to keep the car racing towards Main, Mishra hoped the agents had followed protocol and kept their radio sets switched on at all times. The beeps would tell them they were in trouble, and the innocuous message that followed suggested staying away from Rawalpindi and Islamabad. It was the only help the Wing could give them. They were now well and truly on their own.

			***

			Kahuta (Pakistan)

			The barking was louder, closer this time. It could have been a pack of strays, but Faisal Baig found it ominous and started to run. The message transmitted by Jalandhar had caught him by surprise. His first thought was to suspect betrayal by the electrician. But if that truly were the case, Baig reasoned a few minutes later while walking away from his house as inconspicuously as he could, the warning wouldn’t have come from India. The local garrison would have kicked his door in and bound him up before he could move a muscle. 

			Rawalpindi Road, which ran east-west through Kahuta, was the easiest way out of town and therefore the most obvious. Besides, the radio broadcast had warned against heading for Rawalpindi or Islamabad. The centrifuge facility located north of town was heavily guarded, and even if Baig managed to find a way around it without being detected, the mountains beyond it would take a heavy toll on him. He headed south instead, down a deserted Askri Street. 

			For a while, he considered heading to Feroze’s house to warn him. But by the time he reached Kahuta-Kotli Road, his mind was made up. The disgust he felt deep within would go away, or he would learn to live with it. There was nothing he could do for the young man at that hour. If the authorities were aware of his treachery, Feroze was as good as dead anyway. Baig couldn’t take him along and save him. Then there was the possibility that the authorities had no clue about the asset Baig had cultivated, and if Baig sought Feroze out he might, in the process, lead them to him. His first case officer had drilled into him the futility of answering the call of one’s conscience at such moments. That and the fear of Kot Lakhpat kept his feet moving even though his chest burned each time he inhaled. Kallar Syedan was a small town about twelve miles south of Kahuta. Baig hoped to reach it well before dawn, then find someplace to hide till dusk before heading east to Mirpur. 

			The road veered sharply left, and he was obliged to leave it. Irrigated early in the evening, the soil in the fields he trudged through was mucky and sucked at his boots. Willing himself with much effort, Baig covered the last two hundred yards and stood on the north bank of the Kalamhan Nullah, a noisily gurgling stream fifty yards wide. He slowly turned around, listening for the sound of barking dogs. It was faint this time, but that did not put him at ease. Steeling himself, Faisal Baig rushed into the freezing water and set off at an angle, hoping to emerge a few hundred yards upstream on the other bank.

			***

			Sarfaraz Minhas had set off towards the north and was hobbling eastwards along the Ling River. It had claimed one shoe when he waded across it. The second one hung at chest height, a nail poking out from it, shoelaces looped around a thick neck and beginning to chafe. 

			Mohri, a small village of maybe twenty families, lay on the way along the north bank. Sarfaraz knew a farmer who lived there. Perhaps the farmer could spare a left shoe. From Mohri, he would head north into the densely wooded mountains, and either hide till things played out or go further and make his way to Murree. He reached down and felt for the six-inch knife strapped under his dark brown salwar to the outside of his shin, a faithful companion that had never left his side in-country. The touch of the cold steel blade through the wet cloth was reassuring.

			He had been half awake when the loud beeps sounded through the tiny radio that the Islamabad Resident had given him. Minhas had few possessions in Kahuta, and he carried none as he set off a minute later. The long hikes he had gone on with shepherds in search of air defence sites came in handy on that dark, moonless night, and he was able to stay on course for Mohri without a flashlight. Every rough stone that found its way underfoot brought forth a sharp prayer from his lips. He had to get away, he told himself over and over. The wind blowing along the river and through flat fields cut deep past wet clothes, chilling him to the bone. If he stopped he might not continue, he thought. 

			‘One more yard, one more yard,’ he kept mumbling to himself over and over.

			The journey to Murree would be long and tortuous, and if he made it to that hill station and then somehow found his way back to India, Minhas swore he would never ever let himself feel cold. 

			‘No more wading through cold water or standing in the wind. I will wrap myself in the thickest clothes I can buy, and sit before a raging fire for the rest of my days,’ he promised himself. 

			If firewood became too dear, he would move to a village with hot springs. Cold was insidious. He had seen it take away a person’s senses and rob him of his mind. He had to get away, put one foot in front of the other, relentlessly, yard after yard.

			***

			On reaching his office at Main, the first thing Mishra did was to send a cable to each Resident in Pakistan.

			‘Network compromised in Punjab. Mitigating damage. Imperative you avoid contact with own agents till further orders.’

			The counter-intelligence division of the ISI was certain to dedicate extra resources towards embassy and consulate surveillance, hoping to identify which Indian diplomats were panicking. By ordering his men to stand down, Mishra sought to head off those efforts. 

			His next act was to call Sablok’s apartment. The young Case Officer would bring Arora in with him. After this flurry of activity, Mishra took a few deep breaths to focus his mind, then rummaged through his safe for files on each of the agents infiltrated into Kahuta. If the deep state hadn’t intercepted them before the warning went through, then there was a chance they could escape. The odds weren’t good, but people had survived through worse conditions. The files would yield a glimpse into the agent’s past behaviour, and from it they could infer the agent’s next steps. 

			After a burst of random actions at the beginning meant to throw those in pursuit off their scent, the agent would eventually return to familiar patterns while fleeing certain death or worse. It took exceptional discipline to remain chaotic and avoid people, places, routes, and habits that were familiar and safe, and Mishra reasoned that if any of the agents was capable of that, the Wing had no way of helping them. But perhaps, in that case, they wouldn’t need any. He began with Kishan Lal.

			Upon their arrival, Mishra handed Sablok and Arora a file each and sat them down in a meeting room adjoining his office. 

			‘Our network in Kahuta might be compromised,’ he began once the heavy door was shut to the outside world. ‘Our agents have already been instructed to escape—’

			‘How?’ Sablok asked.

			‘Radio,’ Arora quietly ventured, glancing at Mishra who nodded confirmation. 

			‘No, how was the network compromised?’ Sablok probed.

			‘There will be time enough for analysis, Captain. For now I need you two to go through one file each and have a profile ready for discussion within the hour.’ 

			Mishra’s reply emphasised the urgency and ended all discussion.

			Arora was quick off the blocks, diving into Sarfaraz Malik’s file before Mishra had even finished speaking. Sablok appeared preoccupied. He sat there with the file still shut and stared at a smudge of someone’s oily palm on the wall opposite him. After Mishra had left, Arora asked why he hadn’t begun yet.

			‘How did they discover our operation?’ Sablok’s words rushed out. ‘More importantly, how did Chief Mishra receive this news before us? The Duty Officer—’

			‘Captain, this is not the time,’ Arora replied forcefully. This wasn’t the first time a network had blown up on him. ‘Those men in Kahuta need us to do our job. Idle speculation won’t help them right now.’

			Without waiting for a response, the old case officer returned his attention to the file before him. Sablok followed suit a few moments later.

			After half an hour, as each man was beginning to see prospects within a decade’s worth of information, Mishra walked in with the Director in tow.

			‘I’m not here to give a rousing speech. We are all professionals. The Director of the Bureau has offered the use of their guides should any of our people make it to the border or LoC.’

			‘Sir, the Pakistanis will begin aggressive patrolling in anticipation,’ Mishra replied.

			‘Yes, but there are ways to defeat those measures. We will also look to divert attention over the next few days. I’m headed to the PMO to try and convince the Prime Minister to launch air strikes post-haste.’

			Mishra shook his head.

			‘We have to try, damn it!’ the Director exclaimed, looking pointedly at Mishra. Then, softening the tone of his voice, he added, ‘For now, we focus on enabling escape. But we will also attempt to salvage the networks they built in Kahuta. Questions?’

			There were many, but none were articulated to the Director that night.

			***

			Faisal Baig was exhausted. Treading upstream was harder than expected: the current was strong, the water cold as ice, and the smooth round stones that covered the riverbed caused him to stumble often. 

			In the dark, he was unsure of how far he had travelled. Although the sound of barking had faded, it could have been because the noise of the nullah drowned out other sounds. Baig trudged on, but after stumbling badly twice in the space of five steps, he made his way to the far bank and sank to the ground, gulping a lungful of air with each breath. 

			As his breathing calmed, he heard footsteps. It sounded like a single person, tapping a heavy lathi to ward off snakes. There was a crunch underfoot as if he was walking on loose gravel. Peering into the gloom, Baig couldn’t even see the glimmer of a torch. He rose to his feet, unsteady, and felt for the packet he had tied to his waist. It was still there. 

			Feeling his way along the steep bank, searching for footholds to climb out of the channel, he scrambled up fifteen feet of wet mud. Thick brush now blocked his path, and it took him quite a while to find a way through without making noise. In the distance, he saw the odd fire flicker on a farm and was tempted to walk over and borrow some heat to sustain himself. Instead, he followed the course of the nullah upstream and came across a gravel road. To his left, it went over a rickety bridge and turned towards Kahuta, which he could identify from the glow of yellow lights at the centrifuge facility. Baig turned right and began walking down the road. 

			In the faint starlight, he thought his watch showed eleven.

			***

			By 2 a.m. the team had finished identifying a list of places where each agent was likely to seek shelter and assets that could be approached. The possibility of providing assistance was being discussed. Mishra had already ruled out involving Residents, so their options were limited. When the Director returned a few minutes after the clock struck two, Arora, Sablok, and Mishra fell silent.

			The Director sank into the plush sofa in Mishra’s office, then leaned forward, elbows digging into his own thighs, palms pressing against his eyes and rubbing them vigorously.

			‘The Prime Minister ruled out air strikes, didn’t he?’ Arora spoke. 

			The Director sat back and looked up. He nodded.

			‘A drink, sir?’ Sablok asked.

			Mishra shot him a look, but Sablok’s attention remained on the deflated soul sitting on the sofa. 

			‘No, thank you,’ the Director replied a few moments later. ‘Do you mind if I smoke in your office, Mishra?’

			Mishra did not mind.

			‘Why?’ he finally asked after the Director had taken a few drags.

			His boss exhaled slowly, letting out a ring of smoke. The sight appeared to amuse him. He smiled.

			‘The almighty risk of escalation, Mishra. The people who would have to find the money to fight it are in agreement that the nation cannot afford war so soon after nineteen seventy-one.’

			‘Does they not understand that the moment the Pakistanis get a nuclear weapon, our superiority in conventional terms will be nullified?’

			‘They worry that the cost of defending our conventional superiority may be too great for our nation to bear. In any case they aren’t convinced by the premise.’

			‘Fulda Gap,’ Arora blurted.

			‘Pardon me?’ the Director replied.

			‘If we ever go to war with them and our armoured divisions race across the Thar and Punjab, the Pakistanis may be tempted—if we’re on the verge of victory, of course—to use nuclear weapons to stop our thrusts. Just as NATO plans to stop Soviet tank columns in the Fulda Gap,’ Arora explained.

			‘Yes, I quite understand that,’ the Director replied, unable to contain his irritation, ‘And evidently the PM does too. But he is unwilling to risk war at this point.’

			‘Why?’ Mishra asked.

			‘There are many reasons: economic, philosophical, social. Who knows which ones prevailed?’

			‘That’s no answer, sir,’ Mishra quipped, then added, ‘With all due respect.’ 

			The Director paused and took a drag. This time he turned away from them to leisurely blow smoke.

			‘No, it isn’t,’ he agreed. ‘But all I know is that the PM is convinced action against Kahuta will trigger all-out war. And it doesn’t take an economist to realise that our economy cannot survive another war so soon after ‘71. Which brings me to our networks in Kahuta. What is your assessment about salvaging them?’

			‘If Jilani Khan’s men were idiots, our chances would be decent,’ Mishra replied, drawing a wan smile from his boss. ‘Perhaps the service chiefs and the RM might prevail upon the Prime Minister to order that strike, sir. The Air Force’s plan banks upon the element of surprise, and that is about to be lost.’

			‘Forget about the air strikes, Mishra, and focus on getting those men out. If their network survives, we may revisit sabotage.’

			‘The town will be crawling with counter-intelligence now, sir. That facility will be the most well-guarded piece of land west of the Jhelum. Even if the network survives, re-activating it and supporting it through sabotage will require a series of miracles. I’ve been at this job for nearly three decades now, and I’m yet to see a single one of those occur. Either we press the Prime Minister into ordering action, or we sit back and watch Zia get his hands on a nuclear bomb. It’s as simple as that,’ Mishra protested.

			‘The Prime Minister cannot be so naive as to not understand the consequences of not acting now, sir,’ Arora chimed in, still hopeful.

			‘Of course not. The Prime Minister is many things, but he isn’t naive.’

			‘Then he must be made to see reason,’ Arora sputtered. ‘He cannot stand by and watch as years of hard work gets washed down the bloody drain.’

			‘The Prime Minister intends to do just that, Mister Arora. It serves his purpose just fine. His concerns are about the economy this year. What Pakistan does in a decade’s time, after it has a working bomb, isn’t his concern, not just yet. And then there are arguments that Mutually Assured Destruction—like in the case of the Americans and the Soviets—would be sufficient to guarantee that war won’t break out in the future.’

			‘Sir, I know this isn’t the best time but I have a question that only you can answer,’ Mishra said. His voice was cold as ice.

			‘Now is not the time, Mishra,’ the Director replied, anticipating what Mishra was about to ask.

			‘I was informed a few hours ago that by far the most critical network I ever helped set up has been compromised. Now is the perfect time to ask: who compromised it? And how did you find out?’

			The Director said nothing. After a few moments, Mishra continued, ‘Had it been compromised in Pakistan—had one of the assets or our Resident been careless—then the warning would have come in from Pakistan, from Islamabad. The warning would have been in the form of a cable which the Duty Officer would have read and logged. Then he would have called the Chief of the Pakistan Section—me—and I, in turn, would have called you. What happened today, however, was the other way around. You informed me that the network was compromised. At first I didn’t understand what had happened. When I arrived in this building earlier, I was livid at the Duty Officer for having bypassed me and informed you. After I gave these two their tasks, I walked down to the Duty Officer’s room and questioned him. He said there had been no incoming cables from Pakistan. I refused to believe him. Why should I? If my Director knew about an incident that happened in my Section before I did, someone had bypassed the bloody chain of command. I asked him again...in a more persuasive manner this time. Hands trembling, he showed me the Duty Officer’s log—it was empty. I could choose to believe him, or I could have our engineers take that Teletext apart and find out exactly what passed through it these past few hours. I’m yet to make up my mind.’ Mishra paused. The Director stared at him, but wouldn’t speak. ‘Another possibility I entertained was that the Resident had, for some reason best known to him, sent the cable directly to you,’ Mishra continued. ‘So I walked to your office. It was shut. I walked down to Security and checked the entry log. Your name wasn’t on it. You hadn’t entered Main all day today, sir, certainly not before you rang my house. So the message hadn’t come from Pakistan directly to you. Which brings us to the operative question, sir: how did you find out about the compromised network?’

			The Director looked Mishra in the eye. ‘It is not in the interest of this organisation to probe that angle any further, Section Chief Mishra. I’m ordering you to direct your energies towards salvaging that network.’

			‘And that is exactly what we shall do, sir. But I would like to place before you a hypothesis, sir.’

			‘I would advise against that,’ the Director warned. There was an edge to his voice.

			‘Noted, sir. I accept the consequences that will follow my actions, actions which you have advised me against. My hypothesis is that word about the compromised network came to you from someone higher on the totem pole. As I reasoned earlier, it couldn’t have come from Pakistan. And it couldn’t have come from our colleagues in uniform: even in our emaciated state, the Wing’s networks are a hundred times better than theirs. Now, the only two people higher than you on the totem pole, sir, are the leader of the steel frame and his boss.’

			The Director sighed. He stubbed the cigarette in the ashtray on the table.

			‘It’s not unreasonable,’ he said. Then he paused to let them work through the absurdity. Seeing it dawn upon their faces, he continued, ‘Zia has been showing interest in the Prime Minister’s natural cures for quite some time now. In addition to the usual bromide of everlasting peace between our two countries, of course.’

			‘Natural cures, sir?’ Sablok found his voice.

			‘The Prime Minister drinks his own piss, man,’ Mishra spat out.

			‘Quite. It appears Zia telephones the Prime Minister often to seek his advice. I assure you this is news to me too. We do not, as you’re all aware, keep tabs on our own government. At a little after 7 p.m. today, the ruler of Pakistan asked the Prime Minister of India if better results could be achieved by drinking the first excretions of the morning. Piss, as you so eloquently put it, Mishra. After advising that that had been his experience, the Prime Minister casually mentioned, during the conversation, that he was aware of what Pakistan was up to in Kahuta.’

			Sablok swore.

			‘Then he added that the Wing had provided him all the details. Those two sentences doomed our network.’ The Director paused once again. ‘As I said earlier, the Prime Minister isn’t naive. The conversation couldn’t have been an accident. Heading a coalition is difficult. It is entirely possible that some of his colleagues were pressuring him to launch air strikes, hoping for war. And yet, if you tame the rage that manifests itself on your faces right at this moment and look at it from his perspective, you’ll realise that he faced Morton’s Fork, a choice between two alternatives that lead to the same unpleasant conclusion. His first choice was to authorise air strikes or sabotage. Nobody here is naive enough to believe that it wouldn’t lead to war. Zia would have no choice but to defend Pakistan’s sovereignty against India. If he didn’t do that, his corps commanders would have him arrested and shot. Perhaps we would have won such a war, or perhaps it would have ended in a stalemate. The United States would condemn us, the UN Security Council would sanction us, our economy would be ruined, and lakhs of our citizens would starve, possibly more.’

			‘The Soviet veto—’ Arora ventured.

			‘The Soviets made it clear in ‘71 that their veto wouldn’t apply if we invaded West Pakistan. Their aid to us then was strictly limited. Call it the fruit of non-alignment, gentlemen: we have no real friends or allies. There is no reason to assume circumstances have changed in the half decade since then,’ the Director replied. He waited for a response but when none came, he continued, ‘The Prime Minister’s other choice was to continue to refuse authorisation to the air strikes. My assessment is that in such an event his coalition partners would have eventually replaced him with someone more aggressive who would authorise the strikes and we’d face the same war the Prime Minister was desperate to avoid. Do you see it now, gentlemen? Between those two choices, the outcome was going to be the same.’

			‘So he leaks intelligence to the bloody enemy,’ Sablok spat out.

			‘I would be careful if I were you, young man,’ the Director replied gravely, ‘The Official Secrets Act remains in force.’ 

			‘Bugger the act,’ Sablok replied, defiant. 

			Arora grabbed him by the shoulder to calm him. Sablok shook Arora’s hand off.

			‘It’s cowardice,’ he shouted, his mouth quivering even after the syllables had fled it.

			The Director waited for Sablok to regain his composure. When moments had passed with little change to show, he replied, ‘Is it bravery then to choose to let lakhs of your own people—the poorest of the poor—die?’

			The words stung Sablok.

			‘Must we then do nothing at all, sir? Is that brave? Is that honourable?’

			‘If our networks survive, we will try again. If they don’t, we’ll infiltrate new agents. Our lot is to roll the boulder up the hill and, after watching it roll down yet again, to begin anew.’ Then, turning to Mishra, he continued, ‘I don’t mean this as a threat, gentlemen. Mishra will vouch for my intentions. But if you know what’s best for you, what I just told you will remain within the confines of this room.’

			



	

FIFTEEN

			The palm of his hand set off thunderclaps on the door. He winced at the noise and glanced around for peering eyes. It had taken him longer than expected to reach Mohri. The wind had picked up and was beginning to really bother him, and his foot felt as if he were one of those mystics walking on burning coals. There was the sound of two heavy bolts being drawn back, and the door opened to reveal an unfamiliar set of eyes questioning his presence. Sarfaraz Minhas asked for his friend, a farmer of forty, give or take a decade, who had often invited him over for a meal. At that moment Sarfaraz wished he had taken up the offer at least once. The teenager answered with an exaggerated, gruff voice that his father had gone out to attend a wedding and wouldn’t return before dawn. He was about to shut the door on Sarfaraz when the spy pleaded for help, invoking God and the young man’s father. He had been robbed on his way back to Manyand, he claimed, and had lost everything including his shoes. To prove his point, he shoved a foot through the doorway and prayed for the young man to take pity.

			‘I’m not asking for money, young sir,’ he added. ‘If you could just lend me an old pair of shoes, I’ll be on my way. Tomorrow I’ll clean them and bring them back, and will sing your praises for the rest of my life.’

			The door opened wider. After looking him over one final time, the teenager invited him in. There was nobody else at home, which suited Sarfaraz just fine. While he sat inside the doorway of the three-room house, taking care to avoid soiling the floor with his feet, his host stepped into another room. Grateful for the rest, Sarfaraz closed his eyes for a moment, letting his ears do all the hard work. Next thing he knew, the teenager was inches away, peering at his face, gently tapping his shoulder to wake him. His other hand held a pair of old, worn-out leather boots covered with a fine, white layer of fungus. Snapping out of the catnap and momentarily startled by the touch, Sarfaraz glanced around, his suspicious eyes taking in every detail. Then it all came back to him, and he thanked his host for the boots. They were one size too small, but Sarfaraz squeezed his feet in by clenching his toes. The teenager’s eyes showed pity and kindness.

			‘Have you eaten anything?’ he asked.

			Sarfaraz shook his head. Once again the young man disappeared into another room, returning this time before Sarfaraz could nod off, with two thick rotis.

			‘The sabzi is over, unfortunately. Please eat.’

			Sarfaraz thanked him, took the food, and stood to leave.

			‘You don’t have to return those,’ the teenager said, indicating the boots. ‘They don’t fit me anymore.’

			After stepping out, Sarfaraz began walking towards Kahuta, listening for the sound of the two bolts being engaged. Once he heard it, he turned and made sure the door was shut. Standing still for a few moments, he looked around. Seeing not a single soul outside, he turned towards the north and began walking across fields towards the mountains that loomed dark and ominous over the whole world.

			***

			Seeing a cluster of houses before him, Faisal Baig left the gravel road and began walking through fields. The clouds had parted a bit, and starlight made it easier to see. Ever so often, he would stop and look back, trying to navigate in relation to the dull yellow glow of the nuclear facility back at Kahuta. Sometimes roads circled around, something he could not afford to do. A flash of light caught his attention. It seemed to come from the west of Kahuta. Baig stared into the gloom for a long time, willing the flash to reappear. Something about it was strange. It appeared again, remaining longer this time. He could make out two points of light, moving slowly from side to side before disappearing once more. Baig shivered. It was a truck headed towards Kahuta on Rawalpindi Road. His watch showed fifteen minutes to midnight; hours had passed since the warning, enough time for reinforcements to arrive from Rawalpindi. He had expected such an outcome from the moment he had stepped out of his house and yet, when he actually saw it materialise, the fear that gripped him wasn’t moderated by hours of anticipation. He turned abruptly, his back towards Kahuta, and started at a brisk clip. 

			In the distance, he thought he saw some streetlights, likely the town of Kallar Syedan. They seemed to be as far as the horizon, but he knew the town was only a dozen or so miles from Kahuta as the crow flies, well within range for a brisk walk in the night. He had intended to lay low once he got there, but the truck made him second-guess himself. There was no reason to believe twelve miles would be safe. If they didn’t find what they were looking for in Kahuta, more troops would be called in and the search would resume covering a wider area. The opponent he faced was relentless: it wouldn’t tire, it wouldn’t overlook a hiding place, and it wouldn’t show mercy. Cut off from the network he had built in ‘Pindi, Baig’s survival depended on putting as much distance as he could between the men in khaki and himself. If he made it beyond their furthest checkpoints even before they had time to put them up, he would live; it was that simple. 

			It was that hard.

			***

			The High Commissioner’s phone call had been terse. Given the fact that their phones were certain to be monitored, it made sense to the Resident. There had been a major political development, the top man had said, and he was instructed to rush to the High Commission for consultations. The drive took less than ten minutes. In the parking lot, he could see the cars of three others in addition to the High Commissioner’s own Jaguar saloon. The Deputy High Commissioner was waiting outside. He stopped the Resident before he could head to the Duty Officer’s room. 

			‘You need to check your cables. One of your operations has been blown,’ he said.

			The Resident stared in disbelief. If the real diplomats had heard before he did, something terrible had to have happened. Either that or some hair-triggered nutcase back in New Delhi had woken from a nightmare and sent a blizzard of cables out.

			‘The others have been called in to obscure your role. There is no time to waste,’ the Deputy High Commissioner added. 

			The colour had disappeared from the Resident’s face. He ran to his office. His teletype had spat out three cables. Their code indicated that they had been sent by Mishra. He fumbled for the appropriate One-Time Pad and frantically decoded them. The first one ordered him to stand down. He figured that it had been sent to each Resident in Pakistan. 

			‘Kahuta compromised. Warning transmitted via All India Radio at 1950 Karachi,’ the second one began.

			In it, Mishra also instructed him to evaluate each of the networks with which the Kahuta agents had ever been involved. He was to activate cut-outs should he feel the need. 

			The third cable, which had arrived minutes earlier, mentioned that the source was high up in New Delhi. It said the Pakistanis were aware of the presence of a network within Kahuta, but had nothing specific to go by. If the agents made it out the Wing might, at an indeterminate point of time in the future, re-activate the assets cultivated there. 

			The Resident swore over and over. A few moments later, his anger no longer boiling over, he retrieved his operations logs and began tracing each of the Kahuta agents’ prior operations. Preventing an uncontrollable wildfire by creating a fireline across his networks was the first order of business.

			***

			With each step away from Kahuta it seemed to Faisal Baig that the skies cleared up a little more until, about three-and-a-half hours after he began his escape, the ground around him was brilliantly bathed in starlight. The moon was nowhere to be seen, though. Baig was making good time. Now that potholes were no longer able to lie in wait, hidden in utter darkness, he stumbled less often and felt better. The only thing that slowed him down was the need, ever so often, to stop and search all around for that pair of bright headlamps he had seen near Kahuta. 

			After circling around the village, he had walked over small earthen embankments between lush rice fields until he was a few hundred yards past. Back on the gravel road, he hadn’t come across more than the odd hut or well. The last living being he had heard, apart from dogs that barked or howled near and far, was the man near the nullah. Punjab was well and truly asleep. It was ten minutes past one.

			Another village loomed. Stepping off the gravel path, he veered right, eager to avoid straying close to the dozen or so houses whose outlines he could see. He was a hundred-odd yards from the nearest one and walking further away with each step when a shout from his left caught his attention. It had to have come from one of the houses, though he couldn’t pinpoint the source for the darkness. 

			A few instants later, he started walking again, quicker and more anxious this time. Another shout, then two. Straining his eyes, Baig could make out three shadows moving near the middle of the village where the gravel road bisected it. He tried to remain calm and, keeping his eyes on them, continued walking away. Had they really spotted him? Or were they just yelling at shadows? One of them separated from the others and disappeared behind a house. The others stayed where they were. Or perhaps they were moving too, and Baig just couldn’t make it out in the gloom. The third shadow soon emerged from between two houses, a good twenty-thirty yards from his friends, and clearly appeared to move towards Baig. For a split second Baig considered walking towards them, making up a story, and going his merry way down the gravel road. It would be a whole lot easier. 

			Then they shouted again, and Baig noticed that they were trying to converge on his position. Icy fear gripped his heart. Leaving aside all thoughts of resolving misunderstandings, he began running. They were at least a hundred yards away and would have to navigate through a couple of rice fields to reach him. That gave him hope. Looking around, he noticed what appeared to be a sugarcane field a few hundred yards to the south-west, away from the village, and ran towards it. The shouts became louder, more insistent. When he got to a barren field, a dry one that had recently been harvested, Baig turned around and risked a glance. He saw four people wielding thick lathis chasing after him, their intent undoubtedly hostile. 

			He stumbled and fell, landed on his palms and knees. The field stripped his skin, but he was back on his feet and running for dear life a moment later. Heart racing, Baig reached the first sugarcane plants and rushed past them. The crop was almost ready for harvest and hid him well.

			His instincts told him to keep going, but he hadn’t survived years in ‘Pindi on instincts alone. Once he was deep inside the field, and the initial shock of the whole thing began wearing off, he turned right to face Kahuta once more and ran as fast as the sugarcane plants would let him. Again and again, he stumbled; but each time he was up in a flash and running. The field was too large for four men to cover properly. Besides, they were unlikely to split up if they thought they were chasing a thief or a robber. He kept going and prayed the field wouldn’t end too soon. The sound of his body crashing through the crop was deafening, so he stopped a few times to listen for those in pursuit. They were there; he could hear them shouting. It sounded like they were trying to rouse the entire village for a lynching. 

			Baig ran again. Salty sweat poured down, stinging his eyes. His own breathing and the pounding of his heart deafened him. Half-blinded, he ran in a never-ending forest getting scraped and cut by all the plants around him, till suddenly he was out in a barren field, scrambling onto an embankment and diving over it. Crawling back up, he could not see the four who had pursued him, but near the village were half a dozen more men, each one running towards the sugarcane field. 

			He crawled back down and began running away towards Kahuta at a crouch. His back screamed at him, his chest began to ache. In the distance he saw a line of trees, and made for it. Perhaps it was an orchard. Glancing back, he saw a few lights go on in the village. More people appeared in the fields between it and the sugarcane, which was almost two hundred yards behind him now. He was being hunted, though he didn’t know why. Having run out of breath much earlier, his vision darkened at the periphery. He needed to stop, but the treeline was still some distance away. Though running at a crouch was taking a greater toll, he didn’t dare straighten up and risk being spotted. 

			Less than a hundred yards to go; eighty. A quick glance told him they hadn’t spotted the crouched figure yet and were still headed in the direction of the sugarcane field. 

			Sixty yards. Everything but a small circle directly in front of him had gone dark, and his head hurt as if struck by a stone. 

			Forty yards. He was Kishan Lal again, running with his father, fleeing Lahore, one of many fleeing an armed mob. 

			Twenty yards from the railway station and the train whistled and began to roll down the track. Father had fallen; a sword had hacked his head off. There were soldiers on that train. He had to reach it. As Lal ran beyond the first trees into the orchard—or perhaps it was a jungle—his left foot caught on a root that had found its way out of the ground. Tumbling, falling, Lal landed heavily, his head slamming hard against something. When his body stopped tumbling, he smiled. He was on that train at last.

			***

			Eight miles to the north and three hundred-odd feet higher, lying with his back against a solid tree trunk, Sarfaraz Minhas gazed down at Mohri, Manyand, and Kahuta while he rested. The shoes pinched badly, but he didn’t dare take them off for even one minute, afraid that his swollen feet wouldn’t fit into them again. 

			Climbing in the dark had been painfully slow. Reaching the limit of his endurance, he had finally decided to rest till first light before moving on. Once he crested the hill, all the towns from the plains below would disappear from view, leaving him no point of reference in the shadow of wooded slopes by which to navigate. 

			The cold, wet, and mud-smeared rotis tasted divine, and by the time he had swallowed the last tiny morsel, he could feel his strength returning. Looking towards the east, he urged the sky to lighten.

			At first light, he crested and saw the Ling river flowing through the valley on the other side. The range he was on ran from the south-west, where it rose just before the centrifuge facility, to the north-east. Left without any alternative, Sarfaraz headed away from Kahuta, staying near the top of the range to avoid having to climb up and down unnecessarily. It became easier as the sky brightened, and by dawn he had travelled nearly two miles. 

			Sunrise found him on top of a steep hill with hamlets on either side. In the distance he saw larger mountains stand proud. Heading there would be foolish, he thought, for each steep slope climbed meant an equally steep slope to be descended. Instead, he climbed down the northern slope and crossed the Ling river once more, this time denying it both his shoes. Beyond it, he climbed up the next hill, then followed its ridge as far as it would take him before descending again. Slope by slope, ridge by ridge, he patiently worked his way north. By afternoon, the river was out of sight.

			As the sun began its descent towards the horizon the wind picked up, blowing through the valleys as wildly as the torrents that flowed through them after a thunderstorm. Sarfaraz’s stomach ached. He had hoped to find a bird’s nest or a fruit-bearing tree, but fate wasn’t about to let him off that easily. Shivering and exhausted, he found a nook between the thick trunks of two trees and snuggled into it, pulling as much soil and detritus around him as he could find to form a windbreak of sorts. He was breathing hard and fell asleep while mumbling to himself about eating all the goats in his village once he got back.

			It was pitch black when he woke, roused by the distinctive sound of twigs snapping underfoot. He reached down and retrieved the blade strapped to his calf. There was an intruder in his house, perhaps even more than one. He reached for the matchbox that always lay next to his bed but felt the cold earth. Breathing slowly now, he sat up after leaning heavily on his elbows for support. His stomach burned. Another twig snapped somewhere in the distance ahead, and a gust of wind caused the valley below to howl. This wasn’t his house. Struggling to his feet, he grunted loudly, then listened. There was no response. Crouching to feel near his feet, he picked up a stone and threw it in the direction of the twig. It clattered harmlessly, but then he heard something move, a small animal by the sound it made. He waved his arms and shouted loudly, sending whatever it was scampering away. Feeling relieved, Sarfaraz shivered in the cold as he scanned the surroundings. After a couple of yawns, he settled back into his nook to rest.

			When he woke up, it was still dark. He felt warm and rested and decided that it was time to move. But getting to his feet proved impossible. Each time he tried to put his weight on the right foot, the ankle buckled and he fell down. Breathing at a rapid clip, he began feeling the leg for injuries. His heart was pounding and, despite the dark and cold, his skin was flushed and covered with sweat. The calf and shin were intact, as was the knee. He could feel the top of his ankle outside the boot, and it appeared firm. Unlacing the boot, he was hit by the smell of rotting oranges and wondered if he wasn’t, in fact, inside an orchard. The pain that shot up his leg when he tried to take the boot off convinced him otherwise. He sank back into the nook and waited for dawn.

			The sun was high in the sky when his eyes opened again. The first thing he did was turn to a side and vomit. His nostrils were filled almost immediately with the odour of shit mixed with the sweet fragrance of oranges. With considerable effort, he overcame the stabbing pain in his stomach and around it and managed to prop himself up on his elbows. The bottom of the Salwar was wet and sticky, and he deduced that it was the source of the smell or part of it. That scared him. Then he remembered the oranges. Once more he tried to take the boot off, and once more the pain overcame his resolve, causing him to let out a scream. 

			The blade was a foot away, lying half buried under some leaves. He grabbed it and slid it between his skin and the boot. The sound of a balloon deflating slowly reached his ears and the smell of oranges crowded out that of the shit caking his clothes. He gritted his teeth and sliced, taking some skin off with the leather. Two more slices and the shoe fell off, revealing a dark purple mass of flesh where the foot used to be. He could see large bubbles formed under the skin, and poked at one with the blade, popping it in the process and releasing gas. This was familiar. One of his neighbours had suffered this specific malady back at home two decades ago. Sarfaraz felt curiously calm. He tried standing up one final time, hoping that without the shoe to squeeze it, the foot would hold up. But he sank back down. His neighbour had lived four days after it had happened, each hour spent in hellish agony, screaming for death through every waking moment. Opium had only helped so much. 

			Towards the end of that day, as the sun dropped below the trees, Sarfaraz Minhas said a prayer begging forgiveness for what he was about to do. Then he reached for his blade.

			



	

SIXTEEN

			Despite the Director’s blunt assessment, hope endured. For two days conversations between Sablok and Arora tended towards the conclusion that the Prime Minister would soon realise his catastrophic error and make amends by green-lighting an air strike. 

			Three days later, however, that hope turned to ash when Mishra’s asset in the Pakistan Army sent a terse warning through an unusual go-between that two Air Defence Regiments equipped with anti-aircraft missiles had been deployed to cover Kahuta and more were on their way. 

			Briefed about the changed circumstances, Vayu Bhavan did not hesitate to warn that the existing plan was no longer feasible or adequate. Additional aircraft would now have to be deployed to suppress air defences, and at least a squadron’s worth of fighters would be needed to temporarily contain any interceptors launched by Sargodha, which was believed to be on high alert. 

			‘If they didn’t have the appetite for a covert strike by a small force on an undefended target, there really is no question of the Prime Minister approving what will be needed now,’ Mishra relayed, crushing all optimism and hope.

			An analysis of the three agents’ files led the Wing to four locations along the LoC where they were likely to try and cross over. Mishra sent suitable alerts to sector commanders of the Army, but his efforts ended there. Even though Sablok and Arora had identified places within Pakistan where the agents might seek shelter—areas where the agents had operated earlier and were likely to have built strong relationships—Mishra refused to order any assets to monitor for them. It made little sense to expose greater and greater parts of their network to the deep state in the vain hope of rescuing those who had already been written off. 

			‘The agents will sink or swim on their own,’ he said, bringing Sablok’s argument to a swift end.

			***

			In January things had quietened down at the Wing. Sablok had made up his mind.

			‘I’ve leaned on whisky and self-pity for far too long, sir,’ he said.

			Mishra read through Sablok’s resignation letter. 

			‘The cold, clammy weather of this place bothers my leg. I’ve been giving thought to relocating to someplace warmer,’ Sablok added.

			‘Delhi’s weather bothers everyone, Captain. Even those people who say they love it. I’m going to do you a favour and forget you mentioned weather as your reason for resignation.’

			‘It’s a bit more complicated, sir.’

			‘I’m sure it is, but I’m going to forget that too. Tell me, has Pakistan halted its nuclear weapons programme?’ Mishra asked after he had finished reading the letter, then continued after the young man shook his head, ‘Then your responsibility hasn’t ended, has it?’

			‘I’ve done nothing special, sir. The last four years of my life...they’ve amounted to nothing. And I’m not sure I can continue in a profession where—’

			‘So you’re going to quit when things become difficult?’ Mishra asked, his eyes deliberately glued to the letter even though he had finished reading it.

			Sablok bristled. ‘Sir, that’s hardly—’

			‘When I agreed to let you into my section, Captain, I was given to believe that you had tenacity and resilience beyond the ordinary soldier. What I see before me now would shame a Drill Saab at Chetwode.’

			‘That’s unfair, sir,’ Sablok replied.

			‘See, that’s the thing, Captain. Six months earlier you wouldn’t even have bothered with soft concepts like fairness. What changed?’

			‘Nothing, sir. I’m just not sure I can continue the work I’m doing when it will all come to naught because someone decides that the lives of our assets are expendable.’

			‘Governments change, Captain Sablok,’ Mishra said. He paused, then continued, ‘As I said earlier, I will do you the favour of ignoring your resignation.’

			He tore the letter to pieces and threw them in the burn bin next to his desk.

			‘Please burn it and return to your duties,’ he said to Sablok, handing him a matchbox. ‘And don’t be so quick to quit habits that have nourished you for years.’

			After the initial blaze of activity petered out and it became evident that they couldn’t salvage even the least bit of what had been painstakingly built, metaphors and clichés rushed to fill the empty hours that Arora suddenly found himself in possession of. Like shipwrecks revealed by the departing tide, questions that he had long avoided began to emerge. A half-pint of Peter Scot was soon inadequate, and sullen headaches became constant companions. Things seemed to improve a little with the news that an agent had crossed over at Uri, which was where they had expected Mhatre to sneak back. The suspect was in custody of the Brigade posted there, and Arora was dispatched to identify and bring Mhatre in. It was someone else, though, so Arora left him to rot in his jail cell. On his way back, at New Delhi airport, he booked the next flight to Dabolim. Almeida had bequeathed many documents to him, which the lawyer in Panaji, a tubular Goenkar with a flourishing moustache, solemnly handed over to the portly gentleman from New Delhi.

			Back at Main, Arora sought out Mishra.

			‘Does the Pakistan section still need me, sir?’ he asked.

			‘It does, Mister Arora. And in the future I would appreciate it if you did not question your own relevance. That’s my job.’

			Over the next few weeks Mishra noticed a significant change in Arora: he seemed less distracted, less tired, and the hangovers appeared to have become inconspicuous. 

			‘I would like to know your thoughts on infiltrating Kahuta again,’ Mishra said to him one day. They were in his office.

			Arora’s eyes lit up.

			Over the next hour, the two of them drew up a tentative plan. But each man knew within his heart that even if, against all the odds, they tasted success in the endeavour, it would all be for nought.

			‘They won’t provide us with the funds, and they won’t give us the orders. All they will do is let our people die senseless deaths,’ Mishra remarked, his eyes betraying none of the cynicism that his words professed.

			‘This government will go eventually, sir. All of them do,’ Arora replied.

			‘And till that day finally arrives on its mission of mercy, the government will continue inflicting upon us its prejudices, pursuing peace at all costs with an enemy for whom the word “peaceful” is the biggest slur.’

			The next day, Arora awoke early in the morning. After shaving and cleaning himself, he dressed in his best formal attire and drove his Lambretta to Tughlaq Road. He stood under a tree for a quarter hour, building up courage for what he was there to do. If discovered, it would be the end of his career, perhaps even the end of much more than that. 

			At Bungalow number 12, he walked up to the security hut and handed over his identity card, seeking a few minutes of the occupant’s Personal Secretary’s time. He watched nervously as one of the men guarding the bungalow opened the log book to note his particulars from the identity card, but stopped him in time. 

			‘Top secret,’ he said.

			It was his real identity card.

			The guard did not know how to react, so he called the Havildar over. One look at the identify card and the Havildar slammed the log book shut.

			‘Forget he was here,’ the Havildar sternly warned the guard.

			After a quick telephone conversation, presumably with someone inside the bungalow, Arora was patted down and then led inside. In an anteroom leading off the entrance hall, he was welcomed by the Personal Secretary. 

			Arora explained that he needed to see the Personal Secretary’s boss to inform him of matters concerning the safety of the Republic. After answering a few questions as directly as he could, he was promised five minutes with the Deputy Prime Minister. Arora sat in the guest room rehearsing what he would say. There was much left to be done.

			The End



	

AFTERWORD

			Like its prequel, Let Bhutto Eat Grass: Part Two is a work of fiction. It was inspired by a few facts and references in the public domain, but makes absolutely no claims to historical authenticity at all.

			There are references within this book to an event narrated in accounts by officials who would have been ‘in the know’ during the late 70s and early 80s. Some may find that event controversial, and I will take this opportunity to explain my thoughts about it. 

			Prime Minister Morarji Desai is alleged to have let slip during a telephone call with Zia-ul-Haq (Chief of Army Staff and Chief Martial Law Administrator, Pakistan) the fact that RAW had provided him intelligence about Pakistan’s activities in Kahuta. This has been referred to in public sources including the book Kaoboys of RAW by B. Raman, an intelligence officer who was part of RAW since its founding in 1968 and went on to head its counter-terrorism division before retiring in 1994. 

			The allegations carry weight given Mr. Raman’s credentials as well as the fact that Mr. Desai remains the only Indian to be awarded the Nishan-e-Pakistan, the highest civilian award of that nation. 

			Mr. Desai’s hostility towards RAW and its founder Mr. R. N. Kao has also been recounted in his book by Mr. Raman. The actions of drastically reducing its budget and operations in 1977 have also been documented by Mr. Raman as well as academic sources such as an article in the International Journal of Intelligence and Counterintelligence. These appear to lend further credence to the allegation. 

			I have no means of validating it, however, and clearly wish to state here that I do not endorse the allegation. I have attempted to view the hypothetical decision of sabotaging Kahuta from the perspective of a pacifist Prime Minister. Within the context of a weak economy in 1977 and the potential repercussions, I find persuasive arguments both for and against sabotage. As is typical of real life, we must learn to live with uncertainty and doubt.

			“I prefer perplexity, doubt, uncertainty, not just because it provides a more ‘productive’ literary raw material, but because that is the way we humans really are.”

			—Jose Saramago
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