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  Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster. And if you gaze long enough into an abyss, the abyss will gaze back into you.


  Friedrich Nietzsche
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  ONE


  Youre going to need a new business card.


  That was how my boss, Dhruv Batra, announced to me that I was finally getting promoted. He handed over one of my business cards and I saw that he had crossed out my title and replaced it with a new one he had scrawled in his barely legible handwriting.


  Vice President


  Later that evening, just before we headed out for the celebrations, Dhruv leaned across his table and handed me a box of my new business cards.


  Youre the boss now, Aadi. Well done.


  I looked at the card I held in my hands. At my embossed name and the new title below it.


  I had been with Excel Ventures for eight years, ever since I graduated from business school, talked into it by Dhruv, who had been an alumnus. Dhruv had held forth with me on how private equity was the future, about how I could really shine without having to crawl up a conventional corporate ladder. It had been a long journey, and I had dreamed of this day for many years, and now, finally, it was mine. I sat back in my chair and exhaled gently.


  I watched Dhruv as he headed back to his cabin. He was leaving for another job, which he had not yet revealed to us, but it had been announced the usual way, that he had decided to pursue alternate interests. I was pretty sure I could get him to tell me all about his new job over drinks. I saw him packing up his things in his cabinthe cabin that was going to be mine when I stepped into office on Monday morning.


  Dude, its a Saturday and youre the boss now. We would never have come into office today if it hadnt been to close the Ventura deal. The only reason we werent grumbling about coming into office today was that we heard from the grapevine that you would get announced today. So, can we head out for a drink now?


  I looked up to see Kartik, who had joined a couple of years after me. He never needed more than the slightest of excuses to grab a drink, but four in the evening was pushing it even by his standards. Of course, this time my promotion was the excuse.


  My promotion is not effective till Monday. See you at six.


  You are a crusher of souls and a depriver of drink.


  With that dramatic pronouncement, Kartik slunk back to his cubicle and I, crusher of souls and newly promoted VP, got up to get some printouts I had just fired. Stella, Dhruvs secretary was there, and she handed me a sheaf of papers as I approached the communal printer.


  Here you go, Boss.


  What was it with everyone calling me boss?


  Stella, come on. Dont you get started with this boss business, please.


  She smiled and said, Aadi, I am so happy to see you get this job. I know how hard you worked for it. Now you should find a nice girl, settle down and get on with the rest of your life.


  Stella had been with the firm for close to twenty years, and had a son who was probably just a few years younger than me. Ever since I joined, we had become friends, regular members of a lunch group whose primary purpose had been to take a break from the manic tempo of work to catch up on gossip and bitch about the boss.


  Would they bitch about me now?


  I walked back to my cubicle and began to go through the slides I had printed out, making notations on the edges. Once one of my college friends had talked about how one needed some balance in life and how he appreciated it now that he was married and had a young kid. I didnt get it then, and I didnt get it now. Sure, at an abstract level, I supposed I would one day get married, but that was in the distant future somewhere. I was perfectly happy with my life, and with the balance I had. Work was not drudgery or something that kept me from other things in my life. It was an important part of my life, something that allowed me to use all the skills and education I had, and something that gave me a sense of achievement.


  As I walked to the bathroom to freshen up before I packed up, I took a look in the mirror. At the age of thirty, I was perhaps a bit heavier than I had been when I passed out of campus eight years ago, but not by much. The hair was still all there, an unruly mop which I used to try and make behave but long given up on. I had put on only an inch around my waist, and was secretly proud that all my old jeans still fit. That came from working out every morning in the gym and keeping up my karate practice twice a week. I went to the local club to practice and help the sensei with teaching young kids. I did not stay in shape for vanity, not even for fitness, but perhaps to remind myself of what I had once been.


  A reminder of that life was buzzing in my pocket. I took out my phone to see that it was my father calling. I had sent him a text message telling him about my promotion, promising him that I would call in the evening to chat in more detail.


  Congratulations, young man.


  His gravelly voice boomed across the phone line, his habit of raising his volume several notches when on the phone still very much there.


  Thank you, Baba.


  Your Ma would have been so happy to see this day. Heading up the Mumbai office, reporting directly to the CEO. Well done.


  Thanks. How have you been?


  I could hear him chuckle.


  Still trying to keep myself busy and useful. Now that youve got that title you wanted so badly, listen to me and indulge a lonely old man in one last project of his. Get married and then I can die a happy man.


  It was never too far from the surface, and it was now out there. The not-so-subtle emotional blackmail, reminding me that, as my father saw things, I still had not fulfilled one of my key duties as a son. That he was all alone after my mother had passed away four years ago, and that my not getting married was the one thing holding him back from feeling that he had done his duty. Wed had more than our share of arguments on the topic, but today was not a day I wanted to argue, so I just told him that wed chat about it later.


  When will you be in Delhi?


  Baba, the CEO is in Gurgaon, so I suppose Ill be there soon enough once I take charge of the office here. Ill let you know and well celebrate together.


  I hung up and then packed my things to see that Kartik was well ahead of me.


  Ready, Boss?


  I nodded. Lets get you that party you wanted so badly.


  We drove from the Bandra Kurla Complex, where our office was, to Powai in my car. It could take up to forty-five minutes in traffic, but it was worth it. Hiranandani Gardens in Powai, where I lived, was the closest thing in the otherwise congested city of Mumbai to a township. We had broad streets, shopping and restaurants within the society, and far better centralized security than you could get in most other parts of Mumbai. The prospect of jogging on the broad sidewalks or in the many parks inside the complex, instead of inhaling traffic fumes and dodging traffic as I would have had to do otherwise, had been the clincher when I chose where to stay. Id moved there four years ago, upgrading from a smaller flat in Ghatkopar when I could afford the rents in Powai.


  I knew we would likely have a big night and I decided to park my car at my apartment before heading out. I would get an auto-rickshaw back, and Kartik was planning to get a lift home from one of the others. As I parked the car, I decided to leave my bag in my apartment.


  Kartik, come up for a sec. Ill drop my bag and you can get an early start with a beer before we get to Chilis.


  I opened the door to my apartment, and Kartik was in the door before me, heading straight for the fridge. He took out a beer and was already halfway through it by the time I had dumped my bag in the bedroom.


  Dude, youve got an awesome view from here.


  Kartik was looking out the living room windows at the Powai Lake spread out in the distance. He stepped out into the small balcony and whistled.


  Dude, you can see the airport so clearly from here. I just saw a flight taking off. What a frigging cool view!


  Thats the major reason I chose this building. Most of the other good apartments here are way too big for my needs, not to mention too bloody expensive. This is just the right size and has a great view.


  Will you move to a new place now? I heard VPs get more than double the bonus of directors.


  He was fishing and I just smiled and looked away. As usual, the office gossip was quite accurate when it came to compensation.


  Nah, I like it here.


  What I didnt tell him was that I already had other plans for what I wanted to buy. My Camry had served me very well, but with the bonus which was to come in a couple of months, I planned to book a Mercedes C class. I did not normally splurge on too many things, and my lifestyle could hardly be called flashy, but cars were my one weak spot and I thought I would indulge myself this one time.


  Ten minutes later, we were on our way to join our colleagues. Stella and three others were already there, and Dhruv joined us within a few minutes, followed by a procession of people, which made it apparent that I was likely to run up a pretty hefty credit card bill.


  Dhruv was the one to propose the first of what would turn out to be way too many toasts that night.


  Lets all raise a drink to the new boss!


  We all downed our beers and then refilled for another toast, which I made in Dhruvs honour.


  And now lets drink to the one who will always be the boss.


  And so on it went, drink after drink, toast after toast, till Im pretty sure we were repeating toasts, but nobody cared anymore. Kartik was already fairly drunk and was leaning closer and closer to one of the young interns, trying to look charming, but appearing only hopelessly inebriated. At least she didnt seem to mind too much, since she was perhaps only one or two glasses behind Kartik and rapidly headed towards drunken stupor herself. Theyd both had enough to drink for Kartik to think he was being witty and for her to believe he was witty and not just plain drunk. I guess many relationships have started for worse reasons than that.


  After a couple of hours, people seemed to have given up on the idea of moving someplace else for dinner. Another round of drinks was ordered, and some more snacks. Dhruv had been sitting at the far end of the table and he beckoned to me as he lit a cigarette and walked outside.


  You must be feeling on top of the world, he said when I joined him.


  I just smiled. He was slurring slightly and was more drunk than I had ever seen him in all the years Id known him.


  Aadi, do you know why I was asked to leave?


  I was stunned by the question. Id assumed Dhruv had got some better offer, and that was why he was leaving. He had always been a rock star, the one we had looked up to; the one we were sure would one day get a shot at being CEO. It hit me like a sledgehammer to hear that he had been asked to go. I had no idea how to react so I just stared at him as he continued.


  Look, youve earned this and you have every right to feel very proud, and I hope and know youll do well. Just remember one thing, will you?


  He leaned closer as if he were going to share some secret.


  Just dont get as sucked into those spreadsheets and slides as I did.


  I had no idea what he was talking about, and I held out a hand to steady him in case he lost his balance. Dhruv shook off my hand, looking slightly offended.


  Im okay. Im okay.


  He took a long drag of his cigarette before continuing.


  It struck me for the first time a few months ago, perhaps way too late, but as they say, better late than never. What do we actually do? We invest money in ventures, give advice, take decisionsall to generate profits, increase valuation and one day either pitch them for an M&A deal or get them to an IPO. We dont make anything or do anything that actually means something to anyone. Our lives essentially revolve around numbers on a spreadsheet. If those numbers are good, we prosper, and if theyre bad, we suffer.


  Another drag and he continued.


  All those anniversaries and birthdays missed for a spreadsheet, because when the jobs gone, thats all it really was, wasnt it? And all those titles we chased for years, all worth nothing more than the bloody cards they were printed on. Sometimes I wonder what really matters and whether weve lost touch with it in chasing our careers.


  With that, he stumbled back inside, leaving me there, wondering what had got into him. Thankfully, Kartik was the next one out, and he immediately lightened the mood by screaming at the top of his voice: Tequila shots!


  It was well after midnight when I got home. I was never a very heavy drinker and so was nowhere as wasted as the others, but the three (or was it four; clearly my assessment of my drunkenness was on the optimistic side) shots that Kartik had forced me to have had certainly taken their toll. The guard at the building gave me a look which told me he was both bemused at seeing me stumble home drunk, and also envious at others having much more fun than he was, sitting in his little cabin or on a rickety chair by the gate all day, every day.


  The night had been a great one, but Dhruvs outburst had bothered me. I made a mental note to catch up with him for coffee sometime and, in the sober light of day, figure out what was on his mind. Dhruv had started out as a senior and a boss, but, over time, had become one of my closest friends. Id never told him this, but he was the person Id aspired to be ever since I began working for him. In many ways, he was my role model, and to see him so bitter had rankled.


  I collapsed on the sofa with a bottle of cold water and finished it in a few, long drags. I lay there for a while and then got up to turn off the lights in the study. As I entered the room, I saw the old box in the corner where it had been ever since Id moved into this apartment. I had not opened it for years, but today something made me tear open the tape that held it shut.


  Inside lay dust-covered reminders of a life I had long left behind. Medals, trophies, certificates. I had been what my coaches at school and college had called a natural athlete. I didnt know about that, but what I did know is that I loved playing every sport I got a chance to try my hand at. I was on the track team, I was on the cricket team, I played tennis and I learned karate for years, ending up with a black belt by the time I was seventeen. My coach in college kept telling me to try for the big league in cricket. He thought I could make it to the Indian team if I just tried hard enough and stuck at it. He even went as far as to get forms for an academy that groomed fast bowlers.


  When youre seventeen and someone shows you dreams like that, its hard not to get seduced.


  Along the way, I also got really interested in the military, read up all about it, and began to dream of joining the Army. This was perhaps natural: both my uncle and grandfather had been in the Army. So, in addition to sports, I joined the National Cadet Corps back in school and stuck with it till college. The dusty box held several medals and certificates from my time as a cadet as well. When I was contemplating what to do after school, those were my two options: pursuing sports as a career, or joining the Army. I was leaning towards the latter, especially when I learned that a career in the Army meant a lot of opportunities to continue pursuing sports; that it was actually encouraged, as shown by the many Olympic athletes who came from a military background.


  India had always had an all-volunteer Army, and the NCC was designed both as a way to expose youngsters to the military as well as create a pool of trained people who could support the authorities in times of crisis, especially natural disasters. Many of the kids who joined the NCC with me did so because it would look cool on their rsum, but for me it served a very clear purpose. It was my stepping stone to the military. While others bitched about the discipline and marches, I embraced them. My years of being in the NCC, my family background and my athletics were all going to be factors that worked in my favour when it came to applying to the Army.


  In my second year of college, I started reading up on what it would take to crack the Combined Defence Services Exam and the fitness tests that followed. Then came the cold dose of reality and a shock my father perhaps never recovered from. My uncle, Babas beloved younger brother, someone who had been a friend and a mentor to me, died in action in Kashmir, killed in a terrorist ambush. Coming on top of the fact that Baba had lost his own father in action, he forbade me from joining the Army. Then came the arguments and the fights. Baba reminding me of responsibility, of the fact that we were a middle-class family and could not afford to chase fanciful dreams; of how, when he retired, I would need to ensure I could be settled. He reminded me of how hard my grandfather and uncles deaths in action had hit the family. Of how the family could not handle another of its sons coming back in a flag-draped coffin.


  I argued, I fought and then, ultimately, I gave in. I remember the look on my coachs face when I told him I was going to prepare for MBA entrance exams and could no longer play on the team, and that I would not try out for the Indian Military Academy. But I also remember Babas face when I got offers from several of the top business schools in the country and finally joined an IIM. It was the first time I had seen him smile since my uncle died.


  I guess you can never please everyone, can you?


  The Man of the Tournament trophy and the Best Cadet shield I held in my hand still felt good after all these years, but if Dhruv thought our jobs were all just numbers on a spreadsheet, werent these nothing more than hunks of cheap metal? No, I didnt regret anything I had done. Baba had made his career in the government, and when I got my first bonus, I realized I was earning more than he had after decades of working. My job had allowed us to get the best treatment for Ma when she was diagnosed with stage three cancer, and to ensure Baba was comfortable when she passed. I had hated my old man at the time, but I also realized that a government salary like his would never have covered Mas chemo costs and all the experimental medicines we tried in our desperate bid to save her.


  Life is full of hard choices, and I had made mine. We just have to roll with the choices we make.


  I threw the trophy and the shield back in the box.


  Today was not a day to think of old dreams but to celebrate newer ones coming true. Just a couple of years ago I myself would have considered it a pipe dream, but now I could see a clear line of sight to it.


  Vice President, head of the Mumbai office, our biggest in India, reporting directly to the CEO. The logical next step was to be groomed to be the CEO. At thirty, age was on my side, and I was in no real hurry. One of Dhruvs earliest pieces of career advice to me had been that the patient bird got the worm.


  I went to my bedroom but didnt feel like changing. It was a Sunday the next day anyway, and I had asked the maid to take the day off knowing that I would probably want to loll around in bed, nursing a hangover. Then a walk down to Starbucks for a coffee to get myself to join the ranks of the living, and then figure out what I would do with the rest of the day. Most Sundays saw me in office or on callsit was officially our day off but, in our business, days off meant little since most of my projects were with Indian entrepreneur-led ventures that worked 24x7 or basically whenever the entrepreneur wanted to work or needed advice or help. But this Sunday I would celebrate and give work a pass. It would be nice to have a day with nothing planned and nothing to do, for a change.


  As I lay down on my bed, I realized that my grand plans of taking the Sunday off depended entirely on whether or not I got a mail or call from one of the entrepreneurs we were working with. Till that happened, though, I would continue to indulge myself with the fantasy that I would indeed have a rare day off from thinking about work.


  My phone was right next to me and I picked it up to make sure the alarm was off. The last thing I wanted was for an accidental alarm to spoil my grand plans to sleep in. As I picked it up, I saw a message from Kartik. His spelling was a great indicator of just how wasted he was.


  Grate party. Had tots of fun. Congrass, Boss!


  TWO


  I had been sleeping the dreamless sleep of the contentedly drunk when my eyes snapped open. I had heard something loud, like the pop of a firecracker, only duller. My head ached a bit, and my throat was dry. When I picked up my phone to check the time, the screen was blank and refused to flicker to life though I pressed the button repeatedly. Perhaps I had forgotten to charge it. I cursed whichever idiot had burst a firecracker at this unearthly hour as I checked my watch on the side table.


  The time was 03:02.


  I lay back down on the bed and then decided that, since I was up, I might as well drink some water. Hydration would do wonders for my parched throat and make the hangover more bearable. I walked to the kitchen and opened the fridge, only to see that it was dark inside. The water inside was still cold, so the fridge must have turned off very recently. Figuring a surge had caused it to trip, and that was what had made the noise that woke me up, I walked towards the junction box and turned on the light switch in the living room on the way.


  Nothing.


  Looked like the mains had tripped. I fetched the small torch I had in the kitchen and went to the junction box. To my surprise, when I flashed the torch at it, I saw that none of the switches had tripped.


  That was when I heard all the voices. Why the hell were so many people up and talking at bloody three in the morning?


  I began walking to the balcony but stopped short at the sight of something I had never seen before.


  The whole of Mumbai, as far as I could see, was dark. It was as if a giant, unseen hand had taken a brush and, in one massive stroke, painted all of the city black. All except for a bright flame in the direction of the airport. Was there a fire somewhere?


  I had the night guards mobile number saved on my phone, but when I picked it up to make the call, I was reminded that my phone was dead. I walked to the intercom to call him, but there was only static. Looked like the mother of all power failures had hit us. Perhaps it was a transformer or power station on fire somewhere. That might explain the flame.


  There was nothing I could do about it at three in the morning, and certainly not when I was still half-drunk and feeling the onset of a massive hangover. I figured that things would be sorted out sooner rather than later, and my fretting about it wouldnt help. So I finished the bottle of water and went back to bed. It didnt take a lot for me to blank out the voices and fall back to sleep.


  When I woke next, it was due to a shrill noise. On instinct, I grabbed my phone, wondering if I had set an alarm by mistake, but the screen was still dead. My watch told me that the time was 7:15, and after a few seconds I was awake enough to figure that the noise was coming from outside. When I walked around my apartment, I realized that the power was still out and, looking out of the balcony, I saw groups of people huddled around the various housing societies in the area. Someone was blowing a whistle trying to get people in one of the societies opposite mine to stop shouting and pay attention to him. I couldnt remember the last time electricity had gone for such a long period of time, and it was no wonder people were getting concerned and, from the sounds of the occasional raised voice, pissed off.


  I took a quick shower, the heater not working meant that there was only cold water, but in a way that was good, because it was just the thing I needed to fully wake myself up. A few minutes later, I was in front of the lift and realized that it too was not working. The people across the corridor were an elderly retired couple, and I had barely exchanged a couple of pleasantries with them in the four years I had stayed on the same floor as them. Today, Mrs Guha gingerly opened the door and looked at me, her eyes filling with tears.


  Nothings working. His pacemaker is not working either. I cant call the hospital since the landlines are down as well, and we cant walk down the stairs.


  Dont worry, Ill drive over to the hospital and get some help.


  Having a mission, or at any rate something useful to do, cleared my head and got me into action. I walked down the stairs, cursing the fact that having an apartment on the fourteenth floor was great when it came to lake views, but really sucked at times like these. I was happy, though, that I had kept myself in decent-enough shape that I wasnt winded when I finished my descent.


  All the four guards were huddled near the gate of the society, and their supervisor, an elderly pot-bellied man called Pandey, walked over to me.


  Sir, somethings wrong.


  I know, looks like the whole bloody electrical grid has gone down.


  Pandey had spent years in the Army before retiring and taking this job, so I knew he wasnt a man to be easily spooked, but today I saw something in his eyes I had never seen before.


  Fear.


  No, Sir, its something else. Everythings down. We had these fancy generators installed a few years ago, but those arent working either. Even cars are not working. That has nothing to do with the electricity grid.


  This just did not make any sense to me, so I jogged over to my parking spot and pressed the button on my key ring. I was greeted by silence instead of the usual beep signifying that the car had been unlocked. I opened the car door the old-fashioned way and slid into the drivers seat, but when I put the key into the ignition and turned it, there was no response. I tried again, but with the same result. I looked out to see others like me gathered around their cars, similarly puzzled.


  What the hell was going on?


  My phone was still dead. I asked a couple of the other men gathered near their cars and they said their phones were also out. Near us, a middle-aged man I had often seen walking his dog, was shouting at someone.


  Im telling you something is very wrong. My dog was whining from bloody three in the morning and she refuses to get out of the house. Would the bloody police or government or someone tell us what is going on?


  The man at the receiving end was the building manager. At the best of times, Anil Jain was incompetent and pretty useless, and I knew the society had been talking of getting rid of him. With my work timings, I never really took much of an interest in housing society matters, but that much gossip was easily available from Pandey and the other guards when I shared a lift with them on the way back to my flat at night. At a time like this, Jain just looked shit scared and totally out of his depth. He said something about checking with the management and scooted from the scene.


  No matter what was going on, I still had a job to do. The Guhas needed help, and Hiranandani Hospital was, after all, just a short walk away, so I went out of the gate and began to jog in its direction. I had barely left the society gates when I saw a few cars stranded in the middle of the road. It was as if they had stopped while someone was driving, and never started again. Next to one was a young couple, and I walked over to them.


  Whats going on?


  The man seemed to be in his early twenties and looked terrified.


  You tell me, dude. We were driving back from a party. I was scared Monas dad would kill us for being too late and then the bloody car just stopped at some three in the morning and wouldnt start again. Thank god she lives around the corner, so I walked her home and came back for the car, but it wouldnt start. I tried calling my folks, but the phone was out as well. All the phones are out.


  Mona was standing next to him and she looked really scared.


  Nobody seems to know whats going on. Theres nothing coming on TV or radio. The computer wont switch on, so theres no internet either.


  Guys, Im going to the hospital. Im sure theyll know whats going on and if I see a cop along the way, Ill ask, I said.


  I jogged down Central Avenue, which was lined with restaurants and banks, and saw several men outside the HSBC ATM. As I passed them, I heard one of them shouting, How can all the ATMs not be working?


  A few feet down the road, I realized my hopes of an early morning coffee were also going to be dashed. There were several people gathered outside the Starbucks and the manager was trying to pacify them.


  Im sorry, all our systems are down, the generator is not working and we dont have any authorization from our head office to process payments outside the system. Please wait while we get that.


  How will you do that? All the phones are down as well, and theres no internet.


  I didnt wait to hear the managers reply but jogged on and saw almost the same scene being played out at the D-Mart supermarket just down the road. People were confused, they were scared and, still, there was no news about why this was happening. I tried to focus on the job at hand. Continuing down Central Avenue I saw more abandoned cars around. Normally, a car that had broken down here would be towed away in less than an hour, otherwise it would totally clog up an already busy street, but I guessed no tow trucks were running either.


  When I reached the Hiranandani Hospital, I realized things there were no better. There was a large crowd of people outside, many sobbing, more than a few shouting. A thin line of security men was trying to keep them at bay at the main entrance and a handful of policemen stood by one side of the gates, carrying riot batons. I pushed through the crowd and reached the entrance only to be shoved back by a guard. It was not hard enough to hurt, but certainly hard enough to tell that he meant business.


  Hey, what the hell are you doing?


  He looked at me and I saw no animosity or anger in his eyes. Only utter confusion.


  Im so sorry, but theyve asked us to keep everyone outside.


  Its an emergency. My neighbours pacemaker isnt working. I know he had a heart attack just a few months ago, and I need a doctor to help him.


  Im sorry, I cant do anything to help.


  A big man behind me pushed past.


  Im going in. My brother is in there and these bastards will not stop me!


  He pushed hard and the guard who had stopped me went down in a heap. Two more guards tried to wrestle with the man but he struggled against them and was almost inside when a policeman cracked him across the back of his head with a baton. The man howled and went down, blood streaming from the wound. The guards pulled him aside and a hush fell over the crowd, horrified by this sudden outburst of violence. Many people took a step back. The cop was now looking at me, hefting the baton in his hands, assessing whether I was going to be trouble. I held both my palms up and open towards him, to show that I was no threat. But I was not going to back off so soon.


  This is a matter of life or death. Why dont you let people inside? No matter what has happened to the lights, this is still a hospital, isnt it?


  I spotted a doctor walking inside and shouted out at her. Doctor, please. Listen to me. I need help!


  She walked over and I saw that her white coat was badly crumpled and stained with blood. Her eyes were bloodshot from lack of sleep and she looked like she would collapse at any moment. She was young, thin and, under the circumstances, seemed way too frail to deal with all the chaos that had suddenly descended upon her hospital.


  When I explained to her what I needed, she sighed deeply.


  Things are crazy here as well, thats why everyone is on edge. Three people have died overnight and were trying to save others. Thats why were keeping crowds out. Having angry and anxious relatives inside wont make our job any easier.


  Died? That made no sense to me.


  Why would people die? Whats going on?


  She was clearly in a hurry to get back inside, and she turned away from me before facing me again. Maybe she just needed the brief respite that came from having someone to talk to.


  Theres been no power all night, and we lost two patients in the ICU. Another one was on dialysis and he passed this morning.


  Youve got generators, dont you?


  Now she looked to be on the verge of tears as she replied, Normally we would have saved all of them, but our generators failed. The electricians been working all night and has restored one of them, and he says he can restore a few of the lights soon. He says he did that by rewiring the generator by bypassing all the electronic circuits, but the machines in the ICU still wont start up. He says that every circuit is fried.


  She saw the look on my face and handed me a pad.


  Write down your address and the patients name. When we have a few of the lights back up, and once things are a bit stable, Ill have someone go over and take a look.


  When I stepped back onto Central Avenue, I saw that the crowds outside the banks and the shops had only got bigger. It was not yet noon, and in just one morning without power, people were beginning to panic.


  What would happen if this didnt get resolved soon?


  When I got back to my building, I saw a hand-scrawled notice on the board. There was to be a society meeting in an hour and everyone was encouraged to attend. I had never attended any of these meetings before, but today I thought it would be a smart idea to be there. I had never really socialized with anyone in the building before, my work and my friends at work being more than enough to occupy my time and energy, but now it felt important to be with others. To be with others who were facing the same perplexing situation I was.


  I did not particularly want to climb the stairs up to my apartment, but I did so to pass on the news to the Guhas. I updated them but I left out the part about people dying in the hospital. They looked pretty spooked as it was. A quick trip to my flat to pick up spare cash, drink some water, grab a portable charger for my phone in case the phone did decide to come back to life, and I was back down to join the society meeting.


  The managing committee, which normally was pretty efficient in resolving matters related to plumbing or setting out rules about how late people could party, looked clueless. The meeting room was packed, with more than half of the sixty or so people there standing and the four-member committee was sitting facing them, looking at each other, waiting for someone to begin.


  Finally Mrs Khatri, the silver-haired retired teacher who was the head of the committee, began. We have no new information to share, but its important that we stay calm. We sent someone to check the surrounding areas and also go to the Powai police station and he has just come back. Lets hear what he has to say.


  One of the guards walked to the front, looking pretty intimidated by all the attention he was getting.


  I cycled there, and as far as I could see, every single building is without power, cars arent starting and there is no TV or mobile reception. Its definitely not something only in our area. At the police station, there were folks from Nahar and Lake Homes who had come to see if the cops here had any more information, and its the same story there as well. In fact, it seems to be the same way across the city if the rumours are to be believed.


  What did the police say?


  I didnt recognize the man who had asked the question. He was tall, bald, probably my age, and still wearing a rumpled tracksuit that he must have worn to bed. That was part of the problem of living the way we didmost of our waking hours were spent at work or with people at work, and you barely knew the people who lived in the same building as you.


  They know nothing. Their networks are all down and they havent heard anything from their seniors. Sounds like the whole city has gone dark.


  Does anyone know how the electrical grid is set up? Maybe its just this part of town.


  How the hell do you explain the cars? And the generators? And the mobile phones?


  People were beginning to raise their voices and while I had no desire to get the spotlight, I decided that standing around, speculating and arguing, would not help move things forward. So, I took a step towards the front of the room and faced everyone. I began in a slightly louder voice and brought it back to normal when Id got everyones attention.


  I was at the hospital, and they seem to have figured out how to get one of their generators working. I dont understand enough about the technology but heres what they told me.


  When I had finished sharing what Id learned, the man in the tracksuit stepped forward.


  Im Nitish, and I was an electrical engineer. Sounds like anything with a chip or circuit is friedthat would explain the cars. I guess we could try and get our generator to work by bypassing it.


  Why would that explain the cars?


  Im sorry, I didnt get your name.


  Im Aaditya, I said, sticking my hand out, and Nitish shook it.


  Well, the thing is, were all kicked about technology and what it does for us, but almost everything we use nowadays has a computer or microchip in it. Our cars, our appliances, even the bloody auto-rickshaws have GPS and electronic meters installed in them. If those are fried, then everything stops.


  There was an audible murmur as people took that in. Then Mrs Khatri voiced the question that was on everyones mind.


  How did this happen?


  Nitish shrugged. I have no idea, but lets try and get that generator working before it gets dark. God knows when the power will be back up.


  I could advise people on whether or not to invest millions of dollars in a venture, could help restructure an organization, could help develop complicated M&A deals, but as Nitish worked on the generator, I realized none of those skills mattered in the least now. He kept at it for several hours, and we had a couple of false starts, but finally, at well after three in the afternoon, a huge cheer went up when the lights in the common areas flickered to life and the elevators began working.


  Anil, the building manager, gathered everyone back in the meeting room where someone had rustled up some sweets that were passed around. Everyone was shaking Nitishs hand and congratulating him. Nitish, for his part, looked pretty sheepish and awkward at all the attention. Anil instructed one of the guards to turn on the power to the apartments as well. The emergency generator could run the elevators, power lights in the common areas, and the lights and fans in apartments, though not the air-conditioning. However, I knew that choosing to power up the apartments in addition to the common areas and elevators would consume significantly more fuel. The guard was about to rush off and do as he had been asked when something struck me. Quite without conscious thought, I spoke aloud what was on my mind.


  How long will the generator last if we use it for all the things you mentioned?


  Anil looked at me blankly. He had not thought of it that way.


  Well, the lights always come on soon, so weve never had to bother much about that. The longest weve needed to run it has been two hours a year ago when the substation had a breakdown.


  And youre assuming the lights will come on in a few hours.


  He stared at me. The thought of anything else happening had clearly not occurred to him.


  Whatever the breakdown is, we have to assume that it will be fixed soon enough.


  It was Mrs Khatri speaking and I turned to her. Something was bothering me. Back in school, my NCC commandant had told me that every good soldier had an instinct for trouble, that certain something that made him move just when a bullet came his way, or sense when there was an ambush waiting. An instinct that gave maybe a sliver of a second of forewarningbut that was usually enough to save a life in combat. I had been in the infantry wing of the NCC, and he had told me that he saw the same instinct in me. He was another man I had disappointed with my career choice. My decisions may have taken me down a very different path, but those same instincts were kicking in now.


  Mrs Khatri, you know what they say, hope for the best but prepare for the worst.


  What do you suggest?


  I realized every eye in the room was trained on me. People were in a celebratory mood after the generator had been fixed and I knew that I was spoiling the mood. Still, I had to say what was on my mind. Something that my parents, teachers and bosses had long told me would keep getting me into trouble unless I watched myself. Well, I had committed myself, and so I went on.


  Why dont we just keep one lift running and all the other lights out till there is sunlight? If the lights come back by then, we dont have a problem anyway, but in case they dont, then at least well be sure to have enough juice to last the night and beyond.


  A couple of people groaned, perhaps the thought of living for a few hours without fans bothering them, but Mrs Khatri nodded, looking relieved.


  That sounds like a fair suggestion.


  She nodded at Anil and he rushed out of the room with Nitish to get working. With the lift running, it seemed like every single occupant had come down. My neighbours were there as well, and Mr Guha came over to thank me.


  A man came from the hospital and theyre saying things there are more under control. The doctor will be here in the evening to work on a solution. I was really panicked in the morning when I realized my heartbeat was irregular and that the pacemaker had stopped. Thank you.


  Several of the women had set up makeshift stalls and were serving drinks and snacks. I heard someone grumbling about cooking gas but I didnt linger to listen further. Children were racing along the pathway leading to the parking area. Someone had brought along a battery-powered CD player and a couple of the younger folks were dancing to some rap music, much to the visible annoyance of Mrs Khatri. I was standing in a corner, nursing a Coke that someone had handed me. It was lukewarm, but that didnt matter. It felt like there was a party or a carnival on. Its amazing how people can be when they dont have a TV to mindlessly sit in front of, or the internet to surf, or WhatsApp or Facebook to connect with people. Or indeed, in my case, work calls to attend. Without any of those things to do, people were doing what they perhaps did before we got all these electronic crutchesthey spent time with each other.


  As the sun slowly began to set and the party intensified, I thought that perhaps, in some ways, the power going was a good thing and it disappearing once in a while like this may actually get people to have more fun.


  Later, that old adage would come back to me: be careful what you wish for.


  It was 6:30 in the evening, and as it began to get dark, I saw renewed signs of worry on peoples faces. Till then, I think most people had not even contemplated the possibility of the power not being back by nightfall. Anil had sent another guard to the police station to see if they had any updates, and when he returned, it was with worrying news. More than half the cops, perhaps concerned about their own families, had deserted the station and left for their homessome on bicycles and some simply on foot. The few that were still holding the fort at the station had no more idea of what was going on than in the morning, and seemed to be no less panicked than any of us.


  Word did not seem to have spread about how to get the generators working, or perhaps every building did not have someone like Nitish, so only a small handful of buildings had any visible lights on. Those that did had all their lights on, not having been as prudent as us.


  Almost the whole society was still gathered downstairs, though the party had pretty much wound up, and people were sitting around or gathered in small groups. I could see many people pull out their mobile phones every few minutes to see if they had revived. The unspoken question on everyones lips was when the power would be back, or when we would get any idea of what was happening, but so far there had been no good news, or indeed, news of any sort whatsoever.


  Back in the NCC, one of the roles we had trained for was to complement the Army and civil authorities in times of natural disasters or emergencies, and one of the first things we were taught was to rally survivors into groups to help themselves. The best way of helping people get over the shock of something unpleasant happening to them is to get them busy, give them a sense of purpose. I walked over to Mrs Khatri and called her aside.


  I think we should send someone to see if we can get some diesel from one of the petrol pumps nearby. Theres one opposite IIT and one near R City Mall, and both are no more than fifteen minutes away on bicycle. If this lasts, we will need more diesel for our generator.


  She looked at me and I could see renewed animation in her eyes. She may have been caught totally off-guard by the mornings events, but she was known to have a strong maternal streak, the running joke being that she treated adults in the society like the errant kids she had taught for most of her life, and she was now fully engaged in trying to protect her flock.


  Good thinking, Aaditya. I think we should send two groups out. One to gather fuel for the generator and another to go around all the apartments to take an inventory of what people have by way of emergency lights or torches. In a situation like this, we should pool what we have together.


  When she proposed the idea for a group to go out looking for fuel, several hands went up, and we had more than enough candidates to choose from. Pandey and his men got four of their bicycles and strapped two large canisters to the back of each cycle. Pandey and I were about to leave for the petrol pump near R City, when I sensed trouble. Mrs Khatri had just proposed the second idea of pooling resources and the man I saw shouting in the car park in the morning had stood up. Im not so sure about this, he was saying aggressively. Its fine to help each other and all that, but I dont like the direction this is taking.


  Mrs Khatri tried to calm him.


  Mr Suri, you know we dont have lights in the flats, and with night almost upon us, we should see what we can do to help each other. We have a pregnant lady, two newborn babies and two families with very elderly people. They do need extra help, and knowing what our stock of emergency lights and torches is will help us ensure theyre supported in case the generator stops.


  Mr Suri just shook his head, standing his ground.


  Its not a torch or light Im bothered about, its the principle of the thing. Yes, we all live in one building and should help out, but at the end of the day, we have our own homes and families to look after. This isnt a communist state where someone can decide to take from one home and give to another because they think they have a greater need. Im sure the lights will be back soon enough and we wont need this silliness anyway.


  A few more voices were raised in his support and Mrs Khatri looked at me haplessly. She was the elected leader of the committee but there was really nothing she could do to force someone to do anything, especially under the strange circumstances we found ourselves in. Seeing her falter, Suri took a step towards her, pointing his finger at her. He was a big man, thick around the waist, but perhaps most of that had been muscle when he was twenty years younger. Mrs Khatri was frail and pushing sixty. She involuntarily took a step back as he walked towards her.


  You can run your committee and pretend to be the leader, but nobody is coming into my home to take my things.


  You do some things without consciously realizing it, or planning for it. Call it instinct, call it conditioning, but something in me snapped. I stepped between them and looked Suri in the eye. He was bigperhaps just a shade shorter than six feetbut that extra inch or two he had on me would not count for much. I was at least fifteen years younger and in pretty good shape. My eyes bored in on his but I had a smile on my face and I spoke politely.


  Sir, there is no need to get angry. Im sure well all be fine soon enough, but getting angry at each other will not help.


  He looked me in the eye for a couple of seconds and then backed away, walking back to his family, muttering something under his breath. I glanced back and saw that Mrs Khatri was looking at me with relief on her face.


  Maam, we need to get going to gather that fuel. Ill take a cycle and go near R City. Nitish?


  He came over and I asked him to take the second team.


  Why me?


  Because youre fit and look like you can handle yourself if theres trouble. Take one of those college kids with you.


  He looked at me sceptically. Trouble?


  I dont want to spook the others, but with the cops leaving the station, no lights, no communication and no news on whats going on, the wrong kind of people might be getting ideas.


  He didnt look entirely convinced but went to ask one of the guards for a bicycle as Pandey and I rode away.


  The last time I had ridden a bicycle would have been some fifteen years earlier, but soon I got the hang of it and was swiftly riding up Central Avenue, followed closely by Pandey. I could barely suppress a smile as he huffed and puffed as he pedalled hard to keep up, but the old Army pride prevented him from asking me to slow down.


  While the morning had seen crowds outside the banks and shops, the road was now deserted and most shops were closed, the employees presumably having gone home to look after their own families. As I approached Galleria, the old collection of shops where people would normally be hanging out at this time, I saw that it too was deserted. We turned right and saw a police van parked near the entrance to the private road that led to our destination, but there were no cops in sight. Most buildings around us were totally darkeither they had not figured out how to get their generators working, or perhaps, as was likely, those generators were faulty to begin with and never been properly repaired. The thought of our building standing out with its lights on in the middle of the darkness as night fell suddenly made me very uncomfortable and I stepped up the pace.


  Pandeyji, hurry up.


  I think he had also sensed much the same as I, because he started pedalling with a fury, all huffing and puffing replaced by a grim determination. The road to the petrol pump was lined with small shops, offices and slums, but all the shops were closed and there were hardly any people to be seen on the road. It was now nearly completely dark since none of the streetlights were working, and all I wanted to do was to pick up the diesel and get back as soon as I could. When we reached the petrol pump, I groaned in despair to find it closed. There was a man near one of the pumps, and he was about to get on a bicycle and leave. I called out to him.


  Please give us some diesel.


  He looked at me and shook his head. None of the pumps workthey were all hooked to computerized meters and those are all gone.


  Come on, Im sure you can do something and fill up the cans I have. Ill pay you in cash.


  He got off his bike and came over to me, and now I saw the haunted expression on his face. Forget the gas and get home. Dont you know what happened at R City?


  With those cryptic words, he got on his cycle and rode off.


  What did he mean? Pandey asked. I looked at him and considered what our options were. We could, of course, try and take some of the diesel, but that would be stealing. Just then, we heard some loud pops. As one, Pandey and I looked at each other. Both of us knew that sound.


  Gunshots.


  The sound was coming from the direction of R City. We rode our bikes back onto the main road and we had barely gone a few meters when I saw the flames up ahead. A fair portion of the mall seemed to be on fire and several people were running around in front of it, silhouetted by the flames. I thought I saw a few men in police uniforms carrying guns, but in the darkness I couldnt be sure. I felt a tug on my sleeve. It was Pandey.


  Lets get out of here.


  We rode back as fast as we could, literally counting down the minutes till we got back inside what we took to be the relative safety of the Hiranandani Gardens complex. It was only when we were back on Central Avenue that we allowed ourselves to relax, but Pandey pointed to a pillar of flame somewhere to our right.


  Lets pray the lights come back soon, otherwise we are in for some tough times.


  As we rode back into our society, having failed in our mission, and having seen that things were spiralling out of control, I realized just how right Pandey was. I had never been very religious, but now I was happy to send up prayers to whichever god would listen that things got back to normal soon.


  THREE


  God, its quiet.


  Pandey was speaking to nobody in particular but I looked at him, sitting next to me on a stool, facing the gate, drinking hot tea to keep awake. I also had a cup in my hand and looked out beyond our gates at the darkness that was broken only by the handful of buildings that seemed to have their lights on. Yes, it was quiet. I had got so used to the sounds of cars and bikes going past, of some idiot loudly honking his horn, of people chattering, that it was indeed uncanny to hear none of those familiar noises. Now, there was not a soul out on the roadseveryone seemed to have retreated to the assumed safety of their homesand of course, there were no cars or bikes. The only sound we could hear was the odd dog barking, though dogs also seemed to have hunkered down, perhaps aware that something was very different, and very wrong.


  Pandeyji, what happened at R City? Do you think


  I didnt have to complete my question. The same thing had clearly been on his mind.


  No lights, no phones, no police. It was but a matter of time before some idiots got ideas and started looting. At least we saw some cops there. So someone was brave and honest enough to try and do their job in the middle of this mess.


  I wondered if any policemen would be on duty now, and also if anyone would look at the few tall buildings with their lights on and get ideas. I hoped not. Security was something we had learned to take for granted. We had come to assume that, while in our apartments, we were somehow cocooned from the world outside. Normally, guards appointed by the company that had constructed the society would ride about on their bikes across the entire complex at night; each building had its own security guards; and the cops were always a phone call away. Now, there were no bikes, no cops to be reached and just two guards still at our building. The others had left an hour ago, and we could not really blame them. The manager, Anil, was also nowhere to be seen, and I guessed he had also set out for his own home. They had families of their own to worry about and, given the circumstances, it was only natural for them to want to get back home and look after them. Pandey and another guard, Raju, who had no family in Mumbai, were the only ones to stay back, and they both looked too scared to instil much confidence in anyone.


  I hadnt been able to get any sleep back in my apartment and so, about an hour ago, Id decided to come down. I was going crazy trying to turn on my tablet or TV every few minutes, hoping some connection to the outside world had been restored, but there was no such luck. Id joined Pandey downstairs, and we had been watching the darkness, chatting to keep ourselves busy, and to stay awake.


  I wonder what happened in the Test match with Australia in Delhi. I was hoping to watch the last day of play.


  I looked at Pandey, a sinking feeling coming over me. The words came out slowly: What if Delhis the same way we are?


  His eyes widened as he took in what I had just said. I thought of Baba and then tried to suppress the worry. There was nothing I could do to help him and honestly no way of knowing how things were outside our immediate vicinity. Worrying about it would just drive me even crazier than I was already rapidly becoming.


  Do you think that could happen?


  Pandeyji, I dont want to scare anyone here so Ive been quiet, but this is not just a power outage. Cars dont stop with power outages. We all see that, we all know that, but perhaps we arent ready to acknowledge that something is going on that is much more than just a power shutdown.


  So what could it be?


  He had me there. I shrugged and took another sip of the by-now tepid tea.


  Solar flares?


  We both turned to see Nitish, who handed over a thermos of fresh, hot tea, which we took gratefully. He grinned at me.


  Since youve decided to be the watchman and I cant get any sleep either, I thought Id give you guys some company.


  When hed sat down and poured himself a glass, I asked him what he meant by solar flares.


  I was thinking about it, and remembered that Id read somewhere that a sudden and intense solar storm could throw out enough radiation to take out all our power and fry all electrical circuits. Sounded like science fiction back then, now Im not so sure.


  I started to say something, but then shut up. I didnt know enough about what Nitish was saying to really have a point of view, but it did sound like science fiction. Surely somebody had thought this through and would have some way of dealing with it, wouldnt they? Besides, we had more immediate, and less celestial, problems to deal with. I told Nitish about what we had seen in R City. He had been pretty confident when fixing the generator, but now he was beginning to look pale.


  He sighed deeply and said, The lights better come on fast, or were going to be really screwed.


  Nitish, I think our lights are pointed the wrong way.


  What do you mean?


  I gestured beyond the gate of our society, which Pandey had closed and tied shut with some ropes he found.


  Weve chosen to use our generators to light up the common areas at night, but if there is going to be any trouble, we need more lights pointed out so we can see whos coming at us. Right now we can barely see a few feet beyond our gate since none of the streetlights are working.


  Nitish was now looking really worried.


  Youre overreacting, man. Lets just sit tight tonight and tomorrow we may well feel silly for having had this conversation.


  As he walked back to the lift, clearly not enjoying our company as much as he had hoped, I looked at Pandey.


  What do you think?


  If theres one thing I learned in the Army, it was that if things can get screwed up, they usually will.


  There was one silver lining to what had happened. I didnt need to worry about waking up on Monday morning and getting to office. Pandey nudged me awake, and I woke up, groggy and disoriented, to find myself sleeping on a chair in the guard cabin. Pandey and I had chatted till late, and then he asked to me to get some sleep. I told him I wasnt sleepy, but had crashed out within seconds of sitting inside the cabin. Pandey had a broad smile on his face and I stood up, suddenly hopeful.


  Have the lights


  No, nothing like that. But there is something you should see.


  I followed him out and when I saw the scene inside the parking lot, I too burst out laughing.


  Mr Suri was there, wearing a suit, carrying a laptop case, and kicking his car.


  I walked up to him, careful to wipe the smile off my face, remembering the little showdown wed had at the meeting the previous day, but when he looked at me, he broke out into a sheepish grin.


  I woke up, got dressed on autopilot and headed down to go to office.


  Didnt your family tell you that the lights werent back?


  He looked down.


  Wife and kids were all asleep. I guess theyre pretty tired from everything that weve been dealing with. I was just so sure that things would be normal today.


  Im sure they will be soon enough. Look at the bright sideyou have a day off.


  He walked away, grumbling to himself, and Mrs Khatri passed him as he entered the lift.


  Aaditya, were calling another meeting in an hour. With the lights still not back, we need to discuss what were going to do. Can you please put up a notice on the board and pass the word around?


  As she walked back into the lift, I looked at Pandey. When did I become the guy who does all the running around for the committee?


  He smiled. You volunteered to do something. That in itself counts for a lot.


  Everyone was gathered in the meeting room within an hour. Judging by the dark circles and yawns, I guessed that not many people had slept well the previous night. Mrs Khatri motioned for Nitish to come up and report on the fuel situation.


  Well, we were able to get just one can of fuel last night, and when I looked at how much weve consumed over the past night, we can run our generator for three more nights if we use it the way we did.


  I heard a buzz throughout the room as people took that in.


  Damn, I cant even take a hot bath!


  I wasnt sure who said that, but it was apparent to me that people were not grasping how difficult a situation we might be in. Lack of hot water was the last thing on my mind. Then I saw that Nitish was looking at me. What he expected me to say was not clear, and if he thought I could somehow make people less nervous, he was very wrong. Still, I soon saw that all eyes in the room were trained on me. I stepped to the middle of the room, going through in my mind how I was going to say what I had to without creating huge panic.


  Look, last night we saw some looting going on at R City and at least a pretty large part of the mall was on fire.


  Now I had their attention for sure.


  I dont want to panic anyone, but with the lights out and with no news on when it will be back, we should perhaps be a bit cautious. For starters, at night Id like to cut power to some apartments and use the generator for a few lamps we can set up as searchlights near the boundary walls. Im not planning to stay in my apartment anyway and we are short on guards, so Id also like to have some people volunteer to do the rounds at night. That may free up a few lights that we dont need in the apartments. Also, Im hoping some people can volunteer to sleep without the fans on. Its October and its not really hot at night anymore.


  Suri was standing up now.


  Dont scare people. There are kids here and they dont need to be spooked any more than they are already. Lets just wait a bit longer before we start getting totally paranoid.


  Someone else spoke up.


  Shouldnt we start getting a bit paranoid? There are no cops around, and by now the bloody police station may well be abandoned.


  A few more voices chipped in till it was hard to make out what anyone was saying. I tried to butt in but nobody was in a mood to listen. Finally, everyone was shocked into silence by a loud banging sound. It was Pandey hitting the top of the table with his stick.


  Shut up, all of you. Listen up and pay attention!


  I saw him now in a new light. Just a day ago, he was a mere guard who would never have dared raise his voice to any of the people living in the society. A few people glared at him, but he did not back down. The rules of how we engaged with each other and who got a place at the table were already changing, and it had been just over a day since we had woken up to this new reality.


  Aadi sahib has some good ideas, and we would do well to listen to him.


  Who made you the bloody leader of this group?


  It was Suri, shouting at Pandey. I could see Pandeys grip tighten on his stick and I stepped behind him, gently tapping him on the shoulder.


  Pandeyji, Ive got this. Thanks.


  Folks, lets wait till nightfall. If the lights are still not back by then, I would advise that we start thinking of some of the things I mentioned. I hope thats fair.


  Suri and a few others grumbled, but a decision delayed seemed good enough for them to declare victory and walk out. I overheard a few of them murmuring about how I and Pandey were the resident Nazis, which I chose to ignore. I decided to head out on a bicycle and figure out what was happening in our neighbourhood.


  Within a few minutes of my bicycle-borne recon trip, I realized that we were hardly the only ones feeling lost and anxious. Almost every society I passed had groups of people huddled near the gate, and once again, it was telling for me how modern, urban living meant that wed had virtually no interaction with them. They lived within a few hundred meters of us, but now, even though we all faced a similar crisis, it didnt occur to us to reach out to each other. Even within our building, there were more than a few people like Suri who did not see the issue as something that we should face as a group. To be honest, I had always prided myself on being an individualist, of never following the herd blindly, of having a mind of my own. But at a time like this, I began to question whether being part of a bigger community was a benefit that we had overlooked in our own narrow pursuits of career and strictly-defined social circles.


  I stopped by one of the societies and called out to the guard at the gate. How are you guys doing? Have you heard anything about whats happening?


  The guard looked at me suspiciously. Sorry, move on. Im not supposed to say anything to outsiders.


  Outsiders?


  Had we already started carving out boundaries? Was that how fickle our definition of civilization and society was, that once you turned off the lights, people fell back to their most basic, tribal ideas of identity?


  I didnt press the guard though. Moving on, I saw that Central Avenue looked like something out of a ghost town, with not a single shop open and hardly anyone outside. The Haiko supermarket still seemed to be open, or at least there was someone inside as the shutters were half shut and I thought I glimpsed someone moving between the aisles. I wondered what would happen once peoples stocks of food began to run out and they descended on the store. Then I stopped myself with the thought that things couldnt continue like this for that long, could they?


  I rode past the Meluha and Rodas hotels and saw a clutch of anxious-looking foreigners outside them. I could only imagine how panicked they must be, to be so far from home in a situation like this. The hotel security guards seemed to be on overdrive and waved me off when I lingered for a second outside the Meluhas gates. I had to assume that word of the looting at R City had gotten around. I rode on and turned towards the Powai Lake, making for the police station. What I saw there really hit me like a punch to the gut. The station was not just abandoned, but looked to have been ransacked. Windows were smashed and papers were lying strewn around the floor. A large man was sitting on the sidewalk nearby, drinking straight from a bottle of Black Label, which seemed totally incongruous with his filthy, torn clothes. He looked at me, smiled and slurred, No fucking police to push us around and nothing to keep the bloody rich pigs safe anymore. Welcome to our world.


  He laughed and I saw that he wore a Rolex watch on his wrist and had a few gold chains around his neck. As he continued laughing, a loud voice rang out from deep inside the police station.


  I asked you to keep watch. What the fuck are you laughing about?


  Three men came outside, all dressed in filthy clothes and carrying an assortment of weapons. One of them had a sword in his hand, and its blade seemed to be covered with blood. Our eyes locked and I felt my heart pounding as adrenaline kicked in on overdrive. He screamed out to the drunk on the pavement.


  Get him!


  But by then I was pedalling away as hard as I could and when I got back to our building, I nearly collapsed into a chair in the meeting room. Mrs Khatri, Nitish and the others came up anxiously, asking me if I was okay. I looked at them and then at Pandey. I stood up and pulled Pandey aside.


  What exactly did you do in the Army?


  Turned out that while Pandey had been out of the Army for almost two decades, he still had skills and experiences that would be more than useful. For one, he had spent two tours in Kashmir as an infantryman, and had seen a bit of direct action in firefights with terrorists. Also, he knew a fair bit about what it took to guard a camp against incursions and how patrols could be set up for maximum efficiency. Finally, as it turned out, he had a thing for getting into fights, which had in part served to shorten his career in the Army, but the scrappy old man was the best resource we had. The rest of our apartment building was occupied by bankers, teachers, accountants and executives, all of whom did very valuable and respectable jobs and were highly educated, but whose skills and degrees counted for absolutely nothing if we had to defend ourselves against the kind of goons I had just seen.


  Lunch was a tense affair. Everyone had once again pooled together their food, but unlike the party atmosphere of just a day ago, people were silent and sullen as they contemplated what the hours ahead held in store for us. I had shared what Id seen. When Id decided to tell them about the fire at R City, Id worried about panicking people, but now I thought it was best that they knew exactly what was going on. There was no point in pretending trouble didnt exist, because when you did that, trouble usually sought you out when you least expected it.


  Nitish was sitting in a corner with the Guhas and Mrs Khatri, and they all looked stressed. I walked over and sat down next to them. They were barely picking at the rice on their plates. The same scene was being played out across the many small groups gathered around the meeting room and common area on the ground floor. Even Suri, for all his proclaimed independence, was there. Everybody seemed to have come down, seeking comfort and security in the company of others.


  Mrs Khatri, we need to think about food and water stocks.


  When she only looked back at me helplessly, I continued. Look, I spent many years in the NCC, and we learnt that in a flood or earthquake, the biggest worry becomes water and then food running out. The shops are closed, peoples food stocks will run out, and stuff in fridges will soon spoil. Our water tanks will empty soon, and if all electrical grids are down, will the water pumping stations work?


  Nitish looked at me and shook his head.


  What do you want to do?


  There seems to be some staff still inside Haiko. Lets send a group over to fetch water and food. Ideally, packaged or canned food that will last for a long time. Credit cards wont work, but lets pool together cash and buy the stuff.


  Mrs Khatri stood up abruptly and looked around in a distracted way. Thousands of families live in the area around us. What must they all be thinking? she said.


  Mrs Khatri!


  I regretted snapping at her, but I needed her to be focused.


  We should probably get to Haiko and pick up supplies before others get the same idea. Unless were already too late, that is.


  Something struck her and she caught me by surprise with her next question.


  How long do you think well need to be prepared for? What do we do about cooking gas?


  I had never cooked much at home and being caught up with all the other things going on over the last day, cooking gas supply had never occurred to me as a problem.


  Nitish explained. All our apartments have piped gas, and that supply is electronically controlled from the pumping station. Like everything else, thats stopped. Were getting cooked food because some apartments have gas cylindersluckily for us they were more used to the old-fashioned way of doing things.


  My head reeled with all the things we would need to take care of. We had taken our modern amenities and life so much for granted that it was hard to contemplate even the most basic things without them. And how long were we really going to be without any power or communication? I had no answer to that question.


  Mrs Khatri, I really dont know. Im hoping, like everyone else, that the power will come back on soon, but if Nitish is right about this being a solar flare or something, then theres no guessing when things will get back to normal.


  I looked at Nitish and he shrugged. Look, I just read some article in a magazine. If this is a solar flare, then I really dont know whats involved in getting power back. As far as cooking goes, we can use the cylinders for now and then do it the really old-fashioned waychop some wood and light fires.


  When Mrs Khatri addressed the group about organizing a trip to Haiko, there was some grumbling from predictable quarters. Suri again made noises about us being communists. If we want to shop, we can go ourselves and buy what we need, he said.


  Didnt the man get that things were not business as usual? However, looking around the room, I could see that many of those gathered were thinking just like him. They were sure that things would get back to the normal routine soon, and unwilling to confront the possibility that we were dealing with a situation that was so far from normal that we would need to behave very differently from how we usually would. I stepped in.


  Look, it is possible the lights will come on very soon, but at the very least, shouldnt we be ready for the possibility that we may have to last a little longer without power and the shops being open? Is there any harm in stocking up a bit? Were talking canned and packaged food and bottled water, nothing that will go waste anyway. And Mr Suri, why doesnt each family send a representative and they can pick up what they need so we dont have to pool and share things, if that bothers you so much.


  He glared at me, but he also got the sense that many in the room seemed to agree with me, or at least were not as opposed to the idea as they had initially been. So we began the task of organizing a shopping trip to the supermarket, which without cars was going to be much more difficult than it sounded. We could not get back any of the bulkier items like bottled water, or in any meaningful quantities at any rate, on our bicycles, and while Haiko was just about a kilometre away, carrying it all back by hand was also going to be a tough ask. Someone in the group stood up. Mrs Khatri whispered to me that his name was Mr Kundu.


  I can help think through this.


  In a few minutes, we had a plan. A long line of people, almost thirty of us, were each laden with backpacks and between us would push along the six bicycles we could find, each jury-rigged with a makeshift carrier made of plastic buckets or cardboard boxes dragging behind it. I called Pandey and pulled him to one side.


  Do we have anything for protection?


  He smiled. Protection for a shopping trip?


  I reminded him of the thugs I had seen at the police station and his smile disappeared.


  We have my stick, which is of no use against people with swords.


  I saw a tall, strapping boy standing in a corner, looking pretty bored with the proceedings. I walked up to him.


  Whats your name and how old are you?


  Subin, and Im eighteen.


  Congratulations, youre part of our security detail.


  Our security team, if one could call it that, comprised of Pandey, myself and Subin, armed with an armoury that would not exactly have inspired fear in any attacker or much confidence in those we were supposed to be protecting. Pandey had his stick, I had a golf club I borrowed from Nitish, and Subin had a hockey stick. Still, it was better than nothing.


  As we set out, I asked Kundu how he had thought of a plan so fast. He laughed. I am a bloody supply chain director in my firm. Never thought Id have to use those logistical skills and thinking to organize a convoy to Haiko.


  By the time we got to Haiko, it was almost five in the evening and we were clearly creating quite a spectacle. We had told everyone in the group to not breathe a word about what we were doing. I dont know why we did that, but somehow it came naturally. Are we all inherently selfish? Why was it that our first instinct was not to share our idea with the others we saw along the way, watching us from their apartment gates and balconies? It did bother me, but then I had more immediate concerns to occupy me.


  Once we were closer to Haiko, I ran ahead alone so that the people inside would not be spooked by the sudden arrival of such a large group. I crouched under the half open shutters and was surprised to see just one person inside the supermarket. She was an elderly woman; her clothes were crumpled and her hair was unkempt.


  How long have you been here? I asked.


  She looked at me with fearful eyes. Since yesterdayI live quite far from here, near Vidya Vihar. I had spent the night at a friends house nearby on Saturday as I had an early shift yesterday. There were no auto-rickshaws in the morning and everything had shut down, but my friends neighbour, a security guard, gave me a lift on his bicycle here on his way to the hospital. I got here, but most of the staff did not. The few that made it left by evening, when it was clear that things were not right. Most of them walked or took bicycles, hoping to get home by night. My friend had left late at night on Saturday to catch a train, so there was nobody at her place. I thought Id wait here till things became normal.


  Can we buy some things?


  She looked around and smiled. The registers dont work, so you wont get a formal receipt.


  The smile disappeared when she saw the large group appear in front of the store.


  Dont hurt me. Take what you want.


  I realized how I must have looked, with a golf club in my hand and leading a large group to the store, so I dropped the club and extended the wad of cash I had carried. Look, well pay for everything. You can keep the cash and pass it on to the managers when the store reopens. Since the system is down, Ill write down each transaction on some paper so that you can have the records, and also leave the names and phone numbers of every person along with what theyve bought. I hope that youll be okay with that.


  She nodded. I felt bad telling her that things would be back to normal so easily when I had no real idea of when that would happen, but if sharing a little hope made it smoother for all of us, then I was comfortable saying it. The group came in and fanned out, picking up things they needed and stuffing them into their backpacks and into the buckets and boxes. I tried telling a few of them to focus on packaged and canned food, but after a while I gave up. Old habits die hard and I saw several of them pick up bread and fruit which would spoil easily. I asked Pandey and Nitish to focus on getting water since people seemed to be forgetting that drinking water would become a problem faster than lack of food. People could live on cookies for days. It would not be a fun diet but would keep them alive, but even a couple of days without water would be impossible. We lugged cartons of bottled water and put them in the buckets and boxes. The lady at the counter came up to me when we were finished.


  Is it okay if I come with you? I dont know how long I can stay here alone.


  The people around looked at me, wondering if we should bring in a stranger when we were worried about our own stores of food and water. But then the lady, Rani, was carrying something that made her invaluable.


  She had the keys to the store.


  We made the journey back as the sun was setting and I could almost feel the hundreds of eyes boring into our backs as we passed the many societies on the way home. The word had clearly got around that we had made a trip to Haiko and stocked up on supplies, and the occasional angry shout we attracted told me that others were coming to the same conclusion we had earlier in the evening. There was a high likelihood that we would be stuck in this situation for some time yet, and we needed to be prepared.


  We were welcomed like conquering heroes and any doubts people had about the newcomer we had brought along disappeared when they realized who Rani was and the fact that she held the key to the supermarket. Mr Guha produced a bottle of Scotch and opened it.


  Come on, lets have a toast.


  A few more people chipped in with beer and I realized that some people had used the trip to Haiko to stock up on alcohol. The mood was more upbeat than it had been at any time during the day, but I didnt take a sip of alcohol. Night was falling, and god only knew what it would bring.


  FOUR


  There was something about the night that made it darker and more ominous than just the absence of lights around us. There was the silence, there was what I had seen at R City and the police station, and then there was the fear of the unknown. Many of us had lived in this neighbourhood for years, and would often talk about how safe an area this was, how you could walk home late at night without any fear. Now, we were not sure we could move beyond the building gates. Everybody was on edge, but it hardly helped our cause to have people panicking.


  Sitting with Pandey near the gate, I could see many people huddled at their windows, looking outside. Only a handful of the neighbouring buildings had their lights on, and I suspected they felt the way we did, since I caught glimpses of people silhouetted by the lights, standing at their windows, perhaps looking at us much as we were looking at them. It felt like we were marooned in a sea of blackness, looking out at others like us, clinging on to the supposed safety that the lifeboats that were our buildings provided.


  It was now nine at night, hardly late by normal standards, but then things could hardly be called normal. I kept staring into the distance, half-remembered training coming back, old instincts kicking in, and barked commands of troop leaders as we exercised in the NCC ringing in my ears again.


  Dogwatch.


  Pandey looked at me and smiled and then he got up, stood straight and to my utter surprise, saluted. I had said the word in a bare whisper, but that was converted into a command by Pandey, perhaps his own old instincts and remembered commands kicking in. He left, walking straighter than I remembered him walking before. I went up to Nitishs floor and called him down. By the time I returned, Pandey had rounded up Subin, another kid called Prashant and Raju, the other guard.


  Dogwatch squad here as ordered.


  I began to smile but then nodded at Pandey, who stood at ease. I explained what I had in mind to the guys. Back in the day, this was a drill we trained in all the timemanaging a constant sentry duty of at least two hours at a stretch through the night so that the camp was guarded at all times. It meant the relief crew had to master the art of short naps, people had to get from groggy to alert instantly, and build up stamina to stay this way for days on end, if needed, in a combat zone. Falling asleep while on dogwatch meant instant punishment.


  I was not dealing with cadets or troops, and I had no formal authority over them, but we needed to keep watch, and relying on just Pandey and myself to do it all night meant risking that one or both of us would lose our concentration or fall asleep when we most needed to be on guard. Subin and Prashant seemed pretty excited at the idea. Subin sniggered, Better down here playing soldier than listening to my mother crib about how shes missing Big Boss since the TV is not working. Raju seemed far less enthusiastic but I suspected Pandey had left him little choice in the matter.


  The plan was for Pandey and me to be on watch for three-hour blocks while the others rotated through two-hour watches. We would get through till daybreak without anyone having to be totally without sleep and with at least two pairs of eyes watching our building at any given time.


  What about me? Nitish asked, after Id outlined the plan.


  You play an important role, but your talents are better suited to things other than being just a sentry.


  We chatted briefly about what I had in mind and he got to work. It was fun seeing him tinkering with gadgets and lights. He was really in his element and I got the feeling that his real talents had been wasted in his day job as an IT analyst in some multinational firm. But then, how many of us was that not true for? I had made my choices and been happy with them, but why had I been more buzzed over the last couple of days than I remember being for years? Why was the adrenaline rush I had felt on seeing the men at the police station and in contemplating what was to come at night something a part of me had welcomed?


  My uncle had once told me that the Army was in our blood; that a soldier somewhere deep within himself fell in love with war, and that even when there was no war to be fought, it would somehow seek him out. I remember my father arguing with him over the influence he had on me, saying something about my uncle suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder.


  Were done.


  I was snapped back to reality by Nitish and when I saw his handiwork, I had to shake his hand.


  You, my man, are a genius at this.


  Our building was really exposed only on three sides. The rear of the building was next to a thick concentration of trees, the remnants of the forests that had once thrived here. On the two sides were other buildings separated from us by narrow alleys, but both ended up in dead ends, so that anyone coming towards us would be spotted if we watched the approach roads. It was the front of the building that was most vulnerable, facing the main road and with two smaller approach roads leading into it, one weaving through small shops, where it would be hard to spot movement even in good light.


  Nitish had set up two small table lampsone from my apartment and one from hiswith long wires attached to a power point the generator was providing juice to, to cover the two sides. They were small lamps, but with no streetlights and both adjacent buildings without any power, they served their purpose as makeshift searchlights well. It was, however, on the front wall that he had truly displayed a touch of genius. Hed borrowed a tall, heavy floor lamp with a swivelling head from one of the families andwith the gawking kids and parents gathered to watch him at workNitish had attached it to the power, placed it close to the wall and then attached to its head a thick piece of rope about six feet long. So, if we wanted a look at who or what was outside our front gate, all we had to do was turn on the lamp and then use the rope to swivel it around without getting too close to the boundary wall. For all intents and purposes, we now had a remotely-controlled roving searchlight with which we could have a look outside without getting close to the wall.


  Pandey and I did have torches, but holding those in our hands while looking out for potentially hostile intruders was an idea that Pandey had dismissed. If anyone has a gun, theyll aim at the light and you dont want to be holding it when the bullet comes at it.


  We had taken his advice to heart and were happy that Nitish had managed to rig up something that gave us a light source that could cover a pretty wide area without exposing us to risk. Nitish was justifiably proud of his handiwork and I asked him to reward himself with a good nights sleep. He went back to his apartment, but I wasnt sure just how much rest he would actually get.


  It was now close to midnight and our second night in the darkness had begun.


  I had been dozing in the guard cabin when Raju woke me up.


  Pandeyji asked me to call you.


  I walked over to where Pandey and Subin were crouched near the front wall.


  Whats up, Pandeyji?


  He looked at me and motioned for me to get down.


  There is some movement in the road up ahead. We heard it once a few minutes ago and then again just now. Ive woken up the others as well.


  I walked up to the wall and turned on the lamp and the road ahead was suddenly bathed with a beam of light. I motioned to Pandey and he walked slowly, sweeping from left to right, gently pulling on the rope. The lamps head moved, as did the beam of light, and within twenty seconds we had scanned the area outside our front gate. I had been watching all the time, as had Subin, and neither of us spotted anything, which of course did not mean there was nothing out there. I looked at my watch. It was one in the morning, and after one more sweep of the area, I asked Pandey to stop.


  Guys, could have been an animal. Nothing more.


  Pandey and Subin were about to walk away from the wall when I thought I heard something and quickly motioned for them to stop and squat down. We waited in silence, and then I heard something again. A shuffling sound that may have been nothing more than a rat or cat walking in the night, but then it stopped and started, again and again.


  A cat pausing to look at something on the ground, or something more?


  Pandey was sitting with his back against the wall, his stick in his hands. Subin had no real weapon and he looked terrified, all the fun he had thought he would have during guard duty disappearing. He was sweating profusely despite the chill in the air and I could see Raju and Prashant standing dumbly by the parking lot, seemingly paralyzed by what was happening. The sound seemed closer, and for a second I thought it was several pairs of feet shuffling along on the ground. We had to do somethingI didnt want to just hide and wait to find out if someone was indeed approaching our building. I stood up, turned on the lamp, and shone it outwards.


  Standing just about a dozen feet from me were five men. I recognized two of them as the men I had seen at the police station. All of them were armed, carrying iron rods or knives, and were wearing police uniforms. One of them, the large man who had come out of the station carrying the bloodied sword, was still carrying it. The men were blinded by the sudden light shining in their eyes and I shouted out to them: Go back. We are armed and we will fight. Pandeyji, get the gun here!


  The man with the sword seemed to be looking straight at me. Im not sure if he recognized me, or if he could even see with the light shining straight at him in the darkness, but he stood there for a few seconds. I sensed Pandey standing next to me, and he was hefting his stick in his hands. Subin was standing as well, and Prashant had come up and was waving a chair over his head. I dont know if a half-broken plastic chair would have intimidated the men we faced, but their leader, which is what I supposed the large man to be, didnt move. He just continued to look in my direction. Then he nodded and walked away. I heaved a sigh of relief and sat down. Pandey and Subin looked even more relieved than me and I could see that Prashants hands were shaking.


  I tapped him on the shoulder. Thanks, that was cool.


  Man, I was shit scared.


  So was I, but being scared is okay as long as it doesnt stop you from doing the right thing.


  We kept the lamp on, worries about conserving the generator paling before what we had just seen. After that incident, there was little question of any of us getting much sleep. In fact, others had seen and heard the exchange from their windows or balconies and someone shouted out, Have they gone?


  Slightly irritated at people looking on from the comfort of their homes, Pandey snapped back, Come down and check for yourself, and while youre at it, bring Aadis imaginary gun.


  It wasnt all that funny but it helped to defuse the tension all of us were feeling and we broke out laughing. We kept laughing uncontrollably till we were stopped by something that sobered us up instantly.


  It was the moment when we heard the first screams.


  Six in the morning. The sun barely up over the horizon, and all of us standing near the walls, our nerves frayed, and our eyes bloodshot from lack of sleep. People were now streaming down. Many of them had seen and heard the confrontation at our gateno TV or cars meant that our voices carried easily to every apartment and, I suspected, most people were not getting much sleep in any case.


  And then, of course, every single one of us had heard the screams. In the days that followed, I saw and heard, and indeed did, many things that still trouble me, but those screams still haunt me.


  Mrs Khatri came up to me. Where do you think that came from?


  Pandey ventured the names of a couple of buildings in the direction of where the screams had come from, but in my gut I knew it was not an apartment building the gang had attacked. Once they had realized that people in neighbouring buildings had no doubt heard us and that they no longer had the element of surprise, they would have gone for a softer target. I remembered the huddled groups of foreign tourists outside the Meluha; I remembered the female voices screaming for help in a foreign accent.


  Aadi, are you okay?


  I barely heard Mrs Khatris question and I barely saw that Pandey was reaching out to me, trying to steady me. My eyes were clouding over with tears; tears of anger; of regret and impotent rage. I pushed Pandeys hand aside, grabbed a bicycle and rode out. I could hear Nitish and others call out to me, Come back. It may not be safe.


  I didnt care anymore. I had to see what had happened. I had seen the foreigners there, I had thought about how lost and helpless they looked. I had seen the gang at the police station and seen what they were capable of. Yet I had been so focused on my own sorry ass and getting food and supplies for our building that I had not even thought about warning them. We had passed them again when we had gone to Haiko, but they had been a blind spot. I had not even noticed them, not bothered to share our supplies or homes with them. I had left them there, helpless, alone in a foreign country.


  I got off the bike at the entrance and entered the hotel lobby. There were no signs of a struggle here; indeed there were no signs of any of the guards who would normally be on duty. It looked like they had left. I saw two bodies lying behind the reception counter; both young men in the hotel uniform. Poor sods had been brave enough and conscientious enough to stay back and try and protect their guests, and had paid for it with their lives.


  The lifts were not working and I was about to take the stairs up when I heard sobbing coming from the left, from the direction of the restaurant and the kitchen beyond it. I went inside and, when I saw the scene, I collapsed to my knees and then retched, the little tea Id had for breakfast rising up in my throat. Two young women lay dead, their skirts pulled up around their waists, their throats slit. Two men were also lying dead in a corner, perhaps killed when they had tried to resist the attackers, and six more touristsan elderly couple, two kids of no more than six or seven and a couple of middle-aged mensat in a corner, shell-shocked, bloodied and in handcuffs. The old woman was crying and the two kids were still sobbing for their parents. The mutilated bodies lying in front of me.


  I had let this happen. If only I had bothered to warn them. If only I had thought of something beyond my own survival. I looked at the old man, who was the only one who seemed to still retain some semblance of composure, but when he spoke, his voice broke. Everyone else left yesterday. Some to find friends and relatives, some to see if things were better elsewhere. We were the only foreigners and had nowhere to go, so we thought wed be safe here till the lights came back on. Then some men came. We thought they were policemen but then


  He broke down. I looked at the men, both had severe bruises on their faces and had perhaps tried to resist before being subdued, probably after seeing the two other men killed.


  All of you, come with me.


  I put the two kids on the bicycle and pushed it along, while the others walked slowly and fearfully behind me. When we reached our society, a small crowd gathered and people looked on sceptically as our new guests walked in. I called Pandey aside and told him what had happened.


  Those poor people deserve a decent burial at least. Will you help me?


  He just nodded. I introduced our guests to the people gathered there, and the old woman broke down as she was hugged by Mrs Khatri.


  I spoke to the old man. Sir, can you and your wife help care for the kids? Theyve been through a lot.


  He nodded and held out his hand.


  Im Dr Guenther and this is my wife, Marie. Thank you for taking us in.


  I didnt tell him that I wasnt owed any thanks. If anything, I had let them down. I next addressed the two men, who looked tired and terrified. I gave them my apartment key and said, Clean up and get some sleep.


  I was about to set out with Pandey for the grim task of burying the bodies when I heard Suri mutter something about guests when we were already stretched for food and resources. I spun towards him; he was about to say something else, but stopped on seeing the look in my eyes.


  Mrs Khatri, well talk more when I get back.


  With that, Pandey and I began our ride back to the hotel to give the poor people there the respect and decency in burial that they had been deprived of so brutally in the last moments of their lives.


  The old couple and the kids were fast asleep in one of the apartments where someone had graciously offered up a bedroom to them, but the two men were still there in the meeting room when I returned. Both were a bit overweight, and with olive complexions. One of them came over to me and extended his hand.


  My name is Ismail and this is Akif. Were businessmen from Turkey, here on a business trip. We tried to help but we couldnt do much. At first we thought they were cops since they were wearing uniforms, and then we were outnumbered and they had weapons. Before we knew what was happening, they had us in cuffs. After that we couldnt resist much.


  I looked Ismail in the eye. Here was a man whose shame was turning to rage. Something I was happy to see, though for reasons I couldnt yet fully put my finger on.


  Akif spoke up. We are old businessmen today, but we both had military training when we were young. Well help you when you take revenge on the gang.


  My head snapped up and I looked at him. What made him think I was going to do any such thing? Before I could say anything, Mrs Khatri called me over. Everyone had assembled in the meeting room and while food and drinks were being passed around, the mood was sombre, unlike the celebratory mood just an evening earlier. Mrs Khatri addressed everyone, her speech slow and halting.


  Things have changed. I dont know when the lights will come back, but till they do, we cannot assume our world is the same one we knew. Last night showed us that. Thanks to Aadi and the others who stood watch, we were saved from what happened at the Meluha.


  Everyone turned towards me and I involuntarily shrank back, neither seeking nor wanting the attention. But what Mrs Khatri said next took me totally by surprise.


  I am an old woman, good at managing everyday affairs and resolving small issues of repair and maintenance. I cannot deal with the threats that lie out there. I propose that Aadi be our new leader in these difficult times.


  I stared open-mouthed at her. I wanted no title or any mantle of leadership. None of that mattered anymore. I had spent a lifetime chasing titles and encomiums, only to realize over the last couple of nights that the business card Id coveted and the bonuses Id craved counted for nothing if they couldnt save a woman from being raped and murdered in front of her child. Even as people began to clap, I stepped forward.


  Mrs Khatri, you should be the leader. I want no such thing. All I want is for us to be safe till this crisis lasts and for no family in the neighbourhood to have to go through what the poor folks at the Meluha did last night.


  Suri spoke up.


  Protecting our building is one thing, but going out to try and take responsibility for others is another. Why would we do that? Why cant we just stay safe in here?


  I exploded in anger, regretting the words almost as soon as they came out of my mouth.


  Because, Suri, people like you are content to sleep in your homes and leave the protecting to others. We should have warned the people at the Meluha, especially the foreigners who had nowhere else to go. We should have given a damn.


  He looked at me in silence, though his eyes were burning with contempt. Then he said, We have families to take care of. We cant be heroes or take the law into our own hands. This is not an anarchy.


  I walked up towards him and he took a step back, almost tripping over a chair.


  What happened last night was anarchy, and we have to stop it before it visits us.


  Then I turned towards Mrs Khatri. Maam, we cannot just sit here and wait for a gang to strike us. We need to take control over at least part of our neighbourhood again. We cannot just sleep in fear and hope they dont come for us. For that we need to talk to our neighbours and get them to help.


  It turned out to be much harder said than done.


  The guards at the building next door refused to let us in, and while there were only two of them and we could have forced our way in if we wanted, we decided to wait till they checked with their society committee. The other complex next to us was a large one, with two towers to our one, and almost double the number of families. Having that many more eyes to keep watch and hands and legs to help us would be a huge asset, if only we could convince them that we were better off joining forces instead of staying isolated. Mrs Khatri had led our delegation, with me, Pandey and Nitish for company. As we waited, I was reminded of how medieval chieftains had formed alliances and carved out territories. It had not taken too long, or too much for us to revert to the same behaviour. Finally, a sprightly middle-aged lady walked out, flanked by several of the residents. Mrs Khatris eyes lit up in relief.


  Anu, thank god youre in town. I thought you were visiting the kids in the US.


  Her friend smiled. Yes, Im here, whether that is something to be thankful for or not is not yet clear. Things have been crazy, havent they?


  While Anu Bhatia, the secretary at the adjoining society and a friend of Mrs Khatris, was warm towards us, the reception we were getting from the others was decidedly frosty. I couldnt really blame them, because the events of the last couple of days had made everyone jittery.


  All of a sudden, Nitish spoke up. You guys are without any electricity, arent you? All I saw were a few candles last night.


  Anu looked down as she answered. Our generator wasnt too well maintained to begin with and now we cant seem to get it to work. There was nobody here who really knew how to fix it anywaywe always thought the service company was one phone call away.


  I could help.


  She looked at Nitish sceptically, so I chipped in.


  Hes the one responsible for keeping our generator working. We have a working lift and, if we want, every apartment can have lights and a fan working.


  I studied the expressions on the faces of the residents. A few of them looked meaningfully at Anu.


  Thats why we are here, I went on. To see how we can help each other. I dont know when the lights will be back, but till they are, the world we are living in is very different from the one we were used to. Last nights events at the Meluha should teach us that. Security is not something we can take for granted; we cant assume the police will take care of things.


  I saw several heads nodding as I spoke. Finally, an elderly man nudged his way through the group and addressed me. He wore a bright blue turban, his hair and moustache were grey and he walked with a slight limp, but his eyes were bright and alert. What do you need from us?


  Sir, we share a common approach road, and last night the gang came in through an alley that is impossible for us to scan, so we didnt see them coming till it was almost too late. We need to get better security along those roads.


  He nodded as I continued.


  We cant watch all the approach roadsone of the alleys comes in right in front of your society so we dont have a clear view of it, and the same goes for you when it comes to the alley in front of our society. To really be secure, we literally need to watch out for each other.


  He nodded again and as Anu started to say something, he raised his hand to ask for more time to talk.


  Young man, do you have any ideas on how we could do that?


  Yes, sir. We block both alleys.


  How will you do that?


  I waved around us at the road outside.


  There are more than enough cars lying dead on the road. All we need to do is push them into place and jam the alleys. It would still be possible for someone to just climb over them, but theyd make more noise and would only be able to come through maybe one or two at a time.


  I was talking, almost oblivious to the eyes on me, all my past training coming back to me in a rush. I had made many presentations for deals worth millions of dollars, but here I had no slides, no data tables, yet the stakes were much higher, and indeed, the conviction I felt was more intense than I had ever felt in a meeting room in office.


  Once we do that, sir, we just need to keep patrols going, and for that as well we would need to pool resources, since well need guards along the perimeters of both buildings.


  Son, were you ever in the Army?


  His question caught me off balance.


  No, sir, but I was in the NCC for six years.


  He nodded at Anu.


  What he says makes a lot of sense.


  Then he extended his hand to me.


  Im Major General Lamba, Indian Army. Retired of course, but Ill help to whatever extent I can.


  And with that, we had a deal. No treaties were signed, no conditions laid down, but the informal rules of engagement were clear. Food stocks were still not on the table, and indeed there were enough people on both sides who were sceptical about the whole thing, still hoping that the lights would come back on at any moment. What we had agreed on really required us to do nothing more than watch out for our own societies, albeit with more conscious coordination, and of course to pool together to block the alleys.


  I took Subin, Prashant and a handful of young boys from the other building and it took less than an hour to have the alleys jammed close. For good measure, I had motorcycles and scooters lifted and placed on top of the cars blocking the alley, to make access to the road even more difficult. That left just the main road through which anyone could have a clear access to our buildings, but that could be watched more easily than the dark, narrow alleys the gang had come in through the previous night.


  It was about six in the evening and, normally, people would have been coming back from work, planning an evening out with friends. All of that now existed in a world that seemed distant and forgotten after just two days. I was back in my apartment and had found the kids fast asleep with Marie. Dr Guenther had helped himself to a Scotch and was sipping it when I entered. He looked at me and raised his glass.


  I hope you dont mind. After that nightmare, I needed a stiff one.


  Not at all, Doctor. Just pour me one as well.


  I collapsed more than sat down on the sofa next to him and took the glass he was offering. I took a long swallow; the warmth spread through my body and I felt myself relaxing.


  Marie and I had always wanted to see India. We went to the Taj Mahal, visited Rajasthan and were to fly back home via Mumbai. I just retired a few weeks ago and thought wed take a break. Who would have thought something like this could happen?


  He gripped his glass tighter and took another sip. There was nothing really to be said that would help him deal with what he had seen, so we just sat there for a while in silence before he asked me what I did.


  I work with a venture capital firm here. Im the vice preside I stopped myself. Did any of that matter any longer? What use were those titles and office politics when life was stripped down to the basics of survival as we had seen in the last couple of days?


  Forget it. Im just a guy trying to keep myself sane and alive till the lights come on, I said.


  He raised his glass and clinked it against mine.


  No, young man. Youre doing much more than that. Ive heard about how you saw off those thugs last night, and I saw how you helped us. Youre doing much more than just staying alive.


  What did you do?


  I was a surgeon in Zurich.


  He had barely said that when a bulb went off in my head. The hospital. If the gang was after soft targets, they may have concluded that societies would now be alerted and, at the very least, be ready to put up some resistance. The hospital would have cash and drugs, and very little by way of security. When I had passed it on the way to the hotel, I had seen none of the policemen or security guards that had been there earlier. Also, none of the waiting relatives were there. I could not let what had happened to the hotel happen there. I downed the last of my drink and rushed out.


  What exactly are we doing? And what do we propose to do if we do run into the gang again?


  Pandeys question was a valid one, and I had to appreciate his coming along without asking much more in front of the others at the society. I knew if others had asked the question, they may not have approved of our going to the hospital and seeking out trouble. At least, thats how a lot of them would have seen it.


  Pandeyji, I just dont want anyone else to suffer because I didnt help or warn them when I could have. As for the gang, well take it as it comes.


  Actually I was counting on the fact that they would not be brazen enough to launch a raid while it was still light outside. It was a quarter to six and I assumed that they would wait for darkness before striking. That was why I was pedalling as fast as I could, Pandey and Nitish right behind me. Nitish was nervous about heading out, but I had asked him to come along to help out in case the hospital needed any help with their generators.


  I had no intention of seeking out a confrontation with the gang, but I was hoping to at least warn the doctors on duty. They must have heard the screams of the previous night, but there was no telling if they actually knew how much danger lurked in the darkness. Id ask them to lock the doors, maybe keep all lights off to not attract attention, and to put some of their staff on guard duty at all times during the night. Importantly, I needed to pass on the information that the gang was wearing police uniforms.


  I had asked Nitish to get along a couple of torches to fashion into makeshift searchlights. That tactic had worked for us, and I was hoping that if the gang went to the hospital, the mere fact that the folks inside were ready for them would dissuade them, as it had in our case. When we reached the hospital, I was surprised to find the main door wide open. I motioned for Pandey and Nitish to be quiet as we crept in. A man in a hospital uniform was lying dead behind the counter. I could hear someone moving in a room to the right and as we got closer, the voices became audible. A female voice was pleading. Take the money. You already have all the money we have, but I will not let you hurt my patients.


  The response was barked out in a hoarse male voice. Shut up, bitch. Ive got the money and I want something more. My brother will be coming soon with the others and I dont want them to get you before I have my way. I should get some reward for coming out here alone to check on the hospital for them. Let them have the patients, but I want you. Be quiet and you may even enjoy it.


  I heard the sound of shattering glass and then a cry of pain from the manshe must have thrown something at him.


  Stupid fucking bitch! the man yelled. Ill not just rape you, but Ill make you scream as I do it.


  I slipped into the room and saw the doctor I had met the first day when I had come to the hospital. She had her back to a wall and bearing down on her was a large man wearing a police uniform. I recognized him as the drunk I had seen sitting outside the police station. He still reeked of alcohol and he was carrying a knife in his right hand. He was bleeding from a small cut on the side of his forehead and I could see the shattered remains of a bottle at his feet. Pandey and Nitish were right behind me, and I could see them both frozen in place. I took a step forward.


  Hey.


  The man spun around and when he saw us, his fleeting look of concern was replaced by a sneer.


  Get lost or Ill cut you before I do her. The last time some fucker tried to be a hero at the hotel, I ripped him to pieces.


  The mention of the hotel, remembering what Id seen there, remembering the shock and horror on the kids faces, and remembering my own impotent rageit all brought me to a boiling point. My mind was a red mist of rage as I strode towards him. My sensei would never have approved of a black belt heading into a confrontation in anger. Anger makes you sloppy, anger makes you undisciplined. That was what he had taught me when I received my black belt. All that was fine in the dojo, but here I relished the rage I felt course through me.


  The man raised his knife to bring it down towards my chest. I stepped into the blow, parried his hand with the outside edge of my left hand, then turned my left wrist to grab his hand and pull him off balance. His momentum and weight did the rest as he nearly fell towards me. That was when I brought up my right elbow and sent it crashing into his temple. I stepped back as the man fell to the ground, the knife falling from his grasp. He got up, bellowing in rage, and came at me in a half crouch, hoping to grab me and bring me down into a grappling fight where his weight and strength would work in his favour. I sidestepped him, grabbing his left wrist and twisting it behind him.


  I could hear my senseis voice from the classes of all those years ago. Aadi, control. Youre not here to break bones.


  But this time, there was nobody or nothing to control me, and breaking bones was precisely what I had in mind. I heard the bones snap in the mans wrist as he screamed in agony. I brought my elbow hard down on the back of his neck and he collapsed, his face smashing into the hard concrete floor, blood gushing as his nose broke. As he tried to get up, I punched the same spot again with all my strengthall my rage coming out in that one blow. The man fell again and did not get up.


  As I stood, it was as if someone had woken me up from a trance. Pandey and Nitish were staring at me with wide eyes, and the doctor was still backed up against the wall.


  I turned to her. Doctor, you heard him. His friends are coming here. You cannot stay for much longer. Come with us and you can at least be safe for the night.


  She lifted her chin in defiance and shook her head. The name tag on her chest said Dr Megha.


  Im not leaving my patients. No matter what, I will not leave them alone.


  I had not bargained on taking people back to our society, but then I had certainly not bargained on a confrontation with one of the gang either. I had to take a snap decision, and it was pretty simple. There was no way I could leave the doctor and her patients here.


  It turned out there were two female patients left in the hospital who were not so unwell that they could not sit on our bicycles and be taken back with us. The others had been taken away by their families when it became clear that the lights were not coming back and, as the doctor informed me with her eyes misting over, four more had died when the generator stopped working earlier that day. The thug had come in pretending to be a policeman and got information from the solitary attendant left in the hospital before killing him.


  Nitish and Pandey got the two women on their bicycles and began pushing them back to the society. The doctor had mentioned that there was one more patient who had come in just a couple of hours ago.


  Hes in bad shape and definitely cannot sit up, so well need to find a way to get him to your society. He has been shot and has lost a lot of blood. Maybe we can wheel him there on a stretcher, but we have to save him. Hes special.


  Of course we wont leave him, but what makes him so special?


  Hes an Air Force officer and he says he knows what happened to make the lights go off.


  FIVE


  It seemed as if every single resident from both societies had gathered outside our meeting room. Dr Guenther had asked everyone to give him some space, that the pilot was weak and had lost a lot of blood, but once news had spread of his arrival, there was really no holding anyone back. Not that the pilot discouraged them. He lay there on the folding bed we had carried down from one of the apartments, looking pale and weak. Guenther told the pilot to be still and quiet while he worked on extracting the bullet, but once he was told the bullet had been removed, he whispered that he wanted to tell us what had happened.


  Megha was there, looking distraught. The other two patients had been admitted to the hospital with car accident injuries, one with a broken ankle and another with a broken hand. They were now fast asleep in Mrs Khatris apartment, but it was the state of the pilot that had hit her hard.


  I should have done more for him. Im not a surgeon but a GP. There was no way I could have removed the bullet.


  Guenther lay a reassuring hand on her shoulder.


  Doctor, hes still alive because of you. The morphine you gave him took the edge off the pain, and the IV drip at least helped him last this long. If he doesnt make it, it will be because hes already suffered too much internal damage from the bullet.


  Then he turned to me.


  Hes asking for people to come closer.


  I walked towards the pilot; Mrs Khatri and Anu were there by my side, along with General Lamba and the two doctors. Everyone else stood some distance back, eagerly waiting to hear what the pilot had to say. We had seen his papers when Guenther was operating on him, and it turned out that he was not Air Force after all, but a Navy fighter pilot based out of Goa. Squadron Leader Sajid Iqbal. He grabbed my hand, and despite his condition, his grip was strong.


  For two days we had intel warnings of an imminent terror attack. Nothing more specific than that. But that changed on the second day. The Americans were warning all their allies that there was a WMD attack imminent on North America, India and Europe.


  He stopped, coughing. Megha gently placed a glass of water to his lips and raised his head as he drank greedily before lying down again. General Lamba explained the acronym to the others.


  WMD means weapons of mass destruction. Nukes, usually.


  I could hear shock ripple through the crowd around me, but all my attention was focused on the pilot as he continued.


  On Sunday, at around 2:30 in the morning, we were given a scramble order to intercept some sort of seaborne threat. Our recon planes were out but had spotted nothing other than the usual freighters and fishing boats. We were circling around when my wingman called out that he saw a launch of some sort. A rocket, maybe. Then there was a bright flash and my plane died. It shook like hell and all the systems just stopped and it went into a dive. I ejected and landed near the Western Express Highway.


  We had orders to go to the domestic airport in case of an emergency and I started to make my way there


  He coughed again, his body wracked with pain, but he continued. It was an EMP blast as near as I can tell. Bastards nuked us all right, but did it in a way we didnt expect.


  He began coughing again, doubling over with pain with each spasm and he was wheezing as he breathed. Dr Guenther pulled me aside.


  His lungs may have caught some shrapnel. Im not sure I can do much for him here. Id need a full team and the hospital to be sure of saving him.


  Lets take him there then.


  No sooner had I said the words than I realized that saving the officer and getting him to the hospital meant a lot of things. Nitish would need time to fix the generator there. Wed need to roll the pilot there on a stretcher, the way we had brought him to the society. And none of that was even remotely possible with the gang out there, probably at the hospital right then. As Guenther tended to the pilot, he asked Megha to take a break and I also walked away for a breather. All around me people were talking about what little the pilot had said.


  How the hell are we still here if they exploded a nuclear bomb?


  What the hell is an EMP anyway?


  Nitish said something about it being an electromagnetic pulse, an intense burst of energy and radiation, emitted by a nuclear bomb going off in the atmosphere.


  As I walked into their midst, they parted and stopped talking. Word had gotten out about the confrontation at the hospital.


  I went up to Pandey and told him we needed to get the pilot to the hospital but we needed to think about how to handle the gang out there.


  In a soft voice that was practically a whisper, Pandey said, Things are more complicated than that. Before we left, I checked on the man you fought at the hospital. He was dead.


  I stood there, shocked, as I took in the words. I had killed a man. Sure, it was for a good cause, and sure, I had been angry, but I had never thought myself capable of murder. Was it murder at all? I could see Pandey looking at me with sympathy in his eyes and, as I looked around, I was shocked to find a large number of people look at me with a mixture of awe and fear. I had just killed a man. Had our world changed so much in a couple of days that it took brute force and murder for a man to earn respect and power?


  I rushed to the lift and up to my apartment. I went straight to the bathroom, and while we all knew water supplies were running low, I turned on the tap and held my head under the cold water for several long seconds. Afterwards, I sat down on the bed, looking at my hands. I heard someone come into the room.


  It was Megha.


  Are you okay?


  My hands were shaking as I answered. I killed a man.


  She sat down next to me.


  Yes, and if you hadnt, I would have been raped and killed, and the two patients as well.


  It still makes me a murderer.


  She held my hands and I turned to look at her. I had never really noticed it before, but she was younger than I was and, if we hadnt been so exhausted and if we had met under different circumstances, I would have found her very attractive. Just sitting there, looking at her, helped calm me down a bit.


  She said, No, you arent a murderer. Whatever else anyone calls you, you are a hero to me and to those other women at the hospital.


  I closed my eyes. When this whole thing had begun, the only title that had mattered to me was to be called vice president of a firm that probably didnt even exist anymore in our new reality. In the short time since then, I was a murderer and a hero. What other titles would I accumulate before this was over? Would it ever be over?


  When I opened my eyes, I saw Megha still looking at me. Her eyes were tired but kind. I knew she had been through hell, but she still managed a smile, one that did not tell me everything was okay, because perhaps things would never really be okay in the sense we had taken for granted, but at least that I wasnt alone.


  I dont feel like much of a hero, Megha.


  I heard a soft knock on the door. It was Pandey.


  That is what makes you a hero, sir. The fact that you are upset about killing a man shows you still have humanity left. I would be more worried if it hadnt disturbed you, sir.


  What was with him calling me sir all of a sudden?


  As I got up, Pandey straightened, as if standing to attention. The doctor downstairs is trying to stabilize the pilot, he said, but if you remember what the thug said back there, their leader is his brother. If he finds out you killed his brother, he will be back for revenge.


  Do you think they will have guns from the police station?


  Mrs Khatri had asked the question that was probably on many peoples minds, and I thought back to R City. Had those figures in uniform I had seen been policemen or this gang?


  Id say its safe to assume they will be armed. They may be goons but theyre not stupid. They were smart enough to take the uniforms and use them, and I suppose they will be knocking on nearby societies pretending to be cops to get the info on where people from the hospital went.


  General Lamba had made the observation without much emotion in his voice but I could hear the audible gasps around the room. Suri stood up, staring at me.


  We are not vigilantes and we are not soldiers. We are respectable people with normal jobs and lives. Why did you kill the man and risk bringing the gang upon us?


  I tried hard to control my temper and waited a few seconds before I spoke. I remember Ma telling me to count till ten whenever I was going to lose my temper before doing or saying anything, and while I didnt quite count till ten, the pause helped me soften my response a bit.


  Mr Suri, we all had so-called respectable lives and jobs, but that respectability meant that we ignored what happened outside our comfortable homes and cushy offices. Women were raped, crimes committed, corruption thrived, and we were happy to pretend it was someone elses problem as long as they didnt intrude on our air-conditioned rooms. Now, those barriers are gone, and those problems are ours. You know what happened at the Meluha and what was going to happen at the hospital. If we sit back and pretend it is someone elses problem, who will help us when that problem comes knocking at our door?


  I could see a lot of heads nodding and even Suri did not look like he was going to press the issue. But he did offer one last weak objection.


  All this bloodshed. What will happen when things go back to normal and we have to deal with the law?


  Nitish stood up.


  There may not be a normal for a long, long time. If this was caused by a nuclear explosion in the atmosphere, it would be even more destructive than the solar flare I thought it might be. All electronics are fried, and if someone engineered this as an act of terror, they will be taking advantage of it now. After all, we dont know how it happened yet, but someone shot the pilot, didnt they? In that chaos, will things ever get back to normal? Even with peace restored, I have no idea how many months or even years it would take for a country like ours to recover from a nuclear explosion that has an electromagnetic pulse impact.


  I could see the terror in everyones eyes. The crisis we had confronted was bad enough when it was unknown. To now have the knowledge that it was a conscious act of terror, involving nuclear weapons, and that we might be stuck in our current state for a long time, was a lot for people to take in. Still, we had more immediate problems to deal with. It was one thing to handle a single thug in unarmed combat, another to face a gangarmed, and possibly with gunscoming our way in the darkness. I looked around, hoping someone would have a better idea of what to do, but realized that they were looking at me. I was relieved when General Lamba came to my rescue, otherwise I would have just stood there dumbly, exposed for the failure of a leader I was.


  Son, if they come with guns, youll need one of your own.


  I didnt know what he meant but then he went up to his apartment and came back a few minutes later with a small package in his hands. As I unwrapped the soft cloth covering the contents, I saw a small .22 pistol inside. The General cupped my hands over the gun.


  Im too old now to have a steady hand, and I suppose you havent touched a gun since your NCC days but I guess this is better than nothing.


  Pandey was now at our side. Sir, I doubt they have too many guns or are very comfortable using them. I spoke to Ismail and Akif and the doctor and his wife. The men at the hotel were not carrying any guns. Thats not to say they wont bring out any guns they have, but its something.


  I looked down at the gun. I had just killed a man with my bare hands. Was I now going to have to shoot another dead or be killed trying? Is that the kind of world we had descended into in just a few days?


  Pandey whispered into my ear, Sir, dont worry if you dont know what to do. The best officers I served under told me that often they were as unsure as the rest of us, it was the confidence and hope they projected that made the difference.


  I wanted to tell him that I was not an officer, but a desk-bound executive. My days of marching and dreaming of being in the Army were in a life I had left behind long ago. But it seemed like that life had caught up with me. Baba used to tell me not to listen too much to my uncle. He would tell me that the glamorous side of Army lifethe uniforms, the medals, the marcheswere only a faade. There were scars, and not just the ones that could be seen, that soldiers picked up in combat. Scars he had seen his father and brother deal with. He had cautioned me about being too enamoured with a life spent on the frontlines, but now it seemed those frontlines had sought me out. I wondered how Baba was dealing with this, and what he would have made of me with a gun in my hand, with me having killed a man. I took a deep breath and faced the group.


  More than fighting this gang, what we need to do first is to warn the other societies. Not only can we help them prepare for an attack, but if all of us work together, then we have a much better chance of deterring them from coming at us again. They may think theyre strong, but weve already seen that they will turn away when they see were prepared.


  It was a little lie, since I had no idea how their leader would react to his brother having been killed, but it seemed to restore a bit of confidence in everyone, and that was good enough for now.


  It was seven in the evening and I guessed we still had time before the gang made any moves, so we set out as fast as we could. Our group included Mrs Khatri and General Lamba, both to represent the two societies and add the voice of age and experience which would hopefully sway our neighbours to join us; Nitish, to help with their generators if they required it, which seemed likely since only one other building in our immediate neighbourhood still had any lights on; Pandey and me, to provide some semblance of security if the gang did show up; and Ismail and Akif to impress upon the others just how real and brutal a threat the gang presented based on what had happened at the Meluha.


  As it turned out, our neighbours needed little convincing on the last part. Of the five societies we visited in an hour, all of them had heard the screams from the Meluha and the two Turkish mens testimonies made most of them go pale.


  Where it was more complicated was getting any of them to help us handle the gang. One of the largest societies in the neighbourhood was the Glen group of buildings and all the residents gathered down to meet us, complaining about the lack of electricity and how tough life had been in the last few days. Of course they welcomed Nitishs offer to help, though he quickly concluded that their generator was essentially old junk and beyond repair, with its circuits fried. When we began to talk about the gang, several of them spoke up together. It was like Suri had found a dozen kindred souls all at once.


  We really dont know when the lights will come back on. We cannot take the law into our own hands, someone said.


  Another, an old grey-haired man looking rather ridiculous considering the circumstances because he was wearing a suit, stepped forward. Young man, I am the managing director of a large company, and there are others here with respectable jobs and positions. Three of the members of our society are senior officials in the government. We cannot start behaving like roadside goondas and fight with gangs. You still have no real proof of what happened. What that pilot told you is not conclusive. You yourself said he has been shot and is in bad shape. For all we know, he is delusional and the authorities are setting things right as we speak.


  I thought to myself that it was just as well that they didnt know I had already killed a man and replied, Sir, were not asking for any of you to fight the gang. Just that we all coordinate in setting up watches to dissuade them from entering our street, and in case they do decide to attack any of us, to provide early warning.


  The man looked at me over the bridge of his glasses and I could see the look of barely-disguised contempt. We will lock our gates and sit tight as law-abiding citizens should.


  I wanted to shout that the world had changed. That we could not count on anyone else to impose law and order on our behalf; and that as long as we lived in the circumstances we found ourselves in, we were in charge of our own safety. Mrs Khatri and the General also tried but in vain, and finally we accepted defeat and went on to the next building.


  Two societies were a bit more receptive to our ideas and finally we had a makeshift alarm system put in place by Nitish with a lot of ideas from the General. Each participating building would have a patrol of at least three able-bodied men up at night, carrying flashlights. If they saw any sign of the gang, they were not to intervene, but turn on their flashlights and blow as loudly as they could on whistles which each patrol party was to be equipped with. We hoped that would be enough to dissuade the gang.


  Ten at night and I was sitting near the guard cabin, unable to sleep. Pandey, Subin and Prashanth were leading the patrol, but I found myself unable to rest. Megha came up and sat beside me, handing me a cup of hot tea as she did so. I accepted it gratefully.


  Hows the pilot?


  Dr Guenther is looking after him, and says its still touch and go. How are you doing? You look terrible. You should get some sleep.


  I looked at her. Now showered and changed into clothes she had borrowed from one of the residents, Megha looked nothing like the fatigued doctor I had first seen.


  If the gang comes after us, its my fault.


  Megha cut me off sharply.


  If youre going to place the blame on someone, then it should be me. If I had submitted quietly to that beast then maybe you wouldnt have had to fight him, right?


  That caught me off guard. I had seen her spirit when she had faced off against the thug to try and protect her patients and I saw that again now. Perhaps even more than how she looked, that made her someone I was starting to get drawn to. I caught myself at that thought. With all that was going on, being attracted to someone should be the last thing on my mind!


  Sorry, youre right. What do you think I should do?


  Megha held my hand and looked straight into my eyes. You need to finish what they started. Thats the only way this neighbourhood can be safe again.


  That was when a whistle began blowing from somewhere down the street.


  I peered over the gate. All the torches in the societies that had decided to help were on, and so were the lamps and torches at our own wall, bathing the street with beams of light. I thought I saw some movement, but then it disappeared in a dark patch near the Glen group. I cursed them for not having helped out, but there was nothing we could do about it.


  I called out to Pandey. Theyre near Glen.


  I could hear General Lambas gruff voice in our neighbouring society, asking people to get down. I had been hoping the gang would go away once they realized we were on to them, but it certainly did not look that way. I heard shuffling noises in the street, coming closer towards us. Megha was standing right by my back and I turned to her.


  Get inside the building, now!


  She gripped my arm. What about you?


  You had it right. I have to end this one way or the other. These thugs think of us as soft targets, people content to live in their comfortable homes, not willing to get their hands dirty. If we dont stand up to them today, theyll be back again. Now, please, get to a safe place.


  Her grip on my arm was tight. Im not going anywhere. Ill help if I can.


  I noticed that she had a bottle of soda in her hand. Remember, Im pretty good at throwing bottles, she said, smiling weakly.


  She was scaredher eyes told me thatbut the fact that she was there for me, trying to put up a brave front, and trying to help, gave me just the motivation I needed.


  Pandeyji, Meghas got an idea we may want to use.


  Pandey took a look and grinned. He pottered off inside the building and was soon back with a handful of bottles that he passed around. I could see that Nitish was also outside now, and Ismail and Akif, as were at least a dozen other residents, all carrying bottles. Then, of all people, Suri came out carrying two empty beer bottles. He walked up to me. I was wrong. We cant keep hiding forever. I will be brave as long as the effect of these two beers last, so tell me what to do.


  I grinned back and asked everyone to sit down, backs flat to the walls. Just then a loud voice boomed out in the night.


  Which fucker here killed my brother? Come out, otherwise well just come in and look for ourselves.


  I put my finger to my mouth and everyone was silent. The street outside our two societies was bathed in light, but the gang was still in darkness, hidden in the black patch in front of the Glen group. Not dumb at all, but then their leader was angry and, as my sensei had never tired of reminding me, anger makes one do dumb things. We waited and then he shouted again.


  Are you all fucking deaf?


  Then a loud boom and a flash of light and one of the windows in our building shattered. A few people cried out in alarm and I could hear some kids start crying in the meeting room downstairs. We had put everyone there and in the gym, so that nobody could be shot through a window, and while they were safe for now, I couldnt blame anyone for freaking out. I was within an inch of losing my nerve. Practising in the NCC with blank ammo and firing at static targets is one thing, but being shot at by a real gun is quite another. The little pistol in my hand was barely bigger than my palm, and was something the General had kept as a hobby, not to kill anyone with. Indeed, at long range, it was pretty useless, but at least the General had maintained it well, and it was better than having no guns when facing someone with a rifle.


  I could feel Megha next to me as we waited for a few more seconds. Pandey held up one finger. The old soldier in him had had the instinct to grab a glimpse when they fired and he had seen only one rifle. At least we now knew the odds against us. It was a waiting game, and we knew that if we waited long enough, we would win. As soon as the sun started coming up, the gang would be deprived of their cover. Besides, we had nowhere to go and were in no hurry. We could wait as long as we wanted.


  The leader shouted a few more profanities and it was clear that he was losing his cool. He fired two more shots, shattering windows and causing more alarm, but doing no real damage. I was now at the wall, next to Pandey, the gun in my hands.


  Pandeyji, should I take a shot at the muzzle flash if he fires again?


  He shook his head.


  Chances are youll miss and hell know for sure we have a gun. We lose our element of surprise. Piss him off some more. Make him do something stupid.


  I didnt have to do it, because Megha shouted out, Your stupid brother was brave enough when it came to raping unarmed women, but he died like a pig when someone fought back. Are you a coward like him that youre hiding in the dark?


  I heard a roar of rage as the man fired again, the shot shattering the window a few meters behind us. Megha was still gripping my arm and she was shaking like a leaf, but she managed to shout out, I hit him on the head with a bottle, and he wasnt so brave after that.


  The man roared out, Ill gut you myself, bitch!


  And then they came running down the street. There were five of them, four carrying swords and one carrying a .303 rifle.


  It was one thing to fight in the dojo or indeed handle a single man like I had at the hospital, quite another to face an armed gang. My hands were shaking as the gang closed in, passing our neighbours and closing in on our wall. That was when Ismail and Akif stood up and threw their bottles. Neither hit the men, but they crashed at the gangs feet, causing them to break stride. They hesitated as more bottles flew at them, many more people in our society now launching their bottles. Megha ran towards the wall and hurled her own bottle, which landed just short of the gang. Our neighbours seemed to have got the same idea and were hurling their own bottles, and I could hear the General shout to me, Aadi, make it count, boy. I just wasted some great whiskey. That bottle still had some good stuff in it.


  I stood up now and aimed at the man with the gun. He was not the leader but would have to be taken down first as he was the biggest threat to us. The leader saw me and started to shout something to his friends. The last time I had fired a pistol was at a shooting range with the NCC, but I remembered quite enough. I lined up the sight with the mans lower torso and pressed the trigger three times, the gun bucking up with its small recoil ever so slightly. The first shot hit him in the thigh, the second grazed his mid-section and the third went clear over his head. The .22 was hardly a killing weapon at long range, but at ten meters, it did more than enough damage and the man was down, screaming in pain. One of his friends tried to grab the rifle but I fired again, hitting the ground near them.


  Stop. All of you. Stop, or Ill shoot.


  Their leader glared me, recognition flashing in his eyes.


  I should have cut you up that day at the station!


  He ran towards his fallen comrade and grabbed the rifle and brought it up. I fired two more times, hitting him once in the leg and missing with the other shot before my gun clicked empty. He fell to the ground and shouted as his friends scattered and ran, dragging the man Id first shot with them. The gang leader shouted obscenities at his fleeing friends, but clearly their loyalties did not extend to facing an opponent who could shoot back.


  The wounded gang leader spat at me and screamed something about cutting my throat. He was clearly not yet in a mood to give up and I knew that if we let him escape, he would be back for revenge. I was out of bullets and there was only way to end this now. I ran out of the gate and towards the man as he crawled towards the rifle.


  Stop!


  He was about to grab the rifle when I kicked it out of his reach.


  Stop, please. It doesnt have to end this way. Go away and dont bother us again.


  He glared up at me through eyes that were glazed over from either alcohol or drugs. Fuckers think you own this city because you have these fancy cars and houses. This city now belongs to us as long as the lights are out. Well rape all your women and kill you pigs just like at the hotel. Youll be begging me


  He never finished his sentence. I kicked out, catching him on the chin, breaking a couple of teeth as he fell back. He tried to get back up and I kicked him in the chest, bringing him down again. Couldnt he see that I didnt want another mans blood on my hands today? As much as I despised him, as much as I wanted to make him suffer for what he had done, I was not a cold-blooded killer. Why didnt he just walk away? Even as that thought crossed my mind, I knew it was never going to happen.


  I felt a hand on my shoulder.


  It was Pandey.


  Sir, you dont have to do this. I will finish it.


  Beside Pandey were Ismail and Akif. Ismail looked at me, and I saw a fierce expression in his eyes.


  We have a score to settle with him as well. You dont need to have this on your conscience.


  Both were carrying kitchen knives, as was Pandey. They grabbed the gang leader and pulled him into the darkness. I stood there, tears streaming down my face as I heard slashing sounds in the darkness. In a few seconds they were back, their knives streaked with blood. They all stood before me and Pandey saluted.


  Sir, the enemy is accounted for. The others have escaped, but they seem to have left their weapons behind. I dont think they will be a threat without their leader, but in case they come back, we now have two guns and people who are ready to fight.


  I walked back to the society on wobbly knees, paying no attention to the many people watching me as I went to the lift. At my apartment, I didnt even register when Megha walked in behind me. I collapsed on the sofa. She sat down beside me and buried her head against my shoulder. I could tell she was shaking as well. Neither of us said a word, and before I knew it, I was fast asleep. Sleeping well for the first time since this had all begun.


  SIX


  I woke up disoriented, flailing my arms. I had been dreaming of a man lying dead at my feet, and of being arrested for murder. I felt a reassuring hand on my shoulder. It was Megha. I sat still for a little while, waiting for my breathing to return to normal, and then gratefully took the glass of water Megha offered.


  What time is it?


  Ten in the morning.


  That made me sit up straight. I couldnt believe Id slept that long. What was happening in the society? What had happened to the pilot? Had the gang come back?


  I stood up, and then felt my legs give way. I sat back down on the sofa where I had fallen asleep the previous night. Megha looked at me, concern in her eyes.


  When was the last time you had a decent meal?


  To be honest, I couldnt remember. Things had been moving so fast that food was the last thing on my mind. Megha went to the kitchen, rummaged through my stuff, and emerged in a few minutes with a plate piled up with nuts, fruits and a few slices of the packaged cake I had picked up from Haiko.


  As I dug into it, I began to feel a bit better. Megha waited till I was finished and then she broke the news to me. The pilot died this morning. When you get down there, Dr Guenther has an update for all of us. The pilot spoke to him at length before he passed away.


  I rushed down to see everyone gathered around the meeting room. Guenther was there, and I could see that he had probably had little or no sleep the night before. When he saw me, he smiled weakly and took a sip of tea before he began speaking.


  His lungs were perforated and he passed, but before he did he told me things. He said that if this was an EMP blast like he suspected, then almost everything with electronics in it is going be fried. He linked up with some policemen but they were ambushed by men with automatic weapons. Thats when he got shot. So in addition to the nuclear blast, there may be terror cells in the city taking control over key areas.


  If the residents had felt any relief at surviving the nights events, that dissipated as word spread of what the pilot had shared. We were under attack, by an unseen enemy, one which had rendered us helpless and defenceless. Terror was something we saw on TV or online, and even when it intruded close to home, it was something that happened to someone else. And, there was always the feeling that someone else would take care of it. The police would come, or the Army. Even those who had been around during the Mumbai attacks of 2008, painful as they were, knew that at some point the Army would end it. Here we were faced with a situation where we didnt know if anyone would be around to help or protect us.


  General Lamba was standing nearby. I turned to him and said, Sir, what are the chances the Armed forces would be able to cope with this kind of an attack?


  He shook his head sadly. I was in the Ordnance Corps, and that too years ago, so I may not know much about combat units today, but our strategic units were hardened against WMD strikes, as was a lot of our key strategic hardware. But the supply chain would be toast as it relied on trucks, which would have stopped working. Most planes would be out of action, unless they can get ancient propeller-driven planes up and running or replace chips and circuits, which will take time. Communications will be badly disrupted, and add to that the chaos that will follow once people realize the lights are not coming back for some timeas weve seen, quite likely the police will panic and melt away. Net result is that any forces that are able to regroup will have to both fight an enemy and maintain law and order.


  I could feel panic welling up inside me. This was far worse than I had thought. I turned to Nitish, hoping he could help. Any chance we can get electronics repaired soon? I asked.


  The article I read made it sound like solar flares would be a huge disruption even in the context of the US, and they are probably much better prepared than we are. I wouldnt bet on the lights coming back anytime soon.


  People were hovering all around me, panic writ large on their faces. But the one face I was looking at was Meghas. She had been so brave the previous night, and had more than held her own in a terrifying situation. Now, her eyes were wide with concern and she was holding on to a door as if for support. That was when I realized she was also looking at me, and the panic she showed reflected what she saw on my face.


  The previous night many of us had stood up to the gang, and that was because we were feeding off each others courage and outrage. Today, unless someone did something, we would feed off each others panic. That was when I caught sight of Pandey. He just nodded, stood straight and saluted.


  He did not need to say a word. That someone I was looking for was me. I took a deep breath and stood in the middle of the room.


  Folks, I do not have any answers but I do know this. If we stick together, we can make it through this longer than we will if we panic. We saw that last night. God knows Im as scared as you are, but I come from an Army family, and the one thing I was taught from childhood is that we dont surrender. As long as we have a fighting chance, we keep trying. And thats the best we can dowe can try, and try together, to make it through. Till three days ago, the most important thing in my life was getting a bloody promotion and doing well at a jobneither of which mean anything today. Im sure the same holds for many of you. But if you think about it, many of you have run large companies, managed big departments in the government and solved huge issues of resources and supplies. Im sure all of that experience can be useful now. Lets just put our heads together and think through this.


  I had consciously not mentioned the possibility of terror cells in the city. Chances were that they would be focusing on the central areas and the seats of government and industry such as the port. Being a bit out of the way in the suburbs would keep us safe, for the time being.


  As people began to move towards me with their ideas and suggestions, I knew we had turned a corner. I didnt know how long that would last till the next surprise caught us and threw us into panic, but for the moment, it was as good as it could get.


  As was the fact that Megha was beaming at me when I looked at her.


  We spent more than three hours brainstorming and it was a chaotic affair, with people throwing any and all ideas into the ring. However, it was a damn sight better than each of us panicking alone in our homes.


  The lives we had lived meant that each of us had bothered about little other than our jobs, our families and our immediate circle of friends. In just a few short days, we were all being taught an important lesson: that in the real world, not the one of PowerPoints and spreadsheets, we depended on each other and it would be hard for any of us to survive for long if we struck out on our own. Even sceptics like Suri had come around, and it looked like our whole building and the neighbouring one were in it together.


  Kundu was holding forth on the problem of water supplies and how our overhead tanks would soon be empty, and that we needed to find some water sources soon. Everyone was a bit lost for solutions. We had become used to a world where we didnt really have to solve basic problems, we just had to know whom to call. Now that we had to find answers to such questions ourselves, we were all out of our depth. Then someone spoke up, a lot of hesitation obvious in her voice.


  There is a lot of water nearby.


  It was Rani, the woman who had come with us from Haiko. When Mrs Khatri encouraged her to say more, she blurted out, You people are thinking too much. Powai Lake is just a little way away, and it has more water than we will need for a long, long time.


  Many people laughed at the simplicity of her solution. Kundu roared in laughter, holding his ample belly.


  You are so right, Rani. My god, we were overcomplicating things. We just need to find a way of getting water from there.


  Encouraged by the positive response, Rani continued. Yes, and then we boil it here and we have water for drinking. We did that all the time in my village. You people wont have your fancy showers or hot water for bathing, but in the village we always used to get water in buckets from the well. We can just do that and we should be okay.


  We were reminded, certainly not for the last time, that a lot of the skills and education the supposedly urban upper classes like us took to be critical were far less important than the basic, grassroots survival skills of people like Rani. People who did not have the luxury of speed dial on their phone to solve all the issues they faced, who did not have a retinue of maids and servants to do their tasks. People who, in the world we lived in just a few days ago, would have been considered beneath us by many of those in the room. Our world was changing, in more ways than one.


  We had broken for lunch and I was sitting in a corner, nibbling on some rice, my head spinning with all the problems we would need to deal with. Water supply, food, medicines and care for people who fell sick. And I hadnt even got as far as what we would do with law and order, childrens education and so on. My head began to hurt as I tried to take it all init was one thing to deal with no power for a day or even a week, or even a month, but trying to recreate our lives in an environment where not just power, but all the systems and establishments we took for granted no longer existed, was something my mind could not process. Megha came and sat next to me. At least it was good to have someone to talk to, instead of brooding by myself.


  A penny for your thoughts.


  I smiled at her. Fat lot of good that will do. Money doesnt mean much now anyway, does it?


  She smiled back but then turned serious. With all thats been going on, I never got a chance to thank you.


  I looked at her. If only we had met under different circumstances. If only we had met when I still lived the life I used to, perhaps I would have asked her out. She was attractive, sure, but what I was really drawn to was her spirit. I smiled involuntarily as I thought about how Baba would say that indeed the world had to end for me to find a girl I wanted to be with. With that came the sobering thought that Baba was all alone, dealing with the chaos we were faced with. At least he lived in a society filled with his friends and colleagues, but they were all fairly old.


  You okay?


  I reached out and held her hand. There was so much on my mind that I didnt know how to put it all into words. Perhaps it was the same with her, because she didnt probe further. We sat there till Pandey came up to us. Saluting, he said, Sir, a group from the Glen buildings has comethe society want to join us.


  As I got up, I murmured to nobody in particular, Why does he keep saluting me?


  The group Pandey had referred to seemed to consist of every single resident of each of the five towers that made up the Glen society, including a sizeable number of foreigners who lived in the newest of the towers. While they had rebuffed us the previous night, it was clear that a lot of them had witnessed the confrontation and had come to the conclusion that safety, in this case at least, did lie in numbers.


  The man who had turned us away the previous day was there, and extended a hand towards Mrs Khatri. Im Biren Bhagat, the secretary of our society, and we would like to join in with your societies.


  Bhagat had a slightly sheepish expression that indicated that the conciliation was perhaps more a result of the other residents pushing him after the events of the previous night, and he looked visibly shaken up. I greeted him, but he seemed so distracted that he barely nodded at me. All that was fine with me. The last thing on my mind was trading polite niceties with him. As long as they were willing to play ball, we could help secure the immediate neighbourhood for all of us.


  General Lamba filled in the newcomers on what we had learned from the pilot and I could see the same mixture of shock and disbelief that had crossed the faces of many of our own residents.


  In the meanwhile, Kundu had been working something out on a piece of paper and he called out to all of us.


  Aadi, we can get water from the lake sure enough. The problem is transport. How much water can we carry back on a cycle, after all? Carrying it by hand will be time consuming and tiring. How I wish we had one single car that still worked.


  That would have been nice indeed, but we had to make do with what we had and Kundu had worked with clinical efficiency, writing out a roster of water duty that he now stuck on the notice board. As I glanced at the list, I realized he had been pretty smart. Each family was to contribute to the effort once a day so that nobody could complain about bearing too much of the load. On the roster were families from the other societies who had joined in as well, including Glen, and each family was to bring back water for the tanks of their own buildings, so that we avoided any squabbling over who had got more water or less.


  The first water gathering party was to head out in thirty minutes, and people got ready with buckets, some with two buckets tied together with a rope slung across their shoulders. Pandey was there, carrying the rifle we had recovered from the gang.


  Sir, Ill go out and escort the convoy.


  I had not noticed it in the chaos of the night before, but now I could see it: a level of animation I had never noticed in Pandeys eyes before. As a guard in a housing society, he had always looked bored, but now, perhaps getting a chance to relive being a soldier, to be doing something worthwhile, he was more alive than I had ever seen him. I asked him to take Subin, Prashant and a couple of the guards from our neighbouring society with him, just in case the gang caused trouble.


  Trouble, as it were, came not from a gang but from within. As the people were loading up to set out on the journey, I heard a sudden commotion. When I pushed through the crowd, I saw a middle-aged man wearing a dapper polo t-shirt and jeans arguing with a young woman wearing an old, faded sari.


  Soni, I asked you to go and get water. How can you refuse?


  The woman held her ground. Who are you to order me? Go and get water yourself if you want. Your name is on the list.


  The man exploded in rage. You are our servant. You need to do as I say.


  The woman looked him straight in the eye and then spat at his feet, causing the man to jump back to prevent the spittle from landing on his expensive-looking loafers.


  Servant? Your money means nothing now, and why should I listen to you? Everyone has to work now. Go and get water for your family and I will help, but why should I alone do all the hard work for all of you?


  The man was stumped for a second and looked around, seeking support. There were several more maids and domestic helpers around and they were gathering behind Soni. This could get ugly unless someone intervened. Then I saw a familiar figure step in between them.


  It was Megha.


  She introduced herself to the man, who said his name was Ketan Shah.


  Mr Shah, she does have a point. All of us need to chip in and if she was your employee before, now she is no longer obligated to work for you.


  Shah burst out in indignation. I am the CFO of a multinational. I cannot lug around buckets of water. She lives in my home and has been living off my salary. I see nothing wrong in her doing the domestic chores as she always has.


  Meghas voice was calm but firm. Sir, try and understand that things are different. What position you once had doesnt really matter. All of us need to help out and as for staying in your home, lets ask Soni.


  She turned to the maid. Soni, I get the fact that you arent obligated by salary to work for him or his family anymore, but you are staying in his apartment and taking advantage of the security this society complex gives you. So you do also need to chip in. Is that fair?


  Soni nodded but pointed at Shah saying, I am willing to do my share and more in terms of cooking and cleaning in return for staying in this society. But to expect me to do everything, and for them to do nothing to helpthat is not fair.


  Megha turned to Shah. Sir, the only fair solution is that you, your wife and Soni alternate in getting water. Think of it this wayshe is staying with you, and is paying her rent by helping get supplies and water. If you want, she can of course leave. It is your home, after all.


  Mrs Shah came up and whispered something into her husbands ear. He looked at Megha and, seeming a bit deflated, said, Okay, okay. I can go today and shell go tomorrow.


  That seemed to satisfy everyone and as she stepped away from the group, I smiled at Megha.


  That was something. You really helped sort things out there.


  She smiled and winked at me. Im learning from someone who seems pretty good at it.


  The world ending or not, my heart skipped a beat.


  As the first group left to get water, some of us buried the pilot in the park next to our building. This was not the first body I had buried since this began, and I wondered how many more final rites I would have to help with before it was over.


  As we got back, sweaty and tired, I saw Mrs Khatri, General Lamba, Bhagat and a few others in what seemed to be an animated conversation. When I went up to them, the General was speaking in a polite but firm voice, Water supply is important for sure, but we need to take care of food and security as well. And we cannot let that be an ad hoc effort.


  I sat down next to them and asked what was going on.


  Bhagat spoke up. The General is saying we should form a committee to oversee affairs for our societies and then sub-committees for security, food and water. The problem is getting us all to agree on who will represent us, and can be trusted to look after the interests of all our societies. Plus there are dozens of other societies in the neighbourhood, and if we are to be truly secure, we need to enrol all of them. How will we ever agree on a committee that represents all of us?


  It seemed to me that focusing all our energies on new elections and campaigns was not the best way to spend our time, so I ventured a suggestion. Every society has an elected leader. Why dont we just start with a council comprising them? Right now that would mean Mrs Khatri, Anu and Mr Bhagat. We do need groups to take care of water, food, electricity and security. For those I would just put the person or people best qualified to help. Kundu seems like a good person for the logistics and supplies of both food and water; for electricity Nitish has been the best person we have among us so far; and Pandeyji can help with security. They can choose whom they want to help them.


  They all nodded and then Bhagat pointed at me. What position do you want?


  I was a bit flummoxed by the question. Nothing. Ill help wherever I can, but I dont want any position.


  Everyones talking of how you dealt with the gang, he said, standing up. They are looking to you to make decisions. Were older and slowerpeople wont follow us at a time like this. You need to be in charge.


  I could see that the events of the night had brutally brought home to him just how much things had changed, but I was reluctant to accept. I tried to explain. Mr Bhagat, before this began, I didnt even know the names of more than a couple of people who lived in my building, and knew nothing of what was going on there. I never bothered when the elections were and never showed up for any society event or meeting. If I had stood for a committee post then, nobody would have voted for me. So, no, I dont want a post, but of course Ill help in any way I possibly can, and if I am needed to step up to the front at any time, I will.


  As I walked away, Megha came up to me. She had overheard the exchange.


  People are scared and theyre looking for someone who can keep them from giving in to panic. Thats why theyre putting their trust in you.


  I tried to put into words what was on my mind. Megha, thats what bothers me. When people are scared, they are usually in a hurry to give up power to the first person who stands up. I did what I did because it seemed right, but I know nothing of running a society with all the issues people will face. I dont want to promise to be something Im not.


  Pandey was back with the water crew, and he came over to me. Sir, if were going to be serious about security, we need to get more societies in on it. I saw so many alleys and access roads from the lake, not to mention the road from IIT, the back road towards Ghatkopar, the side road headed into Chandivaliwell never have the numbers to secure all of them. Also, even if we found volunteers to stay out at night, they would have no weapons to speak of. We need to get other societies to join us in keeping watch.


  A couple of hours later, we were all gathered in the large gardens in front of the Glen complex. I had occasionally jogged here in the morning, when it was full of people exercising and doing yoga as well as geriatric members of the laughter club, laughing away their worries and stress. Now the worries and stress were perhaps higher than ever, but there was no laughing these away. Hundreds of families were gathered in the garden and, at last count, every building within a couple of kilometres was represented, all eager to hear what we had to share.


  Mrs Khatri took them through all that we had learned: the attack on the Meluha, the confrontation of the previous night, and finally what the pilot had told us. I could see the shock on many faces, but perhaps an equal number were sceptic when she outlined a proposal for us to work together. The reality was that our building and our immediate neighbours had witnessed a lot of what had happened first-hand, but for the others, it still seemed too much to believe that things had changed so much.


  Finally, someone from amidst the group came forward. He looked young, perhaps only a few years older than me, though he looked far fresher than I did and was wearing clean clothes. Over the last few days, changing my clothes had not exactly been on my mind, neither had shaving; and as he walked up, I was conscious of just how unkempt I looked compared to him. When he spoke, it was clearer why he was so opposed to our proposal of pooling resources. He lived in one of the more premium apartment complexes, further down the road from Haiko, which housed a good number of CEOs, senior executives and business tycoons. Someone next to me whispered that the man was the scion of one of the biggest business houses in India and this apartment was only one of many his family had in the complex.


  Mrs Khatri, we understand what youre saying, but our security is still in place and ours is a pretty self-contained pair of complexes with a single common entrance. We also have the small walking park next to us with a lake there, so water is not an immediate concern. Our security guards are also all on duty. We can manage for a few days, and dont see the need to panic and put in place all sorts of committees and so on.


  What he was saying made a lot of senseif we assumed things would be back to normal in a few days. I didnt know how to convince him of my certainty that they wouldnt. I realized that, for people like him, living a life already so far removed from the stresses and strains of ordinary folk, it was hard to comprehend that things could change so much. As he and the few of his building residents who had bothered to come along walked away, I only hoped that they saw the light before their food stocks began to run out or when their guards finally deserted them.


  Our disappointment was repeated when several other buildings agreed to help in keeping watch at night, but felt we were overreacting in putting in place a committee or programme to pool water and food resources. Many of them simply said that they would prefer to wait and watch for a few more days. Some did, however, agree to join us, and we decided to get going with what we had.


  As we dispersed, everyone got busy. Kundu had organized a small army of volunteers, some to scout out food supplies in nearby stores, and a smaller number to accompany Rani to Haiko. We were still not breaking into shops that were locked, and paying cash for what we took, but I wondered how long that would last before someone in some other building got desperate enough to start looting.


  Nitish had his own set of volunteers and was going from society to society, trying to get their generators working; unfortunately, for the most part, they were poorly maintained to begin with and most societies were still going to be without any power.


  Pandey had gathered a group of young men whom he was talking to about patrols at night and setting up checkpoints at intersections. Most of the kids looked terrified, and I wondered how they would hold up if there was any real trouble. Not very well, I suspected, but they were all we had. Trying to make myself useful, I joined Pandey and made the kids agree that if they saw any looters approach, they were not to confront them but to blow on whistles which we distributed. Each group of four had its own signal: one blast of the whistle for the Central Avenue team, two for the team near the private road towards Chandivali, and so on. If we heard the signal, we would rush to aid the team in need, armed with the two guns we had between us. The General had given me his remaining ammunitionall twenty-four roundsbut the mere presence of the guns made our volunteers look a lot more confident than they perhaps would have been otherwise.


  The General was not happy that so many societies were not participating. Bloody fools will realize only when its too late. Anyway, Pandey, have a team stationed at the old station near Delphi where the Hiranandani guards were based. They can watch three access roads, including the one from the lake. They will also be pretty far away from us, so instead of relying on the whistle alarms alone, have a roving group on bicycles that can shuttle between posts with news.


  Reassured that security was in the hands of people better qualified to deal with it than me, I began to walk away, but was stopped by Megha. We never talked about healthcare. People will fall sick, and someone or the other is bound to get hurt. Lets reopen the hospital. Im there, Dr Guenther and his wife will help, and there are at least three doctors among the residents of the societies whore joining us.


  It was something we had missed, but the idea of the hospital reopening didnt appeal to me. It was set off away from any housing society, with dark access alleys that could never be guarded. Then I realized that my instinctive dislike for the idea came from the thought of Megha there all alone and with little protection.


  Why dont you guys operate out of the Forest Club? Get the medicines from the hospital and set up there. Its closer to all our societies and easier to protect.


  The Forest Club was the largest club in the neighbourhood, with a swimming pool, tennis court and a gym. It was a large building and very centrally located compared to the hospital.


  Megha nodded and said in passing, Ill also find a spot there to sleep.


  As she walked away, something in me wanted to ask her to stay at my place, but I stopped myself. We barely knew each other, and I was nobody to ask such a thing of her. I had never even asked if she was married or had a boyfriend or not. Then I reminded myself to stop thinking about my non-existent love life and worry about more immediate concerns, like helping Pandey draw up the roster for the patrols that would begin that evening.


  General Lamba and I were taking a rare break, sipping tea in front of my building. It was four in the evening and we thought wed take a breather before night fell and security once again became our top priority. Kundu arrived, followed by over a dozen people, and a rather animated debate followed involving, of all things, shit. Honestly, shit. Kundu said that several toilets were already backing up because the sewage systems were connected to pumps that were no longer working, soespecially for apartments in the higher floorsusing toilets was already an issue. Kundu also had a very strong point of view on something, but the others didnt agree with him.


  Do you even know how much water is used every time you flush? We need to prioritize water for drinking, first and foremost, and then for cleaning, both ourselves and our utensils. Thats what we need to focus on, and with us needing to get water for all our families, we cant take supply for granted.


  Someone looked to the General, as if seeking support.


  Sir, he is saying we should go to the bathroom in the open. We are not animals.


  Kundu put up his hands in exasperation. Rohit, I said no such thing. All I said is that we should use common bathrooms and on the ground floor. The gardens have public toilets which we should use. Those wont require the pumping stations to work as they are at ground level and I can probably figure out some manual system to pump out waste.


  Rohit was clearly not convinced. There are hundreds of families here. We cant all use a few public toilets, and honestly, every time I need to take a dump, do you expect me to climb downstairs and walk to one of those toilets?


  Yes, Kundu said. Or you keep using your bloody toilet and wait for it to clog up. There wont be a bloody plumber you can call to fix it. At least I hope you realize it, and I also hope you realize what a selfish pig youll be for flushing down water that could be enough for a person to drink for a full day every time you take your precious dump.


  Rohit looked angry, but said nothing. The General stepped in. Folks, whats clear is that it is no longer business as usual. Its been four days and we need to be ready for the fact that this is just the beginning. The more we stick together and the more we trust those among us who know about things we dont, the better well fare. To be honest, I had never thought of toilets and water supply, but what Kundu says makes a lot of sense. So I would let him lead us in this matter.


  As the group left, the General chuckled speaking softly, almost to himself, My, my, the things that we need to deal with now.


  With the others gone, I took the chance to ask the General something that had been on my mind. General, do you think someone actually exploded nukes in the atmosphere? Who could it have been? How would they get missiles?


  Aadi, I dont know if they did, though based on what we see happening around us and what the pilot said, its possible. Who could have done it? Any number of peopleterrorists, rogue states like North Korea, jihadi elements in the Pakistani Army, or indeed, a combination of any and all of those.


  But why would they do it? Everyones back in the medieval ages now.


  The General looked at me and I began to see fear creep into his eyes. Dont you get it? That suits people like these terrorists perfectly. They would be happy turning back the clock and recreating what they view as an ideal society, what we would see as medieval and barbaric. Also, now theres no air power, no drones, no tanks. If it comes down to men with guns in the darkness, theyve levelled the playing field.


  It wasnt that cold but I shivered involuntarily. It was one thing to deal with a small gang of looters, but we were not prepared or equipped to deal with armed terrorists.


  Do you think theyre out there?


  If they did this, Im sure they are out there. Hell, they would have had sleeper cells in place even in normal times, and if this was planned, then theyre all going to be active now. I suppose, though, that theyll be seizing the port, airports, hitting military installations and so on as priority instead of worrying about housing societies.


  The way he said the last sentence made me feel like he was reassuring himself as much as me.


  But General, we will fight back, wont we?


  Sure we will. The Americans will have all their submarines running and most of their nukes are on them. If they find out who did this, you can be sure cruise missiles and perhaps nukes will be flying soon. Im sure the military will get the technology up and running soon. The question is whether they will be fast enough. And, if theyre dealing with all that, they will not be able to regroup in time to do much about law and order on an everyday basis.


  We sat there wondering what was indeed happening in the world that lay beyond our small neighbourhood. However, one thing was clear. No matter what happened there, and the extent to which this was indeed a global problem or not, for the immediate future, we were well and truly on our own.


  SEVEN


  That night was uneventful, though I barely got any sleep. Insomnia seemed to be the new normal and I wondered how long I would manage without more than a couple of hours of sleep each night. What had kept me up was the knowledge that, while our patrols were out, the reality was that they were scared kids or middle-aged office-goers, and if a gang did show up again, chances were they would either fold and run or get hurt trying to stop them. So, when I was supposed to take a break, I felt a bit guilty leaving them out there. I borrowed a bicycle and rode most of the night from one position to another, checking on things, and sometimes just chatting with them.


  Near the entry from the Ghatkopar road, I recognized one of the boys Pandey had placed there.


  Hey Yash, how are you holding up? I called out.


  He got up and bowed, which to anyone else would have appeared silly. Yash was a college student and a brown belt I had met at the dojo I used to train at. He was all confidence and swagger at the dojo but now I could see he was scared.


  Aadi, this is too weird to be real. Do you really think were going to be like this forever?


  He was there with two more kids and an adult who was sitting, reading a novel by the light of his torch.


  Yash, forever is a big wordsooner or later things will start looking up. The Army will mobilize and help will reach us. But we are a huge country, and there will be lots of people out there without food, medicine and security. We need to hold out the best we can till things do improve.


  I gently tapped the adult on the shoulder. There was no point being hard on anyone as everyone was freaking out, but he did need to know that we could no longer take things for granted. I wouldnt read that novel now. Youre using up batteries that we cant exactly pick up at any store we want anymoreand youre giving away your position to anyone looking in towards you.


  He immediately switched off the torch and looked out towards the blackness of the night, wondering, as we all were, who might be out there.


  As I left, I thought about the other thing that was making me restless: how was Megha holding up? So, in the morning, I went to the club, carrying a thermos filled with tea. Judging from the way she looked, she had not had much sleep either. She accepted the tea and we sat next to the swimming pool as we talked.


  Nobody will be swimming here for some time. Kundus got a smart idea of using this as our reserve of water to be shared among all the societies.


  She nodded, but her thoughts were somewhere else.


  A penny for your thoughts?


  She smiled, though I could see the tension in her eyes.


  A night without chaos is sometimes not a good thing. It gives you time to think. To think of my parents in Kolkata. To think of my sister in New York. I have no idea how they are holding up.


  As we sat there, talking about our backgrounds, our families and what we had done with our lives before being thrown together by this chaos, I was struck by just how much one could learn about and connect with a person in one single conversation. No, we were not liking each others Facebook posts, no we were not tagging each other, and no we were not taking selfies together. In short, we were not doing any of the things we used to do that passed for connecting with someone. In the process we had missed out on simple conversations like this; what we had taken to be connections were merely electronic crutches that could be taken away by the flick of a switch.


  Turned out Meghas father had been in the Air Force, and she had spent her childhood moving from one base to another. So we did have something in common, after all.


  That explains your fighting spirit, I said.


  She smiled. Just give me a bottle to throw and Im deadly.


  I would have wanted to do nothing more than sit and chat, share numbers and then perhaps ask her out. Maybe later in the week, wed catch up over drinks after work, then see where things led. Of course, there was no point in sharing phone numbers since our phones did not work, there were no restaurants open where we could grab a meal, and indeed, no office for me to go to. She caught me gazing off into the distance.


  What are you thinking about?


  Asking you out to lunch.


  I had said the words without thinking and now quickly glanced at her to see if she was bothered by them, and if I should apologize. Instead, she smiled.


  Sure. I would have said your place or mine, but my place is out there in Goregaon and I dont know when Ill get back and how my flatmate is doing. So your place it is. How about dinner?


  I nodded. Things had taken an unplanned turn, and for a change, considering what the last few days had been like, it had been for the better.


  Of course, I was brought back to reality when I went to the meeting room and saw Kundu sitting at the table, his ham-like hands rubbing the sides of his temple and Rani standing next to him, tears welling up in her eyes. I knew they had planned a trip to Haiko early in the morning to get supplies, and wondered what had gone wrong. Mrs Khatri and Nitish were there and it seemed everyone other than me was in a foul mood. What had happened?


  Rani looked at me and spoke through sobs. Someone broke into Haiko. They took a lot of the food. What will I tell my boss when we reopen?


  I didnt know whether to be touched or amused by her display of loyalty to a chain that perhaps no longer really existed.


  I turned to the General, who was sitting in a corner. Looters? I asked.


  Cant be. None of our patrols saw anyone sneak into the neighbourhood, and while we dont have the manpower to cover every inch of the area, they would have noticed a group making off with that much stuff.


  The conclusion was as inescapable as it was troubling. One of our neighbours had committed this theft, and while we had no real jurisdiction to challenge anyone, our continued existence in the absence of any police or government machinery was our trust in each other. Mrs Khatri had already called a meeting of the representatives of all the housing societies that formed our alliance, and they were due to meet in an hour.


  As I walked on the main road outside, I noticed a group of people huddled in a corner, smoking and speaking in raised voices. They were all men, all in the forties or late thirties, and all the sort who on a normal weekday would have been in their offices by now. I walked a bit closer to hear what was causing them such concern.


  I wish I were in office, man. The wife wants me to clean up and help in the cooking. She says I have no office to go to and pretend to be busy with anymore.


  Another man, who I recognized as Ketan, the guy whod had an argument with his maid, spoke up. My bloody maid left this morning, along with a bunch of others. They said that it looked like things were not coming back to normal anytime soon, so they left to go to relatives and friends homes around Mumbai. So Im supposed to be cleaning the bathroom this evening. What the fuck is happening?


  I walked on by, not saying anything, but wondering how much we had been conditioned by the society we lived in, where the skills that had been valued were so different from what mattered now, and where the hierarchies and social roles which people had taken for granted now meant very little.


  I heard footsteps behind meit was Rani.


  Sahib, I had an idea.


  I saw that her gloom had given way to a look of determination.


  Mr Kundu is worried because he says we have a stockpile of food to last only a couple of weeks, but that is because you people are so used to buying food from a supermarket. Back in my village, we grew our own food.


  She pointed to the garden to our right.


  We can grow a lot of food there. There are nurseries nearby. We can send a team to gather seeds and get to work.


  Rani, you are a genius.


  We rushed back to Kundu with the idea and he issued another belly-rumbling laugh, which seemed to lift everyones mood. Now that he had a renewed sense of purpose, he stood up and got to work, getting his crew ready to head to the nursery and asking Rani what they would need. I knew virtually nothing about this, having grown up in a world where you never really had to think about how food got to your table. It also brought home to me that while we were feeling so lost in the world we found ourselves in, the many millions living in villages were probably coping far better than us. They were less reliant on electronic crutches, derived less purpose in life from going to offices, and were far more self-reliant when it came to food and water.


  I looked around at the tall apartment towers around me. They looked so big, so solid, indeed our lives had seemed so predictable and stableonly now were we realizing just how fragile a foundation it had all been built on.


  I continued walking through the area and passed Yash as he was coming off guard duty, no doubt headed back home to get some rest before he re-joined duty in the evening.


  Hey Yash, how are the other guys on guard duty holding up?


  Everyones shit scared. Hardly anyone is prepared to deal with trouble if it comes. Theyre bankers, students, accountants, and so on. Do you think another gang will come?


  I asked him to take a seat on a garden bench. Yash, if the situation continues as it is, it is just a matter of time before someone tries to hit us again. A gang or just a bunch of people desperate for food.


  When I told him about Haiko having been robbed, presumably by someone in the neighbourhood, his eyes widened in shock.


  Yash, none of us has lived in a world like this, but at least you and I had seen a side of life where there was discipline, training, and yes, fighting. That world was our dojo.


  His eyes seemed to focus as he realized where I was going with this.


  There were six brown belts at the dojo who live in the neighbourhood. Find them and some of the other boys and girls who were at least sixteen years old and senior belts. Get them to start training those were putting on guard duty and anyone else who wants to learn.


  Do you think itll help?


  Look, realistically, they are not going to be able to take on a hardened criminal with a few days of training. But it will make them less helpless if they do need to get into a scrap, and most importantly, it will give them confidence.


  He nodded and was about to walk away, when we heard the urgent blasts of a whistle. Many more times than we had instructed anyone to blow their whistle. A sign of panic.


  All our strategies had come to naughtin their distress, one of the patrols had forgotten the specific number of blasts we had assigned to each checkpoint. So we had to rely on our judgement to figure out the direction the whistles were coming from. I took a bicycle and rode hard towards the checkpoint at the road headed towards Ghatkopar. When I reached, I was aghast at what I saw.


  Our four guards were standing there, one of them blowing on his whistle, the others backed up against a car which we had placed there as a barrier and pleading with a large crowd of at least thirty people, who were shouting at them. As I got closer, I realized what a wretched bunch the crowd was. Even when things had been normal, they had probably been eking out a hand-to-mouth existence, living in the many slums that dotted the neighbouring areas. With no power, no food, no income and no security, their lives would have become even more difficult and dangerous.


  I stepped in front of our guards, all of whom were visibly frightened and shaken. A woman carrying a child spoke up. We have nothing now. No food, no jobs, and looters are attacking our homes at night. Let us in, please. Please, for gods sake, let us in.


  I looked at the child, perhaps no more than three years old, dried snot caking his nose and tears still flowing down his face. I looked into the crowd and saw that it was entirely made up of women, children and the elderly. I was about to let them in when it occurred to me that I could not take such a decision without checking with the others first. Now, our safety and our resources were a collective responsibility and while we had talked of gathering food and water and dealing with potential looters, we had never really considered what to do with those seeking refuge. I asked the crowd to wait while I checked with our committee and I rode back to ask the others for advice.


  Kundu was the first to respond. We were idiots to not have considered this a real possibility. Look at how hard we think we have it, and imagine those poor buggers out there, with no food, no security, living in the darkness and seeing our lights up and running at night. No wonder they came here for help.


  Mrs Khatri seemed lost in thought and Bhagat was also dithering. I guess all of them were as conflicted as I was. While our own survival and security was on our minds, could we turn our backs on those so much more in need than us? I ventured a suggestion. Could we just let the women, kids and aged in?


  Who are we to decide who is deserving of getting refuge and those who are not? It was the General who had responded. Till then he had been sitting in a corner, smoking a cigarette and watching us debate. He now stood up and faced all of us.


  We need to take a decision. Either we let in all refugees or we dont. Just consider this thoughif we are in this for months or years, at what point and on what basis do we decide we have more people than we can provide food or security for? Where will all of them sleep? Where will they go to take a bath, or indeed, go to the toilet?


  Then he turned sharply towards Mrs Khatri. Dont look at me like that, Malini. Would you let the refugees sleep in your home?


  She was about to respond with indignation when he asked another question. What happens when there are five refugees for each of our homes, and then ten? What then?


  Mrs Khatri sat back down, looking deflated, as the General continued. I am not heartless, but we do have to face the reality that we are in the early stages of a crisis that none of us is ready for and perhaps none of us still fully comprehends. In such a situation, should we focus on at least protecting and providing for our own families, or should we take in others? As tough a call as it is, I vote for us to turn away any refugee who was not originally a resident of one of our societies.


  Everyone looked at each other and then finally Kundu spoke in a whisper, I agree with the General.


  Bhagat said he agreed as well, as did representatives of four other societies present. Mrs Khatri was the only one to vote in favour of letting in the refugees but she added, through choked back tears, I hate to say it, but I understand what youre saying, General. Yet my heart says were wrong.


  They looked at me. I closed my eyes, picturing the child I had just seen. I am not an elected member here, I said, and my vote counts for nothing, but we are all sticking together because somewhere we have decided that we need to look out for each other, not just watch out for our own interests. Where do we draw that boundary of what defines us and them? Who are we to decide who can enter a street that, till a few days ago, was open to everyone? If there really are terrorists out there who have done this to our nation and our world, arent we better off increasing the number of people we include in us and sticking together against the threats we all face?


  I saw Mrs Khatri and Kundu look away, but the others looked straight at me, no doubt thinking of their own families and children. Indeed, Bhagat said as much. You have no family to take care of, young man. I have two kids and an old mother depending on me. Getting them to survive has to take priority.


  I could see where he was coming from, and I honestly had no compelling answer to the Generals questions. He got up and walked towards me, surprising me with what he said next.


  My legs arent up to walking that far, so please give me a ride on your cycle and Ill tell those poor people myself.


  My respect for the General went up several notches. He was the one who had proposed the tough decision we were making, and he was not hiding behind the committee, but going out to convey the decision himself. My uncle had often talked about the proud tradition in the Indian Army of officers leading from the front, and now I was seeing that in action.


  When we reached the checkpoint, the General whispered to me to have my gun ready in hand.


  General, these are women and kids.


  He looked sharply at me, and said, his voice taking on a harsh note I had never heard before, Do as I tell you, boy!


  Pandey came up to us and the General asked him to have his rifle at the ready as we approached the checkpoint. Seeing the guns, the crowd took a few steps back.


  I am sorry for the troubles you are going through, the General said, but we are all affected. We also do not have much food or water and must look after our own families, and it is impossible for us to accommodate more people from outside. Please go back to your homes or find some other safe area.


  A woman wailed in despair and another shouted out something in Marathi, but the General stood firm.


  Please go back down the road you came and do not try and approach this checkpoint again. We sympathize with your problems but we have to defend our homes and families as well.


  Pandey took a step forward and raised his rifle to his shoulder. Several in the crowd whimpered and they began falling back. Pandey took another step forward and they began running, dropping a few of their meagre possessions along the way.


  I looked down, ashamed of what we had done.


  The General spoke to Pandey. Gather the larger dogs. People had so many damn pets, lets put them to some use. Having a couple of large dogs at each checkpoint will dissuade some people. Also ask around for binoculars and have guard posts on at least one building overlooking each approach road. Our people could use some advance warning.


  Then he turned to me.


  Aadi, dont feel so bad. If we had let them in, the men would have followed in a few seconds, and then wed have a bloody riot on our hands.


  Men?


  He pointed towards the road the refugees had fled down, and I saw a group of eight or ten men standing there, glaring at us. One of them shook his fist angrily at us.


  I saw it all the time in peacekeeping operations in Sri Lanka and the Congo. Never thought Id live to see the day when wed have refugees in our own city.


  As I pedalled back with the General behind me, I realized I still had much to learn. I had neither spotted nor anticipated that the refugees would have left the men behind, hoping to gain entry with the women and kids. That made our decision a bit easier to swallow, but only a bit.


  It was just three in the afternoon and I was dead tired. We used to complain about long days at work, but sitting in front of a laptop or on calls did not compare to having to walk or pedal wherever you wanted to go, not to mention being on edge all the time for the next thing to go wrong.


  I had been sitting near the garden, watching Rani explain to her team where they would begin planting the seeds they had got from the nurseries. While our societies were not filled with farmers, there seemed to be enough gardening enthusiasts who now had an outlet for their hobby which had been otherwise impossible to pursue living in our concrete jungle. What was even more amusing was watching a team of managers, teachers and bureaucrats take orders from Rani. Before, each of them probably earned more money in a year than Rani would see in her lifetime, but how things had changed. Now what mattered was the real value you added to the community and the real-world skills you had, not numbers in your bank account.


  I was smiling to myself when I spotted Megha coming out of the club. She leaned against one of the columns at the entrance and I could see even from a distance that she was distraught. I ran over to her and when I reached her, she buried her face in my shoulder.


  Whats wrong?


  The third suicide today. I dont know how much more I can take.


  I was dumbstruck. Three suicides in one day? In all the years Id lived here, we had heard of only one suicide, and that had become something of a media circus, simply because it was so rare.


  Who were they? What happened?


  All different stories. A woman who lost her husband last year and had been dealing with depression; a man with cancer who realized there would be no more painkillers for some time; and a young girl whose boyfriend was on an overnight flight when it happened. She couldnt cope with the fact that he most likely would not have made it. One thing in commonall of them lost hope and lost the will to live.


  I held Megha, not knowing how to comfort her. I had been so focused on moving into action, on somehow coping with the changes that had been forced on us, and Id been with others like Pandey and Nitish who were handling the situation similarly, that I had been blind to the fact that others may have reacted very differently. How many more people would we lose before this was over? Assuming it would get over, that is. I had to make a conscious effort of will to push that thought far away in the deep recesses of my mind. If I let myself go too far down that line of thinking, I would perhaps add my name to list of those who had given up on life.


  Megha took a deep breath and sat up, facing me. I could see the tears still flowing, but her eyes had a renewed look of determination.


  I need to get back. We have two pretty sick kids in there and I need to do what I can.


  As she started to get up, I held on to her hand. She looked at me, a curious look in her eyes.


  Whats wrong?


  I told her about the refugees and how it had felt to turn away people who would struggle to stay alive out in the black of the city. I stopped mid-sentence, realizing that my conscience and how I felt mattered very little versus the real issues of life and death Megha and Dr Guenther were dealing with.


  Forget it, Megha. Youve got work to do and enough on your mind.


  I let go of her hand and then, to my shock, she leaned forward and kissed me. When she drew away, she seemed almost embarrassed, and I held her face and kissed her back.


  She smiled and said, Aadi, our world is really screwed up and perhaps the lives we knew are gone forever, but whenever I meet you, I realize that there are still things to look forward to, that there are still people who give a damn. Thats what makes you special.


  As she got up to leave, I thought about it and then decided to say what was on my mind. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.


  Megha, if you want, you canI mean, Id like it if you stayed with me. You dont need to sleep on the floor in the club. No, I dont mean it that way. I mean, I do have a sofa bed


  God, I was making such a hash of things that I was grateful when Megha stopped me.


  Come by at night and pick me up.


  Sir, I know the bastards who broke into Haiko.


  We had cremated those who had committed suicide in the evening. It had been a sombre affair, and had brought home to all of us just how fragile our lives were. I didnt linger there for long, but took another round of the checkpoints and saw that the dogs were already in place. I had been thinking of going to pick up Megha in a while, when Pandey had to put a dampener on my evening plans with his news.


  Who is it?


  He unloaded with a few choice expletives before getting to the point.


  Bloody politicians never improve. He supposedly created a huge jewellery business from nothing and then became a big-shot MLA or something at one point. He has bodyguards with machine guns with him at all times. One of the guards at his society is an old friend of mine and I passed them this morning. He didnt say anything, must be shit-scared, but asked me to look at the garbage being dumped behind the back gate. I saw many Haiko plastic bags and empty cartons of packed food.


  Once again we were back in the meeting room at our society. I had picked Megha up along the way, and if she was disappointed at having this detour on what would otherwise effectively have been our first date, she didnt show it. The General was more subdued than I had ever seen him. Megha leaned towards me and whispered, One of those who committed suicide was an old friend of his.


  Pandey had told everyone gathered there about who he thought had looted Haiko. The diamond merchant, a Mr Sinha, lived in one of the newer societies, a premium and exclusive building set apart from all the others. That building also had a number of expats, including several high-ranking executives, and so security was always tight, supplemented by Mr Sinhas gunmen. They were one of the societies which had rejected our offer of working together.


  Mrs Khatriwho was looking more and more distraught every time I saw her, with the strains of managing things beginning to take their tollspoke with a sigh, We are not the police. We cannot accuse them without proof and really have no jurisdiction to do anything about it. After all, we ourselves may be breaking into shops before long.


  What she said was true and that made it even more frustrating. Bhagat swore at the injustice of it all, and the General finally spoke. Malini, youre right, but if we take this to its logical conclusion, every society will be at war with each other over food, water or electricity. We either try and live together in a civilized manner or fall apart like barbarians. What they have done is the act of barbarians.


  Bhagat sneered. Mr Sinha never came for any of the local events and only once did he show up at the club when the managing committees of all the societies had got together to plan a fest. He acted like we were all beneath him somehow. He and his bloody bodyguards. If one of us goes to him, hell be insulted and bloody throw a fit or worse.


  A few others nodded and shouted their agreement, and I wondered what they were rousing themselves up for. Were we going to storm the building? Could we realistically do anything about it?


  Anu chimed in as well. Hes very old school. If you arent someone of what he considers to be an appropriate status, he wont even talk to you.


  I stood up and addressed them all. Look, you may have had your problems with Mr Sinha, but he doesnt know me at all. In fact, I really am a nobody to him. So I have nothing to lose. Let me swing by his society and see if I can get something moving.


  When I reached the building with tall wrought-iron gates, I noticed that no lights were on; there were just a few candles and lamps lit. I was greeted by a man wearing a khaki safari suit and carrying a sten gun. One of Mr Sinhas personal bodyguards, I presumed. The two building guards were in the background, watching.


  I need to speak with Mr Sinha.


  Its dark and we dont allow anyone in. What is your business?


  Tell him I have a business proposition for him. One he will regret passing on.


  The guard smirked, perhaps amused at my audacity, and went inside. I waited, wondering if I had overplayed my hand, and then took confidence from the fact that I had done this before. Sure, not many of the skills gained sitting in an office were useful now, but convincing people to part with their hard-earned money was. Whether it was convincing a big tycoon to sell his company to a multinational, or bringing two estranged business partners to the table to arrange an equity sale, I had done it before, and I was hoping those same skills and insights would help me now. What I had gathered about Mr Sinha reinforced my gut. While he was not particularly liked for being aloof, the reality was that he had come here as a refugee of the Partition, with no money to his name, he had worked hard and become a billionaire. And, as a politician, he had a reputation for being clean and had actually done things to improve the lot of people in the area.


  After a few minutes the gate creaked open and I saw a man flanked by two armed guards. He was supporting himself on a walking stick and had sharp eyes, but a kind smile. Nothing like the ogre the others had made him out to be. Again, consistent with my experience of first-generation entrepreneurs who had made it bigsmart cookies, and often with their hearts in the right place. His eyes told me that it was unlikely he had stolen the food. There was no hesitation or guilt in them. Either he was the best actor I had ever met, or his guards had stolen the food without his knowledge.


  Sir, I


  He stopped me cold.


  You are the young man who fought the gang, I suppose?


  I didnt know how he had guessed that, so I waited for him to finish.


  When I heard a young man was here promising an opportunity I couldnt refuse, I thought it must be the same person. Tell me, how can I help you?


  Sir, let me get to the point. Your guards, whether at your bidding or not, have looted Haiko of food that should be shared with all societies around here.


  His widening eyes told me that he didnt know the food had been stolen. He glanced sharply at the guards and I saw a look in their eyes I did not like. He saw it too and when he looked at me next and nodded, I knew I had his attention.


  You created a great business and have served honestly in office, neither of which matters now since that world is gone, perhaps never to return in quite the shape we knew it. But the question is, what legacy will you leave in the world we have now?


  He gazed back at me and I could see he was thinking. He motioned to one of his guards. Gobind, we are not thieves. Return all the food that was taken.


  And starve? the guard asked. The other security men were smart to leave and strike out on their own. Were here and we have to make do with what we have.


  Gobind, I ordered you. Return the food.


  The guard took a step towards the old man.


  I dont take orders from you anymore. We need a secure place to sleep and live and thats the only reason were still here. Your money means nothing now, and your business is gone. Now youre just an old man and were young men with guns.


  I had to make a decision and fast. The bottom line was that we could not have armed men like this in our midst. Sooner or later, they would turn on the people in their building and then on the others. As Gobind raised his gun at Mr Sinha, I took out my pistol and pointed it at his head, the barrel just an inch from his temple.


  Drop the gun and take a step back.


  He paused, as his friend considered his options.


  If you dont do as I say, I will blow your brains out, I promise you.


  He took a step back and glared at me, but dropped his gun. I told his friend to do likewise and both of them took a step back as I kicked the weapons out of reach.


  Pandeyji.


  As my mentor at work Dhruv had taught mebe confident in your Plan A, but always have a Plan B. My Plan B came marching out of the darknessPandey carrying his rifle and Yash and three college kids from the dojo whom he had got for the mission. They picked up the weapons and then I turned to the two guards.


  We will not tolerate looters in our midst. Leave now. These men will see you out beyond our checkpoints and well spread the word that you are no longer welcome here.


  They swore at me, but they had no option. When they left, Mr Sinha looked at me, relief in his eyes.


  I was blinded by the power and protection I took for granted. Thats why I didnt entertain thoughts of joining the others. I thought we could manage till things got back to normal.


  Sir, we do need you and I have a proposal for you. Join our societieswe can help you get your generator working, and these weapons will help keep all of us secure. Also, nobody in our societies has any real experience of leading a large group of people, outside of offices. General Lamba does, but he is getting on in years. Youve built a huge business from nothing, youve led people in politics and worked in the area. You could really help us.


  He looked at me, a strange look in his eyes.


  Young man, I will help in any way I can, but you dont need a new leader. They just need to see who the real leader here is. And that is you.


  EIGHT


  How is my all-conquering hero?


  Megha said the words with a big smile when I came home. I had always said and believed that being single gave me freedom, that it left me with the ability to make choices without being weighed down. That day, I realized just how good it could feel to come home to someone.


  I knew Meghas smile was taking a lot of effort. A patient had died that day, an elderly man who had passed on after a heart attack, and there had been one more suicide. I had dealt with my own share of stresses and worries, and so when we met, smiled, hugged and kissed, it was just that extra special, because in each other, we managed to leave behind, if only for the moment, all the things that were worrying us.


  We prepared dinner together, a modest affair of juice, nuts, bread and some canned beans. It was hardly a grand feast, but both of us were tired and famished, and we ate in silence. When we finished, we put all of the waste into a bag which I would throw in the communal dump the next morning. There were no society employees to take away the garbage, something I had taken for granted all these years. Now, as with so many other things, we had to take responsibility for our own garbage and throw it in an old construction site which Kundu had designated as the communal dump. It was still pretty close to many societies, and I knew sooner or later we would have to think of a more permanent solution.


  We need to get a gas cylinder or a portable stove from somewhere. Ill make you some hot soup tomorrow.


  I looked up at Meghas remark and smiled. So she would be here tomorrow night as well. I held her from behind and nibbled at her ears.


  Still hungry?


  We walked to the drawing room and were on the sofa, kissing, when she suddenly gasped and sat back, looking out the window. I followed her gaze. The first night, I had thought our city had been painted black. Now that blackness was punctuated by an eerie glow.


  The glow of many reddish-yellow flames burning on the horizon.


  We both went to the balcony and looked out.


  That looks like south Mumbai.


  Fires were burning out of control over a large area of the city, and we stood there, watching it, realizing that the danger we had known was out there, was not very far from us after all.


  Is it the terrorists?


  I had no answer to Meghas whispered question. It could have been terrorists, looters, rioting between different groups, or even just an accidental fire that was now spreading with nobody to rein it in. There was no way we could find out what had happened, but the devastating results were laid out before us. I looked around and saw almost every balcony occupied by people looking at the flames, wondering what was going on in the city we called home. We stood there for a long time, holding each others hands and watching the flames. Life had never been as unpredictable and never been so much out of our control.


  As we walked back to the sofa, I looked at Megha, not sure if she was any longer in the mood. She looked back at me and smiled. When everything around us is going up in flames and when our world could end at any point, we should at least enjoy the moments we have together.


  I led her to my bedroom and drew the curtains. We could not stop the mayhem that was engulfing our world, but for just a few hours, we could shut it out.


  When I woke up, I felt Meghas head on my chest. She was still fast asleep, and I lay still, feeling her breath on my chest, feeling her warmth against me, feeling her body rise and fall gently as she breathed. It had been a long time, perhaps for the first time since college, that I had felt myself being drawn this strongly towards someone. In college, it had been a case of adolescent hormones, but this was something much stronger. Was it just our circumstances that had made us seek comfort in each others arms? Would our relationship sustain if things got back to normal?


  I put those thoughts out of my mind. What might have been and what might be in the future did not matter. The only thing that mattered was the here and now. The beautiful woman with me, and the few moments of joy we could give each other in the black world we lived in now. If the last few days had taught me something, it was the futility of planning. In my office, we had made such a ritual out of talking about long-term career objectives, of making grand plans of the promotions wed have, of the money wed earn, of the designations wed have. Now, we lived in a world where daily survival was the ultimate, and only, prizethose promotions, bonuses and other trinkets of upward mobility counted for nothing.


  I felt Megha stir and she looked up at me.


  Good morning.


  When she said the words, lying next to me, it was easy to believe that it would indeed be a good morning. That was till we heard a loud thud and then people screaming.


  Dr Guenther had the body carried inside as fast as he could and a crew cleaned up the area, but a body does make a bit of a mess when it falls ten storeys. Much more than they would have you believe in the movies. A young boy, who had been undergoing medication for depression, had jumped from his balcony after telling his parents that he had nothing to look forward to. If a seventeen-year-old could come to that conclusion, I wondered what all the older folk were thinking.


  Aadi, people are starting to unravel slowly, Guenther said. The initial shock gave way to some constructive action when we were faced with the gang, and then the immediate need of getting food and water, but when people have time to sit down and consider where we are and where we are heading, it is easy to lose hope.


  What the doctor left unsaid was the damage that each suicide did to everyone left behind. The meeting that morning was a depressing one. General Lamba was in a corner, looking pale and gaunt. The stresses of the last few days and the loss of his friend were clearly beginning to tell on him. Everyone else was silent and looking downcast. I had thought Id tell them about the weapons wed got from Mr Sinhas guardsthere hadnt been time the evening before. Now, with two sten guns and three pistols, our armoury was substantially increased. Each checkpoint could have one person armed with a firearm. Pandey would already have started his basic weapons-handling lessons, having selected a crew of three young men who had been in the NCC to handle the pistols and Akif and Ismail, summoning up their half-forgotten military training, would be handling the sten guns. It was a step-change in our ability to defend ourselves, but I doubted if any of that would lift the mood in the room.


  I heard a tapping noise and looked up to see Mr Sinha walk into the room. Everyone had heard about his society agreeing to join us, but nobody had expected him to come in person. As one, everyone looked at him.


  Good morning, everyone.


  I could see Mrs Khatri start to say something, but she stopped mid-sentence, perhaps too shocked at his sudden appearance. Mr Sinha sat down on an empty chair and looked around, a smile playing at the edges of his lips. I know you all think Im very reserved and dont mix with people, and to be honest, I dont. Not because I dont want to, but because I spend eighteen hours a day working.


  A few people looked away as he continued, My family had a huge construction business in Lahore and then overnight we lost it all during the Partition and became penniless refugees. We had to start all over again and I built what I did, what became the all-consuming legacy of mine. And then, overnight, all of it disappeared again, in the blackness that overtook our world.


  He had everyones attention now.


  I dealt with it the wrong way, by hunkering down, by being selfish, and then I was reminded of how to react to such situations, how my own family came back from nothing. By learning to trust and help each other, through the kindness of strangers, by opening our doors to those we do not know. That is what I want to offer now. I am an old man, alone, my Saroj passed away years ago and my children are in the US, but if I can help, I will. That lesson is something a certain young man taught me so well last night.


  He gestured towards me, and all eyes in the room turned to me. I involuntarily took a step back. It was ironic: in my career, I had spent years seeking the limelight, seeking out recognition, seeking out badges of progress, but now that real lives were at stake and not, as Dhruv had so presciently said, numbers on a spreadsheet, those seemed like trifles.


  The General got up. Mr Sinha, thank you for joining us. Certainly, together we are stronger than if we were alone. We have been managing as a committee, but to be honest, we are struggling. None of us has experience of leading a large community, but you do, both in leading a billion-dollar business empire and as an elected leader. You could help us, and I think many of us would welcome you joining our leadership team.


  Mr Sinha looked at me, a twinkle in his eye. That young man also taught me that being a true leader does not mean having a position or title.


  That day was spent in the daily routine of activities that defined our schedulesgathering water, helping with the planting of crops, conducting training on how to deal with emergencies, and so on. To be honest, I thought people were focusing on whatever task they could find at hand to keep their anxieties from overcoming them. All of us had seen the fires the previous night, and even now we could see several pillars of black smoke rising over the horizon. Once in a while people would stop, gaze at the smoke and wonder aloud what had happened, but none of us had any answers to offer.


  Nitish did manage to get us all to focus on immediate problems when he shared the fact that keeping the lifts powered all the time would mean that we would run out of diesel for our generators in less than a week. While some people still moaned and groaned, and it took a debate that lasted more than an hour, ultimately we did manage on a compromise. The lifts would run every alternate hour during the day, and would be shut at night between midnight and six in the morning till we were able to get more fuel. People volunteered to have the diesel in their cars siphoned for a common pool, and Nitish and a few volunteers got to work.


  As we walked out, I saw Rani at work with her crew and once again had to smile at the out-of-shape, middle-aged executives and office-dwellers working under her strict supervision. I asked her what she was planting.


  Things that will grow fast so we have some food supply soon, she said. Things like beet. In a month we can have something. Also some things well need but will take more time, like potatoes.


  It was late afternoon when I could finally walk to the club to check on Megha. She was sitting against a wall, looking totally drained.


  Aadi, we lost another patient and there has been one more suicide.


  I sat next to her and let her talk and get the frustration out of her system. Sometimes that was the best you could do.


  Healthcare was something we took for granted. But now that were back to where we were perhaps a hundred years ago, illnesses that were no more than minor inconveniences are becoming killers. Were struggling to keep some stocks of insulin under refrigeration, but its draining the hell out of our generator, and well run out soon enough. So diabetics will be at severe risk. Two people have died of heart attacks; if we had a full-fledged hospital with defibrillators running they may have lived. And at least one of the suicide cases was on antidepressants which ran out and we had no resupplies.


  We were fast moving into the kind of society none of us had experienced. The world we had lived in was considered civilized largely because our advancements in technology and science had helped even those who were unwell have a shot at a full and healthy life. In the black world we inhabited now, it was much more Darwinian, truly a survival of the fittest, and the sick and the old were being hit first and hit hardest.


  In a city the size of Mumbai, there must be stocks of drugs out there.


  No sooner had I said the words when I realized just how difficult a proposition it would be to scout such a huge area on bicycle, especially if there were looters or terrorists around.


  I just wish there was one goddamn car that was working.


  We sat in silence for a while, holding hands, savouring the comfort our company was giving each other in the midst of all the gloom. When I got up to leave, planning to do a round of the checkpoints before night fell, my ears caught a sound I had not heard in many days.


  The sound of an automobile engine.


  As I rode the bicycle towards the checkpoint near the lane that led into the Nahar area next to SM Shetty School with Megha behind me, I could hear shouts of excitement and people milling on the streets. A few days earlier, nobody would have thought anything of a vehicle driving through the crowded streets, but now it was as if people had never seen or heard a car before. As we reached the checkpoint, I could see a crowd already gathered there, staring at an auto-rickshaw. The driver was a thin man wearing white clothes which had turned sooty brown from dust and dirt and was grinning at us.


  Let me in and point that bloody gun somewhere else.


  I realized that that one of the guards was pointing his pistol at the vehicle, and I gently touched his shoulder and asked him to lower it. I also noticed that in his excitement and nervousness, he had forgotten to flick the safety off. Clearly we needed more than just guns to defend ourselves, and we would need to train our folks much more. I walked towards the auto-rickshaw.


  How the hell did you get this to work?


  The driver looked at me with a slightly sheepish grin.


  Ever since they made us put on the fancy meters and gadgets, Id found a way to mess with them and connect the engine directly, the old-fashioned way. When my auto-rickshaw would not start the morning after the lights went off, I tried it the other way and it worked.


  It seemed to tally with what Nitish had said about the generators as well. Anything with modern electronics or circuits had been fried, but rewiring them the way they had been before modern computers and circuits seemed to work.


  Can you fix other auto-rickshaws?


  He smiled at me, and I saw the glint in his eyes. Yes, I can, but for that you need to let me in and let me stay here.


  Wait here and Ill be back.


  We had a ten-minute debate on it, and several of the society leaders talked about how we had turned refugees back before. That was when Mr Sinha stepped in. Part of dealing with crises is being pragmatic and being able to change as circumstances change. Yes, weve turned people back before, but this man brings a skill we dont have here and which could improve our chances of getting through this. Lets allow him in and deal with other refugees as they come.


  As I looked around the room, I realized that perhaps most of the people there agreed with Mr Sinha, but they had been waiting for someone to make that decision for them.


  The driver, who told us his name was Mahadev, was soon in front of us, looking pretty awkward at all the attention he was getting. Mr Sinha was explaining the rules to him. Stay here and find a spot inside the club or one of the common areas to sleep. Help fix as many auto-rickshaws as you can find and youll then be in-charge of our transport department, helping ferry people and supplies. But remember one thing. Your messing with the meters would have got you jailed in the old world. If you get any ideas about bending the rules or laws here or perhaps stealing something, youll get much worse than jail. This young man will put a bullet in your head.


  It took me a second to realize Mr Sinha was talking about me. Mahadev looked long and hard at me, and at the pistol tucked into my belt. Then he shuffled out to get to work, and several people in the room broke out into grins.


  Thanks for making me the resident executioner.


  Mr Sinha grinned back at me. We are all old fogeys and unlikely to scare anyone. To set the rules, whether in an office, a municipality or in the neighbourhood we call home, you need the carrot and the stick; the motivation and the muscle.


  If only for a short while, it was easy to forget just how brutal and hard our lives had become. People were lining the streets. Someone was passing around drinks from a previously concealed stash of beer, and in the absence of any working music system that would be loud enough to be heard in such a large open area, a group of kids had decided to entertain us with their badly off-key rendition of One Direction songs. It was loud, it was chaotic, but most importantly, it was to celebrate the return of one aspect of what we had taken for granted.


  The ability to drive and be driven from one place to another.


  Mahadev, either to demonstrate that he could indeed earn his keep, and perhaps out of fear at seeing me constantly shadow him, armed with my pistol, had attacked his new job with gusto. We had found five auto-rickshaws, the drivers of which were around, either having lived nearby or, in the case of three of them, having slept in them after a late-night ride. Mahadev had managed to jury-rig the vehicles and now he was leading them in a procession down Central Avenue to the delight of the cheering crowds lining the street.


  He stopped just in front of where I was standing. I did it, didnt I?


  That you did. The question, my friend, is where you have been and what you have seen. Let the circus get over and then well have a little chat.


  His grin disappeared as he slunk back inside the auto-rickshaw and continued his parade.


  Ten minutes later, Mahadev and I were sitting near our checkpoint overlooking Powai Lake. I had asked the guards there to give us some space, but certainly having four men nearby, one of them armed with a sten gun, made Mahadev even more uncomfortable than he already was.


  So, Mahadev, tell me your story. We have no idea whats going on out there in the city and youre coming from there. Tell me what youve seen and done.


  He shuffled a bit uncomfortably as he replied. I woke up that morning and everything was black. My auto-rickshaw wouldnt start either. Like so many people, I waited for things to get back to normal, but nothing happened. When people started panicking, I tried fixing my auto-rickshaw and it worked.


  I leaned in closer to him.


  Ive heard that story, and Ive said nothing so far because I wanted you to help fix a few more auto-rickshaws. Which part of Mumbai were you in?


  I was in Juhu.


  Really? And was it peaceful there? With the only running auto-rickshaw around, didnt you attract any attention from looters?


  He looked down as if thinking through his answer. Yes, it was fine. I mean, there were some looters around, but with my auto-rickshaw, nobody caught up with me. I saw the lights on here in the night and drove over to seek refuge.


  I grabbed him by his collar and pulled him towards me.


  If you lie, I wont shoot you but I will smash every single one of your teeth out with my bare hands. Think very carefully before you answer.


  His eyes were wide as he looked at me now.


  Explain the two bullet holes in the side of your auto.


  He froze, looking left to right as if that would somehow save him from having to answer. I repeated the question, this time pulling him towards me so his face was inches from mine.


  When I was in Juhu, I saw a group of masked men carrying guns. They took a shot at me and I tried to drive out of there but they stopped me. Some of them were speaking in a strange language, but others were locals. They asked me to drive them around and I did. I was shit scared, what else could I do?


  How did you get out alive?


  One night when they were sleeping, I made a break for it. They got a couple of bullets in the auto but I made it out.


  Why didnt you say anything about this before?


  His eyes were now even wider, and it was clear that the fear of being shot or beaten by me was far overshadowed by the fear those men had put in him.


  I felt guilty and ashamed for helping them. These guys were not ordinary looters. They carried big guns and spoke of missions and tactics. And one daythey attacked this police party and massacred them, and I helped drive them to their position.


  I could see he was shaking. His story made sense given what the pilot had told us, and I wondered if this was the same group that had attacked the pilot and the cops with him. I let go of his collar. The pilot had told us this was an enemy attack, and of terrorists in the city. Hearing about them from Mahadev and having seen the flames in the city skyline at night now made that threat much more imminent and real. Faced with circumstances like that, I couldnt bring myself to be angry with Mahadev. He had done what he needed to in order to survive, and if he had indirectly helped the enemy, he could certainly make amends now.


  Mahadev, I need you to help us here. Take the other drivers and use them as your crew to drive the auto-rickshaws and ferry supplies, and I need you to convert a couple of the auto-rickshaws to patrol vehicles. Strip out the covering so that people inside can take a shot in any direction. Also, if older vehicles can work, can you look for any trucks or buses that you can start? Ive seen many abandoned ones that look quite old. That would be a huge help to us in getting water supplies.


  Relieved that he was off the hook, he thanked me profusely and got to work. I stood there, looking at the lake in the distance, its calm waters belying the storm that had engulfed our world. Inside our little community, we were trying to maintain security and give ourselves a sense of normalcy, but the city outside was anything but secure. I wondered when that danger would come knocking on our doors and whether wed be ready to face it.


  It was six in the evening and I had done my rounds of our checkpoints, taken around by Mahadev who had somehow become my designated driver. He had corralled a group of seven drivers, including the five whose autos we had jury-rigged. As with the domestic help, most drivers had left after the first day or two, hoping to reach their families in Mumbai. The men who stayed back had no immediate families in the city and, in return for their stay in the neighbourhood, they now essentially formed a common pool of drivers for our use. Fuel was still something we could not take for granted, though we had voted on siphoning it from all stranded vehicles. The purist might have considered it theft, and it was one more small way in which we were leaving the standards and definitions of the old world behind.


  The priority task for the auto-rickshaws was to help with the water supply, and I could see big grins from Kundu and his teams. It had been a critical task, but an arduous one, to carry water from the lake in buckets tied behind bicycles. With one stroke our water supply system had been immensely improved. The second important task for the auto-rickshaws was to help us with security. Now, we had the capability of getting our guns to any checkpoint within minutes. We had two designated security auto-rickshaws, which Mahadev had stripped of all covering. Pandey, Akif, Ismail and I were to rotate roving duties to ensure at least one person with a gun was awake in an auto-rickshaw during the night.


  That night, Pandey had given me a knowing glance and suggested I take the duty that ended before midnight so I could get a good nights sleep. Meghas moving in with me was hardly a secret and I was glad that Pandey had cut me that much slack.


  Sir, why dont you use a sten gun instead of that little pistol? Mahadev asked as we ended our round.


  In the NCC, we trained with pistols and rifles but Ive never shot at anyone with a rifle before. I would probably just spray rounds here and there. Akif and Ismail have used assault rifles before in the military and will use them much more effectively, I replied. What I left unsaid was that I had persisted with the little .22, instead of taking one of much more powerful 9mm pistols we had recovered from Sinhas guards, because it was the weapon that I had been blooded with in the confrontation with the gang. And having lived through my first terrifying firefight, I looked at it as a good luck charm of sorts.


  Should I drop you at the club?


  Yes, and pick Pandeyji up for his rounds. Well need both auto-rickshaws up and running early morning, so try and get some sleep at night. I suspect refugees wont try and get through in the middle of night, but I do expect more to come when the sun rises.


  We had turned back more than four groups of refugees that day, and in all cases, nothing more than some raised voices and pointing of guns had been needed. However, as the crisis dragged on, and people got more desperate, I wondered how ugly things might get. Could any of our people shoot innocent refugees? Could I?


  Earlier, we had gone out in three of the auto-rickshaws to explore nearby areas. One of our first destinations had been the Renaissance Hotel across the lake. We had seen some lights flickering there at night, seemingly candles that someone had lit, and we wanted to both see if anyone there needed help as well as check if there might be food and supplies. When we reached the hotel, we immediately turned back. The approach road was littered with corpses, several of security guards, and we saw three men standing near the gate, carrying knives and swords. They did not look like the men that had attacked us, but clearly another gang was operating in the vicinity. On the way back, we passed word to our checkpoints, especially the ones near the lake, that they were to stay alert.


  As I entered the club, I saw Megha sitting at the reception desk, her eyes blazing with anger.


  What happened? I asked as I sat down next to her.


  She looked at me and I saw that there were tears welling up in her eyes. I put my arm around her, and I could tell that she was trembling.


  Megha, what happened?


  She buried her face in my shoulder. Dr Guenther and his wife, Marie, who had been helping out as a nurse, came out of one of the rooms inside.


  Doctor, whats going on?


  Maybe you should come in and see for yourself.


  I followed them in and saw a young girl, perhaps no more than fifteen years old, sitting on one of the beds. Her face was swollen and red and it was clear someone had beaten her badly. She was draped in a sheet and I could see torn clothes piled into a corner. She was sobbing and when she looked up at me, I recognized her as one of the girls who had been helping Rani in the garden.


  Bhaiya. He beat me. He


  Her voice trailed off as she looked down and cried. In my heart, I knew what had happened. The bruises, the torn clothes, the shame in her eyes. I walked out and I could feel my blood boiling. I closed my eyes, forcing myself to be calm. There would be time for fury, but now I needed to know what had happened.


  Who did it?


  Megha answered that question.


  Rakesh Khaitan.


  The young scion who had come to the meeting at the Glen society.


  Its not the first time, either. Seems hed have parties with his buddies and rape household help. His connections and money made sure he got away. Often he just paid off the girls families and the cops. This time, the lack of police and the worthlessness of money and, of course, that poor little girls bravery made sure we got to know about it.


  I held Meghas shoulders, and she flinched when she saw the look in my eyes.


  He will pay for this.


  As I strode away to call the others, the look in Meghas eyes stayed with me. Had I become someone who was to be feared even by those closest to me? Is that what the last few days had done to me?


  After everyone had heard the account, Mrs Khatri and Anu went to meet the girl to comfort her. Before they left, wed tried to figure out what should be done. Dealing with law and order within our community was new territory for all of us. We had no courts and no jurisdiction, but unless we laid down some rules, we would have anarchy.


  Nitish and Kundu were the most vocal.


  Get that bastard out of his apartment and throw him out.


  What if he resists?


  Mrs Khatri had asked that question softly, but it made both Nitish and Kundu pause. It was one thing to use violence on looters whom we did not know and had never seen before; but would we use violence on one of our own neighbours who had lived amidst us for years? I looked at the General, and he looked back silently, his features drawn by rage, eclipsing the weariness I had seen on it over the last couple of days. Mr Sinha was next to him and when I caught his gaze, I saw that his reaction was very similar to Meghas. Was my fury so apparent? Nobody else said anything. I looked again at Mr Sinha and this time he nodded slightly. I stood up.


  It doesnt matter if there is a police or a court anymore. If weve learned anything from the last few days it is the fact that the labels of the old world do not matter anymore, but the values and spirit should. If we do not have some laws governing us, we will fall apart from within. We will not have to worry about looters or terrorists.


  What laws, Aadi? Who lays down that law?


  You are the leaders of this community, Mrs Khatri. You need to lay down the law and the punishments for breaking those laws.


  She looked at me, and I saw her for who she wasa slight, old lady, who was being burdened with a terrible responsibility. It was one thing to write down laws and rules on a piece of paper, quite another to enforce them. I remembered what Sinha had said about the carrot and stick, the motivation and the muscle. In the society we lived in, someone had to play that role, and perhaps I had to play it. Someone had to, otherwise things would break down. Moreover, my conscience would not allow a little girl to be beaten and raped and her attacker to get away scot-free. I took a piece of paper and a pen and handed it to Mrs Khatri.


  There must be enough lawyers in these societies. We need to find one who will volunteer to be our legal advisor. He can write down the big criminal offenses and what the legal penalty for them will be. Then lets talk about what those penalties mean for us.


  I turned to Pandey and said briskly, Get the lawyers here.


  It took thirty minutes to gather three lawyers, all of whom were happy enough to help, but only one, Nilesh Lele, was willing to take up the responsibility of being part of the committee. He was a middle-aged man who looked more like a professor than a lawyer, with his unruly hair and thick, old-fashioned glasses.


  I used to work at the High Court, he told us, and while the situation were in is very unusual, the specific offences that should concern any civil society are not hard to list.


  To his credit, in the short time he had, he listed out offences ranging from murder to theft, along with their usual penalties under the Indian Penal Code. Anu took a look at the list.


  So if someone commits a murder, we are supposed to sentence him to death. Who is the executioner? And if someone does so, will that person be a murderer when things get back to normal? What about jail terms? We dont have a jail. How will we set one up?


  All the questions were perfectly understandable, but also not something we could act on. The problem was that she was thinking in terms of a society and institutions that no longer existed. I took the list and addressed everyone.


  I had always heard of the letter of the law and the spirit of the law, but never imagined wed have to make such decisions on their basis. But this is the world we live in and this is the world we will have to apply the spirit of our laws to. The first thing to keep in mind is that everyone should have an opportunity to prove their innocencewe cannot become a lynch mob.


  I saw several nods and continued.


  Secondly, we do not have the luxury of a long-drawn trial, so the people in this room, people who represent all our buildings, will have to act as a jury and decide on guilt or innocence. Finally, for the guilty there has to be punishment. We do not have to decide on the punishment for murder now, but I would like to propose a punishment for rape. We send that person out of our society at night with no food, water or weapons.


  That would be like a death sentence.


  Bhagat had spoken and I looked him in the eye as I said, Without punishments, there will be no deterrent. We will just be a bunch of people sitting here talking while someone out there feels they can get away with anything. If they think we cannot provide and enforce security here, our whole neighbourhood will fall apart.


  Bhagat was not so easily convinced. So who will mete out this punishment? Who will get the accused here?


  I walked towards him and saw him take a step back. I suppose it wont be you. So let me do your dirty work for you.


  The guards at Khaitans society opened the gates without much fanfare or protest once they saw Pandey standing behind me, rifle in hand. The society may have decided not to join us, perhaps hanging on to their past notions of exclusivity, but it was obvious just how much they were struggling compared to those who had pooled resources. The building was dimly lit and the guard told me that the sole working generator allowed them to power only one bulb per apartment. Even that was due to Nitishs going out of his way to repair one of their aging and poorly-maintained generators as a sign of good faith.


  It didnt take me much time or effort to climb the seven floors to reach Khaitans apartment. I had to knock on the door several times before it opened. It was dark inside the apartment, other than the dull glow coming from a candle on a table in the living room. Khaitan grinned at me, and I thought his eyes looked strange. Then I saw the whitish powder near his nostrils and on the table and I knew what he had been doing.


  Dude, what can I do for you?


  I need you to come with me to the committee meeting at my society.


  He laughed, a harsh, guttural sound.


  I dont live in your society, dude, and have no desire to waste my time there. Once the lights come on, Ill likely never have to talk to people like you again. Now let me get back to what I was doing. Im almost at the end of my stock and I have no idea where Ill get good coke in this mess.


  Pandey stirred behind me, and I could see him unslinging his rifle from his shoulder. I motioned for him to stop. Khaitan made to close the door but I put my right hand against it and pushed it open.


  Her name is Mangla.


  I saw no recognition in his eyes.


  The girl who claims you raped her. Her name is Mangla.


  I saw a flicker of panic in his eyes and then he composed himself, looking at me with eyes that were suddenly sharp and predatory.


  And you believe her?


  I tried to control my rage and answered in as even a tone as I could. All I ask is that you come and answer the charge. Tell everyone where you were when the rape supposedly happened. Tell everyone your side of the story.


  He slapped my hand down and tried to close the door again. I pushed it open and held it harder than before, and when he tried to push my hand away again, it didnt budge.


  Dude, you are not a fucking cop. Show me a warrant or get the hell out of here. Let the power come back and Ill sue your pathetic little ass.


  Please just come with me and tell everyone your side of the story. This is a serious allegation and we have to investigate it. I am not saying you are guilty, but please help me by coming along and answering a few simple questions. A girl has been brutally beaten and raped.


  He suddenly grabbed my shirt and pulled me close enough that I could smell the alcohol on his breath.


  Listen, dude, I can buy all of you with my spare change. One call to the commissioner from my dad and no cop will touch me. So even if I did bang some girl, nobody will care. People like her are born and die every day in their filthy slums and nobody gives a damn. If it bothers your conscience so much, Ill pay her a lakh or two like I used to with the others.


  He laughed and continued and I could feel hot tears stream down my face.


  And even if I come to your pathetic society, Ill clean up, shave, put on my best clothes and get some people wholl swear I was with them when the rape happened. Dude, lots of people around here owe my dad big time, and nobody will mess with me because theyll be screwed when the power comes back on. The CEO of one of our companies lives here and I can bet hell say I was eating lunch with his family when you say I was raping this bitch. You will never prove anything, and Ill actually get a couple of my flunkies who live nearby to say that they screwed her and it was consensual, that she often offers herself for money. She should just take the money and forget itnothing will happen to me but shell be known to everyone as a whore.


  He suddenly took a step back as he had just noticed my tear-stained face. Poor people like Mangla would never have gotten justice in the world we had lived in before. Their lives had counted for nothing in the eyes of people like Khaitan, but now it was up to us, up to me, to determine the justice they would get in our new world.


  I grabbed Khaitans wrist with my left hand and jerked it back. I placed my right palm against his elbow and pushed back till I heard the snap of his arm breaking. His eyes widened in horror and pain and he began to scream, a sound cut short as I stepped towards and across him and slammed the knife edge of my right palm up against his nose, breaking it. He staggered back into his apartment, and I held his left shoulder in a lock as I pulled him out into the balcony and then threw him over the railing. He screamed briefly, and then there was the thud of his body hitting the ground. I looked behind me at Pandey. He just nodded and then started running down the stairs.


  By the time I had walked down, the guards were gathered around the body and they looked at me as I went past them. I heard Pandey tell anyone who came to check that Khaitan had committed suicide when confronted with his crime. I walked out of the society gates and towards my home, looking at the blackness in the city beyond, a blackness that mirrored what I felt inside my own heart.


  NINE


  I sat up, barely breathing, my body coated with sweat. Megha was stroking my arm, whispering something in my ear, but the words didnt register.


  What am I becoming? I said, finally.


  She held me tight. Pandey had told everyone about Khaitans suicide, and people seemed to have bought the story, at least on the face of it. But I could not hide the reality from Megha.


  I killed him. I threw him off the balcony when he admitted he raped her and said hed have people who would provide him with an alibi.


  That makes him guilty. That makes him a rapist.


  And it makes me a murderer.


  I got up and looked out the window. It was just after four in the morning, and in the darkness, we could see a glow on the horizon coming from some areas of the city that were still burning.


  Megha came up and stood next to me. Aadi, look out there. Our world is not what it used to be, and in so many ways, that is terrible. But in the world we lived in, people like Khaitan would have gotten away with what he did. We know hes raped many women before. At least you stopped him from hurting anyone again.


  I turned towards her. Who am I to do it?


  She hugged me tight. Aadi, in this world were now in, people dont earn the right to do things because of the title they have or the uniform they wear. They earn that right by standing up to be counted. Thats what earns you the right. Thats why so many of us are still safe while the city out there seems to be on firebecause you helped get people together and stood up when we were in danger.


  I could see her eyes blazing and then her gaze softened. Thats why I love you.


  I held her tight, and then we heard a knock on the door.


  It was the General, visibly tired and panting but he managed a grin when he saw me.


  General, why did you climb up the stairs? You could have waited for the lift to work in a few hours.


  He sat down, putting the duffel bag he was carrying on the table. I couldnt sleep so I went for a walk and met Pandey. Dont worry, he didnt tell me anything, but I could sense he was hiding something and I thought we should have a little chat as soon as possible. I havent grown all these grey hairs by being so nave as to believe that a scumbag like Khaitan would suddenly grow a conscience and throw himself off his balcony. I chatted with the guards at his society, and his drugs, drinking and assaults on women were an open secret. Nobody would talk about it when he was still there but now theyre all whispering about it.


  I sat down heavily. Megha was right next to me, holding my hand.


  General, he


  He looked at me sharply.


  You need not offer any excuses. If you killed him, the bastard deserved it. Im not here to judge you, but to tell you something.


  I looked at him in silence and he continued. For all the gripes we had with the system and the society we lived in, at least there was a bloody system. If someone committed a crime, at least there were people who were supposed to do something about it. We may have bitched about the corrupt cops or the slow judiciary, but we could talk about it in the comfort of our homes, since it was someone elses job to deal with it. Now, there is no system, no government, no cops and no judges. We have to figure out how to deal with crime and security. Not just lay down the laws, but to enforce them.


  We have the committee to lead


  The General cut me off with a snort of derision.


  They are old and happy to sit and talk, but none of them are ready to take the hard calls that need to be taken. You, my young friend, are, and so you are doing what needs doing. My advice to you is to take the mantle of leadership that you are de facto demonstrating. That way, you wont beat yourself up for feeling like youre being a loose cannon or just doing someone elses dirty work.


  General, I cant just appoint myself leader. That would be a dictatorship and we all know where that leads.


  History, Aadi, history. When we think of dictators, we think of Hitler and Pol Pot, but how it started in ancient Rome was very different. When they faced crises, strong and trusted leaders took on the position of dictator, with the power and authority to do what was needed to defend the people. When the crises passed, the leader would hand back the reins of power to the civilians.


  General, you have military command experience. Why dont you step up and take that position?


  He laughed. We need a leader who can lead from the front, not an old man with one foot in the grave. Now, I have something for you.


  He took out a shiny 9mm pistol, along with a shoulder holster and three spare clips, and placed them on the table. Next to the gun, he placed several boxes full of ammunition.


  General, I already have the pistol you gave me.


  And youve used it well, but I thought our leader needed more serious firepower.


  I was about to protest when he held up his hand to ask me to stop as he continued. This gun belonged to my youngest son, Mihir. He loved shooting and got this on a personal licence.


  He handed me the gun, and I took it, wondering where this was going.


  Mihir was a Major in the Paras and, a year ago, he and his team tracked down fidayeen outside Srinagar. They killed three of the bastards but the last two went into a church and took hostages. They threatened to kill the hostages if they werent allowed to escape. The state government panicked, and asked the Army to stand down while they negotiated. They didnt want dead civilians so close to the elections. Mihir knew from Army Intelligence that these fidayeen had fought for ISIS in Syria and were hard-core. They would more likely want to create a theatre of executing their hostages and then go down in a blaze of glory than negotiate. But he had orders and so he asked his men to stand back while the cops and bureaucrats stepped in. The negotiations went on for hours. Then the bastards uploaded a video on Twitter showing them beheading a hostage. Mihir and one of his men defied orders and went round the back and entered the church through a window. They had no overwhelming firepower, but he did what he thought was right to save people. The two fidayeen were killed and the hostages were saved.


  Tears welling up in his eyes, he went on. Mihir killed both bastards, but was fatally shot as well. He was not given any order, he was not given any authority, but he stepped up and took charge, and made the ultimate sacrifice. Sometimes, my son, taking on leadership is not about a position or power, but sacrificing yourself for others. Putting yourself second. You are much like Mihir in that respect, so dont shrink from the leadership that you are already earning. Embrace it, and the burdens and sacrifices it brings.


  When the General left, neither Megha nor I could get back to sleep, so we lay beside each other, watching the city burn in the distance, wondering what horrors people there were enduring. It was at 05:30 in the morning when we both stood up and gaped at what we could see through my bedroom window.


  The lights at the international airport had come back on.


  None of the meeting rooms at our societies would have accommodated the crowds that gathered the next morning, so we decided to gather at the park, much to Ranis annoyance that her planting would be disrupted. There were hundreds of people there, and everyone had one question on their mind: could the lights coming on at the airport mean that things were getting back to normal?


  I could see several expatriates gathered in a corner. There were at least two dozen families there and many of them had made Mumbai their home, working for companies that had their offices in the area. I could only imagine how hard the last few days must have been for them, to be stranded in a foreign country, and with no way of contacting their friends and families back home. One of them, a tall blond whom I had seen in the gym on occasion, stepped forward.


  Several of us have talked it over, and wed like to get to the airport. Theres no way anyone could have turned on the power at the airport without some government agency being involved. That means flights will resume soon, and wed like to be there when they do. At any rate, if someone from the government is there, it may mean that we can contact our embassies.


  When nobody said anything, I stepped forward, remembering the Generals words. I cant tell you and your families what to do. However, weve all seen the fires burning in the city, and we know the lights going out was the result of some sort of attack. Why not wait till we find out more?


  That was when two things happened in quick succession which ensured that any appeals for caution were thrown out the window. First, Mahadev made a grand appearance with two BEST buses which he and his buddies had been able to fix. He was beaming when he stepped out from the lead bus.


  They threw electronic displays and meters in them which were fried, but under it all, these were old pieces of junk. Once I rewired things a bit, it all worked. I spotted an old Maruti 800 which I may be able to get working as well. I tried my hand at a Honda City, but all the newer cars have too many of their systems dependant on chips and circuits.


  Just as he finished, someone screamed.


  I can see an airplane!


  People clapped and cheered as a plane came into view, headed for the airport. The expat who had spoken clapped me on the shoulder.


  There you go! Now theyve restored air traffic. Folks, were about to go to the airport in one of these buses and try and get a flight home.


  Several of the other expats cheered, and it was easy to get carried away by the sudden positivity that was sweeping the group.


  As the expat families headed off to pack whatever belongings they could carry in backpacks or small bags, Megha squeezed my hand. Aadi, that wasnt a passenger jet. That was a C-130 transport.


  I remembered that she was an Air Force kid and probably knew her airplanes.


  The Indian Air Force has them for Special Ops. Maybe it is one of ours, she said.


  I felt relief wash over me. Perhaps I was being paranoid; maybe things were finally getting back to normal, and we would soon have help.


  After about ten minutes, the blond man came up with his bags. He introduced himself as Don and shook my hand. Youve done a fine job here and thank you for taking such good care of all the families. This is home for us and none of us is going to bail on you, so were just taking some necessities to maybe reconnect with families and figure out how things are back home. We fully intend to be back here as things get back to normal. Till then, goodbye.


  One of the drivers commandeered a bus and almost all the expat families crowded into it, singing and cheering, and waving to the others. I noted that Dr Guenther and Marie made no move to join them. When I looked at him, he shrugged and said, A doctor cannot leave his patients. Mangla needs a lot of help.


  The bus left, and I stood there watching them, hoping that the optimism was going to be proven right. I felt Megha lean closer to me as she gripped my hand even harder. Aadi, I just hope things are as good as they look, she said.


  The euphoria soon gave way to mounting concern when the bus had not returned for over two hours. Even in normal Mumbai traffic, a round trip to the international airport would have taken little over an hour. With no traffic now, the bus should have definitely been back. People had been milling around in groups, waiting for the driver to return with news of what he had seen, andat least for some peoplethe hope had been that soldiers would be coming over to help secure areas and get things back to normal.


  For all you know, the driver is sitting at the airport, enjoying the hospitality of our soldiers, someone said.


  Mr Sinha leaned towards me and said, Aadi, I hope the flight means that things are indeed getting back to normal, but Ive learned never to be too optimistic, because that may blind you to what may still go wrong. Lets keep people busy and focused on some goal that is close at hand. That is the only way to keep them from panicking when the road ahead may well be long and uncertain.


  He stepped back and called out for everyones attention. When they turned to him, he said, A lot of apartments dont have gas cylinders, and people have been living off canned food. When my family crossed over after the Partition, I remember my grandmother saying that sometimes what is most needed for morale is to get a hot, freshly-cooked meal in your stomach.


  A few people chuckled in the crowd and he continued. Theres lots of flour lying in Haiko, and we have a lot of potatoes. It wont be a fancy menu, but I propose we start a communal kitchen using one of the restaurants where a team will cook lunch and dinner, maybe pav-bhaji, for everyone. At least everyone will be assured of a hot meal and itll give more of you a chance to get involved in helping us through this. If you agree, we could start getting volunteers for the cooking team.


  I saw a new spark in the eyes of Mrs Khatri and Anu, both of whom had been looking lost as the crisis lengthened. Anu raised her hand.


  My daughter runs a bakery. We can use the wood-fired ovens there to bake the bread.


  Mrs Khatri and four other women came forward.


  We can start off with the cooking and create a roster where volunteers can rotate through the duties. Lunch will be served in two hours, people.


  People got busy with their chores and we were lucky to have hard taskmasters like Kundu and Rani in charge. I remembered what Megha had said about medical supplies and I went over to the club to tell her my idea.


  Is it safe to go out there?


  Ill be in Mahadevs auto-rickshaw, so if theres trouble, we can get back fast. We wont have to go too farIll check the chemist stores nearby and see what things are like there.


  We all knew that many life-saving drugs were in short supply and it wouldnt hurt to look a bit further out for some of the specialist drugs that Megha had said we needed.


  I could tell you to ask someone else to go, but I know you wont do that.


  I could see the conflicted emotions on Meghas face. Her role in our little community meant that she realized just how critical the medicines were, but she also didnt want me to put myself in harms way.


  Megha, I promise you that I wont take any chances I dont absolutely have to. Till this began, if someone asked me what I have to live for, my answer would have started with my career and my dream of becoming CEO one day. None of that matters now. Today, what matters is knowing that, no matter how bad things are, I have you in my life, and the hope that as things get better, we have a long life together to look forward to.


  She was tearing up so I pulled her close and we stood there, hugging each other, and then we kissed, in plain view of everyone passing the club. Before the Blackoutas I had heard Yash and a few other youngsters refer to itI would have cringed at such a public display of affection, but now I didnt care, as did nobody who passed us. We had all realized that life was way too short and unpredictable to put things off or to hold off on telling those who mattered to us how much we cared. Many romances had bloomed in the community, and I suspected several of them were simply relationships coming into the open instead of being carried out in the shadows. The morality police had disappeared along with the uniformed sort.


  Just go prepared, will you?


  Preparation took the form of opting for one of Mahadevs stripped down auto-rickshaws. It was a trade-off between safety and being able to defend ourselves. A covered auto-rickshaw at least gave the nominal protection of a tarp cover, but it left way too many blind spots. If there was danger, I wanted to be able to see it, and respond to it. For that, I took Mihirs pistol, with the holster at my side, and also the 0.22, more as a good luck charm than anything else.


  A reasonable crowd gathered when Mahadev and I were about to begin our journey, since a lot of people were curious not just about what the world outside looked like, but also about news from the airport. In theory, I was not to go anywhere close to the airport. The stated plan called for us to sweep through Nahar, Chandivali and Sakinaka, looking into chemist shops, and also checking if there were any societies there that had news about what was happening. We had been turning back small groups of refugees every dayperhaps word had got around that we had guns, so people were giving us a wide berthbut we had heard from some of them about how other buildings in the area had been swarmed by refugees, with looting and fights breaking out. We knew we were living in an oasis of relative security in our neighbourhood, but we also knew that security could not be taken for granted, so a secondary mission for us was to see what was happening in the immediate vicinity and if there was any trouble lurking there.


  I was in the auto-rickshaw when Akif came and sat beside me, his sten gun on his lap. I had asked him why he hadnt gone to the airport with the other expats, and he told me that he and Ismail felt they still had a duty to help the community which had given them refuge, and they would leave for home only when it was crystal clear that the crisis had lifted.


  Now, when he got into the auto-rickshaw, I said, You, and the gun, are needed here, Akif. We still see dozens of refugees every day.


  He smiled. No, my friend, you will need the help. I can see in your eyes that looking for medicines is not the only thing on your mind.


  He was very right about that. I wanted to see for myself what was happening at the airport and what had happened to our expatriate friends.


  The first few minutes of the ride were uneventful enough, as we passed through largely deserted lanes heading into Lake Homes, the huge housing complex near Hiranandani. It was when the complex came into view that we realized just how bad things were. I could see Akif raise his sten gun to his shoulder and I also wrapped my fingers around the pistol in the holster at my side.


  Every shop in the complex in front of the society seemed to have been looted, and some were blackened from fire. The complex itself seemed abandoned, with no sign of habitation. As we neared the main gate, we could see bodies lying on the approach road. Whether it was looters or terrorists, this kind of bloodshed so close to our homes made me realize just how thin our blanket of security was.


  Do you want to go inside?


  The stench of death dissuaded me. Besides, there was neither medicine to be found there nor any answers to what had happened to the expatriates.


  No, lets push ahead.


  We drove through the area and into the Nahar complex. This was a more or less self-contained community like our own and I had been hopeful that people here would have fared better. I was disappointed to see that, at least at first sight, it seemed abandoned.


  Where has everyone gone?


  That question was answered when we neared the school. Tables and cabinets were piled up in front of the gate, forming a makeshift barricade, and behind it were two young men carrying hockey sticks. When they saw us, I saw them turn pale. They looked fit, butwith just their hockey sticksthey wouldnt last more than a heartbeat against men armed with guns. I stepped out of the auto-rickshaw and approached them, both my palms open towards them to show that I meant no harm.


  Where are the others? Were coming from Hiranandani Powai.


  One of the boys ran inside and came back out soon with an elderly man. I could see a large crowd gather behind them.


  We have nothing of value. Please leave us alone.


  It struck me then that they had taken us for looters.


  We dont want anything. What happened here?


  The man now came around the barricade and stood in front of me.


  For a couple of days we just waited for the lights to come back on. Then the looting started. Then there were riots between Hindus and Muslims out in Sakinaka because someone spread some rumour about a temple being destroyed. After we had been hit two nights in a row, some of us decided to move out in search of friends or relatives, and the remaining took refuge in the school.


  How are you doing for food and water?


  From the look in the mans eyes, I could see they were in desperate straits.


  We are okay for maybe a day or two more, but I do hope whatevers caused the power to go out comes back. Just doesnt make sense though for the cars and phones to stop working.


  It dawned on me then, just how lucky we had been to have the pilot reach us. Otherwise, we would also have been clueless as to what happened, and that it wasnt likely go away anytime soon. That had made us rally together instead of dispersing and scattering like the people here, and had also made us focus our energies on longer-term solutions for food and water supplies. I took a step back, about to leave, but then I stopped myself. These people deserved to know what we knew, if only because it might help them prepare for the days and months to come, if it wasnt already too late for them. When I finished telling them in brief what we had learned from the pilot, I saw shock on many faces, but equally disbelief on others.


  That sounds like a sci-fi movie. Im sure there is some much more reasonable explanation.


  I looked at the middle-aged man who had said the words and realized there was no point in trying to convince him. I just wished them luck and headed back into the auto-rickshaw.


  As we turned into Sakinaka, I saw a chemist shop with its shutters open. The food and chocolates had been ransacked, but most of the medicine shelves were untouched. As we got out of the auto-rickshaw, I looked at the list of medicines Megha had given me. Would taking the medicines from the shop be looting? Someone had ransacked it anyway, and it was likely someone would be back again later; it was not as if I was going to help prevent it from being looted, was I? I had killed people, and now it looked like I would have to steal. That was when I felt a strong grip on my wrist. It was Akif.


  My friend, you do not have to take the burden of every decision on your conscience. Let this be on mine.


  Akif went into the shop and emerged a few minutes later with his arms laden with boxes. I got most of what Megha wanted and also some basics like paracetamol, he said.


  As I stacked the small boxes by our feet, Akif went in again, this time coming back with a box of batteries. As we proceeded further, turning right towards the road that would lead to the airport, we saw a scene of utter chaos. At the best of times, this was a busy intersection, and while the Blackout had happened at three in the morning, there were still several trucks, taxis and auto-rickshaws stranded along the road. And then there was the occasional body. It was hard to believe our city had been reduced to this, and harder still to reconcile to the fact that someone was responsible for it.


  Mahadev pulled over at a gas station and came back with two jerry cans filled with diesel. Theres more in there, but I dont think we can carry that much. We should bring more auto-rickshaws or maybe get a bus here and stock up.


  I nodded, but my mind was elsewhere. We had completed the mission on which we had ostensibly set out on, but I knew that less than five hundred meters ahead was the road that curved left towards the new International Airport terminal. A road our expatriate friends would have taken to reach the airport.


  If I had any doubts about whether or not to check the airport, they vanished when we heard a loud droning noise. We looked up to see another airplane coming in for landing. It seemed to be of the same type that had come in earlier. The difference was that, this time, we were much closer to it and, as it passed overhead, I could see that it didnt have the familiar roundel of the Indian Air Force. In fact, there were no markings on it. Who was flying into the airport and who had taken control of it?


  Mahadev, go on till the airport road. Lets see whats happening there.


  We had not said anything to each other, but I could feel each of us tense as the auto-rickshaw approached the airport road, having passed a partially burnt down Times Square office complex and ransacked shops and restaurants. I had the pistol out of its holster and was holding it with both hands and I could see that Akif also had his sten gun ready on his lap. Mahadev stopped just at the edge of the road.


  What happened?


  If theres any trouble out there, they will hear us from far away. There are no other cars or auto-rickshaws running around here.


  I cursed myself for not having thought of that. Good thinking, I said, patting Mahadev on the shoulder. Now, do you have any idea how to use this?


  His eyes widened as I handed him the .22.


  Ive never fired a gun before. Never even held one. Do you think well need to use guns?


  That airplane was certainly not one of ours, and had no markings on it. We have no idea what were walking into, so it cant hurt to be careful. This is the safety, just flick it this way when you need to use it and then hold the gun with both hands like Im doing, with the stock resting on a palm to keep it stable. Hold it out in front of you so that you can look down the sights and then just keep firing.


  He was shaking a bit as he took the gun, but he was as eager as I was to find out what had happened to the bus. The driver had been a young man whom Mahadev had taken on as an apprentice and who had helped restore the buses to working condition.


  We proceeded on foot, Akif in the lead, the gun at his shoulder, me behind him, my pistol gripped in both hands, and Mahadev behind me. With the way he was shaking, I only hoped he didnt end up shooting me in the back.


  It was a straight road down with hotels on both sides and a left turn to the elevated roadway that led to the airport. There were a few abandoned cars on the roads, but no signs of any people. I looked at the hotels to my left and while there may have been people inside, there was nobody at the gates or the lobby. Knowing what had happened at the Meluha, I only hoped nothing similar had occurred here.


  The distinctive dome of the airport terminal was visible in the distance but there was no way of telling who was there from this far. We had walked about a quarter of the way down the road when Akif raised a fist, signalling for us to stop. When I caught up with him, he was looking at a truck by the side of the road, about twenty meters up ahead.


  What is it?


  He motioned for me to look, and as I peered past his shoulder, I began to register what he had spotted.


  There are some things that our minds are not conditioned to see, things which we may miss if only because something in us blanks them out since they are so alien to the world we are used to living in.


  Things like a row of dead bodies lying behind a truck.


  I raised a finger to my lips and whispered to Mahadev to not utter a single word as we proceeded. He had not yet seen the bodies and there was no telling how he would react, but having come this far, there was no way we could go back without finding out who these bodies belonged to.


  We were about five meters away when two things became clear.


  First, most of these bodies were those of foreignersthe blond hair and white skin were apparent. While it was not yet certain that these were the people who had left our community, the coincidence was chilling.


  Second, we were not alone. Two men wearing black fatigues, their heads covered with scarves, were kneeling among the bodies, their backs to us. Akif raised his gun to fire but I signalled for him to stop. We had no idea who these men were, whether they were the killers or Indian soldiers. We crept closer and I signalled Akif to go around the truck, so that if there was trouble he could flank the men and catch them by surprise. I signalled for Mahadev to come alongside me and to take the safety off on his pistol. I saw that while his hands were still shaking a bit, his face was set in a mask of rage. That was good. He had seen the bodies and, if we were in for a confrontation, it was better if he reacted with anger instead of being paralyzed by fear.


  I walked towards the men, hoping not to be seen till I was ready to challenge them. At three meters out, I could recognize Don amongst the bodies. And three of the kids. They all had pools of blood under their heads. They had not just been shot at. They had been executed.


  My grip on the pistol tightened. If the men in front of me were the killers, they would not live much longer. Two meters out and I saw AK-47s lying on the ground next to the men, who were rifling through the pockets of the victims. One of them pulled out a cigarette and said something to his friend that was in a language I did not understand.


  Keep your hands up.


  I had said the words with as much authority as I could summon, but when the men turned to look at me, I felt a stab of fear ripple through me. These were not Indian soldiers at all. The one closest to me was a large man, thick around the neck and shoulders, and had a face lined and weathered with experience and age. The other was much younger, perhaps just out of his teens. They both had longish beards.


  The older mans eyes had betrayed surprise when he heard my words, but now I saw him smile at me as he reached for the AK-47 by his side. I covered the distance between us in a second and kicked him in the right shoulder, rocking him back and sending the rifle skittering away under the bus. Before I could think of what to do next, he was on me, pushing me back with immense strength till he had me pinned against the bus. He held my right hand in his left, keeping the pistol out of play, while with his right hand he tried to get at the large knife hanging at his belt. I brought up my left elbow in a narrow arc and connected with his head, and while his head spun, he quickly recovered and swung his head back towards me, trying to head butt me. I moved out of the way just in time to avoid having my nose smashed, but caught a painful glancing blow to my cheek.


  I could hear sounds of struggle and then the sound of automatic weapons fire, but at that moment, all my attention was focused on contending with the brute in front of me. He brought his knee up at my groin and I twisted my right leg to block his move. He went for his knife again and this time I head-butted him, sending him rocking back, blood spewing from his nose. That was hardly enough to put him down thoughhis grip on my right hand didnt slacken. He looked at me, pure hatred in his eyes, and then he brought out his knife. He was about to stab it up into me when his expression changed to one of shock as three bullets from Mahadevs pistol tore into his thigh and back. As the man loosened his grip on me and stumbled back, Mahadev put another bullet into his neck and he went down, not to get up again.


  I slumped back against the bus and out of the corner of my eye saw Akif standing over the body of the second man. He bent down now, and stripped the men of their weapons and gear, telling Mahadev what to take. I was drained by the sudden violence and also the realization of the kind of adversary we were up against. I stole a glance at the bodies lined up along the side of the road and realized that these were indeed the expats who had left our community, along with the driver. All executed with a single shot to the head. Except that only the men and boys were lined up there. There were no women or girls. That brought a sinking feeling in my stomach as I processed what that might mean.


  Akif had taken a pair of binoculars from one of the men and was looking in the direction of the airport.


  Have a look, Aadi.


  I took the binoculars from him and put them to my eyes. I could see some activity in front of the terminal, and when I looked closer, I could see several men getting into two jeeps.


  Shit, they must have heard the gunshots and are coming to take a look.


  Thats not all. Take a look at the flag in front of the airport.


  I shifted the binoculars a bit and caught sight of a black flag fluttering in the wind. It had replaced the large Indian tricolour that used to stand there. It was all black, except for a line of white text near the top and a white circle in the middle with some black text in it. It looked familiar, but I couldnt quite place it. I felt Akif tug at my arm.


  We need to run. Theyll be here within a few minutes.


  The women and girls, Akif. They must have them. We cant just leave them!


  Akif pulled me hard towards him, but his voice was soft. Aadi, they will be avenged, but nowagainst so many men with automatic weaponsall well be doing is throwing away our lives.


  I nodded. We sprinted to the auto-rickshaw and got in, breathless and with our adrenaline racing. Mahadev immediately took off and drove faster than Ive ever seen an auto-rickshaw go. Akif and I kept looking back to see if we were being chased, and it took a few minutes for me to be reassured that no one was behind us.


  You took quite a blow. Your cheek is already swollen.


  I looked down at my hands, which were still shaking a bit.


  I thought I could take care of myself, but that guy nearly killed me. Who the hell are they?


  Dont be so hard on yourself. You trained in a dojo, while men like him learned in battlefields. Your conscience is still bothered by hurting someone, while hed slit your throat without a second thought.


  Akif, who were those guys?


  You didnt recognize the flag?


  I thought back to it; the flag was one I had seen in news bulletins and articles, but had never imagined I would see so close to home. The name was on the tip of my tongue when Akif voiced it.


  Daesh. Thats the name we know it by. You must know the English name, the one that used to be all over the media. ISIS.


  I closed my eyes. Hardened killers roaming the Middle East under their black flag. Hostages beheaded and burned alive, women enslaved, entire communities wiped outand now that horror had come to Mumbai.


  TEN


  When we walked into the meeting room at my society, a buzz of anticipation greeted our arrival. It stopped short on seeing the weapons and gear we were carrying and the injury on my face.


  Mrs Khatri came up to me. My God, Aadi. What happened?


  Akif intervened on my behalf. He needs that injury to be taken care of and needs some rest. Ill tell you what happened.


  Mahadev was leading me out towards the club when Megha met us on the sidewalk. She had heard of our arrival and had rushed to see how I was. When she saw my face, she ran into my arms. I tried to reassure her that this was the only major injury I had but she insisted on checking my face and my arms to see if I was hurt anywhere else. In a few minutes we were at the club and Dr Guenther was putting some antibiotic ointment on my injury.


  Youre lucky nothings broken, at least as far as I can tell. But it will be very sore and swollen for a few days. Id recommend you take some painkillers.


  I nodded in agreement and, once he was done, I told him and Megha what had happened during our trip to the airport. I could see both their faces recoil in shock as they heard of the fate that had befallen people who, just a few hours earlier, had been in our midst.


  Megha wanted me to rest in the apartment, but I wanted to get back to the meeting room. I could only imagine the panic when news of our encounter spread. The walk back to my building was sombre, and I could see that both Dr Guenther and Megha had been hit hard by what Id told them. It was one thing to know that our nation, and perhaps many parts of the world, had been hit by some sort of coordinated terror attack. However, it was quite another thing to see that terror less than thirty minutes drive from where we lived, and to see people who had been our neighbours killed in cold blood by that same terror.


  I didnt say a word either, as we walked. To be honest, I was more scared than I had been at any point since the Blackout began. In the initial stages of the crisis, my instincts had kicked in and, more by accident than by design, I had done what I could to keep those around me safe. The only real physical danger had been from the gang. However, the confrontation with the terrorists had come as a cold dose of reality for me, telling me that I was quite out of my depth. I was pretty confident I could handle a looter in unarmed combat, but if a dozen men like the one I had grappled with attacked us, armed with assault rifles, then we would be slaughtered.


  As I walked towards the society gates, it seemed like every single person who lived in our community had come by. People were thronging the sidewalks, and I saw many of them point towards me as I walked in. The meeting room itself was overflowing beyond capacity and people walked up to me to shake my hand and pat me on the back. What the hell was going on?


  As I entered the room, I saw Akif and Ismail in a corner. They came up and stood next to me, each carrying one of the captured AK-47s. Pandey was carrying his rifle and the two sten guns had been passed on to two of the younger men whom Pandey had been training. Even Mahadev was carrying the .22 pistol in his hand and he smiled broadly at me as I entered. Two others still were carrying pistols. Less than a week ago, we had been executives, students, businessmen and an auto-rickshaw driver. Now we looked like members of some sort of armed militia. The General was sitting in a corner. I noticed that he was carrying a walking stick for the first time since I had met him, and his face seemed to have a slightly bemused smile. Even Suri, who had opposed most of our initial plans and then contributed little to our efforts since then, held out his hand for me to shake.


  What the hell is going on? I whispered to Akif.


  The General got up and walked towards me, leaning on his walking stick for support.


  Come aside, my boy, and well talk before you address the group.


  Megha was still holding my hand as I moved into the next room, and Akif and Mahadev followed, along with the General.


  You see, Aadi, Akif just told people how you killed two of the terrorists.


  I glared at Akif. Why would you do that? I barely managed to get out of there alive.


  Now the Generals smile was gone and his expression was deadly serious. I told him to say so.


  Why? I asked, taken aback.


  When Akif began talking of terrorist killers, black flags and dead bodies lining the street, you should have seen peoples expressions. Unfortunately, Nitish pitched in saying that he thought the lights being on at the airport and it being under terrorist control confirmed that theyd had cells in place here before the Blackout. They were prepared with generators and probably protected their vehicles from the EMP by putting them in Faraday cages or some such contraptionbasically shielding them in metal boxes, as far as I can understand. Talking of an abstract faraway enemy is one thing, contemplating such an enemy so close at hand would terrify anyone. They were on the verge of panic, so I nudged Akif to embellish the encounter a bit, to tell them how you managed to fell both terrorists with ease.


  But why lie to them?


  My boy, you see it as a lie. I see it as giving them some hope. When they see a leader who is capable of standing up for them, they will rally behind him as one, otherwise they will panic and scatter.


  I looked down, trying to control my anger, and said, A lie which will make people have false confidence in a leader who really cannot do much to lead them? What chance do you think we stand against armed terrorists like those?


  The General laid a hand on my shoulder.


  Sometimes it doesnt matter whether you stand a chance or not, but whether the fight is worth fighting.


  I looked up at him and he continued. Or would you rather surrender? From news reports before the Blackout you know what to expect, what these men used to do to captives in Iraq and Syria. Now youve seen it with your own eyes. Men will be slaughtered, and women and girls will be taken as slaves. Do you want Megha to be taken as a sex slave by one of those terrorists?


  Shut up! I spat out my rage, all my doubt and indecision replaced by cold fury.


  Keep that anger. Stoke it. Channel it. Against the men who have destroyed our world and now threaten our homes and loved ones. But even anger needs a lightning roda leader who can channel our collective anger into constructive activity, and you, my son, whether you like it or not, are that leader.


  Will they come looking for us?


  Are they going to attack?


  The anxiety was perfectly understandable. It was one thing to talk of fighting for our homes, quite another to do it when you knew the lives of your loved ones were at risk. I felt an emptiness in the pit of my stomach as I contemplated any imminent attack on our community, and I had only Megha to worry about. As I scanned the room and saw worry on the faces of those who had children and parents to worry about as well, I could only guess how anxious they felt. I could do nothing about that, but what I could do was to channel that anxiety into some action and to make us as well prepared as we could be, now that we knew what we were up against. I still felt scared, I still felt I wasnt up to the task, but I forced all those feelings back, instead focusing all my energies on one simple truththe fact that I would gladly die rather than have Megha taken by those animals.


  We cannot control what they may or may not do, but we can focus on what we need to do.


  That got their attention and they leaned forward to hear what our plans were.


  First, Kundu, we need the supply teams to divert their energies to one specific task for a little while. Get bags filled with sand and mud and line them up along the barricades facing Ghatkopar and Chandivali. If they come, those are the likely routes. We can barricade the others tomorrow.


  Should we use rocks?


  Easier to get, but if a bullet hits them and sends pieces of rock flying, we can die just as easily from a splinter as a bullet.


  His eyes widened at that and he rushed off to gather his teams.


  Also, lets get the cooking teams to work early. Let people eat an early dinner so that when it gets dark we can focus on sentry duties.


  It was now past six in the evening, and Anu and a large number of people moved out to get dinner organized.


  Pandeyji, how are we placed for weapons?


  We have a lot more than we did before. Two AKs and two pistols that you brought back, to be precise. The problem is that weve been rotating weapons duties and a guy holding a gun was enough to dissuade a looter or refugee, but against these guys well need people who can use the guns in a firefight.


  What do you suggest?


  We move to two teams who are qualified to handle the weapons and theyre the only ones who get them in rotation. Other volunteers can do spotting and sentry duty. I have in mind folks whove shown aptitude and welcome other volunteers to try out, but we have limited weapons and ammo, so we need to ensure that the people using them know what theyre doing.


  He ran through the weapons inventory and those he wanted on the weapons teams. Nobody seemed to object to it and I noted that hed left out the two pistols I had, one of which was now with Mahadev. I nodded at Mahadev. You can keep yours. Youve proven yourself in battle.


  He beamed and seemed to stand a foot taller. The General had another suggestion. At all our checkpoints, we are essentially blind till someone gets close. Also, our lamps there actually work against us since any approaching enemy can see us long before we see them. Nitish, can you get some volunteers to set up kerosene lamps or torches at least a couple of hundred meters ahead of each checkpoint? That way well have some advance warning of who is coming our way in the dark.


  Another set of people headed off, and by now more than half those who had gathered there had left to get to work. I called out to Dr Guenther. Doctor, you, Megha and Marie were enough for normal illnesses and injuries, but if there is fighting, people will get shot and suffer more serious injuries. It may be prudent to start an ambulance corps of our own using one of the auto-rickshaws and to start training a few more paramedics.


  As people got busy with their duties, Akif pointed to the gear we had brought back. The AK-47s were a big boost to our firepower, but he pointed out things which would be perhaps equally, if not more, useful. He handed me one of the two bulletproof vests we had recovered.


  You should wear one. Well save the other one for whoever is on hazardous duty.


  Why me?


  He winked at me before saying, Because you have a habit of putting yourself in harms way.


  Then he pointed to the handheld radio on the table and turned it on. We heard static followed by some words in a language we couldnt understand. With a big grin, Ismail said, Those sons of whores dont know Akif and I can understand Arabic. Theyre asking their patrols to be on the watch for attackers. By listening in on this we will know what theyre planning.


  An hour later, Megha and I were sitting in my apartment and she was holding my hand, trying to calm me.


  You cant think of everything, you know.


  I turned towards her in the dim light offered by the candle burning on the bedside table. While each apartment could have powered up lights using the generator, in an almost unspoken agreement, we were foregoing that luxury, a sign that we were all hunkering down for the long haul. Also, we knew the lights on in our apartments would not have gone unnoticed by the terrorists earlier. There was nothing we could do to undo that, but keeping them on now felt like painting a target on ourselves. While some essential lights were neededin the common areas, the hospital and in the common washroomsmost were at lower levels and not visible from the airport.


  I know, Megha. But I feel responsible. Thats new for me. I was single, and all I had to worry about was my job and career. Now I have people who think I know what Im doing, and I have you.


  Megha held me tight. You know what my mom would tell my dad every time hed go on a sortie? That he should not worry about us; he should not make us a weakness. Instead, he should take strength from knowing that so many families like ours depended on him.


  Megha, he was a career officer. Till a week ago I was a cubicle dweller for whom a bitter battle meant arguing for investments from the head office.


  She smiled, leaned in and kissed me. Now were all warriors, and fighting together for us is what will give us strength.


  Suddenly I recoiled and she stared at me. Did I say or do something wrong?


  Shit, I dont want to repeat my mistake.


  What mistake?


  Of just worrying about us and leaving others in danger. The people at Nahar have no idea of whos out there and the danger theyll be in if the terrorists come towards us. Im sure the terrorist leaders have spotted the lights in our building. If they come here, they will pass Nahar, and the people there will have no idea who theyre dealing with. A few college students with hockey sticks might have scared off looters, but theyll be massacred by these guys.


  You cant go out in the dark now, Aadi.


  Ill be back. I promise Ill come back to you, but I need to do this.


  It was a big gamble. I knew we could lose some of our firearms if we ended up getting into a fight and lostbut I didnt bother to ask for permission. In what now seemed like a different life, Dhruv had once taught me a lesson that I brought to work on many occasions: If you really want a breakthrough, its better to ask for forgiveness later than to always ask for permission. In a very different context, where the stakes were infinitely higher, I was following my old boss advice. I had no idea how Dhruv and his family had coped with the Blackout and its aftermath, but I could do nothing for them. I could, however, do something for the families in the school at Nahar.


  I told only those I thought would be up to such a crazy ventureAkif, Ismail, Mahadev and Pandey. They were more than eager to come with meAkif said he heard someone on the radio asking for a raiding party to search out nearby apartments for those who had killed their men. We decided against taking an auto-rickshaw because we would be heard coming from a long way off in the silence of the night, and instead took a bicycle each.


  The ride to Nahar was uneventful enough but we didnt push our luckwe dismounted our bicycles well before we reached and proceeded on foot. We were all wearing dark clothes and Akif had insisted we rub black shoe polish on our faces. Given that all of us were varying shades of brown, this measure was a bit unnecessary, if not melodramatic, but it seemed to help give them all confidence, and so I didnt say anything about this further attempt at pretending to be elite commandoes and not a motley crew comprising an executive, two out-of-shape businessmen, an auto-rickshaw driver and a pot-bellied security guard.


  Without realizing it, I had held my breath during the hundred metre or so walk in the darkness to the school, and I exhaled in relief when I was greeted by two pimply teenagers carrying cricket bats and not more dead bodies. I was let in when one of them recognized me from my earlier trip. Mahadev and Pandey stood guard outside while Akif and Ismail went further down the road to warn us if we were going to have company. I went into the school auditorium to find it packed with at least a hundred people, mostly families with several young children. The elderly man I had met earlier now came up to greet me.


  We were never properly introduced. My name is Vikas Sood and I am the chairman of the society and also used to be the principal of the school. It was my idea to have everyone seek shelter here.


  That choice was the right one if the problem was going to go away in a few days, but it looks like its much more serious than we thought.


  I told him what we had seen on the airport road and the confrontation with the terrorists. I could see his face sag and many of the people in the group started asking questions all at once.


  Will they come here?


  Where are the police?


  I turned towards the woman who had asked the last question.


  There are no police around, at least in any organized force that we have seen. For now, we are on our own. I thought Id warn you so you could keep all your lights off.


  I turned to leave when I heard the sounds of someone running. It was Ismail, and he looked winded and worried.


  They were on the radio again. They definitely have local help. We heard one of their patrols saying that one of the locals had info about people being holed up around here. Then I heard someone talk to them in English. He told them that the area was a colony called Nahar. At least one patrol is on their way here. They sound pretty pissed about losing their men.


  Vikas Sood grabbed my hand and, almost on the verge of tears, said, Theyre coming here! You have guns and you are safe in your societies. We will be slaughtered.


  Someone began to cry and one or two of the kids, alarmed at the sudden tension, began to cry as well.


  Stop it, let me think.


  I knew we had turned away refugees before and that was the policy we had agreed on. Of course, that was before we knew there were terrorists out there. Could I leave these people here, knowing that there was a very high chance they would be killed? No, I wasnt an elected leader, but equally, there was no way I could get back home, take permission and return. I had to make this decision and live with the consequences.


  Mr Sood, leave now. Dont bother trying to pack or gather anything, just leave right now. And, you really need to walk as fast as you possibly can. Its just about two kilometres out so the fitter and younger folks will get there quicker but the others may take half an hour on foot. Pandeyji will lead you to our society and ensure the guards there dont stop you.


  I called Mahadev in.


  Mahadev, ride on ahead on your cycle as fast as you can and get a few auto-rickshaws out. They can meet those that are lagging behind and get them to our society as soon as possible.


  As everyone began to troop out, I saw Akif running towards me. Seeing the panicked evacuation, he spoke to me in a hushed whisper and I was glad he did, because if the others had heard the news he brought, I suspected we would lose the little semblance of order we had.


  Theres good news and bad news. The bad news is that theyre on the way. Maybe ten minutes out at best. I saw them with my binoculars when they turned on their headlights to navigate a turn between abandoned cars.


  I looked at Akif incredulously. I cant imagine what the good news might be!


  I could see his teeth gleam in the darkness as he replied. There are only two of them on one bike. Theyre still complacent and overconfident and we sure could use two more AKs. I heard four teams on the radio, and they obviously have poor radio discipline or just dont think anyone can understand Arabic here. Their other patrols are far away and wont get here anytime soonone is in Vikhroli, and the two others have actually gone as far the Western Express Highway. We could be back home in five minutes on the bike.


  I looked at Akif. He claimed to be a businessman who once had military training, but I suspected he had spent much more time in the military than he was letting on. That was the only explanation for his looking forward to a confrontation with armed terrorists. Either that, or he was stark raving mad. He saw the puzzled look in my eyes, and his face took on a fierce expression.


  He held up his right hand and I saw a ring with a gleaming yellow stone in it. Perhaps things happen for a reason, he said. My wife gifted me this ring on my birthday. I lost her and my daughter in a suicide bombing when I was a young officer and thats when I decided to quit the Army and look after the family that remained. Now, maybe I am getting a chance to even the score a bit.


  I thought back to the little boys I had seen stretched out on the airport road, their brains blown out. I thought of all the lives that had been lost so far, and the many more that would undoubtedly be lost before this was over.


  Yes, evening the score was something I could sign up for.


  And if took a little bit of madness to contemplate that, then I was happy to embrace that madness.


  Akif was hidden under a car just a few feet away from the school and I was behind the school gate, lying concealed behind the large bin that had served as the garbage dump for the occupants. It was filthy and I was sure I would stink for a long time afterwards, but it was also a safe bet that the terrorists would not dig through the garbage when they came looking for people. Ismail had wanted to stay but we had asked him not to: if we did succeed, a quick getaway on a motorcycle was possible if there were only two of us; and, if we failed, there was no point in losing both the AKs we had.


  We did not have to wait long. Within fifteen minutes I heard the growling sounds of a motorcycle engine as it entered the road. The bike stopped just outside the gate. We had left the lamp on upstairs, locked the main door from the inside and climbed out a side window. I peeked around the corner of the bin to see two men walk into the school compound. I had a pistol but waited for the two men to stand before the front door. One of them was tall and thickly built, the other smaller and leaner.


  The big man shouted in broken English, Come out and we will not harm.


  When there was no reply, he pounded on the door with his fist and then spoke to the smaller man who repeated the order in Hindi and Marathi. So this was the traitor who was helping the terrorists. Of course there was no reply, and of course they thought whoever was inside had locked themselves in. The big man braced himself, leaning back on one heel, and then landed a mighty kick on the door, sending it flying off its hinges.


  That was when I rushed him. He was off balance and focused on who or what was inside and so was taken completely by surprise when I jumped him from behind. With my right hand I brought down a fist-sized rock on the base of his skull and, as he began to go down, with my left I brought up one of the knives we had recovered from the terrorists in our earlier encounter and held it tight against his neck. The man struggled a bit but I had him pinned down with my entire body weight on him and my knees digging into the small of his back. His right hand was now pinioned behind him in a wrist lock and the serrated edges of the seven-inch blade were digging into his neck.


  His friend might have reacted had Akif not rushed him from behind and smashed the butt of the AK-47 against his head. He was down, and from the blood I could see pooling under his head, probably dead. The man under me cursed in Arabic, and when Akif said something to him in the same language, he went very still.


  Strip him of all his gear, I said. I held the man still as Akif took his knife, pistol and ammunition belts and placed them next to the gear he had taken from the other man.


  The man below me growled in heavily-accented English, Cowards. Kill me if you have courage or I behead you one day and enslave your woman.


  I pushed the knife against his throat and felt him go still again. Going in, Akif and I had expected this to be a quick firefight followed by an even quicker getaway. We had never really bargained on taking anyone alive, but once the opportunity had presented itself, I took the chance hoping to get some information about what we were up against.


  Where have you come from? How many of you are there at the airport?


  The man spat on the ground. I will slaughter all your children like the white ones we killed. I shot two while they cried for their mothers and we carried the women away while they begged us to spare their children.


  Wrong move. Very wrong move. To be honest, till that point I had not really contemplated killing him in cold blood. I got off the man and handed the knife to Akif. The man got to his knees unsteadily, unsure as to what was happening. He looked at me, wondering if I was going to free him, when I hit him with all my strength, my blow aimed at his solar plexus. His breath came out in a giant whoosh and he seemed to fold in on himself.


  Get up and fight. I give you a chance to show that you can kill someone other than defenceless kids.


  I was pretty sure I had broken some ribs and the man looked to be in intense pain, but he decided to grab the chance I was offering. He grinned, his teeth showing through his bushy beard, tinged red by the blood that was flowing freely down the side of his face from the wound to his head where I had struck him. He got up and began to assume a fighting stance, but before he could move, I stepped in and kicked his feet out from under him. As he was going down, I stepped past him, striking him on the neck with the edge of my palm. I had given him all the chances he was going to get, and I was in no mood to give any quarter. He started to get up but I smashed my fist into his cheek, and he went down again, spitting out teeth and blood.


  Come on. I thought you were going to behead me.


  He started to get up and lashed out with a weak slap with his right hand. I parried it with my left hand, moved inside his arc of motion and brought up my right elbow, making contact with all my strength under the bridge of his nose. His nose collapsed and as the bone shards from it pushed back into his brain, he fell, dead.


  I looked towards Akif, who was staring at me.


  Get his radio and the bulletproof vests. Lets put the bodies deeper inside the building and hide them. I guess theyll come looking for their missing men and perhaps find them eventually, but the longer they take, the better for us.


  It took us five minutes to finish up, and in that time, the radio crackled to life several times.


  Theyre asking where this patrol is now and asking others to come by the school to look for them.


  Then its time we got out of there. Come on Akif, I havent ridden a bike in years. Hold on tight.


  He began to laugh as we rode away.


  My god, he was mad.


  But what did that make me?


  I came home and collapsed on the bed, exhausted by the nights activities. Dreams of bloodied, bearded men with knives kept me tossing and turning till I felt Meghas arms close around me. Then I slept till morning.


  You promised that you wouldnt get into trouble, Megha said when she saw I was awake.


  I sat up, trying to look angry but not doing a very good job of it. I promised Id come back to you, and I have.


  She hugged me and we sat there for a while, savouring each others company and the fact that in this crazy, dangerous world we now lived in, there was still some love and comfort to be found.


  You do realize lots of people are mighty pissed with you. As am I.


  Why?


  She looked at me, a smile on her lips.


  Akifs been telling anyone wholl listen about the fight. Why did you have to be a hero and fight that terrorist instead of just shooting him?


  I wasnt trying to be a hero, Megha. I saw those little boys lying there with their brains blown out, and this guy admitted to doing ithe was gloating about it!


  She must have seen the expression in my eyes and I saw her smile disappear.


  Aadi, you dont need to take all of that on yourself.


  Youre right, Megha. And more of us need to be pissed off, not with each other, but with them. Now why are people pissed off with me?


  I found out a few minutes later when we were all gathered at the garden. Sood was there with five of his people, the others having been given temporary refuge in the Hiranandani School. Looking at the expressions Mrs Khatri, Anu, Bhagat and the others had, I knew I wasnt going to win too many popularity contests that day. Only the General seemed to be enjoying it all, sitting on a chair in a corner, smoking a cigarette and smiling. Hed winked at me as I came in and said, My boy, some things never change. The soldiers do their jobs and the politicians back home sit in judgement and have meetings.


  Now, everyone seemed to be looking at each other, as if deciding who should broach the topic. Finally, Bhagat spoke up. Aadi, we all appreciate everything you have done to keep us safe, and the way you have been fighting back against the terrorists is inspiring.


  Not to mention the weapons were bringing back, I thought as he fumbled, searching for the right words, and then he continued. We had agreed as a collective team that we would not allow refugees in. We have turned back hundreds of people in need, on the simple premise that our own supplies are scarce and we cannot help others at the cost of our own people.


  Hasnt something changed since all this began?


  He was stumped by my question and looked at me in silence.


  When it began, we had no idea what was going on. Then we learned that perhaps it was due to some enemy action, but that enemy was still a nameless, faceless, distant enemy. So it was right for us to focus on our immediate survival, and I went along with what we had decided. But now that enemy is at our doorstep, and has slaughtered people who were our neighbours and friends. Should that not make us expand who we include in the words our people?


  Mr Sinha was standing by the General, and when I looked at him, he just nodded.


  It seemed like Bhagat had run out of steam, and Mrs Khatri spoke up now. Aadi, all that is fine, but you took a decision without conferring with any of us. That is inappropriate.


  I tried to control the rage I felt boiling inside, but it was Megha who responded instead. Inappropriate? Those people would have been dead by now! Should he have left them to die while you debated things here? Dont you get it? We no longer have the luxury of sitting and exchanging polite niceties and debating things because were afraid to take the hard decisions.


  Pandey stepped up next to me.


  I was just a security guard and would never have contradicted you in the old world because Id be afraid of losing my job, but you are so wrong. You have no fucking idea of whats going on out there.


  Mrs Khatri put a hand to her mouth, mortified that she was being spoken to in such a manner by someone she probably considered well below her standing in society. She looked around for support, but Bhagat and the others just looked down.


  Akif spoke up next.


  I have seen the enemy first-hand and witnessed what they do to people. I have seen children lying dead, and their mothers and sisters missing, perhaps now slaves to these monsters. I would not wish that fate on my worst enemy, and the last thing we need to do is divide ourselves further.


  I looked at the General, remembering his words. I had no desire to be a dictator, and certainly did not want to impose my will on others because I was carrying a gun. But I did have a strong point of view and I was not going to ignore it.


  Mrs Khatri, Anu, Biren, I understand where youre coming from and, believe me, I dont have all the answers. But here is what I believe. Before all this happened, there was evil in our world. We had 26/11 in Mumbai, we had terror attacks, and we had women being raped. Most of us were concerned about all this, but never really had to do anything because we assumed the cops or politicians would deal with it. We were so content in the little bubbles of jobs, salaries, EMIs and holiday plans that we tried to ignore all that was wrong till it intruded on our doorsteps. I can speak for myself. The only thing I cared about the night this happened was celebrating my promotion. People were still being killed in terror attacks that night, women were being raped, but that was in a world beyond my own, so I didnt care. That world is no longer a separate worldwe no longer have the comforting filter of the TV screen to excise us from the situation. We cannot change this channel. There are no cops to call, or blame. We have to deal with this. That is all I tried to do, all I have been trying to do.


  Everyone was silent, till Nitish came bounding into the garden.


  I have some big news!


  He stopped, looking from person to person, wondering what he had interrupted, and then continued. I remembered that Mr Daruwala over at Sovereign had an ancient EC TV. I figuredlooking at whats happened with the auto-rickshaws and busesthat all old electronic stuff should work. The EC TV is an ancient box from the 70s which used vacuum tubes. It hasnt been turned on for years, so I spent the last day working on it. And now the TV works and you all need to see whats coming on it!


  We forgot all about our debate and rushed to the meeting room at my society where Nitish had placed the big, boxy TV. The long wire from it extended out the window and was hooked up to an antenna on a balcony on a higher floor. Mr Daruwala, who looked not a day younger than ninety, was sitting in a corner, flashing a toothless grin and enjoying all this sudden attention. As I passed him, he mumbled, They laughed at me for keeping this TV. Whos laughing now?


  Nitish turned a big knob and the screen flickered to life.


  With static.


  A loud groan went up in the room and Nitish tried to placate all of us. Wait, the signal comes and goes. Ill go and fiddle with the antenna.


  Maybe theyll be showing a rerun of Desperate Housewives.


  I dont know who said that but it got many of us laughing, helping to dissipate some of the tension.


  Anything? Nitish called out from where he was.


  I was about to shout back in the negative, when the static disappeared, replaced by a few lines of text. The picture was grainy but the words were unmistakable: Keep the faith. We and our allies are fighting back. The war is not over. Our country still stands and we need you to be strong.


  All of us gazed at the screen, our pulses pounding, as the words were repeated in different Indian languages, and then we heard a familiar song which caused every single one of us to stand a bit straighter and I know there werent too many dry eyes in the room. The song was one which instantly reminded us who we were, what we were fighting for and of how our petty worries about supplies, and definitions of who were outsiders and who belonged really didnt matter. A song that reminded us that we all belonged to a much bigger entityone that clearly still existed. A song that had been created to inspire millions of Indians when we were struggling for our freedom against the British, close to a century ago.


  The song began with two simple words.


  Vande mataram.


  ELEVEN


  Later that morning I found myself besieged by a group of eager volunteers. Subin, Prashant and Yash were there, along with a few other kids I didnt know. Fired up by the TV broadcast and the recent run-ins with the terrorists, they were full of fervour and a desire to do something. Basically, they were proving what my uncle had once told me about combat. The ones who are most keen to wage war are usually the ones who havent seen and smelled the blood, shit and piss that come with real combat.


  Lets take the war to them! Lets attack them at the airport!


  Those women and girls are still hostages. Lets try and release them.


  We have four Kalashnikovs now. We can take them!


  I asked them all to calm down before we talked of any possible action.


  Guys, we have no idea how many of them there are. Another plane flew in this morning and that makes three flights that have come in so far. For all we know, there could be two or three hundred men armed with automatic weapons. They would make mincemeat of us.


  But you took down so many of them. We could go out in smaller groups and attack their patrols.


  I looked at Yash, and while I knew he was a well-meaning kid who had been fired up by the stories of my supposed exploits, he did need a reality check so he and his friends didnt get themselves killed from misplaced bravado.


  Yash, the first guy would have killed me if Mahadev had not shot him in the back, and I surprised the second guy from behind by hitting him on the head. If it had been a fair fight with him, Im not sure Id be here talking to you.


  I could see him deflate visibly.


  This is not a video game and this is not sparring at the dojo. These guys are trained killers.


  Prashant spoke up, defiance in his voice. So that means we give up?


  Not at all. It means we need to pick our battles and be smart about it, thats all.


  Prashant was not about to give in so easily. We have their radios. We know exactly what theyre doing.


  Akif, standing next to me, had been listening in silence. It looked like he had taken upon himself the job of being my bodyguard, and whether or not such a job was required, or indeed if I wanted him to play this role or not, was something he had not asked me nor seemed to care about. Now he spoke up, addressing Prashant.


  They made mistakes and were probably a bit complacent, which we took advantage of. Now theyre tightening up. Theyre using code names for places, so we dont have the luxury of knowing where they are and what theyre doing.


  The group walked away to resume their patrol duties, and I could see the lowered energy levels in their slouched shoulders and shuffling gait. Mr Sinha had been observing us from a distance, and as I headed to the meeting room to plan increased security cover for the teams that were to go out foraging for food, he walked up to me.


  They are young and want to do something, even if it sounds reckless.


  Thats the point, Mr Sinha. We cant be reckless.


  He smiled broadly as he replied. Yes, we should not do reckless things like confronting a rapist and putting such a burden on his conscience that he jumps off the balcony, or indeed taking on armed terrorists when we could have avoided them.


  I could see no criticism on his face; only a genuine smile of warmth.


  My boy, that is why you are a hero and a leader to so many of them.


  I have no desire to be either. Im just trying to do the right thing and keep us alive.


  Sometimes the biggest hero is not the one who performs one grand feat of courage, but someone who does the right thing every single day.


  Do you think I should let them do what they propose?


  He laughed out aloud. Of course not. If we rush the airport, I fully agree that well have nothing more than a lot of dead bodies to show for it. But what you can do is channel their desire to do something in a way that will build their confidence yet keep them grounded to the realities we face.


  I nodded. Any ideas?


  Weve hunkered down and dont really know whats happening beyond our immediate borders, other than of course your forays to the airport. But what about the opposite direction? We have no idea whats going on near IITthere may be students stranded there. And there were big markets in front of the institute that might still have food and supplies we can use.


  Something else clicked in my head. A lot of our challenges stemmed from technology not working, and we had very few peopleNitish and a handful of otherswho had any level of expertise to help sort this out. IIT would be full of bright kids who may have solutions we had not thought of.


  Assuming, of course, they were still there.


  And, of course, assuming they were still alive.


  As I paced around my living room, Megha told me, not for the first time that morning, Theyll be fine, stop fretting like an overprotective parent.


  My cheek still hurt, and Dr Guenther was afraid it was going to get infected; my hand was badly sprained from the fight of the previous night, something that Id realized only after the adrenaline rush had subsided, and I was essentially confined to house arrest for the day to rest. Perhaps for incentive, Dr Guenther had given Megha the day off to keep me company. Under normal circumstances, staying at home all day with an attractive woman I was falling in love with would have been great. The problem was that circumstances were anything but normal. I found myself worrying about whether the terrorists would attack; whether our supply runs were secure and, most of all, whether the group that had gone to IIT were okay.


  Aadi, please relax. Your pacing up and down is making me dizzy.


  I forced a smile and sat down next to Megha, wrapping my arms around her.


  I should be with them.


  Akif and Ismail are there, and theyre both carrying AK-47s. Four of the kids are armed with pistols as well. They can take care of themselves, and even if they do run into trouble, the bottom line is you cannot take care of everyone all the time.


  She was right, but it was hard to let go. I thought I had been committed to my job; I would think nothing of spending long hours and work weekends to help close a deal. However, that totally paled in comparison to the commitment, the passion I felt at a gut level, to ensure that our little community stayed safe. They had trusted me with their lives, and I did not want to let them down.


  I held Megha, clutching on to the one person who was keeping me sane and keeping me grounded. She nuzzled against me. I pity your kids when theyre teenagers and youre calling or texting them every second to check where they are.


  Neither of us said anything for a long time after that. A week ago, Meghas words would have been an innocuous joke, but now it was loaded with meaning, and uncertainty. Would we ever send texts or call anyone again? Would we live long enough to have children and would they live long enough to be teenagers? Whose kids would they be anyway? Ours? Meghas and mine? She caught my expression.


  Im sorry, I didnt mean


  I put a finger to her lips. Our lives were uncertain, and indeed brutal compared to the world we had grown up in. However, that did not mean everything was uncertain.


  Megha, if theres one thing that will keep me going, its thinking of us growing old together.


  I leaned forward and kissed her, and then we heard shouting outside. I grabbed my gun and we ran downstairs. While the elevators were working, the unspoken rule was that if you were fit enough to use the stairs, you would do so, so the generators were not strained any more than absolutely necessary. The noise was coming from the direction of Central Avenue and, as we ran towards it, we saw Dr Guenther and Marie coming towards us.


  I heard some people need medical assistance.


  My heart sank on hearing the doctors words. So people had been hurt after all. I should have gone along with them, or perhaps should not have sent them there in the first place. I ran faster, leaving the others behind till I reached Central Avenue, and then I stopped.


  Coming towards me were not the wounded I had feared, but what looked like a grand victory procession. Akif and Ismail were on the side lines, smiling to themselves, but Yash, Prashant and the other youngsters were beaming, pumping their fists in the air and shouting. I smiled when I realized these young boys, most of whom would have looked upon patriotism as old-fashioned and perhaps infra dig back when their most pressing crisis was a delayed torrent download, were now shouting Vande mataram! as they returned home. Yash was bleeding from a gash on the side of his face and Prashant also looked to have suffered a cut on his shoulder, so clearly they had encountered some trouble. But nobody seemed to have been killed and what had caused the hundreds of people to arrive on the street, watching this impromptu parade, was the busload of guests they had brought back with them.


  Yash ran over to me. There was a big group of looters who were attacking IIT. Seems theyve hit it three times and most of the faculty and students had left, but there was a pretty big group of students hunkered down in the canteen. We killed three of the looters and the others ran away. We got six country-made pistols from them, which we can use.


  He was speaking so fast, so breathlessly, and was so obviously pumped up with adrenaline, that I had to ask him to slow down and take a breath.


  Are you okay? I asked, pointing to his bleeding face.


  Its nothing. A guy came at me with a sword and got a lucky cut in before we got him.


  Lets have a look at your guests.


  The students who trooped out of the bus looked filthy, weak and tired, but the smiles of relief on their faces was unmistakable. As I walked towards them, Akif told me the markets near IIT still had food and supplies which would be worth gathering. He and Kundu would take the buses back there.


  There were over fifty students and one of them came towards me with his hand extended. He was thin, looked and smelled like he hadnt taken a bath or changed clothes in many days, and his glasses were cracked. However, behind those glasses were eyes that seemed to blaze with the confidence that comes from being very young and very smart.


  Hi, Im Mohit. I hear youre the guy in charge.


  Well, we have a group of people running things here. What happened to you guys?


  When it all went down, many folks bugged out, heading for relatives, local guardians, and so on. Hardly anybody would listen to me that this was not about to go away any time soon. That this was an EMP strike or solar flare.


  I considered the blas way in which he had said the words. You knew what this was?


  Of course. My dissertation was on finding alternate ways of running our electrical grid if the current one went down, and I had been studying EMP and solar flares as the two major reasons that might happen.


  I stared at him. Something that we had guessed had happened, to a large extent due to serendipity and finding the pilot, was something this boy had known all along.


  It was obvious, right? he said now, as if addressing someone slow on the uptake. No cell phones, no cars, no TV. Some idiots kept insisting it was a power outage.


  Our conversation had attracted attention and Mrs Khatri, Anu, the General, Nitish and others were now gathered around him. Nitish, predictably enough, was the one most excited at meeting someone who seemed to be as interested in electronics as he was.


  Mohit, you said your research was on finding alternate ways of running things. Do you have any specific ideas on how to do that?


  Now it was Nitishs turn to get what I would come to know as Mohits are you an idiot look.


  Obviously, I do. If someone will come with me to my dorm and our labs, I can get some stuff and get to work.


  As I sat there that evening, watching everyone at work, I realized just how differently the new groups wed welcomed in were beginning to contribute. Sood and the hundred-odd people who had come in from Nahar were pretty similar to our communityall of them had respectable, upper middle-class jobs before the Blackout, which basically meant they had few or no real skills needed in our new world. However, they knew just how close they had come to being slaughtered, and were keen to repay us for taking them in. As a result, they were making up for lack of skills with sheer enthusiasm. The younger kids were all pulling guard duties, and while none of them knew how to use a gun yet, Pandey had spotted a couple of kids with promise. In any case, even without guns, having a dozen young men and women to add to our barricades had both helped us bolster defences against looters and also gave some of us more opportunities to catch a nap at night. The older folks were helping out Rani with her farm, again providing much-needed respite to the usual work teams.


  The kids from IIT were a totally different story. Id hate to stereotype, but these were among the smartest kids in the country, and also the bottom line was that when the crisis had hit home, they had been the ones too scared to venture out and make a fight of it. So they were, if I use the term in the most positive way possible, geeks. Geeks that we sorely needed. A bunch of them had enthusiastically joined Mahadev in trying to salvage auto-rickshaws and old cars and buses. I didnt really understand the details of how they were doing it, but they had basically written off all the expensive and modern sedans since they were too dependent on chips, but felt that some of the smaller cars could be retrofitted with parts from auto-rickshaws. So, in addition to Mahadevs fleet of auto-rickshaws, we now had two old Marutis that were operational.


  As if that were not excitement enough, Mohit had come back from IIT with cartons full of material, and had made the lobby of one of the buildings his makeshift workshop. He had promised to show us something by evening, and there were rumours of his having some sort of solar-powered gizmos which would power up all our buildings.


  A penny for your thoughts?


  I smiled at Megha who, like me, was having a rare day where she was not running from one crisis to another.


  We have terrorists ten kilometres from us and for all we know we could be attacked and wiped out at any minute.


  My, arent we in a positive mood today.


  I laughed with her.


  No, what amazes me is that people arent focusing on that because they have things to look forward to. The cars, the rumoured solar panel, the mere fact that there are people who hold a promise for a better tomorrow. That also puts into perspective where someone like me fits in.


  Where is that?


  I looked at her. I have no real skills to help build a better tomorrow. All I can do is help protect us today.


  You are way too tough on yourself, she said, reaching for my hand. Without living to see the end of today, theres no point what great hope lies tomorrow.


  What matters is that people are happier. No suicides for a day, right?


  She nodded and I hoped fervently that Mohits plans would deliver on even a fraction of the promise they were perceived to hold. We heard a commotion outside and headed out to see what marvels our teen wonder was going to unveil. More than a hundred people were gathered outside his workshop and he emerged, his shirt off, revealing a stick-thin torso coated with sweat.


  Mohit, have you eaten anything at all in the last couple of days?


  He turned to me, his eyes shining with what I had by then come to take as his usual level of hyperactivity.


  No time for food. Everyone, please watch this.


  He opened the door and people surged inside, only to perhaps be as underwhelmed as I was when I saw his masterpiece.


  A tiny piece of metal hooked up with wires to some meter or instrument.


  Folks, look at this. We can generate electricity with no reliance on the traditional grid. I started with a copper sheet and heated it over a stove.


  Then he rambled on about oxidization, something about black cupric oxide, dissolving something in salt water, connecting with leadsall of which went totally over my headand then he turned the meter on, and the needle flickered to life.


  Awesome.


  Such praise coming from Nitish must have meant that the kid was on to something.


  See, we are generating fifty micro amps of current. We have basically generated our own electricity out of nothing.


  Several people clapped, someone whistled and there were many calls for celebrations. I felt truly ignorant and a bit stupid around all the techno-babble Mohit was spouting, but I had a question I did need to ask.


  So Mohit, how many homes can this sucker light up?


  He seemed to consider it for a while and then answered. Let me see, to light up one bulb, wed need about 40,000 square meters of this.


  It took a while for that to sink in.


  Are you shitting me? All this for this piece of crap?


  He took a step back, looking genuinely afraid. Hey, this was a technology demonstrator. My dissertation wasnt about actually lighting up houses today.


  I really wanted to grab his scrawny little neck and break it, and as I looked around I could see that was a thought which was crossing more than one mind.


  Then Mohits eyes lit up again and he began to laugh. Hey, that is really my project and I intend to make it better and more efficient, but for now I do have something for you guys.


  And with that, he motioned with his hand and the lights in the lobby came on and the fan overhead began to turn.


  Hey, youre going to waste the generator. We only turn it on at night, and that too for essential needs.


  Mohit smiled. What generator? Anyone care to go to the roof and take a look?


  Very soon, many of us were on the roof, taking in row upon row of solar panels that Mohit had arrayed on the roof. He looked at me and winked. I have many more panels that we got from a corporate sponsor for a project we were to do in a village over our holiday breaks. I think I can run four or five buildings here with the panels I have; at least, light up a few bulbs in each apartment. To be safe, though, it would be better to keep running the elevators on the generator. Also, one of my friends was working on alternate fuel ideas for her thesis. Her idea was to use biogas to power generators so we dont depend on fossil fuel. I think she now has a practical test for her ideas.


  As we came down, there was a celebratory mood and someone talked of bringing some wine bottles to the communal dinner. I heard a loud popping noise and my hand went to the gun at my side.


  Mahadev caught the movement. Just an auto-rickshaw backfiring, he said.


  Mohit had seen me go for my gun as well. As people dispersed, he looked pensive. He then looked up at me and spoke with wisdom well beyond his years. We can rig all this stuff up and experiment more, but the bottom line is that we have to stay alive long enough for any of it to matter.


  It had been a quiet day and, for a change, I was not out that night on some hare-brained mission, nor did Megha have to deal with any suicides or crises, so we decided to treat ourselves to a quiet dinner. We sat by candlelight in my apartment, eating some pasta and drinking wine.


  When do you think the government is going to start fighting back?


  It was a good question. While the TV broadcast had electrified a lot of people and given them hope, nothing much had changed on the ground for us. One more flight had come into the airport, an unmarked C-130 like the others before it, and by night, four of them had flown off to an unknown destination. The terrorists were supplying and strengthening their position, and there had been no sign whatsoever of any sort of operation being mounted by our forces.


  We did see all those explosions town side. Maybe there was some fighting there. Wasnt there a big Navy base there?


  Megha nodded between bites. Yes, there were a lot of Navy personnel in that area, and probably Special Forces too, given all the government buildings. I wonder why theyre not coming in to retake the airport.


  We ate in silence for a while, trying to ignore the uncomfortable possibility that there had been a fight back and it had failed. The pilot and Mahadev had both talked of gunmen in the city well before the flights began to arrive, and it was likely that those groups had been at work as the Blackout happened, attacking police and armed forces installations. Megha suddenly stopped eating and looked out of the window.


  Whats wrong?


  She rushed to the window. I hear an airplane, and its very close.


  I heard it too, then, a dull throbbing sound, growing louder as the airplane came closer. We were now out on the balcony and, given how dark it was all around us, we had no idea where the plane was.


  Could it be another terrorist plane?


  The thought that they might be attacking us from the air brought a jolt of panic. If they had aircraft that could rain death on us from above, then we were sitting ducks with no means of fighting back. Suddenly, we saw a shape resolve itself in the blackness and then a small plane flew past, virtually skirting the rooftops. By now the whole neighbourhood was out, watching this unexpected visitor.


  Aadi, if they wanted to attack, they would have done so. They wouldnt have flown so low and so slow.


  The plane banked in the air and then came towards us again, and then just as it was a few hundred meters away from my building, it went into a steep climb and I thought I saw something fall from under its belly.


  Are those bombs?


  I braced myself for the impact and pushed Megha to the floor, trying to cover her with my body. I looked at her, terror in her eyes. Megha, if this is how it ends, know that I loved you and that you were the best thing to happen to me.


  Then I closed my eyes and waited for the bombs to fall.


  Fall they did, but they were not bombs. Instead I felt something light fall on my head and float away. I looked up to see leaflets fluttering down across our society. We could hear the airplane now in the distance, making similar runs over other societies. I looked at Megha a bit sheepishly, but she just kissed me hard.


  So it took a near-death experience to get you to say that you love me!


  We both laughed, holding each other, relieved that the danger had passed. Then we picked up the leaflets, three of which had landed on my balcony. They were A4-sized papers, and it looked like someone had handwritten the message on them and then photocopied it on an ancient machine, since some of the letters were smudged. But the words were readable, and the message they carried was electrifying.


  Fight back with any means possible but do not lose hope or surrender. We are commencing strikes soon in the Mumbai area and need everyone to join in our fight for liberation. Fly the tricolour, and Vande Mataram.


  It was two in the morning but, after reading the leaflets, I doubt anybody had sleep on their minds. Nitish and Mohit had spent an hour hooking up some bulbs and lamps, stringing up wires from a portable generator, and of course we had several old-fashioned torches that had been set up on trees. With a lot of planting having been done, the garden was no longer a viable meeting space for such a large group of people, so we were all gathered on Central Avenue, and Anu and her team handed out cups of hot tea to everyone. All the kids wanted to be there, but I had to persuade them to stay on their guard duties.


  There was a buzz of anticipation as we began. The General was, perhaps predictably, the one to start, since everyone assumed that, as an ex-serviceman, he would have the best insights on what to expect and what we might do.


  In my reading, they will try and take out the enemy at the airport and recapture it. Otherwise, the enemy will keep resupplying from the air and strengthen their position.


  General, where do you reckon the enemy flights are coming from?


  He turned to the person who had asked the question and his answer was laced with the contempt and anger he felt. My guess is some base in Pakistan. If the terrorists who planned this have anything to do with ISIS, as their flag at the airport suggests, they may well have got elements in the Pakistani Army or Air Force to help them, both with the nukes, and with the support theyre getting now.


  There was a lot of murmuring going on, and while it was clear a large number of people were electrified at the prospect that those who had attacked us were going to be challenged, there was a lot of nervousness at being caught in the crossfire. Suri, for one, was back to his grumbling self.


  General, its good of course if the government is able to get rid of these terrorists and bring things back to normalcy, but what is this talk of fighting back? We are not soldiers.


  I had been listening in silence but now I interrupted, trying to keep my voice as even and polite as possible. There must be a good reason why the government is asking us to help. Perhaps all their equipmentlike our electronic stuffis not working. We are not soldiers, but we need to defend what is ours.


  Defending our homes is one thing, Suri said, but going out of our way to seek out trouble is quite another. I would propose we just sit tight and wait for the government to act.


  Mr Suri, Ive always said we shouldnt attack the airport. We dont have the numbers, weapons or training to do that, but if the armed forces are mounting an attack and need any help, then we should be willing to contribute.


  Mr Sinha intervened, trying to defuse the situation, since it was clear that our group was divided down the middle between those who were willing to take a more active role in any action that followed and those who preferred to stay out of anything beyond defending their homes.


  For now, all discussion is moot. We have no idea what action is planned or indeed how we can help, but we do need to decide how to respond to one request from the government.


  Suri looked at him bewildered, and Mr Sinha explained. The part about flying the tricolour. I suspect it is not just an appeal to our patriotism. If air strikes are coming, they will want to know where friendlies are. There is a large flag that flies in front of the CRISIL building. We can just have it installed on top of the tallest tower here.


  Suri did not look convinced. Yes, and signal to the terrorists that we are interested in defying them. Then they will surely come for us.


  Everyone started talking at once then, voicing their opinion, and I called the General aside. This debate will get us nowhere. Too many people just want others to do their fighting for them, and now that the government is back in the picture, people like Suri are happy to take a spectator seat and hope they solve all our problems for us. Isnt that the bloody problem weve always had hereeveryone moans and bitches about others not doing anything about our problems, but they dont want to get their own hands dirty by doing things themselves.


  The General spat on the ground and took out a cigarette. My boy, I suspect that, soon, it will not be a matter of choice. The war will seek us out, and then it will just be a question of whether we die like sheep or at least go down fighting like men.


  We did not have to wait long for the action to begin.


  I got home at around five in the morning, after doing the rounds of every checkpoint and ensuring that our guards there were alert and that teams armed with the few automatic weapons we had were always on call, ready to be ferried to any trouble-spot in one of our stripped-down auto-rickshaws. I was tired and sleepy and collapsed onto the bed next to Megha. She snuggled up to me and I saw her smile with her eyes closed. I leaned towards her for a kiss but thoughts of anything more romantic dissipated as I fell into a dreamless sleep.


  I was awakened by a familiar soundthe droning noise that had signalled the arrival of the airplane the previous night. I jumped out of bed and ran to the balcony, with Megha right behind me. We saw a light blue airplane with a white undercarriage and a single propeller on its nose come into view. The tricolour roundel of our forces was clearly visible on the tail of the airplane. It was around 06:30 in the morning and I could see people rushing to balconies and rooftops to see what was going to unfold. Soon, a second airplane joined it and the two began to circle lazily in the sky, as if planning what to do next.


  Those dont look like fighter planes. And propellers? Those look ancient.


  Youre right, Megha confirmed. Those arent fighter planes. Those are Alizes. Theyre anti-submarine patrol planes which havent been in service for a long time. They fought in the 71 war. I guess their systems are old enough to not be affected by the Blackout. They must have got two of the mothballed airplanes back to airworthy condition.


  The two planes were now flying next to each other, and passed just above our neighbourhood. I could see red rockets slung under their wings. As they flew towards the international airport, I sent up a prayer for their success, as Im sure hundreds of our neighbours were doing. Part of me was proud of our pilots for taking the fight to the enemy. However, another part of me, which I tried to silence, was worried that the best we could throw at the enemy were two fifty-year-old planes.


  It was a clear morning and I could see the control tower at the airport and the terminal with several lights on. I thought I could see some vehicles moving but it was too far to be sure and I wished I had one of the binoculars with me. Megha grabbed my arm as both planes climbed and then dove down at the airport, one after the other.


  Get those bastards!


  I dont know who yelled out those words, but every single one of us probably had the same thought. Two rockets detached from the lead plane and, as they ignited, they streaked towards the airport, accompanied by our cheers and screams. The rockets exploded in a cloud of smoke and I gripped the balcony railing hard, hoping that the rockets had hit their intended targets. The first aircraft climbed again as the second came in for its attack run.


  Thats when things began to go terribly wrong.


  Rounds from heavy weapons reached out towards the aircraft, with at least two lines of red tracer rounds converging on it. Two smoke trails also rose from the ground, reaching up towards the plane as rockets or missiles were fired at it. The pilot tried to manoeuvre his plane out of harms way, but with all the firepower directed at him, he didnt really have a chance. As the plane was hit, it seemed to stop in mid-air for a second, and then it dove vertically down, spinning as it did, trailing smoke before it impacted the ground well short of its target. We heard the explosion and saw the pillar of black smoke rising where the doomed plane had fallen.


  Meghas eyes filled with tears, as did mine. We looked up to see the second plane come in for another attack. The poor, brave pilot was not giving uphe could have gone back to base when he saw the odds he was up against, but he was diving in for another strike. My heart swelled with pride at his courage but also felt like it was breaking because the pilot seemed to be flying in to certain death. He managed to fire one of his rockets before his plane too was shredded by anti-aircraft fire and went spiralling down to the ground, exploding in a fireball.


  The combat had lasted just a few minutes, and our neighbourhood was now completely silent, all of us stunned by what we had just seen. The sun was now rising in the sky as a new day began, but it felt like the blackness that had engulfed our world just got darker.


  TWELVE


  There was not much conversation that morning, as we all tried to deal with the implications of what wed seen. The euphoria of our government and armed forces still being functional and attempting a fightback had been quickly crushed by the realization of just how meagre that effort was, and how easily the enemy had quashed it.


  To add to this, within thirty minutes of the failed air strikes, we heard sounds of heavy gunfire nearby and saw some apartment buildings in the distance being raked by ammunition. Windows shattered and chunks of walls were torn apart under the barrage. Several rockets streaked into balconies, sending clouds of dust and smoke rising from inside the apartments as they exploded. The assault was as sudden as it was vicious. I recognized the buildings as belonging to the Raheja Vihar complex. While we had not made contact with them yet, we had seen some lights on there, and it was clear they too had at least one operational generator and were holding out under the circumstances.


  It wasnt clear what had brought on the sudden onslaught and I could only imagine what they were going through, being attacked by heavy machine guns and rockets with no means of fighting back. It told us a lot about the ruthless nature of the enemy we were facing and, together with the failed air strikes, it weighed heavily on our morale.


  The only real way to stave off despondency was to get busy with whatever chores each of us had, and many of us did just that. Kundu had his crews out, working double time to get water supplies; Rani was planting another row of beet and saying how, in just a couple of weeks, her first lot may well be ready. She had managed to salvage some seed potatoes from the nursery, she said, and we might have our first potatoes in three more weeks. I had no way of knowing if that was actually going to happen or if she was being optimistic, but at least it gave people hope that our days of scavenging for packaged food would come to an end. As I walked on, I saw Mangla helping out in the planting and she smiled as I passed her. I realized that each of us was summoning up reserves of courage we probably never realized we had, and for Mangla to be back at work after the trauma she had been through was no less brave than any of us going out to meet the enemy, gun in hand.


  Megha was at the hospital with Dr Guenther and Marie, training a group of teenagers to act as medics. I think she could sense that bad days lay ahead and that we would need more people who could administer first-aid or tend to gunshots and other wounds. Mohit and his friends were hard at work, the events of the morning seeming to have given them even more impetus, and he had dropped by to tell me that he was planning to power-up common areas in at least four buildings with his existing solar panels by the end of the week.


  However, not everyone was putting their nervous energy to constructive use. I had been jogging from one checkpoint to another, both to inspect each of them and to ensure that the guards there still had their chins up, but also because running was my way of dealing with my own anxieties. It was when I passed the Meluha hotel on the way back from the Ghatkopar checkpoint, that I saw a large crowd gathered around a bus and several raised voices. As I approached, I saw that Mahadev was in a heated argument with Suri.


  Whats going on? I asked. I could see that Mahadev was really worked up. He was tiny, perhaps only a little over five feet tall, and reed thin, but now he looked ready to pounce on Suri. The fact that he had the .22 in his belt made me even more worried about the prospect of imminent violence.


  This man wants to take away one of our buses and food.


  I looked sharply at Suri, but he stared right back, not willing to give any ground.


  We all saw the so-called attack by the government. Nobody is coming to rescue us, and I, for one, dont want to sit here and wait to be massacred. A group of us has decided to take a bus and get away from here. Maybe drive to Lonavla or Nashik and wait things out till they improve.


  I looked him in the eye and saw not just a man who had made up his mind, but one who was very afraidand being scared can make a man desperate. As much as I disagreed with Suri, I had to defuse the situation. Mahadev was livid and I saw his hand inch towards the gun at his belt. The last thing we needed was to shed our own blood. I tapped Mahadevs hand and he got the message and moved a step back.


  Mr Suri, I am nobody to tell you what to do or not, and indeed if you and others believe you are safer elsewhere, I cannot stop anyone from leaving. However, the bus you are taking belongs to the community, as do the boxes of food I see inside.


  Suris eyes darted to the boxes that had been put inside the bus and the guilty look on his face told me all I needed to know. He had meant to steal our food and had not counted on being caught. However, he was not going to give in so easily.


  Look at all the kids with us. Surely you dont expect us to walk out without any food or water? This bus doesnt belong to you any more than it does to us.


  Then at least talk to our leaders and leave like friends who have decided to part ways, rather than steal away like a thief.


  He glared at me and then, to my immense relief, an auto-rickshaw arrived, carrying Mrs Khatri and the General. When I explained what was happening, I was dumbfounded when Mrs Khatri said, Look, Suri, this is Aadis decision to make. If he says you can leave, then you can walk out of here.


  Suri looked as surprised as I was. Who the hell is he to decide? What right does he have to stop me?


  The General smiled, though I could see little humour in his eyes as he addressed Suri. In case you havent noticed, Suri, we are now at war, not just dealing with a bloody power outage. In times of war, the military takes over and decides how best to protect a nation. In our case, our own little armed forces, as they are, happen to be commanded by this young man here.


  Suri threw up his hands in exasperation. Have you lost your fucking mind? When did he become our bloody commander?


  The General leaned forward, a hard edge creeping into his otherwise polite voice. Ever since he risked his life time and again on our behalf. So, Aadi, what say you to this coward making a run for it?


  Suri was fuming, but the reality of the situation was that Mahadev and I had guns, and he knew that the others who were armed would likely not take kindly to his making a run for it, stealing our stocks of food and water. Still, I felt sorry for him. The General and Mrs Khatri may have been trying to support me, but the last thing I wanted to do was to use any position of power, real or assumed, to bully anyone, and certainly the thought that I would expect others to listen to me simply because I carried a gun repelled me.


  I looked around at the group and saw a bunch of scared people; people with families, who simply wanted to try and find some security for their kids. Sure, they may not have wanted to stay and face the enemy, but should losing ones nerve lead to a death sentence? Because thats what sending them out on foot and without supplies would amount to. I stood there, looking from one kid to another, and then finally I stepped around Suri and addressed the others gathered there.


  Just as I dont give myself the right to decide for everyone here, I dont believe Mr Suri should have the right to decide for all of you.


  I could see a change in their demeanour almost instantly. Where there had been looks of resentment and hostility a minute earlier, I saw some openness.


  I cannot tell you what to do, but I can share what I believe. This is our country and our city, but even if talk of patriotism doesnt mean much, this is our home, the place we have lived for years, where we have formed friendships, built careers, and for many of you, built your dream homes. There is an enemy out there who is threatening all of that. They have already destroyed the world as we know it, and we know that they do not hesitate to murder the unarmed and helpless. I have seen little boys with their brains blown out. We can expect no mercy from them.


  I let that soak in before I continued.


  But the question is, how do we react when our homes and families are threatened by such an enemy? Do we run or do we fight? I know what I will do. I will fight. I have no family here, but every single person here is now part of my family, and I will not leave. Can we win this battle? I dont know. But someone I respect a lot once told me that it doesnt matter if you stand a chance or not, but whether its a fight worth fighting. And if our homes and families are not worth fighting for, then what is? When do we stop being cautious and become cowards? And think of thishere we at least have each other. I will not be petty. Take the bus and the food, but what will you do if looters attack you? What will you do if the terrorists arent just here but in other areas as well? You can decide what you want to do, but know that if you stay, I and many of us will die before we let your families and children come to harm. I have seen the enemy face-to-face and they are but men, and men can be killed. I intend to kill as many of them as I can before I die. When youre out there in the bus, away from our community, who will die for your families?


  I walked away then, and asked Mahadev to drive me home. I was drained, and wanted to focus my energy on preparing for the attack we knew would come sooner or later. Also, I wanted nothing more to do with Suri. As I was getting into the auto-rickshaw, the General stopped me.


  All but four of them are staying. Suri, his family, and three others are leaving. Poor buggers wont last a day out there. One bus and some food wasted, but I can bet you nobody else will bug out after what you said. And one more thing, my boy, before you go. Dont talk of dying, son. Lets kill the bastards if they come for us.


  I had come to accept my job as being a jack of all trades, other than security of course, so in the free time I had, I was trying to make myself useful with whichever group could use an extra pair of arms and legs. That morning it happened to be Kundu and his supply corps, as some of us had started to call it. It was a joke, but born out of genuine admiration for the military precision with which he ran his teams. It was in large part due to his planning that we had faced no water shortages, and while people grumbled at times about having only canned food and bhaji, nobody had gone hungry.


  That day, he was overseeing the creation of a bona fide warehouse for food stocks. Till then, we had kept our food stocks where we could, but the fact that he was putting a lot of effort in creating a more systematic storage space spoke both to his organizational skills and also the fact that we all now knew we were in this for the long haul.


  Guys, we need a clear separation between products based on shelf life. Anything with a shelf life of twelve months or more goes in the far corner. Then comes nine months, and so on. All perishable stocks come closest to the sorting table. Then, remember, daily cleaning rosters are up on the door. We cannot have rats or pests get to these.


  One of the kids grudgingly passed on several packs of cookies to be put in the far corner. Kundu saw his look and patted him on the shoulder. Varun, taste cant be our first priority now. We have to consume items which will spoil first.


  The boy, who was probably no more than fifteen years old, looked at the squash courts that were acting as our warehouse and then at Kundu. Do you think things will be the same even after twelve months? What happens when we run out of this stuff? I guess there arent factories churning out packaged food anymore.


  I had been helping stack some of the heavier boxes and I smiled at Varun. By then, well have freshly-grown onions, tomatoes, potatoes, beetroots and god alone knows what else Rani has planned. Also, just wait for Mohit to nail his solar-powered or biogas systems, and well be having hot baths.


  The kids eyes seemed to light up and he got back to work.


  What day is it today, Aadi?


  I was momentarily stumped. Days and dates no longer really mattered. There was no weekday or weekend, no office day or day off, and certainly none of us had social calendars beyond the immediate neighbourhood. I calculated the days and nights that had passed. It seemed like it was in a different life that I had been celebrating my promotion with my colleagues from work. That had been a Saturday.


  I think it is Tuesday. No, wait, its Wednesday.


  Kundu stopped what he was doing. Its been almost two weeks, hasnt it? My god, how things have changed in just a few days. Before the Blackout, I would be in office on a Wednesday morning, wondering why the weekend couldnt come faster.


  I smiled as I put a carton of chocolate cookies in the far corner of the room. From obsessing about stock options and bonuses to ensuring wed have food to eat a few months down the line. Things surely had changed, hadnt they?


  I heard three loud whistle blasts and then I was running outside. Mahadev was there with his auto-rickshaw and I jumped inside.


  Where?


  Ghatkopar.


  He drove like a maniac, literally flying off some of the speed bumps and landing with bone-jarring impacts, but I wasnt complaining. The whistle had been blown three more times. There was some big trouble and our guards there needed help. We hadnt heard any gunshots, so it couldnt be an attack, could it?


  When we reached the checkpoint, we saw all four boys there looking totally rattled. Akif and Ismail were there as well, and the first thing they did when I reached was apologize profusely. Akif looked down, as if unable to meet my eyes. Sorry, we screwed up. One of us should have been here at all times. We were changing over when he came.


  Who came?


  I walked over to the four kids. Two of them were carrying pistols and the others had hockey sticks. Why would the arrival of one person spook them so much?


  Yash, whats going on?


  Gone was the cocky demeanour I had come to expect from Yash at the dojo before the Blackout. Even with all that had happened, hed managed to keep his spirits up, and been a great help in training others in unarmed combat. Now his face was pale and he seemed to be on the verge of breaking down.


  Yash, what happened?


  He composed himself before responding. A guy came by on foot. He looked like just another refugee and he was all alone so we didnt think much of it when he walked up to the checkpoint. Then he said he was a messenger and had come to deliver a message.


  A message? From whom?


  With shaking hands, Yash held out a sheet of paper. He said they would come later for our answer.


  I saw the black emblem on top of the paper with white Arabic text within, then I read the contents, which had been handwritten in English. I looked at Yash.


  This is not the time to get scared, kid. This is the time to get seriously pissed off.


  In return for your continued safety and existence as subjects in our Caliphate, you are required to pay tax in any one or all of the following forms: food stocks, drinking water or willingness to help our warriors as guides. Failure to pay tax will invite suitable punishment including taking of girls of a suitable age as brides for our warriors or conscription of boys into our forces.


  I read out the notice to the hundreds of people who had gathered at Central Avenue and the paper was passed around from one incredulous reader to another, wanting to make sure that what they had heard was true.


  Thats why they punished the society we saw being attacked this morning.


  Oh my god, they have rockets. What can we do against that?


  Is this serious? How the hell can they ask for these things?


  I waited for it to sink in. It was a lot for people to deal with. It is one thing to reconcile with the fact that there is evil in the world, but quite another to come face to face with it. One thing to read about victims in the news but quite another to realize that you could be the next mark.


  I saw Bhagat in a corner, his face pale. He had a twelve-year-old daughter, and no doubt he was thinking of her. I looked around the room and saw the same look on many faces. Many kids were there as well, and while some were perhaps too young to fully comprehend what was happening, I could see a few teenage girls begin to break down and cry. Bhagat caught my look and stood up. What can we do? You saw what they did to the airplanes this morning and how they destroyed Raheja Vihar. We are not soldiers, and even if we do have a few guns, we cannot hope to stand against that kind of firepower.


  Ketan was also standing up now. I knew he had a teenage girl. Weve tried to adapt to the situation we find ourselves in. Believe me, weve tried. Were cleaning toilets, were planting food, and were ferrying drums of water. We have done as we were asked and whatever was needed to take care of our families and our community, but what can we do if an enemy of this sort comes? Weve all heard about your chat with Suri this morning, and I know its probably no safer anywhere else, so leaving isnt an easy option, but what do we do?


  I looked at both of them; at their helplessness and their desperation. Then, without saying a word, I walked out of the meeting and back to my apartment. I passed Megha, who gently touched my arm. Aadi, they need you. Theyre scared.


  I smiled at her. Megha, I dont think I have the words to help reassure them, but I think I can at least do what I feel is right, and let them follow or not as they choose.


  Ten minutes later I was back, and I saw groups of people part as I walked between them. I saw Megha look at me with a strange expression on her face, and as I passed her, she squeezed my hand. Pandey saluted me as I walked by, as did Akif and Ismail. I could see Yash and a few of the youngsters visibly straighten. The General winked at me and Mr Sinha gave me a thumbs-up sign.


  I had changed into black jeans and a black t-shirt, and put on one of the bulletproof vests we had appropriated. In my shoulder holster was the 9mm that the General had given me, and I was wearing the ammo pouch I had taken from the terrorist I had killed at Nahar, filled with spare clips. One of the terrorists knives was at my belt. I had applied black shoe polish on my forehead and across my cheeks.


  My uncle had once told me about his raids in Kashmir and how they would steal out in the middle of night to do battle with fidayeen, often ending up in hand-to-hand combat. As a child I had been smitten with his tales of action and still remembered him showing me how to dress for the part. Id thought of him when I smeared the shoe polish on my face. Mayukh kaka, what would you have done if you were in my place? What would you make of me if you saw me today? Somehow, somewhere deep inside, I knew he would approve. I knew that if he had been in my place, he would have done exactly the same thing. Of course I was scared, and of course its only in the movies where people spout patriotic lines with no fear of death. But thinking of my uncle and how he would have reacted gave me strength as well as peace.


  I stood before everyone, thinking of words that would work, and finally just said what was on my mind. Forget all this has happened. Imagine that were back in the world that existed before last Sunday morning, before the Blackout. I am a vice president at a firm, one of you is a teacher, another an executive, someone else a homemaker. Each of us has the same identity that we had before the Blackout. The kids here go to school, we go to the mall to shop and watch movies, we can order pizzas and, yes, instead of standing in front of Chilis talking about all this, we can go inside and take advantage of happy hours and drink beer.


  A few people chuckled, no doubt thinking of the lives they had led.


  Now imagine that youre back in your home, sitting in your living room, maybe watching TV. Bhagat, maybe your daughter is sitting next to you. Kundu, maybe your sons playing video games in his room, and General, maybe youre boring Anu with old war stories over Scotch.


  They smiled, and I could see a few eyes mist over.


  Now, imagine a group of men breaks into your house. They are big, they are strong, and they are armed. They want to rob you, rape whoever they fancy and then leave. What will you do?


  The mood suddenly changed, and my voice was raised as I said the next few words. Would you sit and wonder how you would resist? Would you call a committee meeting to decide on a course of action? Would you consider moving house?


  I could see anger on several faces.


  Rohit, Yash, Kundu, all of you. I see you becoming angry, and yes I would be angry as well. Hell, I would be pissed off, and you know what I would do? I would fight as hard as I could and, even if I were to die, Id make bloody sure I took as many of the bastards with me as I could. This is my home now, and these men are threatening all of us. I know what I am going to do, and those who want to join me are welcome. For the others, there is no shame in being afraid. I am not a soldier. I spent my whole career sitting in a cubicle making slides, but we are not defined by the jobs we do. We are defined by how we react when those who matter to us are in danger. The only label that counts in the world is whether you are a coward or not.


  The whistle was blowing from our checkpoint again, and I saw Mahadev drive in on his auto-rickshaw at a manic speed.


  The son of a whore is back. Just the guy who came earlier, and now he says he is to convey our answer back to his masters.


  I nodded at several people around and Akif, Ismail and the two others carrying AK-47s piled into an auto-rickshaw while I got in with Pandey in Mahadevs auto-rickshaw.


  The General came up to me. Son, they have demanded something of us that we cannot give them. Not if we want to be able to look ourselves in the mirror ever again. But they are also not here to attack, not just now. They are here to see if they can bully us and also to judge our strength. Thats why theyve sent only one man. When you meet him, remember something a US Marine General told his men once.


  Whats that, General?


  Be polite, be professional, but have a plan to kill everybody you meet.


  I asked Akif and Ismail to wait in the auto-rickshaw and the others to keep their AK-47s out of sight. There was no point in revealing the full extent of our firepower. However, as I walked towards the checkpoint, seeing me was quite enough to give our visitor a fit.


  Youyou have their vest and knife. They will show no mercy to one who has killed their brothers.


  I sized him up. He was thin, stood barely up to my shoulder, and was unarmed. I would have gladly smashed his face in and killed him there and then if that would have ended the threat to our community. Instead, I remembered the Generals words and said calmly, You can tell them that their demands will not be met here.


  I could see fear in his eyes as I continued.


  Why are you doing this? Is it because you believe in their cause or because you are afraid of them?


  He seemed confused, as if this conversation was not at all going in a direction he had expected. It doesnt matter why I do what I do. They will destroy you like the other society this morning. And they will take revenge for the deaths of four of their brothers.


  I was about to ask him something when I looked beyond him, down the narrow path that led to Ghatkopar. I couldnt be sure but I thought Id seen some movement. They were out there, no doubt watching me through the scope of a rifle or a pair of binoculars. I felt exposed, knowing that a bullet could come my way any time. I was happy that we had concealed the AK-47s. They would likely guess we had at least two of them, but there was no way they could definitely connect us to both incidents. I thought I could throw them off-balance with some misinformation, so I turned my attention back to the messenger. Four men? We only chanced upon two near the airport.


  I saw him process the information and then he tried one last time. I have no enmity with you people. I was born in Mumbai and Ive lived here all my life. I take no pleasure in seeing people like you suffer. Agree to their demands and youll be safe.


  I leaned towards him till our faces were inches apart. My friend, we are not cowards or traitors like you. Now get lost before I drop this polite faade and stab you in the eye.


  He scurried back down the road and, as I walked back to our people, Akif asked me what had happened.


  I did the polite and professional part that the General asked for; now lets get ready to kill some people.


  When do you think they will attack? Yash asked.


  I told him that it was safe to assume they would attack soon. Thats how they would keep the element of surprise. Assuming their main forces are coming from the airport, they could be here in less than an hour.


  The look on Yashs face was one of panic. I knew we had to set aside all our fears and focus our energies in preparing for the attack. The first thing I did was to get all the kids on guard duty busy with ensuring sandbags were in place and that all approaches were being watched. I hoped that this would distract them from giving into panic. After that, my first port of call was the clinic.


  Doctor, please have both ambulances ready. Two long whistles mean casualties needing immediate attention.


  Guenther looked at me grimly. No doubt he was as afraid as all of us, but he was keeping it hidden, and his calm demeanour was doing wonders for the morale of those he had with him. His wife, Marie, was with him, as were three kids who had been studying medicine and were now our de facto ambulance corps and medics. And, of course, Megha.


  Aadi, is this how it all ends?


  I held her close.


  No, one day well be calling the kids wondering why they arent home after their partying.


  She laughed as she dug her head into my shoulder.


  Megha, stay strong. I dont know how this ends or when, but just know that I will be fighting first and foremost for us, for the life I want for us to have together.


  She stood outside the clinic, watching as I left with Mahadev to our next meeting. I looked at her as we sped away, wondering if I would see her again. God, I hoped this was not how it would end. I felt a stab of regret at not having told her how much she meant to me, about how much I wished we had met in other circumstances, but there was so much to say, and so little time.


  I found the General in a good mood, laughing and drinking from a hip flask, surrounded by Mohit and his friends.


  General, I take it youre celebrating something I missed.


  He smiled as he saw me and called me over.


  Aadi, these kids are brilliant. I thought they were hiding somewhere while we dealt with this threat, but they could well have the thing that saves us today.


  And that would be? I asked, turning to Mohit and the four other students with him.


  One kid came forward, a pretty overweight young man wearing a Star Wars t-shirt and with long hair that was almost down to his shoulders.


  Blowing things up. My names Nasir and Ive been spending the morning preparing, ever since that complex was attacked.


  We went inside the room where they had been working and Mohit filled me in. Nasir is a chemical engineer and one of the things he loved to do in his spare time was experiment with explosives. The profs discouraged it but he would blow up stuff for a prank and put it up on YouTube, stuff like that. Turns out, he can make a nice big bomb with fertilizer and some other stuff.


  He then looked at the General, who smiled appreciatively at Nasir. When he told me an hour or so ago what he was up to, I decided to help out. We now have our very own IED, the favoured weapon of insurgents around the world.


  We arent insurgents, General.


  Oh yes, we are. And the men we are up against are not used to being the ones to fight insurgents; they are not used to being the ones with the advantage in firepower. They will not expect to have their own tricks used against them. Ive seen it in Sri Lankaa well-placed bomb can wreck a fair bit of havoc and allow men with rifles to take on a column of tanks.


  I looked at the metal cylinders on the ground, with wires sticking out of them. Each was no bigger than a mid-sized bucket. Nasir smiled at his handiwork.


  Got them from the Hagen-Dazs shop. They used to store ice cream in them. All the ice cream is long spoiled, and nobody seemed to be around to have any use for these.


  How many bombs do you have?


  Ive got three ready to go.


  General, whats the plan?


  The General was all business now, his smile gone. Aadi, the big problem we had to solve is that we didnt know which approach road they would take. I would rule out the road from JVLR. Why would they take the longest route when they havent been given too many reasons to be cautious of us? At most they think theyre up against civilians with a couple of rifles. But that still leaves the Chandivali and the Ghatkopar roads. Their local toad would no doubt have told them that the Chandivali road is the shortest way here, but if they have military experience, which no doubt many of them do, theyll see that it is very congested and their vehicles will at best be able to come through one at a time. Ive already asked Kundu to take a team and jam it further with vehicles.


  I saw that the General had been hard at work.


  So that means they will likely come down the Ghatkopar road.


  Yes, and thats where we need to ambush them. They will have more men with guns, rockets, probably heavy machine guns mounted on vehicles which they used to down the planes and on Raheja. The only way we can survive is to surprise them.


  With the bombs?


  Yes, but thats not the only way.


  He called out to Akif and Ismail, who had joined us earlier for what was fast turning out to be our council of war. You two are a big part of the strategic surprise we can have. They have no idea any of us knows Arabic. By listening in on their radio transmissions, Im hoping we get an idea of what theyre planning.


  Akif smiled, as did I, and our plan began to take shape. As we talked it over, there was only one aspect on which I disagreed.


  General, why do you have to be one to trigger the IEDs? Nasirs already said that, because of the length of the wires, it would mean youd have to be well outside our checkpoint and outside any cover. Let someone else do it.


  Aadi, has anyone else here ever seen an IED explode, let alone blown one up?


  He peeled back his shirt to reveal a long scar on his left shoulder.


  I got this near Jaffna. Our convoy was headed with stocks to our boys who were pinned down there. I was in a five tonne truck, and when the bomb hit us, the whole bloody thing flew like it was taking off. After that, we made sure we learnt all we could about roadside bombs and how to deal with them. If we miscalculate when to use our bombs, then those sons of bitches will go right through us, and you do know what happens if they get past our checkpoint, dont you?


  I stepped away, trying to compose myself. The General was hardly at an age or physical shape to be putting himself in harms way, but he did have a point. I looked at the people around me. Bhagat was carrying a cricket bat while Kundu had got hold of a golf club. It was heartening that so many of them had overcome their fear and would fight if it came to it, but the reality was that they would die fighting. There was no wayarmed with golf clubs, bats and kitchen knivesthey would stand any chance against trained killers with automatic weapons and rockets. It would be a massacre and the only thing standing in the way of that massacre was our ability to hold the enemy at the checkpoint.


  I went back to the General and, to his utter surprise, hugged him.


  We need you, General. We need you. Please be careful out there and please come back.


  He choked up as he hugged me back. Boy, dont make an old man get sentimental. Lets save that for the party well throw once we kill those bastards.


  There was just one more thing to do.


  Yash and Subin had taken down the big tricolour from the front of the CRISIL building and now a team of teenagers took it to the rooftop of the highest building in the neighbourhood. I heard a cheer go up as people saw the large flag fluttering in the wind.


  The General smiled and saluted the flag. Now were really ready to go to war.


  I looked at the flag and imagined our enemies seeing it as well. It declared our defiance far louder than we could have expressed it in words. They would be coming soon, and now, as we all looked at the flag, we were reminded of who we were and what we were truly going to be fighting for.


  THIRTEEN


  I was sitting near the Ghatkopar checkpoint. Akif had insisted I take one of the Kalashnikovs. While I had not fired a rifle for years, he was right that Id at least had some practice back in the NCC. For the last one hour, while we waited, he had been giving me pointers on how best to use it.


  Ismail was at the Chandivali checkpoint, along with Pandey and two boys armed with pistols. Most of our firepower was concentrated where I was, but we didnt want to leave the Chandivali entrance totally vulnerable in case the enemy surprised us. Kundus crew had completely blocked that entrance by pushing stranded cars across the narrow approach roads, so even if they chose that route, we hoped wed have enough time to move our forces there.


  The radio in Akifs hand crackled to life.


  Sounds like their base at the airport is communicating with their forces out on the mission, Akif translated.


  The General, who was sitting a few feet away with Nasir, asked, What are they saying?


  Theyre asking them to take the longer road past the mall. So they will likely come through here. And Aadi, theres something you need to know. Their leader wants your head. They talked about a young man wearing black and their bulletproof vest.


  If they made it through our defences then all was lost, and having my head taken was honestly not the biggest thing I had to worry about. Akif and Ismail had been telling our boys stories of how these killers would swoop into villages across Iraq and Syria, slaughter the men and take the women as slaves, to be sold like cattle. We had heard and read about it on the news, but to hear it from people who had lived close to where all this took place, and to contemplate it happening to those we called our own, made it much more real.


  Mrs Khatri had gently asked Akif to not alarm people, but honestly it had the opposite effect. People were fired up and determined to not let the same thing happen to our community.


  I got up and walked along our lines, patting Subin, Prashant and Yash on their shoulders as I passed. Two young girls were there as well, and while none of them had been trained enough with firearms to use guns, Pandey had said their spirit earned them a spot. One of them, Anagha, looked at me and grinned. Dont worry, boss. They wont make it through us.


  I took a look at the four beer bottles she and her friend, Mira, had in front of them.


  What are those?


  Nasir made those for us and, believe me, we have good arms.


  Nasir winked at me as I reached him. The girls wanted to help, so I made them some Molotov cocktails.


  You, my friend, are the most destructive nerd Ive ever met.


  He laughed and said, I always wanted to be in the Army but my parents made me write the IIT exam.


  I wanted to be in the Army as well, and I guess now we dont need to be soldiers to fight a war.


  Theyre coming!


  It was Mahadev who had shouted the words. He was heading towards us at high speed in his auto-rickshaw. We had posted him as a lookout to give us advance warning.


  The General got up and shook my hand. Give them hell, my boy.


  With that, he got out from behind the checkpoint and walked briskly towards the abandoned car about fifty meters away, where he was to lie in hiding. Wires from all three concealed bombs lead to the car.


  Guys, dont shoot till theyre beyond the Generals car. I doubt well hit much beyond that range, so no point in wasting bullets.


  Yash and the others nodded, and I could see a mixture of fear and anticipation on their faces. They were keen to help, to defend their own, yet the prospect of being in real battle for the first time was of course something that was weighing on their minds. As was the realization that it was quite possible that we might die within the next few minutes.


  Mahadev was standing by my side, the .22 in his hands. Mahadev, that pistol will be of little use against men in bulletproof vests armed with rifles and rockets. Why dont you get to safety?


  He looked a bit hurt at my suggestion. Sir, Akif told me that hell be busy with the fighting and may not be able to watch your back, but he said our leader must be kept safe. I volunteered to be your bodyguard, so Im not going anywhere. 


  It didnt look like he was about to budge, so I asked him to get behind cover and not shoot unless someone was within a dozen feet or so from us. There was no point telling him that if the enemy did indeed get so close to us, then all was lost.


  My heart was pounding as we all took cover behind the boundary walls. There were two small gates that we had now closed and fortified with sandbags. Ismail and two more boys came up and joined our group as we waited for the enemy to appear.


  Akifs radio crackled to life again and he translated for us.


  Theyre asking whether they should shoot or give us a chance to surrender.


  Whats the answer?


  Akif shook his head. The message back is to kill every single person in sight.


  I dont think any of us at the checkpoint had seriously contemplated surrender as an option, but now it was clear what we were in for. This was going to be a fight to the death, after all. The first vehicle came into sight as it turned into the approach road, perhaps three hundred metres away, a squat, tan coloured armoured vehicle with a machine gun mounted on top.


  What the hell is that?


  I think Subin asked the question and Ismail answered. A Humvee, probably captured from the Americans or the Iraqis.


  I looked at the Kalashnikov in my hand and then at Akif. Any chance these bullets could go through the armour on that thing?


  He sighed as he got into shooting position, resting his rifle on the wall. No. We just have to hope the bombs work. The 50 calibre gun on that thing will rip us to shreds if it gets into the fight.


  Other vehicles were now visible behind the Humvee, two open jeeps, each filled with five or six masked men clad in black. I looked at the silver car where the General was hidden and sent up a prayer that not only would he succeed, but that he would come back to us. As I looked around, I saw that I wasnt the only one praying.


  As the last vehicle fully cleared the turning, it was blasted off the ground and smashed against the adjoining boundary wall as the first bomb exploded. A masked man got out of the hatch on the Humvee and began to fire the heavy machine gun at our positions.


  That was when our plan began to unravel.


  We were hunkered down behind the wall, being showered by brick, sand and cement as the machine gun raked our checkpoint. There was no point in even trying to return fire with our rifles against the monster now bearing down on us.


  Come on, General, I muttered. This would be a good time!


  As if he had heard me, the General triggered the second bomb, and I peered above the wall to see the Humvee being rocked to its side by the impact. It wasnt destroyed, but the man handling the machine gun was certainly dead, his body thrown clear of the vehicle by the impact. The remaining jeep had now pulled alongside the Humvee and six men dismounted and moved forward, seeking cover behind cars and firing at us with their rifles. Two more men clambered out of the back of the Humvee and joined them.


  The General should have triggered the last bomb by now, because once the enemy was out of the vehicles and dispersed or behind cover, there was little our bombs could do. As the men continued to close in, moving from cover to cover, I realized to my growing horror that the last bomb was not going to explode. I saw the General emerge from behind the car and grab at the wires, perhaps trying to fix something that had gone wrong. One of the black-clad men saw him and kneeled, bringing his rifle up to his shoulder to shoot at the General. I fired a three-round burst at him, and, while I missed, my bullets kicked up dust around his feet, causing him to take cover behind a column.


  General, get back! Please!


  But the stubborn old man was not going to give up so easily and, as if oblivious to the enemy now just metres from him, he kept playing with the wires. Akif, Ismail and others were now firing at the approaching men, not just to kill them but to try and protect the General, but it was all too little, too late. Several of the black-clad men fired at the General and I saw him being thrown back against the car as a bullet slammed home. I screamed, a cry of pure anguish and rage, and stood up.


  Come on, you bastards!


  Our attackers would have seen me, wearing their vest and carrying their rifle, and now they moved forward purposefully, some of them shouting loudly, Allah ho Akbar!


  Several shots hit the wall in front of me as I took cover. One of the attackers fired a rocket and I felt it whoosh past us and explode against the wall behind us. Nobody was hurt but it brought home the overwhelming firepower we were up against. I could see several of us start to waver. Thinking youre prepared to fight is one thing; actually being in a pitched firefight against trained men is quite another. Many of our team were simply raising their guns over the wall and taking a blind shot, and yet others were just huddled against the wall, not even firing. Akif and Ismail had kept their nerve and were squeezing off carefully-aimed single shots. When I looked over the wall, I saw an attacker move between a car and a pillar, seeking new cover, and I fired two bursts. The first missed, but the second caught him in the leg and he went down. Akif fired several shots at him and finished him with a bullet to the neck.


  The enemy was now less than a hundred meters away. One of the men had gone back to the Humvee and was trying to get the machine gun to work. The others kept coming at us. I heard Ismail shout in pain and turned to see him grabbing at a bloodied shoulder.


  We had kept motorbikes by the roadside as distance markers, and now the enemy was just fifty metres away. We had tried to remove as many of the stranded vehicles as possible to rob the enemy of cover, but there were several roadside pillars they could use. Also, the adjoining lot had been a construction site, and there were heavy vehicles parked by the road, which we had no way of moving in the time we had.


  An auto-rickshaw skidded to a stop behind us and Pandey came running over, having decided to help as news of the battle spread. He placed his rifle on the wall, took careful aim and fired. His .303 was an ancient weapon, but was powerful, and at this range did the trick. Hed aimed at the man with the rocket launcher, and hit him with one shot to the chest. While his vest saved his life, he staggered back from the impact. That was when Akif and I both unloaded on him, hitting his legs as he collapsed. That gave me an idea and I shouted to our people. Aim for the legs!


  One more attacker went down as several of us hit him in the legs and he lay there, writhing in pain, before I saw a red mist to my left as Yash was hit in the head. He fell back, dead before he hit the ground. The enemy was now barely fifteen metres away and pouring fire down on us from behind cover. One of the kids next to Yash lost his nerve and got up. Im not sure if he wanted to run or wanted to shoot the enemy, but the attackers fired at him and his body spun around as it was hit by multiple rounds.


  Anagha screamed and ran forward with a lit bottle in her hand, launching it as she dove for cover behind the wall. The bottle twisted and turned in the air as it landed just short of one of the attackers, creating a small pool of fire. The man had been moving behind cover and now, seeing his path blocked by fire, turned to the right. That was when one of our bullets took him in the head. It was a lucky shot, but he was just as dead as he would have been had we planned it all. For once that evening, luck worked in our favour. And, at that moment, I thought it was for the last time too, since the man on the Humvee got the machine gun working and began firing at us. Mira had been rushing forward to launch her own bottle when she was hit by heavy calibre machine gunfire. I saw her body being thrown back, almost as if she had been bodily lifted and flung aside by a giant, and her bottle fell to the side where it burned harmlessly.


  As bullets from the machine gun continued to hammer against our checkpoint and the enemy continued moving in for the kill, I remember thinking one thing.


  This is indeed how it ends.


  I kept the rifle aside and took out the pistol the General had given me. Mahadev was right next to me, his pistol in hand.


  Guys, cover me. Theres no point just sitting here and waiting to be killed.


  Ismail grimaced in pain as he sat slumped against the wall, but he grabbed a pistol with his left hand. Akif nodded at me and readied his rifle. Pandey grinned. Yes, sir. Lets give these bastards one last surprise.


  The machine gunner had stopped now, perhaps for fear of hitting his comrades as they closed in, and that was when I rushed out from behind cover. I was shocked at just how close they had got and, no doubt, they were shocked to see me rush them. I ran towards the first man, less than ten feet away, and as he saw me he screamed, Allah ho Akbar!


  He brought his rifle up to his shoulder, but before he could shoot, I began firing as I ran at him. I dont know how many rounds I fired, but I saw his head rock back from the impact of a bullet. He died when I was no more than six feet away from him. I then felt a blow to the side of my body, harder than any punch I have ever experienced, and felt the wind being taken out of me as I was thrown back to the ground.


  There were only two attackers left, other than the man with the machine gun, and as I lay there, I saw them almost at our position. One of them put a bullet in one of our boys legs and moved in to finish him when his head exploded. I tried to see who had shot him as the second man also stopped, unsure of where the new threat was coming from. Then his head exploded as well. I pulled myself up to a sitting position and saw the machine gunner on the Humvee swivel his gun towards me. He was the only one left standing of the attackers, and, even if this was it for me, at least Id go with the satisfaction that we had defeated them. No doubt they would attack us again, and I would regret not being there because, if they came again with such a force, we would probably not be able to resist them a second time.


  The first bullets kicked up the dust and gravel around me as he began firing. I lay back, thinking of Megha, wishing I had been able to keep my promise to her. He fired another burst, this time the bullets striking even closer to me, and I was temporarily blinded by the gravel thrown across my face. I felt a stinging impact on my forehead and, as I looked away, I felt warm blood flowing down my face.


  I blinked, trying to clear the blood that was obscuring my vision and then wiped it off with my hand. That was when I saw two black-clad figures move in from behind the Humvee. One was carrying a long rifle, while the other had a knife in his hand. The second man clambered onto the Humvee, grabbed the machine gunner, and stabbed him in the side of his neck.


  Who were these men? Were they more attackers? If so, why were they attacking their own men? I tried to get up on one knee and pick up my pistol, but I fell back down. My side felt like it was on fire and I could barely see with the blood that was flowing down my face. My eyes closed as I saw the men approach.


  Then all was black.


  When my eyes opened, I automatically grabbed at my side, trying to get at the pistol. Then I felt a familiar touch on my bare chest and Megha whispered in my ears, Everythings okay, Aadi. Its okay. Im here.


  She kissed me on the lips and I lay back.


  What happened? I asked.


  I could see tears in her eyes as she replied. Youve been out for a couple of hours. You took a nasty hit to the head that needed stitches. When I saw all the blood, I thought


  She stopped, trying to compose herself as I held her hand.


  Megha, the last person I thought of when it looked like it was all over was you. They say that when you die your life flashes in front of your eyes, but for me it wasnt the life I had, but the life I wanted to have with you.


  She smiled and said, Now please, get some rest.


  Images of the General, of Yash, of Ismail, of the others being hit flashed before my eyes, and then I remembered the two men who had come in at the end. What happened to everyone? There were two strange men there I got up, trying to ignore the pain on my left side. As I looked at it, I saw an ugly purple bruise.


  Dr Guenther said the vest saved your life, but youll have a painful bruise for some time.


  I limped out of the room and saw Ismail and Pandey sitting there. Ismail had his right arm in a sling and Pandey stood to salute me, his left leg bandaged as he leaned on a crutch. I asked him what had happened to him.


  Good to see youre okay, sir. I picked up some shrapnel but otherwise Im fine.


  I shook his hand and clapped Ismail on the left shoulder. Good to see you guys are okay.


  Ismail grimaced as he replied, I dont think Ill be shooting for some time, but at least Im alive to teach our people to use all the new Kalashnikovs we captured.


  That brought me back to the battle.


  Tell me what happened after I passed out. I saw two men


  Pandey handed me a fresh t-shirt and my pistol.


  Get dressed, sir. Theyre all waiting for you at Central Avenue. They wanted to start but we said we needed you there. The doctor has passed word that youve gained consciousness.


  Megha was there by my side as I put on the t-shirt and the holster.


  Since you wont listen to me and rest, at least let me come with you.


  The General?


  After seeing Ismail and Pandey, I had been holding out hope that somehow he had made it, but Megha just shook her head and looked down.


  Mahadev was waiting for us just outside the club and he came and embraced me. Next time, wait for your bodyguard before you go and do crazy things like that.


  He drove us to Central Avenue in a jeep that I recognized as one of the vehicles the attackers had come in. Mahadev looked behind at me as he drove. Weve got an upgrade for you as far as cars go. No more auto-rickshaws.


  There was a huge crowd gathered at Central Avenue. Lamps and torches had been lit along the streets, bathing the area in a yellowish glow. I saw Mrs Khatri, Kundu, Bhagat and the others of our committee huddled in a group. With them was a tall man wearing a black uniform and a black bandana. When I got down from the car, he spotted me and walked over with a warm smile on his face.


  If someone had told me a civilian had killed four hardened terrorists in hand-to-hand combat, I would have called him a liar.


  I saw a smile on Akifs face and realized that, once again, tales of what I had supposedly done had far exceeded my real contributions thanks to people like Akif and Pandey. The man in black now offered his hand to me and I took it as he finished.


  But after seeing you in action, all I can say is that it is a real honour to meet you. My name is Ronald Ely, and my colleague Shaikh and I are with MARCOSthe Marine Commandos of the Indian Navy.


  Realizing that the men who had come to our aid were our own troops and that the failed air strike had not been the only attempt by our government to fight back, I grinned and hugged him.


  Boy, are we glad to see you. Where are the rest of our troops?


  He looked at me, an amused grin on his face. Easy, my friend. We dont come with an army. All we have is the two of us, for now that is.


  What happened? How did you guys get here?


  Mrs Khatri interjected. Aadi, well talk about all that, and I suspect well stay up all night learning of what these two men have to tell us about the world outside, but for now, we need to say our goodbyes to those we lost.


  We walked to the construction pit behind the school, which was acting as our cemetery, and laid our fallen to rest. Mira was buried by her parents while someone recited Koranic verses. Yashs body was consigned to flames by his father, while his mother stood in a corner, weeping inconsolably. Finally, it was the Generals turn. His body was wrapped in a white sheet, with only his face showing, looking serene and at peace.


  Who will do the final rites? He had no family here.


  I took the torch and performed the final rites. I stood by the pyre as the flames took his body. With his sacrifice, he had bought us all a new lease on life, and I was now going to make sure that it was all worth it.


  My side hurt every time I moved and my head ached. I realized that I had also managed to sprain my ankle sometime during the battle. Basically, once the adrenaline had worn out, it felt like my entire body was in pain. Dr Guenther gave me an Ibuprofen to help relieve the pain and Mrs Khatri told me the debrief would take place in my apartment so I wouldnt have to move too much.


  So, at eight in the evening, there were around thirty people gathered in my living room. Drinks and snacks were being passed around and it would have looked like a party had the circumstances not been what they were. I was on the sofa with Megha next to me and the others were on couches or sitting on the floor.


  Ronald had a glass of wine in his hand and he grinned as he began. You guys sure wasted them!


  We would be dead if you hadnt shown up. I certainly would have been. Thank you.


  He raised his glass to me and continued. True, but they only had three men standing. They may have killed you but their attack was stalled. They would never have taken the colony with three men. As it turned out, this battle was a game-changer. We got nine Kalashnikovs, twelve pistols, one RPG launcher, the heavy machine gun, nine radio sets and twelve bulletproof vests that still work. You do realize what that means?


  Id had no idea so much of the enemy gear would survive the explosions. It did indeed transform us into a group that would be able to field close to thirty armed men.


  What about enemy casualties?


  They sent sixteen men. Seven died in the fight. Of the others, we took the one who had the least wounds prisoner.


  I looked Ronald in the eye as I tried to process what he was saying. What about the others?


  He just moved his fingers across his throat.


  I considered what he was saying, and thought of what those men would have done had they broken through our lines. No, this was not a time nor a world where mercy was to be given easily, so I just nodded.


  What has he revealed so far?


  Not much, but Shaikh has a way with people. Everyone talks, sooner or later, and he will too.


  What brought you here? Bhagat asked.


  Technically, we violated orders. We were to do a recce for enemy forces and saw the attack on the society this morning. There was no way the two of us could have taken on all of them. Then we saw them massing for another attack. What got us interested was you guys raising the tricolour. Finally, it looked like someone was standing up to the bastards. Then we saw the battle and you guys giving as good as you got, so we chipped in. I say technically violated orders, because we were to avoid detection by the enemy. With all the attackers dead except the one bastard, were still sticking to orders.


  He laughed as he said that and I found myself increasingly liking our new friend. I knew he was a trained killer, but he had a warm, genuine laugh that seemed to put everyone around him at ease.


  Wont they attack again? Shouldnt we be watching our checkpoint? I asked.


  Ronald smiled again. Akif?


  Akif tapped the radio he held. They totally freaked out when they asked for updates and didnt hear back from their men. They sent a two-man patrol to check and Shaikh sniped them both. Theyve lost eighteen men in one evening, when they thought all they were up against were helpless civilians. Theyre digesting this and making plansI heard them order all patrols to get back to the airport. Ive got a dozen kids with weapons out there now, and by tomorrow well start training more people with the new weapons.


  I tried to convince myself that things were secure for now, but with the battle and the killing we had been through, it was hard to sit in my apartment while the enemy was outside, planning another attack. Ronald saw my expression and laid a reassuring hand on my shoulder. Shaikh is also out there, and the two of us have radios of our own. Any trouble and well get help out there fast. Youve done more than your share of fighting for now. Relax, eat something, and get some rest.


  Megha whispered into my ears. Listen to him and relax!


  So I sat back, but relaxation was the last thing on my mind. Ronald, fine, Ill sit here, but why dont you tell us your story. Whats happening out there?


  We were on board a submarine, the INS Chakra, on patrol in the Indian Ocean, when radio transmission from Mumbai stopped. We surfaced and saw that the whole city was black, except for a few military frequencies. Largely strategic units that had been hardened against nuclear or chemical attacks. It was chaos, nobody really knew what had happened, though there had been a heightened state of alert for a few days and intelligence of impending terror attacks, so we all assumed it was an attack of some sort. With the evidence we had, our Captain was about to conclude that it was an EMP attack, but then we heard from the Americans and realized just what had happened.


  The Americans have forces all over the world, and many more subs and airborne command posts which are hardened, so while they were in a state of panic for the first day, gradually they began to connect the dots. At least four nukes were set off in the upper atmosphere. One over the continental United States, a huge bomb that blacked out all of the US; one over south Asia that took us out along with a lot of neighbouring countries; one above northern Europe which has blacked out the UK, France, Germany and some parts of Russia; and finally one launched in the southern hemisphere which has most of south-east Asia and Australia blacked out as well. At one stroke, these bastards took most of the worlds major players off the table.


  They say well over two million people may have died that first day itself.


  There was a ripple in the room. We had seen the violence that had been unleashed, but it was difficult to process and comprehend death on that sort of scale.


  Think about it: five thousand passenger planes over the US alone at any given time. When they all fell, perhaps seven lakh people died. Add to that similar losses around the world and more than a million would have died in air crashes alone. Then, traffic accidents, looting, people dying in hospitals as systems went offline, and youve got to think two million may be an understatement.


  They had planned it well. They had sleeper cells in many cities, including Mumbai, which went into action soon after the blasts. Their job was to attack security forces and create even more chaos for the next phase of the plan, which was for reinforcements to come in and hold territory. They did that with groups moving up from Mexico into the US; with boats that landed on the Italian and French coasts from Libya to join their sleeper cells there, hidden among refugees; and as youve seen here, flights. They tried to fly into Delhi first, but thank god the Air Force had a few fighters that were hardened against nuclear strikes and were meant to deliver nuclear weapons. They blasted those bloody transports out of the sky. But then they came to Mumbai, and there was nobody to stop them here.


  I asked the question that was no doubt on everybodys mind.


  How did they pull off the attack? Who helped them?


  Ronald held up his hands in mock surrender. Easy, easy. I dont have all the answers, but Ill fill you in with what I do know. How they pulled it off is a matter of conjecture. The US thinks they got warheads from Pakistan and old Soviet stocks. They likely used rockets captured in Iraq and Syria, so no major help needed there. What we do know is that they used converted freighter ships to launch them. The word is that elements of the Pakistani military helped them think through and execute this.


  Whats the US doing to retaliate?


  Ronalds face grew solemn. The US President was killed in a suicide attack on the White House just as the Blackout happened. In the chaos, they got through the Secret Service and wiped out the First Family. They did the same here as wella lot of top government leaders were targeted. In our case, thankfully, the PM survived and is in a secure bunker supervising our response. The new US President took a few days to evaluate the situation and is co-ordinating with allies, including us.


  With all the power out, how are they communicating?


  The US has its own military intranet that was hardened against nuclear strikes; we have our secure systems; and a lot of guys in the field are using old-fashioned shortwave radios.


  Nitish chuckled. We should have thought of that and found a set here.


  It took a week or so for all the governments to get their heads around what had happened, Roland continued. God knows how many more millions died in the chaos, and then the new US President ordered massive retaliation. Tactical nuclear weapons were used to wipe out all known ISIS bases and those of their sympathizers in Iraq, Syria, Libya and Somalia, and all major Pakistani air bases and nuclear installations.


  There was a gasp of astonishment at that.


  Surely lots of civilians died in those strikes?


  Yes, but it seems the US decided that was better than risking more attacks.


  Mr Sinha had been sitting quietly. Indeed, all evening I had heard him say very little, and assumed he had taken the Generals death hard. They had become good friends over the last few days. Now he sat up and asked Ronald another question. If all their bases are gone, its over, right?


  Ronald shook his head. Hardly. What made these killers different from any other terror group was their desire to hold physical territory, to create their so-called Caliphate. Their major bases are wiped out, but they planned for this. Thousands of them are in the US, Europe and here, recreating their Caliphate on a global scale, and their flights coming in here are just reinforcing that. They initially sent some men on boats disguised as Pakistani fishing vessels, but now the Navys onto it and sinking any boat that looks suspicious. This air lifeline is harder to bust, though.


  If we had fighters in Delhi, why not here?


  Only fighters tasked with nuclear missions were hardened, and in the first few days, the bastards hit air bases around the country. You must have seen the fires burningNaval and air bases around Mumbai and Goa were hit by sleeper cells and terrorists who had come in by boat. Goa managed to survive but all the newer fighters are useless, so they cobbled together the strike this morning. Theres a whole other war going on all across India. With air power cobbled, the Armys relying on the good old railways and old coaches to transport troops. Of course the bastards are trying to intercept trains, but its a matter of time before a big Army contingent gets here to launch an assault on the airport and wipe out the other cells. In a congested city like this, though, its going to be messy.


  Where are they flying in from?


  Nobody knows. The Americans have high altitude satellites up but they are so busy with the battles raging in their homeland that they havent gotten around to tasking them to find out. Probably coming from a hidden base in Pakistan. Thats why Shaikh and I were dropped ashore, to have a closer look at the airport and come up with a plan to retake it once our troops get here. Our info is that the first train will be here within three days. By the way, Aadi, I did need to ask you something.


  Of course, what is it?


  Can Shaikh and I stay here for a while, use your society as our base of operations?


  I glanced around to see what the others thought, but everyone just looked at me, waiting for me to decide.


  Of course, now were also a part of this fight. What do you want us to do?


  We have a lot to plan, but for tonight, you need to get some rest.


  I started to protest, but he stopped me. Youve taken a few nasty knocks and everyone here needs you fighting fit as soon as possible. Were all here to take care of security for one night. Now, get some rest.


  As everyone left and I retired to my bed, I wondered just how much sleep Id get. Megha rested her head on my chest and lay there and I could tell she wasnt sleeping either. When the Blackout had started, I thought Mumbai had somehow gone dark; but now I realized that the blackness had engulfed the whole world.


  FOURTEEN


  When I woke up, it felt like every single inch of my body hurt. I managed to swing my legs out of bed and stand and took a few tentative steps. Walking seemed to make things a bit better so I headed to the balcony, wondering what was happening. I looked at my watch to see that it was ten in the morning. I hadnt slept so much since the Blackout, and part of me was beginning to get anxious about what had happened while I was sleeping.


  When I went to the balcony, I saw to my relief that there was no invading force in our midst, indeed things were only too normal and nobody seemed to be faring any the worse for my absence. I saw a note from Megha on the dining table: Take these pills and sleep. If you step outside, Mahadev has orders to shoot you ☺. Love you.


  I smiled, took the pills and, nursing a headache worse than the worst hangover Id ever suffered, I decided to obey Meghas instructions and went back to bed. When I next woke up it was one in the afternoon. I felt much better, and realized that, more than medicines, what I had really needed were some hours of uninterrupted sleep and rest. As I went to the dining room, I realized Megha had been at work again, and there was a plate with food on it for me. With the first bite I realized just how hungry I was and I literally licked the plate clean. Feeling much better, I decided to risk being shot by Mahadev and stepped out. When I came down, I did see Mahadev there, and he greeted me with a smile.


  Megha madam told me youd come out sooner rather than later.


  I hope shes not actually told you to shoot me on sight, I smiled.


  He had not been kidding about upgrading his ride to the new jeep and it was waiting outside the society gates.


  Where to, sir?


  You tell me. What have I missed?


  Not too much. Shaikh has been working with Nasir and his friends on more bombs and defences, and I think he wants to meet you about the prisoner. Plus, we have about a hundred more people who want to join us. They arrived an hour ago and the committees still debating what to do with them right now next door.


  I walked over and found the team in the middle of a discussion. Mrs Khatri was holding forth when I entered.


  We cannot feed a hundred more people!


  But Malini, they want to help us. All theyre asking for is security.


  Kundu, they have no weapons or guns, how can they help us? Youre in charge of our supplies so you know that we cannot feed a hundred more people without seriously compromising our long-term stocks.


  Kundu looked like he had no response to that.


  I spoke up then. Who are we talking about, folks?


  Everybody got up to greet me and asked me how I was doing.


  Still largely in one piece, but who are these hundred people?


  Bhagat answered. A group of people from some buildings on LBS Marg. They got the same demands we did, and they say some societies are actually complying and trying to buy peace by giving food stocks as taxes. They were debating what to do when they say they heard the fighting and words somehow got around that we defeated an enemy force. They also saw our flag. They say in return for security they will help us fight the enemy. Of course, other than hockey sticks and kitchen knives they have no real weapons.


  I thought about it and said half to myself, At least they want to fight. Thats something.


  Whats that?


  I said, at least they want to fight. Its a shame that others are trying to buy peace, because theyre just delaying the inevitable, but I can understand why theyre doing it. Hasnt that been the story of our country for too long? Havent too many of us tried to accommodate and buy peace with invaders instead of uniting to fight them? If people are willing to fight, I say we see how we can help them.


  Aadi, I dont disagree with your sentiments, but how can they help us fight the enemy? They have no weapons to offer.


  I turned to Anu, who had asked the question. I think they may well have a lot to offer. So many of our people are tied up in organizing food and water supplies, and now well have a sizeable group we can train to use guns. But the big reason we survived yesterday were our bombs. Imagine if we had a whole group of people devoted to making bombs. What if, instead of three bombs, we had thirty or fifty? Imagine the firepower that would give us. We could rig up all entrance routes and make an attack on us all but impossible.


  But what about food and space?


  Let them live in the Meluha. Its empty now, and as for food, why hoard a years stock when our survival hinges on the next few days? You heard Ronald, this war will turn one way or the other in the next three or four days. Lets focus on being as strong as possible for now.


  Nitish spoke up in my support. Hes got a point. The enemy is reinforcing. We saw four flights come in this morning, so theyve taken their losses seriously and will attack sooner or later. Having a lot of food six months down the line will mean nothing if we dont live to eat it.


  The mention of four flights coming in just one morning got my attention. While we were here debating food and supplies, god alone knew what weapons and numbers they were building against us.


  Get those people in and put them to work. Now, where is this prisoner? I want to know what he has to tell us.


  I passed Ronald on my way to our jail, which in better times used to be the neighbourhood Vodafone store. He had his guard up after seeing the flights and was on his way to go through our defences at all the checkpoints.


  Aadi, good to see that youre up and about. We passed on news of the battle and our Captain sends his regards. I thought theyd be pissed off at us for deviating from the mission, but word that we now have a little army of our own cheered him up, as did the news that civvies are fighting back.


  Then he looked a bit contrite at his last remark and started to apologize. I didnt mean anything


  No, its okay. Im from a military family and unfortunately people here have always looked to the Army or the police to solve their problems. About time we all did our bit. Wheres this prisoner?


  He pointed inside and I knocked on the door, which was opened by a short but solidly built man in black who smiled and offered his hand.


  Im Shaikh, Rons partner in crime. Man, you were something out there in that battle.


  Thank you for helping out. I gather you took out the man who was about to kill me.


  He gestured to a long sniper rifle in a corner of the room. For that you can thank my girlfriend, the sexy Miss Dragunov.


  Ronalds voice cut in. I tell you this man is a pervert. He sleeps with his rifle.


  As Ronald left, Shaikh took me deeper inside the store and I saw a figure huddled in a corner. When Shaikh lit a lantern to provide more light, I was shocked by who I saw sitting there. The man was white and had blond hair. Shaikh walked up to him and slapped him across the face.


  All the fucker will say is that we will die and his friends will behead us and enslave our women.


  I saw that the mans face was puffed and swollen, his hands were tied behind his back and his leg was bandaged where he had been shot. However, his eyes still burned with defiance. When he saw me, he spat at me.


  Youre the kafir who killed our brothers. They will hunt you down.


  He spoke with a British accent, and while I had read about foreigners joining the terrorist forces in Iraq and Syria, seeing one of them in our neighbourhood was jarring. What made men so fanatical that they would destroy their own homeland?


  I knelt in front of him.


  What are your friends planning? What are they flying in?


  He spat at me and, as I wiped the spittle off my face, I looked at the fanatical hatred in his eyes and wondered how you could break such a man. I was many things but I was not a torturer, and clearly Shaikh had also not made much headway.


  I walked outside and talked to Shaikh.


  What do you reckon? Will we able to get him to talk? He still hasnt broken.


  Shaikh looked at me, a grim expression on his face. Everyone talks, Aadi. So far, weve only done some gentle persuasion. Well see what he does when he is actually presented with a choice between living and dyingbut I wanted your permission before I went that far.


  I was taken aback.


  My permission?


  Youre in charge here and I wanted to be sure youre comfortable with what we do.


  Shaikh, do what you must to keep us safeand, for that, I know we need to understand what the enemy is up to.


  As I walked away, I thought it over. I might have condemned the man to death, but it was something I found myself comfortable with. I knew what they were capable of, and if this was what it took to keep our people safe, I would do it.


  I was planning to visit Megha at the clinic when Pandey came up to me, riding in an auto-rickshaw being driven by one of Mahadevs friends. Aadi, we have a problem. Come on!


  I jumped into the auto-rickshaw and we headed towards the Norita grounds, which had at one time served as a cricket field and also doubled up to host fairs and functions. On the way, Pandey filled me in.


  Nasir decided to move his bomb-making activities there. He said he would make bombs in the open and then move the finished bombs into the Delphi building. Made senseif there was an accident, damage would be minimized.


  So whats the problem?


  I could see anger in Pandeys eyes. A couple of the newcomers made some comments about Nasir being a Muslim terrorist and a fight broke out. I have Subin and Prashant there with guns to keep the peace, but we need to take a call.


  When we reached, I jogged to the field and saw Nasir sitting in a corner, his lip swollen. Three young men were sitting in a corner, with Subin and Prashant watching over them, pistols in their hands.


  Nasir, what happened?


  He looked up at me and I saw a mixture of anger and shame pass over his face.


  I was teaching folks how to put the bombs together and one of those guys made a comment about me knowing how to make bombs because I was a Muslim terrorist. I objected and they hit me.


  I didnt need to hear anything more. I strode over to the three men. Two of them were looking down but one looked defiantly back at me. Those terrorists out there are also Muslim, or havent you checked?


  Subin started to say something but I motioned for him to wait.


  Get out, I said. Leave this society and dont try coming back, otherwise Ill shoot you myself.


  The boy still had defiance writ large on his face. What did I do that was so wrong? Who the hell are you? You cant just


  He never got a chance to complete his sentence. Ignoring the pain in my left side, I hit him, a single punch across the face that laid him down on the ground. As he struggled to get up, I knelt beside him and grabbed his neck in a chokehold.


  If I apply a little bit more pressure here, you will stop breathing. In a few seconds you will die. So please think through carefully what you say or do next. We offered you shelter so we could join forces in fighting our enemy. Is this how you repay it?


  I got up and addressed the dozens of people gathered there, most of them the newcomers who had arrived that morning.


  We are alive today because of the bombs made by Nasir and because of the people who gave up their lives for us yesterday. Mira was a Muslim, Yash was a Hindu and the General was a Sikh. I would have thought that after all weve been through, wed have the sense to stop creating divisions between ourselves and start focusing on the common enemy we all have. If you dont get it, you are free to leave, as these three young men will do.


  How will we survive out there? the boy on the ground was now pleading.


  Subin, get him out of my sight and pass the word along. If any of them show up again at our checkpoints, they are to be treated like the enemy.


  I went up to Nasir as he started on his work again.


  Nasir, what are you working on?


  His smile was back. Bombs with longer detonator cords so that they can be exploded from further away, and also some hand-held bombs. The Molotovs didnt work out so well. They seemed like a good idea but, in a battle, it was hard to handle them. Im taking tennis balls, hollowing them out, filling them with explosives, and putting a fuse on them. We should be able to throw them much further, and we dont have to worry about the fuel sloshing inside or glass breaking.


  Good man! I also noticed that we need to get some dedicated bomb throwers. Anagha was brilliant; she has quite an arm, and now shes seen battle. Hey, Anagha, come here.


  She had been beaming at my compliment and jogged over. Select a dozen of the younger folk with the very best throwing arms and train with them. We need people to not just throw far, but also with accuracy. You are now the leader of our grenadiers. Get to work!


  She smiled and ran off to get people organized, and I turned to Pandey. Zero tolerance for shit like this. If anyone starts any crap to do with religion, arrest them immediately and let me know. Some people will never learn. Half our problems as a country have been because we havent united behind one cause but divided ourselves based on religion, caste and region. This is our chance to start over.


  When I finally got to the clinic it was nearly three in the afternoon and I found Megha immersed in her work. Several of our people had suffered injuries caused by flying debris in the battle, and at least two had suffered wounds from ricocheting bullets that had grazed them. When I passed by, seeing most of them for the first time since the battle, I could see they were in pain, but the pride in their eyes was unmistakable. They had faced an enemy whom many had taken to be invincible, and they had come out on top.


  I smiled at them as they greeted me. You guys are now the combat veterans, I said. Pass on to the others what you learned.


  Megha smiled at me as I approached her.


  I can see how tough life would have been with you had our old jobs existed. Id have to keep calling you to leave office, since you never seem to take a break.


  I smiled back and hugged her. Im all yours now. What do you want to do?


  I could see Marie waving Megha on, and we left the clinic hand in hand, and sat in one of the small parks in front of it.


  How are you doing?


  I stretched my left hand and it was already less painful than it had been the previous night.


  Much better, actually. I think I just needed some rest. Thanks for taking care of me.


  Thats part of my job description. I did nothing I wouldnt for any patient.


  She smiled as she said that and I pulled her closer.


  So, you wouldnt do anything for me that you wouldnt do for your other patients?


  We kissed and then we sat in comfortable silence, watching people go by. It was tempting to think that things were normal, but we both knew that it was just a matter of time before our enemy attacked again.


  Megha, Ive been thinking of something. I mean, you dont have to reply now and Im sorry if this comes out of nowhere, but


  Whats on your mind? Just say it.


  The reality is that we cannot plan as long term as we used to. To be honest, none of us really knows what lies ahead tomorrow and how long we have. I could have died yesterday and that would have been the end of the road for me.


  She started to shush me but I continued.


  No, Im serious. When I lay there thinking I was one bullet away from it all ending, I realized I would regret not doing all the things that perhaps we hope well get around to. Things that may have made sense to wait for in the old world, but dont seem right to postpone today.


  Aadi, what are you talking about?


  Megha, will you marry me?


  I could see she was genuinely stunned and just stared at me as I continued.


  Its okay if you say no or if youre not sure or if you think this is moving too fast, but I love you and want nothing more than to be with you. In the way the world used to be, wed date for a while, and then perhaps think of this. In a world where I dont know if Ill live to see the next day, I dont know if we have the luxury of leaving things unsaid or undone. Thats why


  She shut me up by kissing me.


  Aadi, to be honest, when I thought you were dead, the same thing went through my mind. I know it sounds crazy since weve known each other less than two weeks, but I dont want to plan for a future when we should be living in the here and now. So, yes. What next?


  That had me a bit flummoxed. Normally, there were parents and relatives to think of the logistics.


  Let me talk it over with Mrs Khatri and the others. The bottom line is not the ceremony, but the fact that were together and will know that our being a family does not need to wait for some unseen future.


  How I wish we could have just sat there, thinking of life together, pretend as if there wasnt a black and dangerous world outside, a world that once more intruded into our lives when we heard the sounds of sustained gunfire somewhere nearby. I ran towards Mahadev, who was parked down the street, and we rushed towards the sounds, which seemed to be coming from near the lake.


  When we passed Nasir and his team, I saw them hunkered down in the nearby shops, four kids with automatic weapons standing guard. Next came the checkpoint, which to my dismay was unmanned. That could only mean something serious had happened nearer the lake which had led them to abandon their posts and join in the fighting. The gunfire had died down by the time we reached and I saw four of our boys behind cover, armed with AK-47s, and Ronald standing up telling people it was all clear now.


  What happened? I asked, running up to Ronald.


  He responded, but his gaze was still fixed on the approach road, as if watching for any signs of danger.


  They sent a small patrol. Looks like theyre probing our defences. Two jeeps came with three men in each. Your boys did well. The moment the bastards showed up they opened up with AK-47s and I was nearby so I helped. The only downside was the timing.


  What do you mean?


  He motioned to the side of the road where I saw several people lying on the ground.


  They caught us in the middle of a supply run. Many people were hit. I dont think anyones dead, but lots of people will need help and a couple are bleeding very badly.


  Our two auto-rickshaws that served as ambulances came by soon and carried away the injured. Mahadev also ferried a few back in his jeep. All told, we had suffered ten injuries, three of which were serious, and Dr Guenther told us that it was likely they might not survive to see the next day. Kundu had been there at the scene of the fighting and was visibly shaken.


  They now know our supply route and Im sure theyll hit us again, he said.


  I conferred with Ronald and Shaikh on what we should do next and we decided to increase our presence at all our checkpoints. There was going to be no time off and no shifts. We needed all hands on deck if another attack came. The reality was that we had more weapons than we had people trained in using them, but Pandey and Shaikh were teaming up to teach at least the basics of aiming and pulling the trigger from behind cover. If we did find ourselves under attack, just being able to pour more firepower at the enemy would count for something.


  Ronald was talking about how the Humvee was now up and running and wed have more firepower and mobility, when Mohit came up with a few of his friends. They were holding the radio sets we had captured.


  Aadi, Manoj here was in Electrical and hes worked his magic. All the sets except two are now patched together along with the radio in the Humvee. Now we can talk to each other and move people as needed without relying on whistles. The two remaining sets will be with Akif and Ismail so they can continue to snoop on the enemy.


  I laughed and thanked them. It was amazing what brains could do when brawn was not enough. We truly were lucky to have people like Mohit, Manoj, Nasir and Nitish with us. But as I thought of the enemy we faced and how we were preparing, something still bothered me. Ronald must have caught the expression on my face.


  Something on your mind?


  Something the General said. Look, were much better off than we were. We have more weapons, we have you and Shaikh to help out, we have better communications, but the bottom line is that if it comes to a straight fight, they will win. They have more people who know how to use weapons, they are better trained and they will have heavier firepower. We dont even know how many more Humvees and rocket launchers they have.


  So, what do you propose?


  The General asked us to think like insurgents. Thats what made us do so well in the last battle. We surprised them, we used tactics they would not expect of civilians. We need to keep doing that.


  He nodded and smiled, liking the idea. Nasir was standing with Mohit and I addressed him. Nasir, I want IEDs on all our approaches, with wires leading to our checkpoints so our people can detonate them from behind cover. A minimum of four bombs per approach road. We learned last time that not every one of them will work as planned. Also, lets get those tennis ball bombs ready. How many do we have?


  Six, but the teams working double time now. We should get at least ten out every hour.


  Get more people on the job if necessary. Itll be easier to teach people to light a fuse and throw a ball than shoot an AK-47 accurately. Get at least five balls per checkpoint before nightfall with at least one person who knows how to use them.


  There was a flurry of activity as everyone got to work but Ronald continued to stand by my side.


  Something is still bothering you.


  Yes. I dont like sitting here waiting to be attacked.


  Well, Shaikh and I were heading out for a recce. The Captain wants us to get a better look at their defences at the airport, especially if we can get a feel for their anti-aircraft systems. Were heading out in the next half hour.


  What if we do more than just have a look? What if we hit them for a change?


  He grinned now.


  I like how you think.


  By seven in the evening, our society looked like a town that was at war. There were armed people everywhere and Nasir had indeed worked wonders with his bombs. Every approach road was set up with IEDs, andin addition to the five ball bombs at each checkpointwe had a roving band of bicycle-borne grenadiers who would go where the trouble was. Other than the three men we had evicted, the newcomers had blended in perfectly; perhaps facing a common threat made people forget differences and worries they might have had otherwise.


  We were all gathered for dinner at Central Avenue, and I noticed a subtle but clear change versus even a couple of days ago. Before, many people skipped the communal meals, either complaining about the constant diet of buns or rotis with a mashed up bhaji, or just saying that they preferred to eat in their own homes. Today, the street was packed. It seemed like every single person had come down to share a meal together. Ismail was in a corner, still training some kids on the finer points of using a Kalashnikov. His injury meant that he wasnt going to be taking part in fighting anytime soon, but he was fast becoming our resident trainer in small arms and rifles.


  Pandey was standing near the Humvee. He was the only one of us who had actually ever handled an RPG launcher or a heavy calibre machine gun, and so I had him in charge of the Humvee, being driven by one of our drivers. People all around me were talking in small groups and, as I passed them, I got a feeling that all of them had the same thing on their minds.


  When would the attack come tonight?


  Word had got out that we were headed out for a recce, and Megha accosted me when she heard about it.


  You dont have to put yourself in danger every single time, you know.


  Megha, I dont want us to just wait to be attacked. We need to know what theyre planning and, if possible, give them something to think about so they change their plans of attacking us.


  Someone else can do it, Aadi. Ronald and Shaikh are soldiers. Let them do their job, please.


  I could see that she was just concerned about me and as much as I did not want to have a fight with her, that last comment set me off.


  So, what is our job, Megha? Should we just sit back and wait for someone else to help us? Would we have lived so long if we had done that so far?


  Aadi, I know all that. Its just that I came so close to losing you and I dont want that feeling again.


  Megha, I promise you I want nothing more than to come back to you, but I cannot sit here and let others go into harms way on our behalf.


  Megha grabbed my shirt and pulled me closer. Thats why I love you and thats why you drive me crazy. Now come back in one piece and well get married tomorrow. Ill set everything up with the others.


  I smiled and kissed her.


  When I went out, I saw Ronald and Akif were standing together. Ronald called me over. Man, you have some serious issues with clingy bodyguards. Akif here says he will go with you, and that he can carry one of their radios and get us real-time intel. Cant argue with that, but Mahadev insists on coming as well.


  Mahadev, standing defiantly in a corner, looked at the much-larger soldier. I go where he does. Thats it.


  I looked at him and then Ronald. Hes been an auto-rickshaw driver here for eight years. Hell know every bloody shortcut and by-lane around. If we need to get away fast or get there unseen, hes our man. Plus, maybe you should leave Shaikh behind to keep working on the prisoner.


  Ronald thought it over and then smiled. Look, youre the man here and your teams been working pretty well for you so far, so who am I to mess with it? Lets go.


  We had already planned to take bicycles to make less noise and also enable getaways through alleys where an auto-rickshaw may not fit. As I was mounting mine, Nasir came by.


  A few gifts for them.


  One was an IED of the sort we had already used, which we tied behind Akifs cycle. Nasir then handed me two small bombs.


  You could field test the first tennis ball bombs. Just light the fuse, wait for two seconds, and then throw it.


  I hope it doesnt blow my hands off.


  Well know soon enough, he laughed.


  I took it as a sign of just how much we had grown in confidence that people were able to keep their spirits high despite the situation we were in, and having suffered two attacks in less than twenty-four hours. It was also, of course, a sign of how numb people had become to death and violence in such a short time.


  Megha came to see us off at the Chandivali checkpoint and when we were about to leave, we saw a group of people approaching. Our guards alerted the others over radio and two auto-rickshaws filled with armed men were there within minutes. By then it was apparent that these were not attackers. We had placed lamps lining the approach roads and I could see that the group consisted almost exclusively of old men and boys, many of them bloodied and obviously injured.


  One of the men hobbled up to me. They asked for taxes last afternoon, and we gave them some food and water. Then they came today asking for our girls and women. When we resisted, they killed all our young men and took the girls away.


  His eyes looked haunted and he had suffered a terrible wound to the head that had left a flap of skin almost hanging out. As I looked at the group of close to twenty people, I saw similar expressions of shock and anguish.


  Get the ambulances here!


  As the call for ambulances went out, I asked Megha to ensure the people got a place to sleep and some food to eat. The old man looked at my gear and our weapons.


  Youre the one whos been killing them, right? We heard rumours that someone is fighting back. A young man who is hunting them down. Youre the one, right?


  As we set off, the old man shouted out to me.


  Kill them all, son. Kill them all.


  Mahadev led the way, and I was glad we had got him along as we squeezed past houses and shops through alleys, staying on the main roads for less than one-fifth of the way. Finally, he stopped and whispered to us, Were now near Sakinaka. To move forward, we have to go on the main road before turning into the airport road.


  Akif, who had a working understanding of Hindi after many years of travelling to India on business, picked up his cue, turned on the radio and held it close to his ear.


  Theyre not saying anything. Theres no way they could know we understand Arabic, but they must realize that weve probably got a lot of their radios, so its natural for them to be cautious.


  Ronald moved ahead on foot and took out his night vision goggles.


  Guys, nobody on this road at least. Their security must be closer in to the airport. Lets move forward.


  We went down the main road as fast as we could, the creaks of the old bicycle I was riding seeming to echo in the otherwise silent night. I was sure someone would hear us coming and kept bracing myself for a challenge or a shot but we reached the turning of the airport road without incident. Thats where we saw their checkpoint about a hundred metres away from us. It had not been there the last time Mahadev, Akif and I had come, but they had clearly beefed up their defences. They had pulled out sandbags and barriers from old police checkposts near the airport and Ronald counted out the sentries as he looked through his night vision goggles.


  I see four men there. One of them seems to be scanning the area with night vision glasses. These guys are well-equipped.


  I was thinking of how we could launch an attack while Ronald got on with his mission. He whistled softly to himself as he surveyed what we could see of the airport terminal. I can see four Humvees just sitting outside. Two of them seem to have anti-tank missile launchers mounted on them. God knows how many more theyve flown in. I also see two mobile anti-aircraft systems with guns and missiles. Thats what must have taken the Alizes down. They sure are stocking up on some heavy firepower.


  He handed me his goggles and I took a look, seeing the world suddenly turn a ghostly green. I saw one of the four men say something into his radio.


  Akif, did you get that?


  He nodded.


  Can you get a distraction going here?


  So far we had never transmitted on their radio, as that would give away our advantage of surprise, but now was perhaps the time to use it.


  Akif said something into the radio which I did not understand, but its impact was clear. Three of the men came out from behind the checkpoint and began walking towards us.


  Akif whispered to us, I told them that there was some movement up ahead and that they needed to go and check.


  When the men were fifty or so metres away, I lit one of the ball bombs and threw it underhanded towards them. The ball flew for a few metres and then skittered along the ground as we took cover and prayed that it worked. Our prayers were answered by a loud explosion a few seconds later followed by the sounds of men moaning. We ran out of cover down the road. The man at the checkpoint was screaming in Arabic on his radio and realized too late that the four of us were running at him in the darkness. Mahadev stopped to finish the three wounded men with one bullet each while Akif and Ronald fired at the guard at the checkpoint and he fell to their crossfire before he could raise his rifle to fire back.


  As we waited for their forces to respond, I placed the IED I had carried with me and jogged back down the path we had come, unspooling the wire leading to it while Ronald and Akif gathered up gear and weapons from the fallen terrorists. We were barely back at the mouth of the road when two jeeps came screaming down towards the checkpoint, their headlights on. They stopped just short of the checkpoint and I could see at least eight men dismounting as I triggered the bomb.


  The explosion ripped the checkpoint apart and lit up the blackness of the night. I could see one jeep rolling over to the side of the road and men being flung away by the force of the explosion. We ran forward again and, as we got closer, we turned on the flashlights we had taped to the barrels of our AK-47s and saw a scene of utter carnage. I could see dead bodies and body parts all around us. A few men were wounded and crawling on the ground. I remembered the bloodied group that had come to us in the evening and we shot each of them once to finish them. All except one man, a large man with a flowing beard who was wearing distinctive stripes on his shoulder and was bleeding profusely from wounds to his leg. An officer or leader of some kind, presumably.


  Mahadev, does the second jeep work?


  The windshield had been shattered and the side of the jeep peppered with bomb fragments, but it had been a few metres behind the lead jeep and largely survived intact. When Mahadev turned the ignition, the engine roared to life.


  Lets get out of here! Theyll send reinforcements any time.


  We bundled our prisoner into the back, and Mahadev started the jeep as Akif and Ronald threw in all the weapons and kit they could gather.


  Hurry up! I shouted as I saw headlights of vehicles headed out from the airport. At least four vehicles were on their way, and we didnt have the luxury of lingering much longer. We sped away, and then I asked Mahadev to wait at the turning. Our prisoner began to shout something and I hit him hard on the head with the butt of my rifle, knocking him senseless.


  The vehicles came roaring down the road and I lit the remaining ball bomb and threw it towards them. They never saw it coming in the darkness and it exploded about two metres to the left of the lead jeep. It was much smaller than the IED and the jeep was not destroyed, but men screamed as they were peppered by shrapnel. The jeep swerved hard to the right and the other vehicles behind it came to a screeching halt.


  I aimed at the mass of men and vehicles and opened fire on full automatic, raking them with bullets. Akif and Ronald joined in and we fired for a few seconds before I tapped Mahadev on the shoulder.


  Lets go home!


  As we sped away in the blackness of the night, I knew we had won another battle, but the enemy was clearly preparing for a war with weapons that we had no real counter to. We had survived so far simply because we had taken the initiative and managed to surprise them, and I wondered how soon it would be before we had to fight on the enemys terms and how we would survive that.


  FIFTEEN


  That night was one of euphoria but also racked by tension. We had left behind our four bicycles but had brought back a jeep, three working radios and, most importantly, eight assault rifles, nine pistols and four bulletproof vests. All of these added further to our arsenal, but, crucially, we had shown that we could, and would take the battle to the enemy instead of waiting to be attacked. Akif and Ismail reported that the enemy commanders were furious and were ordering their units to aggressively sweep neighbouring areas for bombs or hidden attackers. We also learned that the enemy had a name for us.


  Mohtamarid. Arabic for insurgent.


  I smiled when I heard that. The General would have been pleased.


  Of course with the celebrations that followed our arrival came the very real fear that the enemy would lash out, and with the heavy weaponry we had seen at the airport, our arsenal of rifles and pistols and a solitary rocket launcher seemed ever more insignificant. We had teams of people out till the wee hours of morning setting up IEDs. We could no longer hope to sit in the safety of our checkpoints and trigger bombs when the enemy was only a few hundred metres away so we set up bomb bunkers well beyond our checkpoints where a single sentry would sit with the controls for up to three roadside bombs. He or she would trigger the bombs if the enemy approached and then run back to our checkpoints. It was a hazardous job and, to be honest, nobody really believed that it was anything but suicide duty, since being out there in the open when the enemy was bearing down on us was little more than self-annihilation.


  I was surprised, and inspired, when I asked for volunteers. Many hands went up, almost entirely among the newcomers. They had suffered the most and when I tried to convince the elderly folk that this was not a job for them, an old man looked me in the eye and said, They took my son and my daughter in-law. I have nothing to live for, but if I can take a few of the bastards with me, at least I will have got some revenge. You have had your shot at the enemy, dont deprive me of mine.


  I knew if an attack came, we would be sending these people to their death, but they were going to it willingly, and if I could risk my life, who was I to stop them from doing so? People watched in awe as five teams of two people, all in their sixties or seventies, set out. One of them would be in the bunker at any one time, to be relieved after four hours. Their willingness to sacrifice themselves made everyone raise their game, and I doubt anyone in the community slept that night.


  After hearing about what our bombs had done, Nasirs factory had even more volunteers. Someone brought over a tennis ball machine that had been used for coaching at a nearby school. Sir, here is our own missile launcher! he said, clearly very excited about the idea. He had got others on board too. Nasir has made a few bombs with longer fuses so we can use this at long range. This baby can throw a ball at least fifty metres out with much more speed and accuracy than anyone could throw one. And wait till you see this He pointed to one of our auto-rickshaws, which had been entirely stripped of its covering. Well place it on this so it becomes a mobile launcher. I just need a driver and a loader.


  I had to smile at the ingenuity and the initiative. And I suppose youll be firing it?


  Of course, I was the tennis coach here and I can put a ball within a two-foot circle at fifty metres.


  Whats your name?


  Im Gurpreet, sir.


  Well, Gurpreet, congratulations on being the commanding officer of our missile regiment.


  He beamed with pride and got back to work, loading the machine onto the auto-rickshaw. As I watched them drive away I realized that, while I had been trying to think of how we could keep outsmarting and surprising the enemy, I had burdened myself with the responsibility of figuring it all out. Perhaps there were many more people like Nasir and Gurpreet out there, people with ideas I would never have come up with. Rather than taking on all the load myself, it would be better to get everyone to help out.


  I addressed everyone gathered around.


  Any ideas on how we could fight back and surprise the enemy? They have missiles, rockets and more guns than we do. We need to keep thinking of how we can take them by surprise.


  Soni put up her hand.


  They seem to need food. Thats why theyre trying to extort food from the societies. How about we leave some food supplies lying in shops near the airport. Im sure theyll pick them up.


  Why the hell would we want to feed them? someone asked with a snigger.


  Soni looked at him with scorn. We would want to feed them if I had mixed rat poison in the food first.


  Many people applauded the idea and another team was formed to get working on it. An attack might come at any moment, but I allowed myself the luxury of relaxing for a while, watching a group of people work together, who in the old world might never have had much in common. A student at IIT, a tennis teacher, an auto-rickshaw driver and a maid servant, yet all were now contributing equally to keeping us safe, because the labels they had, or the bank balances they had in the old world, meant nothing now. For all the things that had gone wrong since the Blackout, perhaps this wasnt such a bad thing.


  Ronald came running to me then. I heard an update on the radio, he said, and its not good news.


  Come on, Ronald. Let us know what is going on!


  Mr Sinha was losing his patience, but Ronald was just trying to do the right thing by letting all our leaders get there before he shared what he had learned. Kundu and Nitish were the last to enter and then Ronald closed the meeting room door.


  There are two pieces of bad news, he started. As Id said earlier, battles are raging across parts of India. While the east of India had been blacked out, there had been no major terrorist attacks there. But over the last two days, large columns of terrorists have come in from Bangladesh. The BSF was largely non-existent, most of its units having been moved back to cities to maintain law and order once the local police melted away, and the Army had been swinging resources to meet the threat in the north, so everyone was caught with their pants down. They got almost all the way till Kolkata when they were stopped by a combination of some police and Army troops. But the fighting is far from over and terrorists are still coming in.


  Its not just the one attack, is it? They clearly planned this out.


  Yes, Aadi. I think they had this planned in case they ran into opposition in the north. We quashed their efforts near Delhi so they did this to make us split our forces. The same thing is happening in the US, from what we hear. The terrorists got hammered on the Mexico border but then they had sleeper cells attack US bases throughout the country, and thats really played havoc with that countrys effort.


  What was the second piece of bad news?


  I could tell by Ronalds expression that this news was even grimmer and of more immediate consequence to us.


  We wont be getting help soon. The train full of troops that was on its way from Delhi was ambushed. Many soldiers were killed, and theyre trying to secure the train lines before they send more on the way.


  I could hear groans go up all across the room and I felt a lot of the enthusiasm we had built over the last two days dissipate. Part of the reason people had been willing to fight was the reassuring news that Ronald and Shaikh had broughtthat we were not going to be on our own for much longer, that the Army was indeed coming to handle the situation. I felt a sudden empty feeling inside as well. I had been prepared to fight to defend our homes and families, and quite happy to take the battle to the enemy like we had done that night. But after meeting Ronald and Shaikh, I had also started to believe that it would not be our burden alone. Holding the fort till the Army got there was one thing, living every night like we had lived the last two was quite another.


  Mr Sinha was the first to react, and he addressed me. Aadi, Im sure this is on your mind, but you do realize not everyone will sign on to fight a guerrilla war without end. These are not soldiers, they were energized to fight to defend their homes, but everyone believed that the Army was heading here soon.


  He had read my mind accurately, and it irked me that everybody was looking at me. I could not possibly decide on everyones behalf and who was I to tell them that they were wrong to worry about their familys safety?


  Bhagat spoke up. I havent brought this up, and people were hesitant to say anything after the euphoria of the last victory, but there is a significant silent minority who are wary of what a full-scale war with the terrorists will mean. Once they know that the Army is not coming to our rescue, then their worries will grow.


  Bhagat, do I look like Im your bloody prime minister? Why do you expect me to solve everyones problems?


  I regretted my outburst as soon as Id said the words, but people needed to hear that we were all in this together, trying to solve a problem that was beyond usand we needed to stop waiting for someone else to solve it for us. I tried to cool down before continuing.


  Were beyond the point of debating whether to fight or not. Whether we like it or not, we are at war, and after seeing the people who came in last night, this is a war worth fighting. Unless, that is, you want these thugs to come and start taking away our girls as well.


  Bhagat averted his gaze.


  Look, I have been there, I have faced the enemy, and I will be the first to say that I am scared as well. I also think were in over our heads, and perhaps all we have to look forward to is to go down fighting. Thats still a better option for me than surrendering. We all need to decide what we want to do. I cant force anyone. My grandfather and uncle always used to say that the beauty of the Indian Army is that it has always been an all-volunteer force, and we can be the same. Nobody who does not want to fight will be forced to. There are plenty of other ways to help the community. If people feel they will be safer elsewhere, they can leave, and we will not be petty. Well send them with a vehicle and some food. But anyone who wants to fight is free to join me in the next attack, because now more than ever, there is only one way for usto keep going on the offensive.


  I could see Ronald smiling and I saw the despair gradually lift from a few faces.


  This is our bloody home. We know the streets, we know the land, and we know what we are fighting forour survival. If nothing else, if desperation is what makes us innovate, so be it. So far, its given us an edge.


  Several people began nodding. I was about to call a meeting where we could lay all this out when Shaikh came into the room carrying his portable radio set.


  Hey, Aadi, someone wants to talk to you on the radio.


  Who is it?


  He replied with a look of bemused disbelief. The Prime Minister of India.


  I had heard the voice many times before, on TV, on radio and on the internet, but it was surreal to hear the voice now, talking to me.


  Aaditya, you do know what your name means, right? The sun. A blackness has enveloped our nation, indeed our world. A blackness that has been caused by ruthless enemies who seek to replace freedom with their oppression, who seek to enslave us and destroy our way of life. In that darkness, we need people to light the way, to shine forth like the sun and banish the darkness. From what I hear, you are more than living up to your name. We are at war, make no mistake, but this is a war unlike any we have fought before. I am the Prime Minister of India, but I am not in my office; instead I am in a bunker hiding somewhere. Our armies are not waging a war on the border but in our cities and towns. Actually, I am wrong, we have faced such a war before, when invaders like Ghauri and Ghazni came ravaging through our towns, when invaders came knocking at our doors, when the British sought to subjugate us. This is not a war for territory or politics, but one for our very freedom. In previous such wars, our biggest weakness had been that too many people did not fight, either because they were waiting for someone else to battle on their behalf or because obeying a new master was preferable to the dangers that fighting brought with it. We cannot repeat that! Our Army is regrouping, but with the enemy in our towns and cities, we need all the help we can get. We need each and every Indian to stand up and resist in the way he or she can, and so your example is an inspiration to all of us. To our forces who wonder who or what they are fighting for, your raising our tricolour and defying the enemy feeds their morale; to ordinary citizens huddled in their homes wondering what they can possibly do, your example lights the way for how every single one of us can stand up and fight.


  He had always been an amazing orator and, as he spoke, I could feel the power that had swayed hundreds of millions of voters. I could see others in the room around me stand just that little bit straighter.


  This will not be an easy battle, nor a short one, and perhaps many of us will not live to see the freedom that we will regain, but, as someone once said, in such a perfect way that I have no need to change the words: What better way to die than facing fearful odds, for the ashes of ones fathers and the temples of ones gods? Please keep up the good work and, as others like you rally together to fight, we will spread your stories. We are starting to transmit on radio and on TV signals. Remember that we are all soldiers now. Many years ago, Netaji Subhash Chandra Bose led the Azad Hind Fauj to try and liberate us from the British, and today all of you are members of that army again. Jai Hind.


  As he signed off, I looked around the room and saw the very changed mood. Perhaps what people needed was not just the Army to come to our aid, but the feeling that we were not alone, that we were part of something bigger. This one transmission had done that for us.


  A few minutes later, Nitish had hooked up the TV to a portable generator in Central Avenue and hundreds gathered to watch the signal that was now transmitting continuously. The national anthem, Vande Mataram, and then news of how the war was going. Scrolling text told of battles in Kolkata, the shooting down of two enemy transports over Rajasthan, and then several minutes of text dedicated to our actions in Mumbai. That part of the transmission was greeted with loud cheers and applause, and then I was left gobsmacked when I saw a final slide congratulating the Commanding Officer of the Azad Hind Fauj in Mumbai.


  The name on the slide was mine.


  Hardly anybody slept that night, first out of anxiety due to the anticipated enemy attack which never came, and then the excitement that followed the TV transmission. As the sun rose, for once I had things on my mind other than security. Megha came up to me and whispered, Get ready to get married!


  I had never really thought of when and how I would get married. When Baba had been on my back to marry someone, it had been something I had tried my best to avoid. I had looked upon the rituals accompanying it with scorn. Now, having met the woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with, everything seemed so simple.


  Mr Sinha, Mrs Khatri and Anu were the chief architects of the wedding that had been planned. While neither Megha nor I were very particular about the religious aspect of it, they insisted we find a priest or someone who could perform the rites. Finally, we did discover someone who could do the job and so, at ten in the morning, almost everyone in the community gathered on the grounds of the Hiranandani Foundation School for our wedding.


  I had no clothes that could remotely be classified as suitable to get married in, so Nitish lent me a nice kurta-pyjama set, which, while a size too large, at least made me look the part when I walked to the grounds.


  I had not seen Megha all morning and, when she appeared, she took my breath away. The first time I had seen her, she had been wearing a blood-stained hospital uniform, and since then, every minute we had spent together had been in the shadow of danger and death. Now I saw her walking towards me, her hair freshly washed and done up, her face glowing, and wearing a bright red saree.


  Anu walked up to me and elbowed me in the stomach.


  Close your mouth, Aadi. Its hanging open. Now I hope you realize what a gorgeous woman youve managed to con into marrying you.


  As it was, we had no relatives to represent us, but it seemed like Kundu, Nitish, Pandey, Akif, Ismail and a few others had appointed themselves my baraatis, and at least some of them seemed to have taken that job quite seriously. Pandey was tottering and Mahadev had a bottle in his hand which he was sipping from. Akif was doing his best to do his impression of the bhangra, and Ismail, bandaged arm notwithstanding, was trying to join in. Most of the women, and for some reason, Mr Sinha, had appointed themselves as representing the brides side. The kids were howling with delight, music was playing way too loudly, and people were drinking and dancing.


  Quite incidental to the party that was raging all around us, Megha and I walked around the fire that had been lit, with a pandit chanting words the meaning of which eluded me. The only thing I understood was that the beautiful woman walking with me around the fire was now an inseparable part of my life.


  Anus daughter had baked muffins and cakes for everyone, and in a break from the routine of mashed bhaji and bread, people passed the treats around. The teenagers were having their own dance party in a corner, and I noticed Ronald joining in with dance moves that had the kids screaming in delight and appreciation.


  Do they teach dancing in the MARCOS? I asked.


  Ronald grinned at me. When I was growing up in Goa, I wanted to be a dancer. Somewhere along the way, blowing up things and killing the bad guys became more fun.


  I spotted Megha then, staring off into the distance, looking pensive.


  I went up to her and asked, Whats wrong, Megha? I hope youre happy.


  Oh, Ive never been happier. I was just thinking how nice it would be if my parents were here, and wondering where they are


  Her voice trailed off, and my thoughts went to my father as well. I had taken Baba for granted; I would sometimes not take his calls, knowing hed inevitably harangue me to get married. Now how I wished I had one chance to speak to him, to know that he was well. Had he heard the radio transmissions or seen my name on the TV? The thought that he might have, that he would be reassured knowing I was okay and proud at my doing something that mattered, gave me some measure of comfort.


  Then I looked around us. Our marriage had meant more than just the two of us coming together. It had meant people putting aside their worries and fears, if only for a couple of hours, to join in celebrating each other, our togetherness, the hope we were all clinging onto together.


  You know, we should do this more often.


  Megha giggled. Get married more often?


  I smiled. No, celebrate. Im sure there are birthdays, anniversaries, and yes, perhaps people waiting to get married. We should not stop living, no matter how black the night is outside our walls. What lights up the blackness is not just electricity but us keeping our hopes alive.


  We held hands and Megha asked the next question with a sly smile. So what plans for our honeymoon, our fearless Commanding Officer?


  Well, I hear we have the Honeymoon Suite booked at the Meluha Hotel.


  She locked her fingers with mine and we would have continued to chat, had Shaikh not run onto the grounds heading straight for me. I saw that he had a blood-stained towel in his hands. He pulled me aside and whispered in my ears. Sorry to crash the party, but the bastard we brought in after the last raid is talking, and so is the Brit. He just started and I wanted you to decide what we do with him.


  I looked at Megha to see whether she would be okay with my leaving at a moment like this, and she just nodded and kissed me.


  Go, do what you have to. Now, you have to come back to me.


  As we walked back to the Vodafone store, Shaikh filled me in.


  Thats the beauty of having two prisoners. You can play one against the other. I told the Arab that the Brit had told me everything, that he was a senior officer and knew of their plans. The Arab got angry and told me the Brit was a low-level operative who had joined them just two months ago; that he was a mongrel born of a Kuwaiti father and a Brit mother, and had been in trouble with gangs and drugs and had come to Syria after converting to Islam, supposedly to wage jihad but in reality to escape jail time.


  What did the Brit say?


  Shaikh chuckled. I told him everything the Arab had said, and he was bloody furious. He claimed the Arab was in deep shit because he had led raids to capture women despite being ordered not to do so early in the occupation. He boasted about how he had taken part in an ambush on Indian policemen and been rewarded by his seniors.


  All that from just talking to them?


  Shaikhs eyes hardened as he responded. Once you get them to start talking, then they will be more open to persuasion. I learned the Brit would have no real high-level intelligence. We had been trying to get information on plans and force levels, but he was really a foot soldier, so I began working him over to understand why he and others like him were here.


  And? What did he say?


  He opened the door to the store and the first thing that assaulted my senses was the smell. Piss, blood, vomit, the smell of fear.


  Hear him for yourself. Hey, shithead, wake up!


  Shaikh kicked him hard and the man rolled to a sitting crouch. His face was almost unrecognizable from the beatings he had endured.


  Shaikh took out a large knife from his belt. Do you want to play this little piggy again, my friend? Would you like me to cut off one more finger?


  The man flinched as Shaikh asked him to repeat for me what he had told him. The mans defiance was gone, and he was looking at me with eyes that were eager to please. I looked at the blood pooled around him, and the fact that it did not bother me told me that the blackness that had enveloped our world had perhaps seeped into our hearts as well.


  They told us we were going on a mission, thats all. We heard that the best fighters were being sent to America since people there had guns and would fight. We were told we would go to India where people were traders or talkers, not fighters. We were told theyd be easy pickings and we could get women and riches as the Caliphate spread. Then the fucking attacks began and we lost mates, and a few of us shook down the locals, you know? We were sent out on the attack as punishment dutythe leaders didnt like the fact that we had picked up some women on our own. Fuckers thought we should wait till the locals were subdued. They told us a bunch of lies. They said Muslims here would welcome us; that Hindus and Muslims would slaughter each other and it would be a cakewalk, that the average Indian is weak and timid.


  I knelt before him and looked him in the eye. He was shaking with fear as I slapped him hard and he spat out blood and a tooth that had come loose.


  Shaikh, hes a low-level piece of shit. Part of me wants to blow his brains out now and put him out of his misery, but look at him. Hes literally pissing himself in terror now that he knows what we timid Indians can do. Let him tell his pals what were like and what we can do, unless they kill him anyway for being captured, in which case its not exactly as if the world will miss one shithead like him


  I turned to the man.


  Look at my face, remember what happened to your friends and yourself and go tell them that if they fuck with us, we will hunt you down and kill you all. Tell them a Muslim cut off your fucking fingers and a Hindu will cut your throat if you come to fight us again; tell them we Indians can talk, but we can kill as well; tell them they chose to mess with the wrong country at the wrong time; tell them they face not a bunch of scared civilians but an armythe Azad Hind Fauj, the Indian National Army. If I see you again on the battlefield, I will personally kill you.


  A blindfold was placed over his eyes and he was led out to be driven beyond our checkpoint by Pandey and Mahadev. The man was pleading with us, telling us that his leaders would kill him, but to be honest, I didnt care.


  Shaikh, what about the Arab? Whats he saying?


  I saw a look of concern on Shaikhs face. Hes a very different kettle of fish. Seasoned jihadi, fought in Iraq and Syria, beheaded a dozen prisoners, and was made an officer as a reward. Hes the real dealhe talks about it with pride and no fear. He says he will talk only to you.


  To me?


  Yes. He says he needs to give you a message.


  The Arab was sitting at a table in the adjoining clinic which had been converted into our second prison. While in the Brits eyes I had seen fanatical hatred, here I saw a cold, calculating gaze. Other than the bandages on his legs and hands from the shrapnel of the previous nights bomb blasts, he had no other injuries. Clearly, Shaikh had not gone to work on him yet.


  Will you kill me?


  He asked the question in lightly-accented English as I sat down across him.


  How would you want to be treated?


  As a warrior would treat another.


  I held his gaze as I responded, Warriors do not slaughter boys or abduct women.


  He smiled, showing stained teeth. Maybe in your world, but for us, that is part of our warrior code. Those women are just spoils of war.


  Lets cut the bullshit. What did you want to tell me?


  I fight for my cause with blind devotion and your media may call us fanatics, but I am a reasonable and educated man. I was an engineer in Egypt before I answered the call for jihad. I have heard that idiots screams from next door, and I have no desire to be tortured. What do you want to know?


  What are your plans?


  He began to laugh, something I found crazy for a man in his position. You watch too many movies, my friend. Do you think I know any grand plans that those above me have? I am a mere mujahid and I fight where and whom I am asked to. I slay infidels and protect the true believers. My job is not to understand, let alone question, the grand plans my leaders make. But I have heard rumours, as every army on the march does, and I know that your nation is not the only one feeling our wrath. The infidels sought to destroy our Caliphate in the Middle East and now our Caliphate has reached their lands.


  Without warning, I reached out and hit him, a blow to the nose that rocked his head back. When he looked at me again, blood was flowing out of his nose and the smile was gone.


  Im a reasonable and educated man as well, but if you come to my home and fuck with my people, then I dont have patience for your bullshit. If you really are of no use to us, then Ill just cut your throat and throw your body in the gutter. And I hope you dont believe the crap your Brit friend did about us being soft. I hope Ive killed enough of your friends for you to not harbour such hopes.


  The smug smile had been replaced by a look of cold hatred. You sit here, pretending to run your army, while all you are doing is postponing your inevitable slaughter. You have no idea what you are up against and what the stakes are.


  I said nothing; I leaned back in my chair, watching him and waiting for him to say more.


  You think we are here to occupy your airport, take over your neighbourhood and abduct your women? We will do that all anyway, you infidel dog!


  Torture didnt seem to be necessary. All it took was for us to piss this guy off, so I hit him again, a back-handed slap across his face. Are you done ranting or do you have anything important to say? Youre wasting my time. I have a marriage party to get to.


  His hands were tied in front of him but he lunged at me. I moved to the side and slammed his face down on the table. He screamed as his nose hit the table.


  Come on, big boy. Youll find taking me on is a bit tougher than shooting five-year-old boys or raping little girls.


  I pulled him to a sitting position and sat down opposite him again.


  You dont look quite as reasonable and educated as you did when your nose wasnt broken. I wonder how youll look when I break one of your hands.


  His face was contorted with rage and pain as he spoke. I have heard them talking. The American devils have destroyed our homeland in a nuclear fire, but we are spreading our Caliphate all over the world. The whole world shall now be ruled by us, as we bring the black flag to every corner of your towns. As we follow our Caliph. You know nothing of what you are facing, kafir! The centre for our new Caliphate is here, from where the Mughals once ruled the greatest Islamic empire the world has seen. The Caliph himself is flying in as we speak, to begin ruling our Caliphate from here. With the mujahid and the weapons that will flow in, and with our brothers who have been in place even before the start of the Great Jihad, your little army will crumble.


  I sat back, stunned by what I had learned. We were not just one front in the war that was being waged across the world. We were at its very epicentre. We were not just facing an outpost of the enemy, but its leadership. The man in front of me was laughing and I hit him again, just to relieve some of the tension that had gripped me after his revelation.


  As I got up, Shaikh was there by the door.


  Well done. Now what? What do you want me to do with this piece of shit?


  Unlike the Brit, hes not likely to sow fear among his friends if we send him back. Also, hell tell them we know about the Caliph.


  Shaikh nodded, Dont worry about it. Ill take care of him. What about the Caliph?


  I remembered news reports from before the Blackout, of how the so-called Caliph had come out of relative obscurity, from being a prisoner in American custody, to leading an army of his warriors in waging a bloody and brutal campaign to establish their Caliphate across the Middle East. If he truly was in Mumbai, they would concentrate even more forces and firepower here and fight even harder, for we were not just resisting their occupation but standing in the way of their very reason for beingsetting up their new centre of power.


  I motioned for Shaikh to come out of the room before I answered. We need to get this information to the government and the armed forces. The good news is that, if they can launch a strike and take him out, then weve cut off the enemys head.


  Whats the bad news?


  I answered truthfully. If its just us against the Caliph and the whole army that will no doubt come in to lead his war, then we have no real chance.


  SIXTEEN


  Garuda Three reporting, sir. We have some critical information that we need to share.


  Garuda Three, this is Vishnu. Call in five minutes and we will have everyone here.


  Shaikh, Ronald and I spent the next five minutes in silence, wondering if the government would be able to get some air power or troops to us fast. Vishnu was the call sign for the underground bunker where the Prime Minister and top military brass were based and directing all military operations across India.


  When Shaikh contacted them again, I heard the Prime Ministers voice and a few more voices I didnt recognize. One of them, whom Ronald whispered to me was the Chief of Army Staff, took charge of the discussion and asked us to report what we had learned. Shaikh filled him in on the interrogation and the news of the Caliph being in Mumbai. I could sense that they were as stunned to hear the news as we had been, and there were a few seconds of silence. Finally the Army Chief cleared his throat and, to my surprise, addressed me. Aaditya, can your forces take the airport?


  I had to pause before replying. We had a motley crew of people, almost all of whom had never held a gun before the Blackout. It was one thing to call ourselves the Azad Hind Fauj, to get inspiration from that and to launch limited guerrilla attacks on the enemy, but the answer to the Chiefs question was obvious.


  Sir, we have close to forty firearms and improvised explosive devices and one RPG, but that will not be enough to take the airport. Our people are not trained or experienced enough to pull that off. They can defend their positions and use ambush and explosives to do so, but attacking the airport will be suicide as well have to go through the approach road with no cover and no armour.


  The General seemed to be tapping his fingers on a desk and the noise carried to us. Right. I appreciate the honesty, Aaditya.


  Sir, cant we launch air strikes?


  Were working on it. There are only a handful of Sukhois that have the range to get there and we need some of them to guard against any flights coming in from the north or east. As youve heard, the eastern sector is also active now. But even if we could get a few birds there, theres no guarantee wed kill the Caliph. Wed need boots on the ground to ensure that.


  Ronald chipped in. Sir, are there any more trains with troops coming?


  We are pulling them together, but we had to divert some to the east to defend Kolkata. Ideally, we should strike fast, while theyre unaware that we are privy to the information that the Caliph is in Mumbai. It would be ideal to get him while hes at the airport, assuming that is where they are going to set up their headquarters. If he slips out into the city of Mumbai, itll be like finding a needle in a haystack.


  Suddenly something struck me and I spoke up. Sir, forgive me if Im speaking out of turn, but arent we thinking of this in conventional terms which made sense before the Blackout? Were trying to get big Army columns to the battlefield, were waiting to organize air strikes. But look at the people fighting here with me. None of us were soldiers before the Blackout, yet were doing what we can. Instead of waiting for a huge Army column to get here, couldnt we get some forces personnel and all the weapons we can get from Goa? Doesnt matter if they are pilots, mechanics, guards or sailors. Theyll be much more prepared than the accountants, teachers, maids and office workers who make up our army here. Theyll have far more military training and, even if they carry small arms, we may have the numbers and training to storm the airport while you organize air strikes to take out their heavy weapons.


  Ronald slapped my back. Brilliant! Sir, there are a dozen more MARCOS on missions around Mumbai. We can send word out for them to get here and join the attack. It may not work, but it beats waiting for things beyond our control.


  I could sense hesitation on the other end and I spoke up, more convinced now of my plan after hearing Ronald. Sir, what we lack is long-range marksmanship. A dozen MARCOS could really help pin down the enemy and take out scouts. Once we get close enough, we will fight to the death and make sure there is a toll on the enemy. We know what is at stake.


  They asked for a few minutes to think through the proposal and then the voice that responded was not the Army Chief, but the Prime Minister.


  Son, you are truly doing justice to the name Azad Hind Fauj, and justifying our faith in you. A lot of us will be counting on you and your forces. As we speak the Chief is co-ordinating with Goa and a team comprising pilots, cooks, mechanics, guards and some military families is going to be leaving soon in two buses. They should take about twelve hours to reach you. We will also try and arrange for air strikes and get the MARCOS to link up with you. May God be with you. Perhaps years from now, when people look back on this war, they will realize just what a turning point this was, and how ordinary Indians made it happen.


  As we signed off, Ronald and Shaikh got to work contacting Goa and their fellow MARCOS to co-ordinate with them. I stepped out. This was my wedding day, a day that was meant to be filled with joy; a day when, if only for a short time, I had hoped that I could focus on being with Megha. That was not quite how things had turned out.


  Ronald had advised us not to tell everyone in the community about what we had learned. Till the reinforcements came, the information might panic people and it was probably better to only tell them who and what we were up against when we could do something about it. I saw people milling around, many headed for guard duties as the sun began to set, and others going home to spend time with their families. If these people had to storm the airport in the face of a determined and well-armed enemy, I wondered how many of them would be coming back alive.


  Mahadev pulled over in the jeep, interrupting my thoughts. Megha madam says that you should come straight to the Meluha. Shes waiting there for you.


  I tried to push all my worries away as Megha lit the candles on the table and we poured ourselves some wine. This was our honeymoon treat organized by the community. Kundu had agreed to dig into the stocks of ready-to-eat pouches he had kept for longer-term use and we had a meal of paneer butter masala, pulao, and dal makhni, all washed down with some wine. Before the Blackout, I remembered complaining about how ready-to-eat meals could never compare to freshly-cooked food, but after days of eating mashed bhaji and baked beans, the meal tasted delicious.


  Aadi, you look worried. Is everything okay?


  I toyed with the food, wondering how much to tell her, and then decided it would not be fair to burden her with worries to which I had no solution to offer, and which we could do nothing about for the time being. Even then, there were some things I could share with her.


  Four more flights came in today. God knows what other weaponry theyve brought in, or how many more men have come in. We are better prepared than we were, but I dont know if it will be enough.


  Megha put her hand on mine. Ronald, Shaikh, Akif, Ismail and the others are all out today on duty. If they need you, I know youll be out there fast, and I wont stop you, but can I at least help you forget those worries for just a few minutes? Could we pretend for just a little while that we are going to enjoy our honeymoon?


  An hour later, we lay together in bed in the darkness, her head resting on my chest.


  Megha, are you asleep?


  No.


  Wouldnt it be nice if we could just have a normal honeymoon? Go off to the Maldives or Australia or wherever you like, and just spend a few days with nobody but each other.


  We cant do that, but we do have the here and now, and unless youre too tired, we can make the most of it.


  I lifted her face to mine, kissed her and showed that I was certainly not too tired.


  Later, having finally banished thoughts of enemies lurking in the darkness, I began to drift off to sleep. It was so quiet outside that it was easy to believe that we were indeed on our honeymoon in some resort somewhere, far from worries, far from civilization. Megha was already sleeping and I closed my eyes.


  Just then, I heard the sharp crack of a high-powered rifle, followed seconds later by two more shots.


  I jumped up, pulled on my clothes, grabbed the gear I could and ran downstairs. Reality had just brutally intruded into the make-believe world I had allowed myself the luxury of indulging in for a few hours.


  Whats going on?


  Ronald silently handed me the night vision glasses and through them I looked out from our Ghatkopar checkpoint towards the small bunker where the old man would have been, waiting for his chance to avenge his family. I could see two legs splayed out on the ground, and the rest of his body inside the bunker.


  Bastards must have brought in snipers and taken him out with night vision optics. I guess the time for amateur hour is over.


  I sat back against the checkpoint. The same thing had happened at both our other bunkers: a single shot had taken out our sentries in the blackness of the night. The enemy was sending us a clear message, that they still had surprises up their sleeves and that the days of sending overzealous young recruits like the Brit wed captured were over.


  At least theyre taking us seriously, I said.


  Yeah, now theyre treating this as a military operation, not just another civilian society to be rolled over. I wonder what and who theyve flown in recently.


  I was thinking of the three old men who had volunteered to be in the bunkers, and whom I had effectively sent to their deaths. I longed to lash out and avenge them in some way, but in the darkness and with snipers out there, the enemy had the advantage. I heard a dull thud, followed a split second later by a whistling noise, and before I could react, Ronald had thrown himself on me and flattened me against the ground.


  Mortars!


  Several more explosions rocked the area around us and it took me a second to realize that they were not targeting the checkpoint. They were firing into the societies, targeting the families inside. I pushed Ronald off me and stood up to see smoke coming out of at least three buildings where rounds had struck home.


  Hold the checkpoint, we need to see how badly people are hurt!


  I rushed inside the society with Mahadev and we caught Guenther near the clinic. The two ambulance auto-rickshaws were already at work, ferrying the injured to the clinic, and Kundu was leading some people in trying to put out the fire that was blazing where a mortar had struck a parked car that still had some fuel in its tank. It was a scene of absolute carnage. I met Megha, who had pulled on the red sari she had worn for the wedding. There was no need to say anything, her expression said it all, and my heart went out to her for not hesitating a second before she jumped in to help those in need. She was carrying a boy who had been cut across his legs by shrapnel and was bleeding badly. I took him from her and ran to the clinic as she followed me.


  Doctor, how many casualties?


  Guenther looked at me grimly. At least fifteen wounded and perhaps five or six dead, but well know for sure when we take stock of all the damage.


  Mr Sinha was on the road outside, organizing an evacuation of families from the higher floors, and an ever-increasing number of people were now standing around Central Avenue.


  Mr Sinha, theyll be sitting ducks out there in case they fire mortars again. We need to get them to cover.


  Mr Sinha looked around. Where? The high rises are a death trap as mortar shells can hit the buildings on the way down. Wait, I have an idea.


  He shouted out to Anu who was rallying people from her building to safety. Anu, lets get people in the underground parking lots. Theyre the closest thing we have to a bomb shelter.


  The word spread and people began moving to the parking lots in several buildings. Some of them were talking about the damage to their homes, but most just looked shell-shocked. This was the first time the enemy had targeted the families living within our community, and the sudden and savage violence was not something they had been prepared for.


  I reached Mahadevs jeep and checked in with the others on the radio. How are we doing, guys?


  Shaikh spoke from the Powai Lake checkpoint and Ronald from the Ghatkopar one. They both had similar newsthere was no enemy movement discernible anymore. That did not mean they were not out there, planning the next move.


  Early the next morning, we laid our fallen to rest. Two were buried in keeping with Islamic traditions and eight were cremated. It had been a night without much sleep for anyone and, all around me, I could see people walking with the slouched gait of the defeated. The enemy had shown us that they could hit us at will, in our own homes, and we had no means of retaliating.


  After the funerals we all headed back to our duties. I was planning to review our security in light of the nights events, but before I had gone too far, Kundu came running towards me, huffing from the exertion. He stood before me, trying to catch his breath, his hands on his hips.


  Wewe have a big problem.


  I hailed Mahadev and we drove to the lake and I immediately saw what he was talking about. Down the road, perhaps five hundred metres out, stood a Humvee with a small black flag flying above it, its heavy machine gun pointed at the road ahead which we would need to cross to get to the lake.


  Pandey, who had come there in our captured Humvee and had hidden it out of sight behind a building, said, Sir, see that black box on top? That Humvee has an anti-tank missile launcher on it. Itll slice through our Humvee like a knife through butter.


  Can you get it with the RPG from here?


  He shook his head sadly. That RPG has a range of, at most, three hundred metres with any accuracy. Beyond that, we may as well be lobbing it in the air and hoping it hits them.


  Kundu knelt down beside me and pointed at the crossing ahead. We had set out for our morning water supply run and this bastard showed up. Well be sitting ducks if we try and cross the road in the open, that too carrying buckets and barrels of water.


  How much water do we have stored?


  He thought it over. Id say enough for three days. If we get people to stop taking baths and use water for drinking and cooking only, then maybe a week, but even thats stretching it. It could be much less than that, since weve had a lot of newcomers join us.


  Ronald, who had got word of what was going on, joined us. I turned to him and said, They know that attacking us with infantry will cost them lives, so theyre putting us under siege. Theyre trying to starve us out and bomb us from afar to break our spirits.


  Why dont they just move on?


  I pointed to the Indian flag that still flew proudly atop the building where we had placed it. They cannot. They need to make an example of us, otherwise how will they tell their people that they are setting up their Caliphate in this country if we sit here, defying them, so close to their headquarters and where their Caliph is?


  Any ideas? Shaikh could take out that guy with his sniper rifle.


  I looked at the Humvee through my binoculars and saw the masked, black-clad man standing at the turret, manning the machine gun.


  No, then they may just move the Humvee back and put in a few snipers of their own. Then they would just pick off our supply teams. I do think well need Shaikh to work his magic, but we have to do something else as well.


  What?


  I put the binoculars down and looked at Ronald. The only thing we can do when the enemy is trying to dictate terms and show us that he is in control. We find a new way of messing with his mind.


  The enemy had been used to us slinking around at night, well this time we would walk up to them in broad daylight. We had the uniforms of the two men we had captured, and when I told Akif about my idea, he was delighted. Akif put on the Arabs uniform, both because they were similar in size and because he needed to pretend to be the officer if he was to do the talking. We didnt tell too many people about what we were planning, simply because we wanted to move fast while there was just the single Humvee on the road.


  We jogged past the main access road and through small shops. This was an area which we had totally blocked off with overturned cars and a large abandoned truck, and we scrambled over those to enter an area none of us had seen since the Blackout. There were a few housing societies, but they seemed to be largely abandoned, and the small shops nearby had all been ransacked. We turned right through a small alley and emerged below the flyover which the Humvee would have taken to come to its current position. We climbed over the side of the flyover and approached the Humvee from behind. I tried to control my breathing and calm myself. We were now no more than ten metres from the enemy, and if this was to work, then we had to walk casually, without giving them any cause for alarm.


  The man standing in the hatch on the Humvee manning the machine gun suddenly turned towards us, perhaps having heard movement. Akif raised a hand in greeting and we kept walking towards the vehicle. He shouted something in Arabic and Akif responded calmly, adding what could only be a joke; he laughed and I saw the man visibly relax.


  We were now just a few feet from the vehicle and the rear door opened and two men began to get out, stretching their muscles. Akif went towards the nearest man, greeting him effusively and reaching out to shake his hand. As the man extended his hand, Akif brought his left hand out from his pocket and slit the mans throat. The second man was looking at them wide-eyed in shock and didnt even see me lunge at him. I stabbed him in the throat and brought him down. The man who had been standing at the machine gun was starting to shout to the driver when his head exploded in a mist of red and he slumped forward. Shaikh had shot him with his sniper rifle and, with a silencer attached, we had not even heard the shot.


  I entered the Humvee through the rear door and the driver turned towards me, pulling a pistol out of a shoulder holster as he did so. I grabbed him around the neck and, as he struggled, I pulled him back. By then, Akif was inside the vehicle and he stabbed the man in the neck repeatedly. I felt his warm blood spray over my hands and his body convulse before he went still.


  The man I had stabbed was still alive but barely, grabbing at his neck and making gurgling noises before he finally died. We pulled all the bodies inside, both because we figured we could use their uniforms and kits and also because we wanted to keep the enemy guessing as to what had happened to their men. Akif started the Humvee and we rolled forward towards our checkpoint.


  From the first stab to the last, the whole battle had taken just about two minutes. The radio crackled to life and someone said something in Arabic and then switched to accented English.


  Abu-Amriki, why havent you checked in?


  Akif glanced at me, One of these is an American recruit.


  As the voice on the radio repeated the question, I thought about it and decided that the time for subterfuge and playing in the shadows was gone. These people had declared war on usthey needed to know whom they were fighting against. I pushed the transmit button on the radio.


  To all terrorist fighters out there, this is Commander Aaditya of the Indian National Army. Abu-Amriki and his friends are dead and we are taking their vehicle back with us. Go back home while you can and stop following your leaders. All you will find here is death.


  We disposed of the bodies and cleaned up the Humvee before we took it inside the society. Our people had seen the horrors of war first-hand, but somehow it felt important that I still try and shield them as far as I could. There was no reason for children to see the blood and gore that had been inside the Humvee.


  Shaikh found a small Indian flag with which we replaced the black flag that had been flying above the Humvee. When we turned into Central Avenue, I was standing at the turret and saw hundreds of people had lined up. Almost none of them had got any sleep the previous night and many were still mourning the loss or injury of loved ones, yet I could see smiles among the crowd. This was a good sign: it was important that we believed that the war was far from lost, that we could still fight back.


  As I got out of the vehicle, I called Ronald over. This thing has a missile launcher on it and a few missiles on board. Any idea how to use it?


  Ronald looked in. As far as I can tell, this is an American TOW anti-tank launcher. I have no idea how to use it, but Im sure there will be people on the radio who will. Ill get on it right away.


  The time we had to celebrate was limited because there was work to be done. Kundu commandeered an old water tanker which Mahadev had been working on and set off on the water run, accompanied by both Humvees. I hitched a ride on the water tanker, as I was sure the enemy would retaliate, but by late afternoon, there had been no attacks. With our water supplies replenished and the new weapons we had recovered distributed among more volunteers, I decided to take a break and sat down in the meeting room at my society.


  Mr Sinha brought over a cup of tea and asked, What plans for tonight?


  The same, Mr Sinha. People need to be in the parking lots or on the ground floor in rooms like this. Im sure the enemy will try and attack again. Weve embarrassed them today and they will definitely be back.


  Any ideas on what we can do if they start firing mortars again?


  I had been thinking about just that and, to be honest, had no real answers. That was when Mohit, Nasir and a few of their friends dropped by.


  Sir, Ive been feeling like Im wasting my time. Whats the point of generating solar power and getting bloody fridges working when people are dying and I cant do anything about it?


  Mohit, dont be so hard on yourself. Without you, wed be living in darkness for much longer.


  He sat down next to me and I could see a look of excitement in his eyes. Sir, I have an idea. Weve been working on it since morning and I think we can try it out tonight.


  What is it?


  He took out a pad and began sketching. Today we have only a couple of night vision glasses that Ronald and Shaikh bought along and the one we captured, but not enough to cover all checkpoints at all times, especially if you guys are out on missions and have taken them along. So, in most cases, were blind at our checkpoints and the enemy can see everything were doing with their night vision glasses. Also, our bombs are triggered by wires, which mean a pretty limited range.


  Mohit, if youre trying to make me feel optimistic about our chances, youre not doing a very good job.


  He chuckled and Nasir laughed as well and then picked up where Mohit had left off. Sir, we want to help and, to be honest, we may not know how to kill a man with our hands or shoot someone at long range, but all of us have been putting our heads together all day to get some ideas. Believe me, we want to kill as many of those motherfuckers as we can.


  I saw him now, all humour gone, replaced by rage. I knew that Nasir had brought a boy to the clinic the previous night, his face nearly blown off by shrapnel. The boy had died in Nasirs arms.


  Sir, weve got four IEDs that will be triggered through the radios we have captured. Ive tested them without explosive charges, and they have a range of at least one kilometre. Weve placed the bombs at chokepoints on all our approaches and the explosive charge is more than double of what weve used before. If they come tonight, we can hit them at long range without any of us being exposed to their snipers. If we have lookouts on high rooftops with our night vision glasses, we should see them coming and pass on information to you to trigger the bombs. I feel responsible for those old men dying last night, and this is my way of getting back.


  Mohit was next. There was a barn behind our colonies that was used for shooting TV serials, and we discovered several big spotlights there. Ive got several solar panels that work and are being charged now. Instead of lighting up our homes, Ill use them to light up those spotlights. Shaikh told me that their night vision will be ruined if they suddenly come across bright light. Well line up the approaches at the lake and Ghatkopar with the spotlights so their snipers no longer have such an easy job, and our own visibility is much better.


  I could sense the energy in the room, but we still didnt have answers to everything.


  What about the mortars? They can still keep lobbing them at us all night.


  Mohit didnt have an answer to that but he had thought about it. We turn off all our lights. Why give them easy targets? Let them be lit up by our spotlights while we stay in the darkness at night.


  I got Ronald on the radio.


  Hey, whats the range on their mortars?


  Could be up to five or more kilometres.


  I groaned inwardly. With that kind of range, they could be sitting comfortably halfway to the airport and lobbing shells at us all night. But something clicked in my mind.


  How would they transport them?


  Theyd probably bring them up in the backs of jeeps, Aadi.


  I looked at the students around me.


  Guys, thanks for the ideas. Get them all in motion and Ill go work on those mortars.


  What are you planning?


  I grinned at them. Well go hunting.


  I had thought that Megha might object, that we might have another argument, but she just nodded when I told her what we were going to do. Then she came over and hugged me.


  Aadi, even a few days ago, I would have asked you not to put yourself in harms way, but that would be selfish. I think Ive lived twenty years in the last two weeks; Ive found you, weve gotten married, and if I were to die today, I would have very few regrets.


  I shushed her, but she continued. So, no regrets, Aadi. Do what youve got to.


  Next I went to gather my volunteers. Mahadev seemed to be an automatic inclusion, since he just tagged along with me the moment he heard we were headed out on a mission, without even asking what it was. However, I wanted everyone to have a clear idea of what we were getting into.


  This time were not waiting behind our checkpoint for the enemy to attack, nor are we setting off a bomb from afar. Well be out there, among them, trying to disrupt them before they launch mortars at our community. There is a good chance all of us will not be coming back alive, but if we truly are the Indian National Army, then better its us out there, fighting the enemy, than the kids and elderly here facing their shells.


  I was a bit surprised when almost everyone volunteered, and in the end, we chose to take a few of our experienced fighters along, but leave some of them behind. Part of it, and the reason I gave them, was that in case the enemy attacked while we were out there, we needed them to lead the defences. But it was also because if none of us got back, then at least there would be some experienced fighters left.


  Before we headed out, there was one more thing on my mind. I asked Ronald to walk with me.


  Ronald, still no news from the convoy headed from Goa? They should have been here by now.


  He shook his head.


  Where could they be?


  No idea, Aadi. Theres no response on the radio, but then their set may have malfunctioned. Their vehicles may have broken down or they may be clearing abandoned vehicles from some stretch of the road. Three of the MARCOS teams in the city have not checked in either, but three have, and they say they are going to make their way here.


  Neither of us brought up the possibility that the enemy had cells along the way which had attacked the convoy from Goa, or that they had run into looters or gangs. Their fate, and their likely arrival, was completely out of our hands.


  As night fell, everyone who was not going to be at the checkpoints or on ambulance duty was shepherded into parking lots or ground floor common rooms. All our checkpoints were manned and the two Humvees were placed at the two likely attack pointsthe lake and the road leading to Ghatkoparwith Pandey in charge of one and Ronald in charge of the other. Both Pandey and Ronald had radios controlling the bombs Nasir had placed and we had lookouts with night vision glasses on three tall buildings to give them warning of any approaching vehicles or men.


  At eight in the evening, as planned, every single light in our community was killed, and the spotlights Mohit had placed along our approach roads were turned on. Using that sudden change, we ran out through the slums and by-lanes near the lake, six teams of two men each. Each of us was wearing a bulletproof vest and was armed with an assault rifle, a pistol, a knife and two of the tennis ball bombs. We were headed out to patrol areas and our goal was to get to the mortar teams before they fired.


  I ran hard, trying to get as far into the blackness as I could before the enemy made any move. I had always been pretty fit and had run almost every day, but now, as I ran, I realized that the lack of any junk food, constantly being on edge and near daily fighting had hardened and toned my body like never before. I had been running for close to fifteen minutes without a break and looked back to see Mahadev, who was paired with me, a few feet behind me. With his thin, sinewy body, I figured that, in another life, he could have been a great marathon runner. Then I stopped myself. The life in which he had been an auto-rickshaw driver was over. We were all leading new lives, and he could be anything he wanted.


  Finally, after twenty minutes of hard running, I stopped, taking cover behind a cluster of shops. Mahadev joined me and we stood there, hearing nothing but our own laboured breathing. I looked back towards Powai and smiled as I saw the one set of lights we had kept on in the buildingstwo powerful spotlights that lit up the tricolour on the rooftop.


  As our battle began, we wanted everybody for miles around to know who was waging this war, and on whose behalf.


  I heard the distant thump of an explosion and my heart sank. The enemy had got off the first shot without us being any closer to finding them. Mahadev and I had been on alert for any sounds of vehicles that might be transporting the mortars into firing position, but we had not heard anything so far. A few seconds later, we heard another explosion and this time I saw the dull glow of an explosion coming from the direction of Hiranandani Gardens. That meant it was likely that a round had hit a vehicle or shrapnel had penetrated the fuel tank of an abandoned car. Given the large numbers of cars lying on the streets, there was no way we could have moved them all to cover.


  As we ran towards the next alley, intending to loop back towards Powai through LBS Marg, we heard the sounds of laughter. We crouched down behind a low wall in front of the shops just ahead of R City Mall and peered around the corner. There were no lights around, but living in darkness for over two weeks had made us much more accustomed to seeing by moonlight. Just about thirty metres ahead of us was a jeep with several men around it and we saw one of them load something onto its back and then the men crouched as the mortar fired with a whooshing sound. We had found our target.


  Bastards are laughing as they kill our children! I could sense Mahadevs rage as he hissed out the words, and I wanted to make these men pay dearly as well.


  I lit up one of the bombs with a lighter I was carrying and threw it at the men. They only knew something was amiss when one of them heard the bomb bouncing on the ground a few metres behind them. By then it was too late. The bomb exploded literally at their feet and Mahadev and I were running at them a split second later. One of the men, spared much of the impact since he had been on the other side of the jeep, opened fire with his pistol and I heard Mahadev shout as he fell. I raised my own pistol and fired, aiming at the muzzle flashes. I knew the man would be wearing a vest and could not be sure of a kill, so I took out my knife as I vaulted on top of the jeep and onto the other side where I found the man scrambling for his pistol, which he had probably lost when my shots hit him. I plunged my knife into his neck and then turned to the other men. There were three of them and they were all wounded to one extent or the other.


  Two weeks earlier I would never have imagined finishing off a wounded man with a knife, but perhaps I was no longer the same person. I killed all of them and then called out to Mahadev. He walked to me, holding his side gingerly.


  Im okay. The vest saved me but it hurts like hell.


  Lets finish this and move on.


  I was tempted to carry away as many of their weapons and ammunition as possible, but we would never make good speed weighed down with them all, and our mission for the night was far from over. Another explosion coming from the direction of Powai reminded us of that. So we stuffed the pouches around our waists with spare ammo clips and took one spare AK-47 each. Then it was time to destroy the mortar. Mahadev lit a bomb and stuffed it down the barrel of the tube and we ran like hell, diving for cover behind a wall as it exploded. The shells must have also gone off, for there was an almighty explosion that shook the ground, and then an even louder secondary explosion as the fuel tank of the jeep caught fire.


  Mahadev grinned, his teeth gleaming in the moonlight. That will get their attention.


  We ran on, hoping to create as much mayhem as we could. A huge explosion from further down the road told us that Ronald had triggered the IED. That could only mean the enemy had moved forces towards our checkpoint. We were not too far off, and it was tempting to try and catch the enemy by surprise from behind, so I ran towards Powai, Mahadev on my heels. We turned at the petrol pump which Pandey and I had come to on the first day after the Blackout and then realized what a blunder we had made.


  In front of us were two jeeps filled with black-clad fighters and a Humvee. One of the men heard us and turned and shouted a challenge in Arabic. It was too late to do anything else, so I opened up with my AK-47 on full automatic, spraying the men and vehicles. Mahadev did likewise and then we ducked behind the wall of the petrol pump as the men returned fire. We had no idea if we hit anyone or not, but even if we had, there were still way too many men for us to handle. All of them seemed to have opened fire on us, such was the loud cacophony of AK-47 fire mixed with the duller rumble of the fifty calibre mounted on the Humvee.


  I lit one of the bombs and tossed it over the wall. As it exploded, someone shouted and I had the satisfaction of hurting at least one of them. I peeked around the edge of the wall and saw that the fighters had retreated behind the jeeps and Humvee and were firing from behind cover. I fired off a burst and then retreated behind the wall as the fifty calibre shredded a portion of it. Mahadev tossed one of his bombs and then sat down beside me.


  Do you think theyll run out of bullets first or this wall will give way? Knowing how much sand contractors mix in all this shit, Id bet on the wall crumbling.


  I looked at Mahadev, sitting there, grinning.


  You are a mad fucker, do you know that?


  I must be, to follow a mad, suicidal man like you around.


  We both laughed and there was a brief lull in the firing as if our attackers were wondering what we found so funny about our impending death.


  Any bright ideas, sir?


  None at all, Mahadev. Lets just try and take a few of them to hell with us.


  No, sir. No hell for me. Im going to heaven. A heaven where Ill drive a Mercedes, not an auto-rickshaw, and Ill own a restaurant. Thats what I always wanted to do. What about you?


  I thought about that. What Id always wanted was to join the Army and fight those who threatened our people. Wasnt that what I was doing? I began to laugh again.


  Sir, do you really find death so funny?


  No, Mahadev, it is life that is funny. Come on, lets make them waste a bit more ammo and then we go out. Ready?


  I clasped his shoulder and hugged him. A man who in our old world I would never have socialized with, but now someone who would give his life for me, and I for him. We were about to emerge out of cover and fire when we were suddenly blinded by bright lights. There were two large vehicles that had come up behind us, without our even realizing it in all noise of the gunfire. We were sitting ducks. Both of us turned to face this new threat and as we saw multiple rifles emerge from the windows of one of the buses, we knew our time was up.


  SEVENTEEN


  All of the rifles seemed to fire at once and I flinched, wondering if I would feel any pain before it was all over. Bulletproof vest or not, so many rifles firing at you from point blank range meant only one possible conclusiondeath. It took me a second to realize that they were not firing at us but at the terrorist fighters, who now stood illuminated by the headlights of at least two buses. They had been as disoriented as us by the sudden arrival of the vehicles and the blinding headlights and I saw several of them spin and fall as they were hit by multiple rounds. Whoever was directing the shooting was doing a good job as a disproportionate amount of gunfire seemed to be directed at the biggest threatthe fifty calibre on the Humvee. The fighter manning the machine gun managed to get off one burst before he was hit by several rounds and slumped forward. The other terrorists were now behind the jeeps, and while one or two were returning fire, the others were either hit or unable to react.


  I wish I had another bomb!


  Mahadev reacted to my muttered comment by producing a bomb from his pocket. Your wish is my command! I got an extra one from Nasir.


  I lit the fuse and threw the bomb overhand, aiming for the jeeps. The bomb bounced once and skittered under one of the jeeps, and then exploded on the other side, showering the men taking cover behind the jeeps with shrapnel. I looked at Mahadev.


  Lets go!


  Later we would laugh uproariously about it, and even at that time I found it hilarious that Mahadev vaulted over the wall, screaming a war cry that went, Har har Mahadev!


  Not having any original war cry of my own to contribute, I joined him and we ran towards the enemy fighters, shouting as loudly as we could. The rear door of the Humvee opened and two men ran out. Mahadev slammed the butt of his rifle into one mans head and, as he staggered back, shot him in the legs. The man went down and Mahadev finished him with a shot to the head. My man was trying to run away and I sprinted after him and then jumped and kicked him in the back of his knee. He fell hard, his leg broken as I rolled to a stop next to him and stabbed him in the neck. Men were now running all around us from the buses towards the jeeps, and as wounded fighters screamed for mercy, they were silenced one by one. When the killing stopped, we counted eleven enemy bodies and I turned to thank our rescuers.


  A tall man in uniform walked towards me and saluted me.


  Major Shwetabh Mehta, 1st Cavalry, the Skinners Horse, reporting for duty to the Azad Hind Fauj as directed, sir.


  The others also saluted me, and I found it a bit awkward that men in uniform were saluting me, a civilian; but then I reminded myself that my life as a civilian was over.


  Major, you guys certainly have a dramatic sense of timing.


  He smiled as he replied. Just call me Shwetabh. Bloody buses kept breaking down, and then we got lost. Thankfully you had the flag lit up nice and bright so we knew where home was.


  We got into the buses and rode home, radioing ahead that we were coming in with friends. Looking at it one way, that night was a resounding success. Only four mortar shells landed in our community and not a single person was hurt by them; everyone was overjoyed by the arrival of the reinforcements from Goa; and finally, we had dished out another bloody nose to the enemy. However, the celebrations were tempered by the fact that of our six teams that had gone out into the night, only three made it back. One of those missing was Akif.


  I had come home and fallen asleep, with Shaikh assuring me that he and the new arrivals had security covered till morning. I was awakened at the crack of dawn by Megha. Aadi, wake up! Youre needed at the lake checkpoint.


  Not knowing what to expect, I rushed out, meeting an equally tired and sleepy Mahadev downstairs, and as we drove down to the checkpoint, I called Ronald on the radio. Whats going on? Are they attacking again?


  Just get over here, Aadi.


  His tone told me all I needed to know. Something was very wrong. When I reached the checkpoint, I saw both our Humvees there, pointing towards the flyover with more than a dozen men with assault rifles from our community and over a dozen of the newcomers from the previous night, armed with what I saw was a motley mix of .303s, sten guns and INSAS assault rifles. I also saw white naval uniforms mixed with flight suits and the khakis of policemen, reflecting the mixed nature of the group that had rolled in from Goa. I had still not had the opportunity to fully debrief with Shwetabh and thus was unaware who had come with him and what their journey to Mumbai had entailed. However, for now, we had more immediate concerns. Sitting on the flyover were two enemy Humvees ringed by masked men in black. I looked through a pair of binoculars and saw a masked man looking back at us through binoculars.


  Ronald tapped me on the shoulder. Fuckers have just been standing there for a few minutes.


  If they intended to attack, they would have done so by now. I had no idea what they wanted till the man with the binoculars put them aside and held up a large sack. He was tall, well over six feet, judging by how he towered over the other enemy fighters, and his fitting black clothes showed off a physique which would have done a professional boxer or wrestler proud. I saw him point towards us and then toss the sack towards us. The sack rolled along the ground down the flyover, bouncing off the side a couple of times before coming to a rest at the bottom. Before we could react, the men piled into the Humvees and drove off at high speed.


  Do you think its a bomb?


  I looked at the sack through the binoculars. Only one way to find out.


  Ronald and I got into one of the Humvees and we drove up to the flyover. Ronald opened the bag and out rolled six severed heads. The heads of our missing comrades from the nights raids.


  I looked at them, recognizing Akif there. I closed my eyes as I felt a mixture of intense grief and rage course through me. A couple of the boys with us threw up and I screamed out my rage as I felt hot tears flow down my cheeks.


  Our enemies had just shown us what kind of a war they were ready to wage.


  And we would oblige them.


  All the euphoria of the previous night had disappeared, but if our enemies had hoped that they would terrify us or make us lose our spirit with their savage act, they were very wrong. What was born in many hearts that morning was an intense rage. Five families had to say goodbye to sons, husbands and brothersordinary men who had sacrificed their lives so that the rest of us could be safe. And then there was Akif, killed far from home, fighting for a people and country that were not his, having given so selflessly of himself to keep us secure. Many of us wanted to lash out at the enemy and several youngsters came and volunteered for that nights mission. I asked them all to wait till we took stock of what we could do next.


  That afternoon saw us meeting with Shwetabh and his officers. He had brought a hundred and twenty-five people with him, of them twenty were the children of the soldiers and policemen who had accompanied them.


  As we heard his story, we realized just what an impact the news of our resistance was having. The convoy had started from Dabolim with the forty airmen, sailors and their families there. Along the way, they had picked up eight policemen who had been holed up in their station and, having heard of the ongoing battle in Mumbai, volunteered to come along. Then there had been four NDA cadets who had been holidaying in Goa and had similarly volunteered to join the fight, and then there was Shwetabh, who had been there on honeymoon with his wife. As the senior officer present, he had assumed command of what some of the men were jokingly calling Joint Task Force Feni after the many bottles of feni they had brought along with them. They had, of course, also brought with them all the weapons they could get their hands on, but weapons aside, the sheer presence of more than fifty people trained in the police or military significantly boosted our capabilities.


  Now that they had arrived, it was time to reveal to the broader leadership of our community just what the stakes were. I could see looks of disbelief and concern cross their faces as I told them what we had learned, about the delays in getting additional troops by rail and also the intelligence about the Caliph being at the airport.


  Hes here?


  Why doesnt the government just launch some missiles or air strikes and finish him?


  That was a question we had asked as well and we relayed the answer that there was no guarantee an air strike would take him out. There needed to be a ground operation in addition to air strikes. Everyone in the room looked around at each other as they digested what that meant. We would have to stop waiting for an army to come and do what was needed.


  We were that army.


  Especially after the events of the morning, and the way in which the enemy had desecrated our fallen comrades, nobody was in a mood to back off, and when I asked if they were up to risking our people and resources in this mission, everybody nodded.


  Shwetabh thanked everyone in the room. I realize that, just a few weeks ago, if our country was under attack wed call upon the armed forces to deal with the enemy. What all of you have done is an inspiration to every Indian, and also an inspiration to all of us in uniform. Thank you. Now, we need to get ready for tonight, as Im sure the enemy will strike again and we need to get in touch with Delhi to see what their plans are.


  As everyone got on with their chores, Shwetabh, Ronald, Shaikh and I sat aside to plan out our forces. Shwetabh turned to me and asked a question that caught me off balance. What are your orders on how best to distribute the new men and weapons?


  Major, youre the military officer. Youre better placed to decide that.


  He chuckled. I can command T-72 tanks into combat, but I know next to nothing about house-to-house fighting in the by-lanes of Mumbai. On that, sir, you are our resident expert. Also, the best officers Ive served under always said that leadership in combat is earned by action, not badges or stripes. Youve more than earned that.


  As we chatted about our plans for the coming night, Ronald suddenly remembered something. Major, youre in the Armoured Corps. Do you know how to operate a TOW missile system? I asked on the radio, and they tried to explain, but its not exactly something you can teach on a choppy radio line.


  Well, Ive trained on various anti-tank systems, Shwetabh began, and weve used the TOW in exercises. Why do you ask?


  Then his eyes lit up.


  I see. I passed that bloody Humvee and it never struck me to ask if we captured it with live rounds or not. Aadi, we do have some more surprises in store for our bearded friends.


  That day, there was no laughter, no joking, and no banter. We had lost people before but this was different. The sheer barbarity of our enemies had struck home and everyone was going about their tasks with grim determination.


  First and foremost was ensuring our defences were as strong as they could be. Mohits idea of turning out the lights and using the spotlights to illuminate the approach roads had worked in that one of our spotters had seen two jeeps coming and one of the IEDs had been triggered. However, without more precise co-ordinates, and without the person triggering the bomb having any visual sighting on the target, it was a lot of guesswork on the spotters part on when to explode the IED. In our case, the bomb had made the jeeps turn back as they realized they were headed into an ambush, but they suffered no damages or casualties. That was one area where our newcomers helped. Several of the naval airmen had got together and devised a map of our area, divided into grids. They took on the roles of spotters and triggermen so that when a particular grid location was called, the person exploding the bomb would know exactly where the target was.


  The cops were quickly taken under Pandeys wing and became our static checkpoint defence. They were all older and less fit but had lots of experience and, armed with .303s that otherwise would have been useless against AK-47s in the open, provided a reasonable volume of fire from behind defensive walls delivered by steady hands.


  The NDA cadets were co-opted into what was fast turning into our mobile infantry, with younger folk like Subin and Prashant, who had proven themselves in our hit and run attacks of the previous night.


  Sometime in the afternoon, Anagha came to see me. I want to be out there as well, she said.


  Pandey began to object, saying something about girls fighting.


  Pandeyji, shes seen combat and she has as much right as anyone else to fight. Anagha, are you sure you want to go out there?


  I could see the anger in her eyes. Sir, they killed my brother. Yes, Im sure I want to go out there.


  I pulled her aside. Anagha, I can feel your rage and Ill be lying if I said I wasnt angry as well, but remember that when were out there, dont fight angry. We need to plan out our moves, not fight on impulse.


  She nodded and left and I could see Pandey didnt approve. Aadi, you saw what they did to the bodies of our boys. What do you think will happen if a girl gets captured by them?


  Pandeyji, first, we cannot decide for her or anyone else. They can choose to fight if they want. Second, what if we lose, then what happens to the girls? Isnt it better that they at least fight?


  He grunted in agreement and went about his work.


  Truth be told, many of us were secretly hoping that we would hear back from Delhi, that there would indeed be some plan pulled together by the government, that there would be air power and the Army supporting us, that it would not just come down to us against the enemy. However, till late in the afternoon, we had heard absolutely nothing.


  That evening, we laid to rest the six comrades we had lost the previous night. It was truly a terrible ceremony, as the families did not even have the comfort of cremating or burying their loved ones bodies. There were tears, of course, but there was a lot of rage. I had seen Anaghas reaction, and I could feel the mood around me. We were in real danger of turning into an angry mob.


  So far, we had succeeded because we had tried to outsmart the enemy; we had been deliberate while the enemy had rushed in, complacent and overconfident. If we gave into the rage of the mob, I was really worried that we would start making mistakes. I wished the General had been around; his counsel was sorely needed at a time such as this. So I sought out the next person who came to mindMr Sinha.


  He was sitting with Guenther in front of the clinic, sipping tea.


  Aadi, how are you doing? he asked as I came up and sat down next to them.


  To be honest, Im worried, I confided. People are angry and too many are talking of revenge. They dont seem to understand that we have survived so far because we havent taken the enemy on in open battle. Im really worried well do something stupid and pay for it.


  He nodded and I could see the grief in his eyes. Yes, Aadi. They have been terrified for days, now many of them are furious. Try to channel that anger, otherwise, I think your fears are valid.


  We didnt have to wait long for our worst fears to be realized.


  It was four in the evening and Megha and I were taking a rare break, sitting in our apartment, talking about what the coming night might bring. We both knew that we could not just wait to be attacked and that the only way to survive was to find a way of throwing the enemy off-balance once again. Mahadev burst into the room, then, breathless and quite agitated.


  Sir, theres a big problem. A bunch of youngsters are missing and theyve taken their weapons with them. We cant find them anywhere. One of the spotters saw an enemy foot patrol quite some distance away, and its possible our people took off after them.


  I ran down with Mahadev. It was not just possible, it was all but certain that the youngsters had gone off in search of payback, thinking a foot patrol would be a softer target. Our enemy was many things, but they were not stupid. Recognizing their capabilities and fighting them on our terms was what had kept us alive. Blustering off after them was certainly not a smart move.


  Downstairs, Ronald confirmed my worst fears. Anagha had told him what the boys were up to. She was there with him, and I could see she was very troubled. I asked her what had happened.


  There were a group of college kids who were friends with Yash and the boys killed yesterday. All day theyd been talking about getting even. A few of them said that you and the others had taken the fight to the enemy and that they were tired of sitting behind the checkpoints.


  Anagha, did Subin, Prashant or any of the other guys who actually went out on raids go with them?


  In response, she pointed to Prashant, who was running up to us.


  Im sorry, I tried to talk them out of it. I told them that it sounds cool, but its scary as hell and they shouldnt be going out alone, but they said that Aadi would have done it. Six of them went out, carrying pistols and three rifles. Idiots didnt even take a radio, so we cant contact them. They said that theyd be back in minutes anyway.


  My heart sank. Six kids, none of whom had actually seen combat, going out on a mission whose only objective was to somehow kill an enemy fighter. That was a recipe for disaster.


  Just how much of a disaster it was would soon unfold before us.


  None of us had heard any shooting, which clearly indicated that they had not encountered the enemy foot patrol close to our society, as they had hoped. I prayed that they would have the common sense to return when they realized that their goal of extracting quick revenge was not going to be as easy as they thought. I feared that the foot patrol could have been a deliberate ruse to lure our people out into an ambush.


  I looked up to see that many people were on balconies and rooftops, having decided to endure the climbs up the stairs to try and catch a glimpse of the missing teenagers. Most of all, I felt for the parentsthough some of them were looking at me a certain way, as if I were somehow responsible for their kids putting themselves in harms way.


  Ismail had been monitoring the enemy radio sets to see if their transmissions would give us any hints. Our enemy had been quick to adapt once theyd learned that we had people who spoke Arabic. Their transmissions were usually coded and often in languages which none of us could understand. Ismail thought some of them could be in Chechen, but we were not sure. But now, they transmitted a message, and one meant for us, in English. Ismail ran up to me, holding the radio set in his hands so that I could also hear it.


  We have gifts for you near the lake. Come and get them.


  It was with a sense of dread that I drove down to the lake with Mahadev. Fearing it was an ambush, Ismail had most of our fighters and weapons accompany us, but in hindsight, that worked against us, because many more people saw the horror that was waiting for us on the flyover heading towards Powai.


  I saw the poles stuck on the side of the road, and at first my mind refused to recognize them for what they were. My heart stilled and I stood petrified as the brutal truth sank in.


  On each of those poles was impaled a severed head. Six heads, one for each of our missing teens. Kundu shouted out something, and we looked to our right to see some objects floating in the lake. One glance through the binoculars was enough to confirm that they were indeed bodies.


  Shit, theyve poisoned our water supplies. Who does that kind of shit? That used to happen in the medieval ages.


  I didnt need to answer Kundu. But now that we could see the full extent of their depravity, we were all left asking ourselves the same question.


  How do you face such an enemy without becoming a bit like them yourself?


  The meeting that evening was chaotic, and people certainly had more questions than answers.


  Where are we on water supplies?


  Kundu tried to allay fears on that count. He stood up and said, We have at least a weeks worth of water stored in our tanks and the pool.


  And after that? Do you really want us to get water from the lake after today?


  Kundu didnt know how to answer that. As he had confided to me, the water could still be boiled and used, but the more emotive question was whether people would drink water which they knew had contained corpses, the bodies of people we knew. I suspected once we got desperate enough, we would, but by then, in what other ways would we have changed?


  A middle-aged lady pushed her way to the front of the crowd. Her face was ashen and I could see from her puffed, red eyes that she had been crying. She pointed at me and said in a hoarse whisper, My son died today. He died because he believed in your story that we could fight this enemy. Look what they did to him.


  I stood still, wondering how I could respond to a mother who has just lost her son. It would be of no help to tell her that I would never have condoned the way in which they took off in pursuit, that they had made a terrible mistake, because the truth was that I was responsible in some way.


  Leading by example is one thing, but when others bear the consequences of trying to emulate that example, are you not responsible? Blaming them for flawed execution was the cop-out of a poor leader, was it not?


  I closed my eyes and felt hot tears swell up in them. I had never asked for any mantle of leadership. These people had given it to me. I opened my eyes and the tears fell. The lady in front of me took a step back, perhaps surprised by my reaction.


  I am so sorry for your loss, for all of your losses. And Im sorry that I am responsible in some way, because I am.


  A hush fell over the gathered crowd. People had not expected this, I suppose.


  I hold myself responsible for every death we have suffered, and I dream of the faces of those who have died. I am haunted by that responsibility and the burden I will have to bear as long as I live. But you now see the kind of enemy we are faced with. We are all collectively responsible for how we react to their brutality. We can surrender now if we want, but do we really expect any mercy? And what will that mean for the memories of those who have fallen fighting this enemy? Have they all died for nothing?


  I walked up to the lady and held her hands.


  I come from an Army family, and my father had to deal with the loss of his father and brother. You may say they were soldiers and had signed up for the risk, but we are all soldiers now, not wearing a uniform or earning a salary, but fighting to defend our families and our nation. We are now at war; and while we should grieve those who have fallen, we cannot give up. Instead, we must use that grief and loss to make our resolve stronger.


  She was crying, and I realized that no words would ever make up for her loss, so I looked her in the eye and said, I promise you this much. I will avenge your son. They will pay dearly for what they have done.


  I was at my balcony, looking at the airport. Through my binoculars I could see one transport plane parked on the runway, several Humvees and jeeps, and the missile system I had seen earlier. There were also numerous airliners, left over from before the Blackout, lining the tarmac. Little black figures walked around, so close yet I could do nothing about them, just standing there, in plain sight.


  I went back to the living room and busied myself with preparing for the night. There was no question of us waiting to be attacked. We had to take the initiative again and we would do it the only way we knew how. We would slip out into the night and try and engage their mortar teams and vehicles so that we could keep our community safe for one more night.


  Megha was now standing at the balcony, fuming in silence. I knew she was not happy with us going out again in the night, and we had already argued about it. I couldnt take the silence anymore.


  Megha, what else can we do? We cant just sit here and wait for them to launch mortars at us all night or for them to come in with their Humvees and overrun us.


  She gripped the rails on the balcony tight and I could see her knuckles whiten as she replied. There is a difference between attempting an attack and committing suicide. I have never stopped you from going out, but you yourself said that we had survived so far by surprising them, by doing things they did not expect. So why are you doing exactly what you did yesterday? They would have figured out how to counter that tactic. Thats what happened to the six kids this morning.


  I didnt need any more reminding of what had happened to the kids who had set out trying to emulate my example, and I burst out, So what can we do?


  Megha was looking intently at the airport.


  Aadi, do you realize just how close the airport is? Before the Blackout, one of my friends was bitching about spending forty minutes in traffic to get there when its less than four kilometres from here as the crow flies, and around ten if you follow the roads. Theyre that close to us, and we cant do anything to them.


  I barely registered what she was saying. One line had got me thinking.


  As the crow flies.


  To Meghas surprise, I ran up to her and kissed her on the lips.


  Thanks for the idea!


  What idea?


  Youll see.


  With that, I ran downstairs. I had to get to Shwetabh and find out if this idea would work.


  Shwetabh was briefing the drivers and machine gunners of our two Humvees. He knew that if an attack came with the enemy throwing its Humvees into the fray, we could take out a couple with our bombs, but others would get through, and then our two Humvees with their heavy machine guns would be the most potent weapons we had. He had assumed command of what he was jokingly calling our armoured corps, comprising the two Humvees and the auto-rickshaw with Gurpreets makeshift mortar launcher mounted on it. He stopped what he was doing when he saw me running up to him.


  Whats wrong? Whats wrong?


  I had run at full tilt to the checkpoint and took a second to catch my breath before I responded. Shwetabh, whats the range of the TOW missile?


  Well over four kilometres, but pretty useless in a congested urban environment like this where you can see the enemy only about five hundred metres out or so.


  I sent up a silent prayer. Id had no idea what the range of the missile was, but had been hoping that it would be enough.


  That means you could hit the airport from here. As the crow flies, the airport is just about four kilometres from here.


  Shwetabh looked at me as if I had lost my mind.


  Aadi, look at all the buildings around us. We dont have a clean shot at the airport, and the TOW is optically and wire guided, meaning I need to have a clear line of sight on the target. And we cant really get the Humvee up to an apartment rooftop, can we?


  I grinned as I replied. No, but I know where we can. Get in and drive!


  Along the way, I told Shwetabh about how a kid in my karate class had once got into trouble with his parents because he had taken his girlfriend to a building that was under construction. It was next to the Supreme Business Park and the boy had sheepishly told me that they had wanted to sit there and watch flights land and take off at night.


  As we approached the business park, I pointed the building out to Shwetabh and I could see his eyes light up in understanding. We drove up the ramps leading up to its higher floors. Perhaps the building had been intended as a parking lot, but that did not matter. What mattered was what it gave us now. A clear view of the airport from a vantage point to which we could drive the Humvee.


  To one side of the building was a small hill, and, till the third floor, the view was obscured by it. But, as we climbed to the fifth floor, we had a clear view of the airport. I laughed out loud. The sun was shining, and it was a clear day. One positive side-effect of the Blackout had been that the smog caused by cars and factories, which used to obscure visibility, was no longer present. So, today, even without binoculars, I could see the large black airplane on the tarmac.


  Shwetabh clapped me on my shoulder. You, my friend, would make a very dangerous insurgent or terrorist.


  I smiled. Wasnt that what I was now? I looked through my binoculars as Shwetabh loaded a missile into the launcher.


  Can the missile destroy an airplane that big?


  Shwetabh looked through the sighting system on the launcher.


  The rangefinder shows it as just short of four kilometres away. Well within range, buddy. Now, could the missile destroy the airplane? Maybe not destroy it completely, since it is a pretty big plane, but it wouldnt fly again for sure. But I have another idea. Take a look at what those buggers are doing and keep watching.


  Through the binoculars, I could see a fuel truck parked next to the plane and several black figures milling around it. Some were carrying boxes away from the plane while others were pulling a hose towards it. They were unloading the plane and also refuelling it so it could fly back to wherever it had come from. And they were doing it in the open, complacent that nobody could attack them in there. I scanned right and left and saw two vehicles with large tubes mounted on them.


  Shwetabh, what are those missiles? They look different from the TOW we have.


  He replied without taking his eyes off the sight. Humvees mounted with Stinger surface-to-air missiles. They must have captured all this stuff from the Iraqi Army. The US supplied a lot of equipment to them after they started pulling out combat troops, and much of it fell into ISIS hands. Now, time for us to crash their little party. Stay well to one side.


  I moved a few feet to the left and heard a loud whoosh as the missile left the tube. A few metres out, its motor ignited and it accelerated, trailing a tail of fire. Shwetabh had mentioned the missile was wire guided and I could see the thin wire following the missile as it sped towards the airport. It flew straight and true and then, just as it reached the airport, I saw it jerk up. I looked towards Shwetabh, thinking something had gone wrong, but his face was a mask of concentration, glued to the sighting system. I quickly looked back through the binoculars and saw the missile climb vertically up and then come diving down towards the fuel tanker. Some of the black figures were now moving, having seen that something was very wrong, but they had no chance.


  The missile slammed into the fuel tanker and it exploded in a giant fireball that engulfed the black figures around it. The plane had been just a few metres from it, and it was shredded by shrapnel and burning fragments and exploded in an even larger fireball a few seconds later, all the ammunition and weapons on it contributing to the intensity of the explosion. An airliner parked close by was hit by fragments and exploded as well. Even from the distance, the deep rumble of the explosion was clearly audible and I jumped in excitement.


  Son of a bitch!


  Shwetabh had allowed himself a little grin, but he was still all business, loading another missile into the tube. A few seconds later, he fired again, this time hitting one of the Humvees that had been equipped with the Stinger. The vehicle exploded on impact and I screamed in excitement as the hit cooked off one of the missiles in its launch tubes and it streaked out, hitting the main terminal building, causing another explosion and further mayhem.


  As we got into the Humvee, I heard Ronald screaming on one of the MARCOS radio sets that we had kept there.


  What the fuck did you guys do? I heard you and Shwetabh were off with the Humvee on some adventure.


  When I told him, he roared in laughter. Ismail says theyve lost it. They are transmitting in the open, in English, Arabic and god knows what other languages. One of them thinks the Americans have hit them with drones, another thinks its a cruise missile. Their leaders are asking them to shut up and get back to the airport. Someone talked about thirty dead before he was asked to stop transmitting in the open. Some idiot even talked about getting the Caliph to an underground parking area.


  I looked back at the burning heaps we had left at the airport and then at Shwetabh. Lets not wait to hear back from Delhi. These fuckers invaded our home, lets take it back ourselves. Weve effectively shut down the airport because they have no idea whos attacking it or how many missiles we have left, and as they deal with the chaos and hunker down, lets hit them hard.


  You are quite mad, Aadi. You do realize that, dont you?


  I looked at him, a grim smile on my face. I promised to avenge the kids they killed, and I fully intend to kill every single one of these bastards.


  EIGHTEEN


  Our council of war was not a small affair. Hundreds of people were huddled in the middle of Central Avenue, but then this was not a decision to be taken by only a few of us. All of us were at war, and we needed to get everybody on board with what we were planning. There was a feeling of renewed optimism as news of the missile strikes on the airport spread. People had heard the explosions of course, but once the full nature of the damage we had caused got around, there was a lot of excitement. I overheard several people talk about how we had shut down the airport. However, the reality was that, while we had caused significant damage, and the enemy would likely not bring in any new flights till they were clear about the nature of this new threat, we only had one TOW missile left. We needed to move fast, while the enemy was still disoriented.


  There was one additional piece of news that had filtered in over the last hour which we had to factor into our plans.


  Shaikh had made contact with two teams of MARCOS in the city.


  Aadi, theyre coming in towards Powai and they should be here by midnight or so.


  What weapons will they have? Will they have sniper rifles like you did?


  They should have one sniper rifle per team. Thats two rifles for the four of them. What are you thinking?


  For all the surprises we had given the enemy, I was convinced that a frontal attack would not work. They would still have more firepower than us, and more trained fighters. We needed to continue doing what the General had advised. We had to think like insurgents.


  Shaikh, Im thinking of creating a diversion. Shwetabh here can use the last missile to hit one of their vehicles on the tarmac, making them think theyre under air attack, and the MARCOS can start taking out their guards at the checkpoint on the airport road leading to the international terminal, making them think theyre under attack from that direction. Thats when we hit them from a direction they wont be focusing onfrom the Western Express Highway through the domestic terminal.


  I could hear a buzz pass through the gathered crowd. It was one thing to plan small ambushes, quite another to contemplate an attack on what was effectively the enemys headquarters. I could sense the nervous energy and realized that people needed to understand exactly what we were getting into.


  This is it, people. Once we attack the airport, theres no going back. No more nights spent wondering if we will be hit. But the flip side is that this will be all or nothing. Either we win and destroy the enemy or we lose most of our fighters and equipment. You know what will happen next. Its a gamble, but this is the best chance we have.


  Shouldnt we wait for Delhi? Maybe they have a plan.


  I turned to Bhagat who had raised the question, which no doubt was on several minds.


  We havent heard from Delhi for a while. We have no idea what is happening there and whether there is a plan at all. But look at it this way: we are all alive today because we chose to act and did not wait for someone else to save us. Thats all Im proposing we do today as well. Between the TOW missile and the MARCOS, we have some elements of surprise up our sleeves that we can use.


  We have one more.


  It was Flight Lieutenant Tarapore, one of the officers who had come in from Goa. He had told us that a small group of pilots and technicians had stayed behind to see if they could get more planes in the air, and now, judging by the excitement on his face, he had some news.


  I just heard from Goa. They got in touch on the shortwave radio we had carried with us and they say they can have two Sea Hawks in the air. Both were lying in the Dabolim Naval Air Museum, but theyre better than nothing.


  Having seen the last air strike and its disastrous end, and hearing that the aircraft had been in a museum, I found it hard to work up much enthusiasm.


  How old are these planes, and what kind of firepower can they carry?


  I could tell from the look on Tarapores face that we werent talking about state-of-the-art warplanes. These are old planes. They flew in the 1971 war, but unlike the Alizes you saw before, they are jet powered and, at the end of the day, fighters, as compared to slow anti-submarine aircraft. Also, Aadi, I knew the two boys who flew in on the Alizes. Flying in to attack an unknown enemy in forty-year-old propeller-powered airplanes requires a certain kind of courage. That has to count for something.


  I stood there, suitably chastised. If equipment and weapons were the only things that counted, then we would have been wiped out by now.


  Im sorry. They are welcome additions to our planand I can see them adding to the distraction.


  Shwetabh had been listening in silence and now he chipped in. I can make it easier for those boys by taking out that anti-air launcher with my last TOW.


  I carried forward the thought. With the two jets coming in, they will be convinced its an air attack, and without the surface-to-air missile, the only thing theyll have to shoot at our planes are the heavy machine guns on the Humvees. And with the Caliph in there, Im guessing theyll pull back their Humvees to the terminal. That should make it easier for us to break in.


  We spent the next hour planning, and by the time we finished, all of us were itching to go. We would have to wait a bit longer, though. The time of our first strike had been decided.


  03:02 a.m.


  The moment when our world had been painted black.


  I had advised everyone going out on the raid to get some sleep. I didnt know about them, but I was unable to follow my own advice; I didnt get a minutes rest. Part of the reason was because I wanted to spend the time I had with Megha. We did not know if we would live beyond that night, and if we had nothing else, we wanted one last night together. We sat there, on my balcony, watching the airport in the distance. The lights there were still on, though I noticed several fewer lights around the tarmac. Perhaps they did indeed think they had been the victims of an air strike and were trying to present a less conspicuous target.


  Megha had her fingers intertwined in mine.


  Aadi, you do remember your usual promise, dont you?


  I smiled as I considered my reply. I have every intention of trying to get back.


  Thats not good enough, Aadi. Are you losing your usual cockiness?


  In the short while we had been together, it was amazing just how much she could read my mind. There are so many things that could go wrong, Megha. So yes, I am worried, but if theres one thing Im sure about, it is that the one thing that will keep me going is the fact that I want nothing more than to come back to you.


  I kissed her and we headed downstairs together. She would be in one of the underground parking lots next to the clinic, like everyone else, and if we started receiving casualties, then she would run to the clinic. I looked at her in the moonlight, taking in all the details, remembering all the wonderful times we had spent together, and then it was time to say goodbye.


  Mahadev was, as usual, waiting for me, even though this time, he was not going to be at the wheels of the jeep or an auto-rickshaw. We were going to start off on foot.


  We gathered at Central Avenue and I could see almost every member of our community there. Ronald and Shaikh were in their combat gear and Ronald gave me a thumbs-up sign when I asked him about the two MARCOS teams.


  Both are in place. Theyre maintaining radio silence because theyre pretty close to the enemy checkpoint, but last I heard they had taken up positions nearby with a clear view of the enemy at the checkpoint and also the terminal.


  What about Goa?


  Tarapore also nodded in the affirmative.


  Theyll be in the air as planned. They couldnt get ammunition for the cannon in the Sea Hawks, but have loaded them with napalm bombs. Those bastards at the airport will be nicely roasted.


  I looked around me and realized that everyone gathered there, other than the very young and the very old, had some role to play in the coming hours. Nasir and his crew had been hard at work with the airmen, rigging up their bombs. Kundu and his crew had taken a break from gathering supplies and ferried materials that had been used to set up barriers along all approach roads. Our nightmare scenario was that we would attack the airport and they would attack our community, resulting in a situation where we might well make inroads into their headquarters but risk them capturing our home. So, hauling whatever they could lay their hands on, or whatever their imaginations conjured, the crew had set up barriers comprising bricks, refrigerators, tables, and even advertising hoardings. They would not stop a concerted attack by the Humvees, but they would certainly cause any attacking force to slow down and corral them into killing zones where our bombs were placed.


  Our defences were going to be in the hands of Ismail, who still could not take any part in the fighting, but was leading the cops who had come in from Goa and most of the airmen. They were to be armed with the police .303s, pistols and the sten guns we had got from Sinhas bodyguards. They stood to one side in formation and saluted. I saluted back. We all knew that they would never be able to hold back a full-scale assault, since most of our fighting strength and firepower were going to be deployed at the airport, but if the enemy was going to launch a full-scale assault on our homes, then our plan had failed anyway and all was lost. They knew that as well, and the grim determination on their faces showed that, if it came to that, at least they would make it as expensive as possible for the enemy.


  Mohit and his friends had been busy as well, and he walked up to me, handing me a couple of bags. I told you Id have a gift for you. Weve been working on these all morning. Theyre fully charged and powered by solar panels.


  When he told me what they were, I smiled and thanked him. We needed all the surprises we could get on our side.


  Nitish had his own crew going, made up of Rani and her agriculture team, except that today their job was not to plant crops but to follow Nitishs instructions in executing a critical part of the plan. And then there were, of course, all the others who would be responsible for ensuring people got water to drink, that the sick were being taken care of, and that the small children were in one room and calmed. The mortar attacks had terrified the kids, and Shwetabhs wife, Naina, and some of the other officers spouses had organized what they were calling a sleepover. I looked at the small children, many of them smiling and laughing, excited at the prospect of an all-night party. They had no idea of the danger we faced, and that was good. Perhaps the true sign of being secure is when your children can still retain their innocence.


  I kept running different elements of the plan through my mind, wondering if we were missing anything, but then I realized we were as prepared as we were going to get. If there was anything I had learned in the last two weeks, it was that when you went to battle, things always changed. What was important was not just having a good plan to start with, but how you adapted and reacted when those plans didnt work out.


  Shwetabh, Pandey and Gurpreet were huddled with their crews and, as I passed them, Pandey saluted.


  Sir, I wish we were out there from the beginning.


  You will be there, Pandeyji, but you know we cant risk our vehicles being heard too early. Once you see the signal, I do want you to get there as fast as possible with our armoured corps.


  Yes, sir!


  I shook hands with Shwetabh and he smiled as we said our goodbyes.


  Aadi, when we were out there in the bloody Thar desert we would complain about the civvies sitting at home, going about their lives while we slogged to keep them safe. I dont think Ill ever say that again. What youve done here is amazing, and it sounds clichd, but it has been a real honour to have the opportunity to fight as part of the Azad Hind Fauj.


  I saw Anu and Mrs Khatri move among the group, holding plates. We had a limited stock of packaged milk, and while Rani had been planning to venture beyond IIT or even as far as Aarey colony to see if we could get cows that had been abandoned or lost, milk was a rarity for us, largely conserved for the kids. Today, Anu and Mrs Khatri had decided to use some of those precious stocks. They went around passing sweets they had made. It was only appropriate, after all; and the choice of the day when we would launch our assault was also appropriate. Given the circumstances, I doubted wed need firecrackers to provide light and soundwe had more than enough bullets to do thatbut there would be a time and role for firecrackers; and with our plan, we would light up the community far more than any number of lamps would. Yes, it was a good day to rid ourselves of the evil that had been plaguing us, and dispel the blackness that had overcome our world. A day when all Indians celebrated a festival that commemorated the victory of good over evil by lighting lamps and bursting firecrackers. As we said our goodbyes, I kissed Megha and said, Happy Diwali.


  We set out at just before two in the morning. There had been no sign till then of an impending attack, and we just had to hope that there would not be one for the next one hour before our plan got into motion.


  There were forty of us, most of them from our communitythe ones who were the fittest, and with the most combat experience over the last two weeksand some of our recent additions including the four NDA cadets and six airmen who had worked in search and rescue and were trained to operate behind enemy lines. Shaikh and Ronald were there as well. Between us, we had all our stocks of bulletproof vests and AK-47s. In short, the vast majority of our fighting strength was being used in this one throw of the dice, and I just hoped it worked.


  Someone had said it would be a six or seven kilometre jog, and I was setting a pretty good pace with the others slightly behind me, all except one who was right beside me and I suspected could have gone ahead had he wanted. Manish Iyer was a respected doctor with a clinic in the area and also an avid marathoner. He had been helping Guenther with the clinic but had insisted on coming along for this attack. While he professed to have no fighting skills, he thought it would be a good idea to have a doctor along as it signalled to our fighters that, if they got hit, there was help close at hand and we were not going to abandon them. It made a lot of sense to me and so there he was, jogging by my side.


  We ran in silence, though with no traffic and no other human voices around, it felt like our breathing could be heard for miles away. We had debated going on bicycles. It would have been quicker and less tiring, but the whole idea was for us to move with the most stealth possible.


  Iyer signalled for me to pause as we reached the Western Express Highway and we crouched by the side of the road.


  Movement ahead, he whispered. Ronald came up beside us and he too crouched down, looking through his night vision glasses.


  Its a dog. Doc, unless were declaring war on mongrels suspected of terrorist affiliations, were good to go.


  Iyer chuckled and we moved on. Just before 3 oclock, we reached the road turning in towards the domestic airport terminals. Ronald warned us that there was a substantial checkpoint there. We had assumed as much, and when I looked through the night vision glasses, I saw at least five men about five hundred metres away. They all seemed to be armed with assault rifles and, no doubt, they would have night vision glasses as well. I could see a heavy machine gun mounted among the sandbags and there was a Humvee parked behind them.


  Our plan called for us to get through them without firing a shot, and while that was possible if all parts of our plan worked, I was beginning to consider what would happen if we had to use Plan B and blast our way through them. We had the firepower and numbers to do so, but we would lose the element of surprise that we had hoped to have in assailing the international terminal.


  We would know in the next few minutes what the morning held in store for us.


  For me, those minutes were the most stressful I had endured in my life. In all our previous operations, I had been there in the thick of the action. Now, I could not see every part of the plan unfold and would only know after the fact if they had worked. I heard a dull boom and saw a glow light up the sky just ahead of us. That had to be Shwetabh taking out the surface-to-air launcher with his last TOW missile. I looked at my watch and grinned.


  It was exactly 03:02. Our attack had started exactly on schedule.


  I could see the enemy guards at the checkpoint in animated conversation with each other. Clearly word of the strike would have been passed along to them over their radio sets. The next part of the plan was for the MARCOS to start sniping the guards at the international airport approach road. While we would never hear those shots as their silencers would be on, Shaikh showed me a thumbs-up sign to indicate that his buddies had started their part of the operation. Through the night vision glasses, I could see the guards talking with each other and a few of them seemed to be stepping back away from the checkpoint. Then I saw one of them put the radio up to his ear, as if making sure of what he had heard. This was when the next part of our plan would come into motion.


  Nitish, Mohit, and a huge team of volunteers had been working to make this happen. The enemy we were fighting against had plunged our world into darkness, and now, after squeezing every generator they could make work, and using every single solar panel Mohit and his team had, together with hundreds of lamps, torches and candles, Hiranandani Gardens Powai was lit up as if none of this had ever happened, shattering the blackness of the city with a powerful beacon of light. A sight that would serve to unsettle our enemies, and also act as a signal for the two Sea Hawks which were now circling in the skies above.


  We all heard the jet engines overhead and the guards at the checkpoint now seemed on the verge of panic. Two of them got into the Humvee and headed back towards the international terminal. Our enemies had taken our bait, convinced that the primary threat to them was an air strike and a ground attack from the international airport side.


  We heard heavy machine gunfire in the distance as the enemy Humvees opened up on the jets overhead. The ground shook as the first bomb landed and I saw flames light up the sky ahead. Silhouetted against the flames was the shape of a fighter jet which climbed up into the sky, trailed by red tracers from the heavy machine guns. The remaining three guards at the checkpoint were now looking back towards the international terminal, away from us.


  It was our turn to get into the action.


  Mahadev and I proceeded on all fours till we were a hundred metres away from the checkpoint. Just in front of us was one of the contraptions that Mohit had handed mea small remote-controlled vehicle controlled by one of the kids behind us. It made a slight whirring noise as it moved, but with the excited chatter on the guards radios, they probably didnt hear it until it was too late. One of them finally looked over the barricade to see what the noise was, and the kid activated the camera flash on top of the vehicle, blinding all the guards. As they brought their hands up to their eyes, one of their heads exploded as Shaikh took him out with a shot from his silenced rifle. The other two were still fumbling with the straps of their rifles when Mahadev and I climbed over the barricade and onto them. My man shouted a challenge but was silenced as I grabbed the back of his neck with my left hand and plunged the knife into his throat with my right. I saw that Mahadev had also got his man. I whistled and the rest of our force moved in, even as we heard the explosion of another bomb landing on the international airport side. We were now in the airport area and nobody had yet detected us.


  We ran full tilt towards the international terminal, knowing that we had to make the most of the element of surprise we had. Shwetabh, Pandey and Gurpreet were driving at that very moment to our aid, but it would take them at least fifteen minutes to get to the international airport road. By then, we needed to be inside the terminal.


  I saw movement up ahead and, as we ran closer, I saw two masked men sitting under a small guard shack, a small kerosene lamp by their side. One of them said something in an unfamiliar language, perhaps mistaking us for his comrades from the checkpoint. He shouted again, this time with more concern in his voice, before I shot him from just a few metres away. His friend died to another volley fired by Ronald. We raced on and saw a smaller checkpoint up ahead, manned by just two men, the others presumably having moved deeper into the international terminal to help with the battle there. The jets could still be heard overhead and I sent up a silent thanks to the pilots for their courage. They had come in with only two bombs each, and we had asked them to prolong the strike as long as they could so that the enemy forces would concentrate their Humvees and heavier weapons at the tarmac. So far, they had dropped only two bombs and, in effect, they were circling overhead, taking bullets for us, so we would have a chance of getting into the terminal.


  The two guards in front of us turned as they heard us approaching but were cut down by fire from at least three weapons. We vaulted over the checkpoint and kept running. Now the international terminal was in sight and, to my right, I could see the skyline lit up at Powai. In the sea of blackness around us, the lights there were almost blinding, and could probably be seen from all over the city.


  The terminal ahead was lit and I saw a man silhouetted against the door. I knelt and fired and saw him go down. We ran over his body and were now inside the terminal. We had no idea where the Caliph would be, but one of the airmen had a theory that their command centre would likely be where the Air Traffic Control used to be, a vantage point where they would have a birds eye view of the terminal and where they might have patched up their radios and communication equipment. Ronald knew where it was, having been part of a joint counter-terror exercise a few years ago, and headed for it along with a dozen fighters.


  I headed straight for the tarmac with the others. The enemy fighters were concentrated there, and we would hit them from behind. We ran through abandoned departure lounges and customs areas. The duty free shops and restaurants had all been ransacked and I supposed the enemy fighters had looted them for food and drink.


  As we ran towards the departure gates, two masked men turned the corner and literally bumped into us. We went tumbling in an ungainly heap. Mahadev grabbed one of the men and pulled him back, shooting him dead while I grappled with the other. He got on top of me and brought his head down, intending to strike me on the face. I rolled to the right and freed my right hand, bringing it up to strike him on the side of the head with my elbow. His grip on me loosened as he fell away. I got up on my knees and struck him again, another elbow strike, this time to the back of the neck, and as he went down, Mahadev finished him with his knife.


  We ran forward and now there were masked men all around us. We cut down several of them as we took them by surprise with our first bursts, but then the others rallied behind cover and began to return fire. I saw our first casualties of the day as two kids went down with bullets to the head before I shouted for everyone to get behind cover. We were now deep in the belly of the beast and the battle had been joined in earnest.


  Burn the bastards!


  I heard Ronalds screamed command on the radio to the Sea Hawk pilots overhead. Through the windows, I could see Humvees moving back towards the terminal from the tarmac, along with several dozen masked men. They had no doubt learned that the terminal itself had been breached and were coming back to help. The Sea Hawks had so far used two of their fragmentation bombs, and while I had no idea of the kind of damage those had caused, they were now about to unleash a very different kind of damage.


  The glass windows in the terminal shook as they flew low over us and dropped their payload on the approaching vehicles and men. The Humvees were still firing with their heavy machine guns and I thought I saw sparks as one of the jets was hit, but any celebration that the enemy might have had was very short-lived.


  I had never seen a napalm bomb explode before and I think all of us were in awe as the two bombs hit the cluster of vehicles and men outside. It was as if a sea of flame had engulfed them. Many men just lay there, burning or burnt to death, and yet others ran around, screaming in agony, their bodies on fire.


  The enemies around us were no doubt watching the horror unfold outside and I screamed for bombs to be launched. Our fighters had taken cover where they couldbehind vending machines, shop counters and overturned tables. Anagha now ran out of cover, a bomb in each hand, and rolled them towards two terrorists behind a table. The bombs exploded a few second later, killing one and sending another, wounded and screaming, out from behind the shattered table. He was shot several times and fell dead.


  Others threw bombs towards the enemy positions, and they responded with grenades. The whole terminal building had been turned into a giant battleground, and the screams of the dead and dying echoed all around us. Wherever I looked, I saw a desperate life and death struggle being waged. Two of the NDA cadets were sprinting for cover when both went down to well-aimed bursts. I saw that their killer was a tall, well-built man wearing a mask and shouting orders to his men. He was clearly a leader of some sort and killing him would likely send his men into disarray. However, when I fired at him, he dove for cover and called out to his men. We had swept through most of the departure gates area where the enemy seemed to have been concentrated, but now the tall man was rallying his forces behind vending machines they had overturned around Gate 67. From behind cover, he and perhaps a dozen of his men were pouring devastatingly accurate fire at us.


  Subin screamed as he was shot in the leg. Iyer ran up to him, bullets shredding the glass behind him, and pulled Subin to cover. I saw him apply a tourniquet to Subins leg and try and calm him as we tried to find out a way to dislodge the enemy. Anagha got up to throw a bomb but I saw her head snap back as she was hit. When I crawled over to her, I saw that she was dead. Had we come this far to be defeated here? Had we beaten all odds to die so close to our goal? I jumped behind a magazine rack as gunfire shredded the area around Anagha. Mahadev was behind me, trying to provide me covering fire, and he too dove down next to me.


  Sir, theyve got us pinned down here.


  A moment later, Shaikh slid over to join us.


  Rons taken the control tower but theres no sign of the Caliph. He says one of the wounded fighters talked about the Caliphs personal guard being down here somewhere. Im willing to bet its these guys.


  What do we do?


  Shaikh shook his head in exasperation. We were doing fine till we had surprise and momentum on our side. Now were bogged down and these guys are good and behind cover. Well need a stroke of inspiration or brilliant luck to do something. Im sure they fully expect to die, but theyll take as many of us as possible and buy time for the Caliph to get away.


  I pounded the wall in frustration. We cant come this far and let that bastard get away.


  Mahadev had overheard our conversation and I saw a strange look on his face. A softer expression than Id ever seen before. He touched my arm. Aadi, in my next life, do come to my restaurant and Ill serve you the best falooda in town.


  With that, he lit two bombs, and with one in each hand, ran at full speed towards the enemy position. I realized what he was doing and that it was too late to stop him, so I shouted at everyone to cover him. More than a dozen rifles opened up, peppering the enemy position with fire, trying to pin them down. When they saw Mahadev running towards them, a couple of them began firing at him. He staggered from a shot that hit him on the vest and then fell to one knee as another hit him on the leg. I screamed for Mahadev to come back, since there was no way he could throw the bombs at the enemy now. He looked at me, smiled, and then ran at the enemy with one last scream.


  Har har Mahadev!


  More enemy fire hit him but they were too late. He launched himself over the barrier and both bombs exploded. I was running at the enemy now, and I could see Shaikh and others follow. A wounded fighter crawled out from the side and fired and I heard Shaikh scream as he fell. Several of us peppered the fighter with bullets and he fell still. As I jumped over the barrier, I saw a scene of carnage. Mahadevs body was there, both his arms blown off and his body badly burned, but all around him were dead and wounded fighters. We were all over them now, and nobody was in a mood to take prisoners. I heard single shots and the sounds of knives rending skin and bone as the wounded were finished all around me.


  I saw the tall enemy fighter crawling away, bleeding badly from cuts to his legs. When he saw me, he reached for a pistol lying by his side. I stepped on his hand and ground his palm with my heel and he screamed in agony. He took off his mask with his other hand and I saw a handsome face with sharp features and a well-groomed beard. He spoke with obvious pain in his voice but in flawless English.


  I am a prisoner of war. Treat me accordingly.


  He held up his left hand to shield his face and I saw a ring I had seen before. That ring had belonged to Akif. The man before me had been wearing a mask even then, and I could never be sure, but the height and the build were unmistakable. This was the man who had come with the severed heads of our friends. He pleaded again, begging for mercy.


  I am a prisoner of war. Please respect the laws of war.


  I dropped my gun and took out my knife and plunged it into his neck.


  All you are is a dead man.


  There were still a few small groups of two or three enemies in the terminal and there was still gunfire being exchanged. I stood on top of an overturned vending machine and screamed, a primal scream of rage and lossthe loss of Mahadev, Shaikh, Yash, Anagha, Akif and all the others who had fallen; of the pain that came from knowing that no extent of revenge would make up for their deaths; of the pain that came from knowing that in fighting the blackness that had engulfed us, my own heart had been tainted by it. A cry born out of hatred for the man I had just killed and others like him, not just for what they had done to our world, but for what they had made me. I held my knife in one hand and the severed head of the enemy leader in the other. Something changed all around me as the enemy fighters saw me. Their resolve broke and they began to try and escape, and with their discipline and cover broken, they were hunted down and killed. What had been a hard-contested battle now became a slaughter.


  I heard engines outside and turned to see two Humvees coming into view, masked men at the machine gun turrets on top. They were both aiming their guns at us when one of them exploded. The other machine gunner turned to meet the new threat when the vehicle was peppered by high-calibre machine gunfire, and then a bomb exploded next to it, sending shrapnel slicing through the vehicle and killing the machine gunner. Our saviours then came into viewShwetabh and Pandey in their respective Humvees, with Pandey carrying the RPG launcher which had destroyed the first target, and Gurpreet with his makeshift mortar mounted on his auto-rickshaw. Our cavalry truly had ridden in to save the day.


  I dropped the head and joined the others in mopping up. We encountered a handful of enemy fighters who put up their hands as if to surrender and we shot them down. This was not a battle where we intended to take any prisoners. I picked up the radio next to Shaikh and Ronald was on it.


  Shaikh! Shaikh! Where are you, buddy?


  Shaikhs gone, Ronald.


  Ronald was silent for a second, taking in the loss of his partner. After a second, he seemed to pull himself together and said, Shwetabh and Pandey have brought in a dozen fresh fighters from Powai and theyre sweeping the terminal. I think now its just a question of picking off the stragglers, but still no news of the Caliph.


  I had lost all track of time, but the sun was starting to rise. Had we been fighting for so long? Just then, I heard heavy gunfire outside and looked out to see four men running onto the tarmac. Two of them were firing from rifles and the others were pulling along a heavyset man wearing a black robe.


  The Caliph?


  I fired at the glass separating us and, as it shattered, I ran along the corridor, hoping to get a clean shot. I saw our Humvees turn the corner but the two men knelt, abandoning their rifles for the RPG launchers at their shoulders, and fired. Both rockets struck home and I closed my eyes as I saw Gurpreets auto-rickshaw destroyed by a direct hit and Pandeys Humvee careen onto its side as the rocket exploded right next to it. Shwetabhs Humvee was right behind it and unable to move into firing position in time as the men ran towards a C-130 on the tarmac, its propellers already turning.


  I knelt and fired at the two men bringing up the rear and saw them fall, but the Caliph, if that was who the man in the robe was, was too far for an accurate shot. They leaped into the open cargo door at the back of the plane and it started to taxi down the runway. I stared at it go with the impotent rage that came with knowing I was powerless to stop it.


  That was when I heard a loud whistling sound as a Sea Hawk fighter screamed in, trailing smoke. The fighter I had seen get hit before. He must have been circling the airport, all his weapons expended, perhaps waiting for an all-clear to land. As the C-130 began to take off, the Sea Hawk slammed into it and both planes exploded in a giant fireball that shattered the windows around me and sent me flying backwards.


  Before I passed out, I remember thinking one thing.


  It was over.


  The first voice I heard was Iyers.


  Aadi, are you okay?


  I sat up gingerly.


  How long have I been out?


  He looked at his watch. Maybe ten minutes. And other than a bullet that went through your right thigh, grenade fragments in your left shoulder and severe glass cuts to your face, you are hale and hearty.


  I got to my feet. In the adrenaline rush of the battle, none of those wounds had registered, and I wasnt going to let them slow me down now. Not when I could still hear the occasional gunshot.


  Is the battle still on?


  There are only a couple of terrorists here and there who need taking care of, but theres a room full of them begging for mercy.


  I turned to him. I would have thought that showing mercy and taking prisoners was something we had clearly shown we had no interest in. He shrugged. Hey, Im just the doc. Ronald said we should wait to hear your decision. They have thrown out all their weapons and are pleading to be left alive. One of them claims to be a senior officer who has a lot of intelligence to offer on their plans.


  I had planned on a fight to the death, not long drawn-out negotiations. What Iyer said next helped make up my mind.


  Some of the guys found a couple of disturbing things. Words still getting around but when its known, I doubt people will be in a merciful mood, so make up your mind.


  My expression hardened as Iyer elaborated.


  They saw a mass grave on the far side of the runway. Its barely filled in, and there seem to be hundreds of corpses piled up there. Probably passengers who were stranded here and anyone else who came here looking for safety when the lights were turned on. They also found a dozen women, all in pretty bad shape. They arent talking much, but it looks like they were kept as slaves for use by the terrorists.


  I forgot my wounds as I walked towards the terminal gate where the enemy fighters were holed up in a bathroom. Close to a dozen of our fighters were standing in front of it, among them Shwetabh and a bloodied but alive Pandey. Iyer pointed to a corner where I could see a group of women, all looking gaunt and weak, most with visible bruises on their faces and bodies. I recognized a couple of the expats from our neighbourhood, people I had perhaps seen at Starbucks with their families. A voice called out from behind the bathroom door.


  Please let us live. I can get you lots of files and information.


  Ignoring that voice, I headed to the group of women and knelt beside the nearest one, a woman in her forties. She looked up at me. I took out my pistol and held it out to her. She simply nodded and took it. I motioned to the others around me and they held out their pistols and all but one or two women took them. Then I strode to the bathroom door, balanced back on my heel and kicked it in. The men inside shouted and one of them came forward, hands joined in supplication, his shoulder-length hair lying in disarray around his face.


  Im the officer. I can help you.


  I grabbed his hair, pulled him out and stepped back as he looked up and began screaming as the women approached him and his men. I walked away from the scene, leaving the sounds of gunshots and screams behind me as I went up to join Ronald in the control centre.


  Some of our fighters were pulling the enemy dead to a corner where the bodies were being piled up, and I could see several of our own among the fallen. Ronald pointed to the console in front of him.


  They brought along a full communication suite, and it looks like they were using it to communicate with their cells all around the country. I have their records, and they have at least two hundred cells that were in radio contact with them. If they choose to keep fighting, this war is still far from over.


  I sat down at the console.


  When I transmit, will everyone be able to hear?


  Yes, Ive put it on an open frequency, so everyone whos tuning in using a shortwave radio will be able to hear, and on this handheld set Ive set it to the frequency the government radio transmission comes on. Our folks back in Powai, the government and anyone else tuning into that frequency will hear what you say.


  I pushed the transmit button and began speaking.


  The Azad Hind Fauj has liberated Mumbai airport from the enemy. The enemy head, their so-called Caliph, is believed among the dead, as are hundreds of their fighters. If you are one of our enemies, know that you will meet the same fate.


  As I looked out towards Powai, I could see firecrackers streak up into the sky and explode, creating vibrant patterns in the air. I knew Anu and others had taken hold of all the stock of firecrackers they had found in the shops nearby and had planned to use them to create what she called the biggest Diwali celebration we had ever seen when we won the airport. The firecrackers kept exploding and I could hear cheers from our people at the airport as I concluded my transmission.


  And, for our countrymen, join us in waging this war. Dont wait for others to do your fighting for you. Make a start today, on the day we always celebrated the victory of good over evil.


  Happy Diwali, everyone.


  EPILOGUE


  The week after the battle for the airport went by in a blur. The euphoria that came with the victory was tempered by the horrible losses we had suffered. All told, we lost twenty-five in the battle, including five killed in the RPG strikes on Gurpreet and Pandeys vehicles. It was no consolation that we counted more than two hundred enemy bodies at the airport, including more than forty who had been buried near the runway, having been killed in the earlier TOW strikes on the tarmac. We had no time to celebrate, either. Given the size of the airport terminals, it was inevitable that some enemy fighters had slipped out and all week we kept getting sightings in nearby areas. We managed to hunt down three of them, but many others almost definitely managed to slip away into the city.


  However, one welcome change was that we no longer spent nights anticipating an attack. Our checkpoints were still manned all night, but the sheer quantum of weapons we captured at the airport, including four intact Humvees, two of them with TOW launchers and a stock of more than two dozen TOW missiles, seven heavy machine guns, many dozens of assault rifles and pistols, and over a dozen RPG launchers, and of course hundreds of bulletproof vests and thousands of rounds of ammunition, meant that it would take nothing short of a small army with heavy armour or air power to threaten us.


  Another change was that the entire community began training to fight. Part of it was necessitythe loss of so many of our trained fighters in the days leading up to and in the airport battle meant that we needed replacementsbut it was also because something had changed in all of us. We had almost everybody other than the very young showing up for weapons training every day. The unarmed combat classes I held daily with Ronald as a co-trainer drew even the kids. Before the Blackout, we were executives, teachers, businessmen or homemakers; over the last month, we had come to redefine our rolessome of us were fighters, others handled supplies, yet others medical care. Now we were all warriors who doubled up to do other things to help our community. Including the women. I created a battalion named after Anagha, comprising all our women fighters. Among the first volunteers were the women we rescued at the airport.


  Five days after the battle, a group of looters was reported to be operating near Vikhroli, terrorising the people still holed up in their homes there. I led a small convoy out and, in a battle that lasted less than ten minutes, we annihilated them. Crazed men with cleavers and swords do not last long against a fifty-calibre machine gun.


  Word spread and other settlements began reaching out to us, asking for weapons, asking for protection. I told them to stop being beggars and learn the lesson we had learned.


  If you dont step up to fight for yourself and your own, dont expect others to do so for you.


  We did offer training, and had Mohit, Nitish and their teams help restore generators to working condition. As a gesture of goodwill, we gave each community a small batch of pistols. That would be enough for them to deal with looters. We also gave each settlement that reached out to us a radio set to stay in touch with us.


  For anything more serious that the occasional gang of looters, all they had to do was call the Azad Hind Fauj.


  By the beginning of the second week after the battle, we finally heard back from Delhi, and we were glad we had acted when we did. It seemed the Prime Ministers bunker location had been compromised and had come under attack from terror cells and rogue elements of the Pakistani military that had crossed the border. The Prime Minister had to be evacuated under fire to another secure location, and air assets that could have supported us in Mumbai had to be diverted to contain this new threat.


  By then, more than a dozen settlements, ranging from a single apartment building to clusters of several housing societies, had joined with us in what was fast becoming a loose confederation. With no sign of any sort of government stepping in, we had to decide how to govern ourselves. I thought back to what the General had said about dictatorship and I refused to govern all those societies. They had to learn to settle their own neighbourhood disputes and figure out their water and food supplies. The only area where we stepped in was to help provide security.


  By the third week, we learned that hit-and-run attacks had started across the city. The terrorists who had melted away at the airport had presumably regrouped with their cells and supporters in the city and were now trying to hit back. From being the insurgents, we had become the establishment.


  Reinforcements finally did arrive in the form of a train filled with two hundred Army soldiers, but they quickly made their way to south Mumbai, leaving us to manage the areas that were effectively under our control. To be honest, they took a look at our armour and weapons and decided we were probably better armed than they were.


  By the fourth week, the government had begun video broadcasts on TV, with the Prime Minister speaking every day with an update on the situation, followed by the Army Chief talking about the status of the war. The numbers we heard were staggering. An estimated two million people had died in India in the first two weeks from looting, disease and terror attacks, and many parts of the country had been ravaged by riots. The final death count was far from tallied, but I had heard estimates that over fifty million people could die in the year ahead as hunger and disease took their toll among communities where no help had reached. That made us even more conscious of just how precious our freedom and continued survival was, and made our resolve to protect them at any cost even fiercer.


  By that time we had begun talking about how to secure the areas under our de facto control. Were we the government? What authority did we have to take decisions? The Prime Minister simplified that for us by announcing that, till further notice, the country was under Martial Law under him. All armed forces and police units that were able to regroup were to work with his office. Then he mentioned the Azad Hind Fauj as being the unit that was being given command of security and law and order in Mumbai. He said something that I will never forget. He talked about how, in the past, when we he had gained our freedom, politicians had been put in charge of managing our affairs, and all we had got were people divided by religion, race, language and whatever else helped the politicians secure their power. Perhaps it was time for the insurgents, the revolutionaries, to manage affairs for a while.


  It has now been close to two months since the Blackout. I am standing here in our balcony with Megha. The city outside is still largely black, but there are many more lights on now, as more and more communities have started finding ways of powering up their lights, and do so without fear of attracting looters. Many of us have got our kitchens operational again with coal and wood-fired stoves, but almost every night we meet at Central Avenue for our communal meals. The events after the Blackout have bound us together and those meals together are a sign of that bond.


  Ronald and his MARCOS now live with us and spearhead our security forces, and we are widening the radius of the area which we have sanitized of looters and terrorist elements every week.


  We won the battle for the airport, but the war is still far from over. Ambushes are reported every day, and there are rumours of a new Caliph being appointed. But we have the weight of numbers and firepower now, and it is a matter of time before they are crushed.


  There are signs of hope all around us. The school has reopened and kids have started going to classes in the morning, though it is a sign of the changed times that their core extra-curricular activity is weapons and unarmed combat training. We have reopened the hospital and Megha works there again with Guenther, Marie, Iyer and other volunteers.


  My job, if you can call it that, continues to be what it had been. I have no official title, no salary, no stock options, but I have never felt as passionately about my work as I do today. I never did find out what happened to Dhruv, but I remember his words clearly. There are things more important in life than numbers on a spreadsheet or the numbers in a bank account. The last few months have taught me that. I still wake up screaming once in a while, reminded of the horrors I have seen, and those I have committed. Those are the moments I am most grateful for having Megha with me, to remind me that my life is more than a sum total of those horrors.


  Delhi is still racked by attacks, with terror cells much more active than in Mumbai, and I have no news of what happened to Baba. Once our situation stabilizes further here, I do plan to go there on one of the weekly flights between Delhi and Mumbai that have been started to ferry supplies and weapons. The Azad Hind Fauj might be able to help there, and hopefully I will find out what happened to my father. I owe him that much.


  I hold Megha close and feel her stomach. It is still too early to feel the little life that we now know is growing within her. Our baby will grow up in a world very different from the one we grew up in, but at least well know that we made it better than it threatened to be, than it had become for those first few days after the Blackout.


  It was in those days that I learned that even if your whole world is painted black, you can start to light it up again. All it needs is for each of us to realize that we should stop waiting for someone else to provide the spark; that the spark lies within each of us.
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