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For my father, Mr. Prashant Parekh. 

And for Vasai. 

The fort remembers. 
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A NOTE FOR THE READER 

The historical Chimaji Appa (c. 1707–1740) was a Maratha 

military commander and the younger brother of Peshwa Baji 

Rao I. In 1739, he led the campaign that ended Portuguese 

control of the Bassein (Vasai) Fort after more than two 

centuries of colonial occupation — a victory achieved 

through a combination of military strategy and deep 

cooperation with local communities who had been living 

inside Portuguese authority and resisting it from within. He 

died in Pune the following year, in 1740, at approximately 

thirty-three years old, with the fort taken and the work of its 

aftermath unfinished. 

Vasai Fort stands today on the coast in Vasai, Maharashtra, 

approximately 60 kilometres north of Mumbai. Its 

Portuguese-era walls, arches, and bastions remain largely 

intact. The surrounding town is now a rapidly developing 

suburb. 

The city this novel imagines is speculative. The history it 

carries is real. 
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A SHORT GLOSSARY 

Peshwa — Chief minister of the Maratha Empire, effectively 

the administrative head of state during the 18th century. 

Katar — A push-dagger of Indian origin, with a distinctive H-

shaped handle that allows the blade to be driven with the 

full force of a punch. 

Dhoti — A traditional lower garment worn by men across 

India, a length of fabric wrapped and tucked. 

Kurta — A loose collarless shirt worn across South Asia, 

typically falling to the knee. 

Dupatta — A long scarf or shawl, traditionally worn by 

women across South Asia. 

Chiranjeevi — In Hindu tradition, a being blessed — or 

cursed — with extreme longevity. 

Chai — Tea, typically prepared with milk, sugar, and spices. 

Arvind's chai stall below the fort is a space of memory, 

testimony, and ordinary continuity. 

Mangalsutra — A necklace worn by a married Hindu 

woman, traditionally gifted by the groom at the wedding 

ceremony. 

Tilak — A mark worn on the forehead, indicating religious 

affiliation or ceremonial occasion. 

Aarti — A Hindu devotional ritual involving the waving of a 

lit lamp before a deity. 
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Ganesh Chaturthi — A ten-day Hindu festival celebrating 

the birth of the deity Ganesha. In Vasai, it is the largest 

festival of the year. 

Halberd — A pole weapon with an axe blade topped with a 

spike, carried by Chimaji. 

Vada pav — A spiced potato fritter in a bread roll, the 

quintessential street food of Mumbai and its surrounding 

regions. 

Maratha — A Hindu warrior community from Maharashtra 

that rose to prominence in the 17th and 18th centuries. 

Lathi — A long wooden staff used historically as both a 

walking aid and a weapon. 

Vaad — Argument or dispute — the principled, heated 

negotiations of genuine community governance. 

Takht — A throne or seat of power; used as Chimaji’s term 

for what the fort represents — legitimate, community-owned 

authority. 

Abhiman — A complex Marathi/Sanskrit word meaning 

earned pride or self-respect. 

Sarpanch — The elected head of a gram panchayat, used by 

older residents to describe what legitimate local leadership 

once looked like. 

Zona — A territorial administrative unit in 2075 Vasai. 
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PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS 

Chimaji Appa. Protagonist. Legendary Maratha commander, 

architect of the 1739 fall of Vasai Fort, reborn into the 

fractured city of 2075. He carries the war in his body and the 

peace in his choices. 

Arjun “The Viper” Deshmukh. Eastern Gang Lord. Lean, 

hawk-eyed, silver-streaked hair, jaw scar. Former clean-energy 

entrepreneur; now controls digital black markets, weapon 

corridors, and civic infrastructure in the east. 

Vikram “Jaguar” Rane. Western Gang Lord. Former 

soldier. Towering, shaved head, grey eyes. Runs the docks, 

southern slums, pharmaceutical supply routes. 

Rajan. Former schoolteacher. Community leader. Gaunt, 

quietly resolute. The bridge between the resistance and the 

people — and a man with a secret that will test the coalition. 

Kavi. Former gang enforcer turned informant. Scarred 

hands, crooked fourth finger. Inside knowledge of both 

networks. 

Meera. Citizen Representative. Four-year documentarian of 

community suffering. The analytical conscience of the 

coalition. 

Sahana. Defector Hacker. Built Arjun’s surveillance 

architecture — and a door out of it. 

Arvind Bhosale. Seventy-one-year-old chai-seller. Forty years 

below the fort. The city’s living memory. 
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Lata Shinde. Thirty-four, Sector 12. The human cost of what 

the city became; the first voice of what it can be. 

Darshan Kumar. Twenty-two, former enforcer. The proof 

that the change is not theoretical. 

Susheela. The laundress who built the intelligence network 

that made the 1739 siege possible — and whose name was 

waiting in a cedar chest under the fort for three hundred 

and thirty-six years. 

! 
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PREFACE 

History does not stay where we put it. 

We build museums and monuments to contain it, fix it at a 

safe distance, reduce it to caption and plaque. We tell 

ourselves that the past is a country we have left and cannot 

re-enter, that the distance is protective, that the dead have 

finished their business with us. 

This is comfortable and almost entirely wrong. 

Vasai knows this. The city carries its past the way old stone 

carries heat — not on the surface, not always visible, but 

there in the density of the material, waiting for the right 

pressure to release it. 

The fort on the promontory is not a ruin. It is an argument. 

It is making a claim on the present that the present has 

chosen, for several decades, to ignore. 

Chimaji: 2075 — Reclaim is not a fantasy of redemption. It is 

a question about what a city owes its own memory. What we 

do when the institutions that were supposed to carry a 

community forward have been hollowed out and sold. What 

kind of courage remains when the conventional forms of 

courage — the legal challenge, the civic petition, the electoral 

process — have been methodically dismantled. 

The answer this story offers is not simple. Chimaji Appa is 

not a saviour. He is a man who lived once before, who 

fought for this specific soil, and who returns to find that the 

contest is not over — only the weapons have changed. 
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The gang lords in this story are not monsters. That is the 

most important thing to understand about them. They are 

the predictable products of a city where legitimate authority 

abdicated its responsibilities over decades, and into whose 

vacuum two particular men — with two particular histories 

and two coherent, if terrible, philosophies — expanded. 

Understanding why they are wrong is harder than hating 

them. It is also the only thing that might prevent the next 

ones. 

There is a woman in this story whose name is Susheela. She 

has been waiting in a cedar chest under the stones of a fort 

for three hundred and thirty-six years for someone to come 

and find her name. This novel is, in part, her story. It has 

always been her story. We only needed to understand where 

to look. 

Vasai is real. Its fort is real. The estuary and the mangroves 

and the creek running salt to the sea are real. The history of 

Chimaji Appa’s 1739 campaign is real. What follows is a 

fiction — but fiction made from the same stones as the truth, 

carrying the same heat. 

Read it accordingly. 

Mihir Parekh 

Vasai, Maharashtra 

! 
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PROLOGUE 

The Vow 

Vasai Fort, 2 March 1739 

The mango trees along the southern wall were flowering. 

Chimaji Appa noticed this in the particular way that a man 

notices irrelevant beauty on the eve of violence — with the 

full register of the senses, as if the body understands that 

certain perceptions must be made permanent because they 

will not recur. The small white blossoms were invisible in the 

dark, but their fragrance moved through the night air with a 

clarity that the smells of an army could not fully suppress: 

campfire, leather, horse, the faint copper of sharpened iron. 

And beneath all of it, threading through, the fragrance of 

mango blossom over salt air. 

He was sitting alone on the slope above the creek bed, in the 

place he had come each night of the siege to think in silence. 

His commanders knew not to follow him here. His 

bodyguard, Raghoba, stationed himself at the bottom of the 

slope and trusted that no Portuguese patrol would come this 

far from the wall. Raghoba had, over the course of the four-

month siege, developed a particular sixth sense for when the 

general needed to be left alone with his thoughts and when 

he needed to be interrupted. He had interrupted twice. Both 

times correctly. 

Below Chimaji, hidden in the dark creases of the terrain, six 

hundred men slept or did not sleep. Those who slept were 

veterans — men whose bodies had learned to extract rest 
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from whatever hours were available. Those who did not sleep 

were the newer men, and they were quiet in the specific way 

of people who understand that noise is a privilege that has 

been withdrawn. They lay awake and looked at the sky and 

thought whatever thoughts filled the hours before a decision 

that could not be reversed. 

He knew what they were thinking. He had been that man 

many times. 

He had also learned that thinking about it in advance was 

largely useless. The mind rehearses; the body must respond 

to what is actually there. The rehearsal was necessary — you 

needed to know the plan with sufficient intimacy that the 

plan could be abandoned without disorientation — but the 

rehearsal was not the thing. The thing was the thing. 

Tomorrow, before dawn, the thing would begin. 

The Portuguese garrison at Vasai Fort numbered — his 

intelligence told him with a precision he had learned to trust 

— four hundred and twelve men. Of these, approximately 

two hundred and sixty were active combatants; the 

remainder were administrative and support personnel who 

would either shelter or attempt to resist as circumstances 

dictated. The fort itself was formidable: Portuguese 

architecture understood the geometry of defence with a 

thoroughness born of two centuries of practice in territories 

that did not want to be held. The walls were thick, the 

bastions positioned to eliminate dead angles, the harbour 

approach covered by multiple overlapping fields of fire. 

He had spent four months finding the gaps. 
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Not through force of reconnaissance alone. Through the 

intelligence network that Susheela and the dockworker and 

the laundress and a dozen others had been building for two 

years before he arrived. Through relationships that no map 

could record but every community contained: the knowledge 

of where the third sentry drank too much on feast nights, of 

which sections of wall had been patched with inferior 

Portuguese limestone that had never cured properly in the 

monsoon damp, of which gate had a hinge that required two 

men to operate and was therefore always staffed by two 

specific soldiers who took their meals together and could be 

anticipated. 

The gaps in a fortress, he had come to understand, were not 

architectural. They were human. Every weakness in a 

defensive system was a human decision — to cut a corner, to 

assign the wrong man to the wrong post, to trust a loyalty 

that had been slowly, quietly corroding. His four months 

had been spent finding those decisions. 

He had found enough. 

A sound in the grass behind him. He did not turn. He had 

heard the approach — soft, careful, the footstep of someone 

trained to move quietly but not trained to move quietly past 

him. 

“Susheela.” He said the name to the dark coastal slope. 

A pause. Then, from behind and to his left: “You know my 

name.” 

“I know everything you gave us for two years. I know the 

quality of what you provided. The quality of intelligence is 
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the quality of the person providing it. I deduced.” He heard 

her settle into the grass. “How did you pass the watch?” 

“Raghoba,” she said. “I told him you would want to know I 

was coming.” 

He looked at her then. A woman of perhaps thirty-five, 

wearing the cotton wrap of the washing women who moved 

through the garrison’s domestic spaces daily, invisibly. Her 

face was unremarkable in the way that certain exceptional 

people make themselves unremarkable — by constant, 

deliberate practice. 

“You should not be here,” he said. 

“I know. But I needed to tell you something before you go 

in.” She looked at the fort. “There is a room in the east 

tower. Second level, third door from the stairs. In that room 

there is a chest under the floor, beneath a stone cut 

differently from the others — you will see it by its colour, the 

newer limestone. Inside are the garrison’s water supply 

records for twelve years. The complete records.” She paused. 

“And something else. A census. The names of every family in 

the settlement below the south wall. The names of everyone 

who helped.” 

Chimaji was very still. “Their names.” 

“All of them. The cook. The dockworker. Every laundress 

who carried more than laundry. I kept it because I knew 

someone had to, and I am telling you where it is because I 

want you to find it. After. I want their names in the record. I 

want my name in the record.” 
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“After it is done — when the flag comes down — I want your 

name in the record. Every name in that chest.” 

She was quiet. Then: “The record remembers the sword. Not 

the hands that wrote the letters.” 

“This time,” he said, “it will.” 

The mango blossom moved on the night air between them. 

He thought: I am going to win tomorrow because of this 

woman, and she will not be in any history that is written 

about it. He thought: I will change that. 

She rose without sound and moved down the slope, back 

into the dark. 

The assault began at 0347. It proceeded, for the first eleven 

minutes, precisely as planned. Then the third sentry 

appeared at the blind angle, twelve minutes of held breath 

followed, Chimaji made the decision about the mangrove 

path, twenty men moved through the dark water, and the 

fort’s harbour gate opened to the weight of history pressing 

through it. 

He would remember the rest in fragments. The first light 

through the gate. The sound of the garrison alarm three 

minutes late — a grace that saved lives on both sides. 

Raghoba, at his shoulder, steady as stone. 

And then — the Portuguese commandant. An older man, 

grey and straight-backed, who had come out of his quarters 

in full uniform as if he had been waiting. Who looked at 

Chimaji across the courtyard with the eyes of a man who had 

already completed the accounting. 

“It is over,” the commandant said. 
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“It is over,” Chimaji agreed. “For everyone.” 

A moment in which two men understood each other 

precisely. 

“Be careful,” the commandant said. “The holding is harder 

than the taking.” 

They buried eleven men that morning. Eight of his, three 

Portuguese. He stood at the graves on the coastal slope and 

said the prayers in the exact words they required and felt the 

weight of the morning settle into his bones. 

He put his hand on the stone of the eastern bastion and felt 

the heat the stone had been holding all morning — the 

specific warmth of limestone in direct sun after a cold night. 

The heat of something that had been holding for a long time 

and had not released. 

He thought: now I go to the east tower. Second level. Third 

door from the stairs. I find the chest. I put Susheela’s name 

in the record. Every name. 

He did not go. 

There were dispatches from Pune. There were terms to 

negotiate with the commandant’s remaining officers. There 

was the business of the garrison’s surrender, which had its 

procedures, and the business of the city’s transfer, which had 

its politics, and the business of being the man who had done 

what had been declared impossible, which had its demands 

that arrived before any man had finished grieving. 

He put the east tower in the place where things lived that he 

would return to. 
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He did not return. 

He was dead by the following year. Autumn of 1740. He had 

been thirty-three years old, and the work was unfinished, and 

Susheela’s name was in no record that any historian would 

ever find. 

The chest stayed where she had left it. 

The stone held. 

The promise did not. 

!!

! !
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THE FALLEN CITY 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Waking 

Vasai, January 2075 

He woke on his back on a surface that was neither earth nor 

stone. 

Cracked asphalt, he would learn the name for it. A 

substance that had once been coherent and was not anymore 

— fragmenting by degrees for three decades, releasing a fine 

black grit into everything it contacted. The grit was in his 

fingers now. He lay still and listened to what was above him. 

The sound was wrong. 

Not wrong as in absent — the opposite. It was enormous, and 

layered, and without the coherence of a sound that had a 

source. The aggregate sonic output of a city that had stopped 

believing in the same things simultaneously and had been 

filling the void with engine noise and broadcast static and 

the irregular percussion of what he would identify, in the 

weeks ahead, as firearms used not in battle but in 

administration. It was not the sound of a war. It was the 

sound of a city that had forgotten how to be quiet. 

He counted his breaths. At four, he sat up. 

The sky above him was the colour of old pewter going darker 

at the edges. The smog was not a weather condition. It was a 

permanent state, a chemical layer that had been 

accumulating since before the decade in which, his body was 

slowly informing him, he now found himself. Above him, a 
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light moved through this layer on a path of mechanical 

regularity — not a torch, not a lantern, not anything that 

carried visible flame. He tracked it across the sky until it 

disappeared into cloud. It blinked. It carried a sound of great 

contained power. 

A flying machine, he understood eventually. Larger than 

seemed possible. 

He filed this and turned his attention to his hands. 

The same hands. 

The callus on his right palm from thirty years of swordwork. 

The scar on his left index finger from a poorly-aimed katar in 

his twenty-third year. He flexed each finger individually, then 

made a fist, then opened the fist slowly. He breathed the air 

— thick, chemical, carrying in it the signatures of combustion 

processes he had no names for — and it entered his lungs 

and he held it, testing it the way a soldier tests new terrain. 

Hostile. Survivable. His chest did not close. Good. 

He stood. 

The act of standing in 2075 Vasai was an act of orientation 

in a landscape that was simultaneously too much and 

insufficient — overwhelming in its sensory density and yet 

lacking something he kept reaching for and could not name. 

He would name it eventually, in the weeks that followed, as 

weight. Not physical weight — everything here was physically 

heavy, the air most of all — but the weight of being in a place 

that believed in itself. Vasai in 1739 had believed in itself 

with the totality of a place that knew it was contested and 

had decided to be worth the contest. Vasai in 2075 had the 
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provisional quality of a city still waiting to find out what it 

was. 

The fort was visible on the promontory above him. 

He looked at it for a long time without moving. The 

Portuguese arch. The eastern tower that he had studied from 

the opposite bank for months before the assault. He knew 

that tower. He knew the exact angle at which the dawn light 

hit it in January, and the dawn light was hitting it at that 

angle now, three centuries later, unchanged by everything 

that had changed around it. 

He began to walk toward it. He had always known, from the 

moment of waking, that this was where he would go first. 

There was something in the east tower. He had promised. 

He saw the notice when he reached the gate. 

It was printed on orange paper, laminated, bolted to the 

gate’s ironwork with four bolts placed at regular intervals 

that suggested bureaucratic procedure rather than urgency. 

The bolts were new. The paper had only been exposed to the 

elements for a matter of days. 

He could not read the script in which it was written — this 

was not the Marathi he knew but something that had 

evolved away from it over three centuries of colonial layering 

and then independence and then whatever had come after 

independence. But the numbers were legible. And the 

diagram was unambiguous. 

A grid overlaid on the fort’s footprint. The fort divided into 

plots, each plot numbered, each number associated with a 

figure in the column to the right. He had seen documents 
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like this before. In 1739, they had been called letters patent. 

The language had been Portuguese. The function had been 

identical: the formal, administrative transfer of sovereignty 

over ground that belonged to someone else. 

The eastern section of the fort — the east tower, the 

courtyard behind it, the approaches on both sides — was 

demarcated in a different colour from the rest. Orange. 

Marked with a symbol he would learn, in the hours ahead, 

was the identifying mark of the eastern gang lord’s 

organisation, a man named Arjun Deshmukh, who 

controlled this zone the way the Portuguese had controlled 

this fort: thoroughly, by design, and with a quality of 

administrative confidence that came from having decided 

that the resistance of the governed was a logistics problem 

rather than a political one. 

Someone was claiming the east tower. 

The documents’ numerical values suggested a timeline. He 

studied them until he was certain. Twenty-two days. 

Construction was to begin in twenty-two days. 

He stood at the gate and felt something move through him 

that was not panic and not grief but a cousin of both: the 

sensation of a man who has made a promise across thirty-

three years and two hundred and seventy-five metres of 

contested stone, and who has just understood that he has 

arrived exactly late enough for that promise to matter. 

Susheela’s chest was in the east tower. Second level, third 

door from the stairs, under a limestone block cut from a 

different quarry than the stones around it. When the 

construction began, the chest would be either destroyed or 
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buried permanently under whatever Arjun Deshmukh 

intended to build. 

Her name would be lost again. 

He had not known, standing in the courtyard of the taken 

fort in 1740 with the morning settling into his bones, that 

the thought — I would come back — was a vow. He knew it 

now. 

He turned from the gate and started down the coastal slope. 

He needed to understand this city before he could act inside 

it. He needed to know who held it, by what logic, and by 

what weakness. He had spent four months learning a city 

once, and the method had always been the same: you started 

with the people who had been there longest and had no 

reason to lie. 

He could smell chai from the base of the promontory. He 

walked toward it. 

He had been walking the city’s morning streets for perhaps 

forty minutes when he saw the queue. 

It was long and it had the body language of something that 

had been long before he arrived — not assembled but 

accumulated, the way queues form when people know from 

prior experience that lateness costs. The woman at its front 

was carrying two empty ten-litre containers, one in each 

hand. She had the look of someone who had done this many 

times and had learned to arrive early because she had once 

arrived late. 

He slowed. He filed her the way he filed everything in a new 

territory: thirty-four or so, dupatta pulled across her nose 
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against the chemical-laced morning air, containers worn at 

the handles from use. A woman who had been making this 

walk long enough for the handles to mark her. He watched 

the man with the orange armband and the yellow ledger 

arrive at six-thirteen, thirteen minutes after the post was 

supposed to open, with the unhurried entrance of a man 

who did not experience his lateness as a cost because the cost 

was borne entirely by the people waiting. 

He watched the man read the morning queue with the eyes 

of a man looking for the first problem to make an example 

of. He found one quickly enough. 

The elderly woman was seventy-two years old. She was fourth 

in line, carrying her container with the care of someone 

handling something irreplaceable. She offered her chip-card. 

The man with the ledger scanned it. He looked at the result 

for two seconds longer than the scan required. Then he 

shook his head. 

“Expired permit. Reapply at the eastern office.” 

The elderly woman looked at him. She had been using this 

water post for eleven years. “It was valid last week.” 

“Reapply at the eastern office.” 

“The eastern office has a six-week —” 

He turned away from her. Not rudely, exactly — with the 

efficiency of a man who had moved on before the 

conversation had ended. The elderly woman stood for a 

moment. Then she moved out of the queue, placed her 

empty container on the ground beside her with great care, 

and sat down on the kerb. 
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The queue kept moving. 

Chimaji stood on the far side of the road and did not move. 

He had presided over the calculation of power against the 

powerless many times in his previous life. He was not a man 

easily moved by it. But this woman sat with the stillness not 

of someone recently broken but of a person whose breaking 

had happened long enough ago that the broken state had 

become the baseline. Whose children had also not argued. 

Whose children’s children had also not argued. The muscle 

that resists such things had been allowed, generation by 

generation, to atrophy entirely. 

He put his hand on his side where a sword would hang. 

There was nothing there. 

He registered this. He was not the same commander who 

had left a sword in another century. He needed to 

understand this city before he could act in it. He needed to 

understand what kind of fight this was. 

Then the woman with the two containers stepped out of the 

queue. 

She was aware, as she did it, that this was the kind of 

decision that had consequences. She had made this 

calculation before — had made it every morning for three 

years, measuring the cost of speaking against the cost of 

silence, and had generally found that the cost of silence was 

cumulative in a way the cost of speaking was not. 

An enforcer had arrived. He was one of Arjun’s collection 

crew: early twenties, the confidence of someone whose 

physical size was backed by organisational authority. He 

walked to the head of the queue, where a teenage girl had 
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just offered her chip-card and was waiting for the scan. He 

took the chip-card without asking. 

“Your family owes from last month,” he said. “Weekly levy.” 

The girl — perhaps fifteen, sent by her parents, having the 

expression of someone who had walked into something they 

had no preparation for — held out her hands. “We paid. My 

mother paid on —” 

“The record says outstanding.” 

Lata Shinde stepped out of the queue. “She paid,” she said. 

“I was there. Her mother paid to the Sector 12 collection 

point on the fourteenth. In cash. I saw the receipt.” 

The enforcer turned. He looked at her with the specific 

consideration of a man deciding how seriously to take a 

source of interference. 

“You have documentation?” 

“It’s in her house. Which her mother can produce if you 

come back in an hour with a proper query instead of 

standing here taking a child’s identity card without cause.” 

Something shifted in the enforcer’s face. He knocked Lata’s 

water container from her hand. 

The plastic struck the cracked concrete with a hollow impact 

and rolled, coming to rest against the elderly woman’s feet. 

The morning light caught the container’s emptiness. Eleven 

people in the queue watched. 

In the silence that followed, the enforcer looked at Lata with 

the eyes of a man who expected her to look away. 

She did not look away. 
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The elderly woman got up off the kerb. Slowly, with the 

methodical care of someone redistributing weight from 

bones that had been asked a great deal. She picked up Lata’s 

container. She carried it back to Lata. 

The enforcer looked at both of them. He looked at the 

queue — eleven people who had been looking away and had 

stopped looking away, one by one, in the manner of a crowd 

that is testing whether it is a crowd or an audience. He 

handed the teenage girl her chip-card. He turned and walked 

away without speaking. 

When he had gone, no one moved for three seconds. Then, 

in the quiet way of things returning to their ordinary shape, 

the queue resumed. The girl had her card scanned. Lata 

refilled her container. The elderly woman’s hand rested 

briefly on Lata’s arm as the water ran. 

That touch — old hand, dry and warm — lasted perhaps two 

seconds. 

Lata would not forget it. 

Chimaji had seen all of it. He had seen the queue, the 

refusal, the enforcer, the knocked container, the crowd 

choosing itself. He had been watching from across the road 

with the trained attention of a man who had spent months 

in occupied territory learning to read what ordinary people 

did when extraordinary pressure was applied to them. 

What he had seen was not a broken city. It was a city in 

which the machinery of breaking had been running long 

enough to become ordinary — and in which, despite this, two 

women had chosen, in different ways, not to accept it. In 

1739, the communities surrounding Vasai Fort had been 
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doing something similar for two years before any soldier 

arrived. Not fighting. Maintaining. Refusing to let the refusal 

be the last word. 

He had won a fort with less than this. 

He turned up the slope, back toward the chai stall he had 

smelled from the promontory. He needed someone who had 

been watching this city long enough to know what it 

remembered of itself. The man at the bottom of the fort. 

Twenty-two days. 

! 
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CHAPTER TWO 

What the Vacuum Made 

Every fallen city needed someone to fill the vacuum. 

The mistake people made — the comfortable mistake, the 

one that allowed civilians to sleep — was imagining that 

vacuum-fillers were exceptional men. Monsters. Aberrations. 

It was a kinder story than the true one. 

The true one was that Vasai’s fracture had simply produced 

the exact two men its particular brand of fracture required, 

and that those men were, in their own ways, entirely 

comprehensible. 

Chimaji understood this within his first three days of 

walking the city. Not from a file or a briefing. From 

watching. From the way residents moved when they crossed 

the invisible line that divided the city — a shift in their 

bearing, a change in which colour armbands they scanned 

for. From the way the armbands themselves moved: Arjun’s 

eastern operatives with the body language of men following a 

process, Vikram’s western ones with the body language of 

men following a person. Two philosophies of power, legible 

in the posture of the people who served them. 

Arjun “The Viper” Deshmukh ruled the east from a room 

on the fourth floor of what had once been the Vasai 

Municipal Water Authority’s regional headquarters — a 

building he had, with some efficiency and without particular 

sentimentality, repurposed into a compound. He had kept 

the building’s old signage on the exterior gate. It said VASAI 
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JALASEVA KARYALAY — Vasai Water Service Office — in 

fading Devanagari. Beneath it, in smaller characters, the date 

of establishment: 1979. 

He liked the sign. It reminded him, every time he passed 

through that gate, of what the state had once pretended to 

be. 

He was fifty-three years old, and he looked perhaps forty-five, 

and this was because men like Arjun did not age the way 

other men age — they did not accumulate years, they shed 

softness. What remained was load-bearing. He was lean to 

the point that his clothes seemed to hang from a structural 

frame: the tendons in his hands visible when he rested them 

on a table, the cords of his neck pronounced when he tilted 

his head to listen. He had the kind of stillness that expensive 

people pay for in meditation retreats and that men like 

Arjun arrive at through a different curriculum entirely: 

through years of needing to read rooms correctly and having 

no margin for error. 

His hair had gone silver at the temples, and he had not 

attempted to arrest this. The scar along his jaw, a jagged 

eight-centimetre line from below his right ear to the corner 

of his mouth, had faded over fifteen years from red to a pale 

ridge that his hawk-narrow eyes acknowledged and his voice 

never mentioned. 

What Chimaji noticed first about Arjun’s zone, walking it in 

those early days, was not the permit checkpoints or the 

distribution nodes. It was the schools. Four of them, in 

sectors 9 through 14, each one operational, each one 

carrying the atmosphere of an institution that functions 

because someone has decided it will function and is 



14 

prepared to enforce that decision. Arjun’s network had 

installed and maintained thirty-six water distribution points, 

eleven medical supply posts, and four functioning schools 

across his territory. These were not charity. They operated on 

a percentage basis — a tithe, he thought of it privately — that 

was lower than the municipal corruption surcharge had been 

in the years when the municipality still functioned. 

The people under his umbrella did not love him, exactly. 

They understood the terms of the arrangement, and terms 

they could understand were far preferable to the alternative, 

which was no terms at all and the creative violence of 

unstructured need. 

He thought of himself, without irony, as a civil servant. 

Arjun had photographs of every water distribution point on 

his wall. Not as a display of pride. They were there for him. 

A record of the gap closed. For the people who did not pay — 

for those who challenged the terms, who appealed to 

authorities that no longer functioned, who simply could not 

afford the percentage — the same infrastructure became 

something else entirely. A closed tap. A voided permit. A 

man with a ledger who did not look up. 

Arjun had a word for this. He called it: the cost of the 

system. Every system had costs. The question was only who 

bore them. 

He did not sleep well. He had not slept well since 2045. He 

told his aide, who worried about him, that the insomnia was 

a productivity choice. He told himself, in the fourth-floor 

room at two in the morning, that the photographs of the 

water points were the reason the rest of it was acceptable. 

Sometimes, at two in the morning, he believed this. 
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Vikram “Jaguar” Rane ruled the west from his body outward. 

He was six feet three and broad-shouldered in a way that 

read less as size than as density — the way he moved through 

a room was not aggressive so much as geological, a slow 

certain displacement of space that made people 

unconsciously stand aside before they had processed why. 

His head was shaved to the skin, re-shaved daily, the scalp 

smooth and dark and unmarked except for a dent above his 

left ear that a knuckleduster had made in 2059, when he was 

still climbing and had not yet reached the altitude where 

people did not hit him anymore. He touched the dent 

sometimes, without thinking, the way people touch old 

injuries — not in pain but in acknowledgement. Proof of a 

negotiation that had ended in his favour. 

His eyes were grey — genuinely grey, an unusual colour in 

this part of the world — and cold not because they felt 

nothing but because what they felt had long since learned to 

stay behind them. He was a man who had been asked, by the 

trajectory of his life, to not feel things in real time. 

He had been a soldier. The Indian Army had taken him at 

eighteen — third son of a widow in Sector 6, the kind of 

child the Army liked because they arrived already 

accustomed to discipline and already disabused of the notion 

that institutions cared about individuals — and deployed him 

to three internal conflict zones across eleven years. 

Chhattisgarh. Kashmir. The Manipur corridor. Eleven years 

of being asked to hold lines whose political meaning he was 

not briefed on, alongside men who were also not briefed, in 

service of decisions made in rooms he would never enter. 
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He had been a very good soldier. Not because he was violent 

— violence was easy; the Army had no shortage of it — but 

because he could remain clear when other men went cloudy. 

In the specific chaos of armed conflict, Vikram had the 

quality of a compass: he always knew where north was, even 

when the terrain made north irrelevant. 

The Army had discharged him at thirty-two with a partial 

pension that administrative processing delay had reduced to 

nothing. He came back to Vasai. 

His mother’s settlement in Sector 2 had, in his eleven years 

away, been privatised by a crew that had moved in during the 

2056 infrastructure crisis. Not the kind of privatisation that 

involved paperwork. The kind that involved a visit from 

three men who explained the new arrangement in terms that 

were technically optional and practically mandatory. 

His mother had a cough from the damp that she’d had for 

three years. She had not been able to afford the medication. 

The crew had a health permit system, but the permits 

required a monthly fee that was calibrated, with a precision 

that Vikram found impressive in retrospect, to be just above 

what the settlement’s households could reliably afford. 

He paid for the medication. 

On the fourth night, he had a conversation with the crew’s 

local commander. The conversation lasted eleven minutes. 

He had not raised his voice once. When it was over, the crew 

was no longer in Sector 2. 

Word travelled. Other settlements reached out. Other crews 

were removed. Not always with conversation. He was always 

clear about the terms afterward: this settlement now had 
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different arrangements. Here were the terms. Here was what 

would happen if the terms were violated. 

He believed — if belief was the right word for something that 

sat in the body rather than the mind — that people did not 

respond to systems. They responded to presence. They 

responded to someone standing in front of them and not 

moving. 

Vikram’s western zone had tube-wells. Real ones, maintained 

weekly. The first one, in Sector 8, he had built with his own 

hands — this was not a story, it was a fact that the residents 

told the way they told facts that had changed their lives. It 

served nine hundred people. This was the first thing Arvind 

told Chimaji about Vikram, and it shaped everything that 

followed: a man who had built water infrastructure with his 

own hands was not a man for whom the water was a means. 

It was the end. The control was the means. 

The distinction mattered. It was the difference between a 

man who could be reached and one who could not. 

Between Arjun and Vikram, the city was a permanent 

boundary dispute. The line between their territories was not 

marked on any official map. It existed as knowledge in the 

bodies of everyone who lived near it: a shift in the quality of 

fear, a change in which colour tags were fresh on which 

walls. Gunfire crossed the line approximately twice a week. 

The residents of that corridor had developed a practised 

economy of response — lights out, bodies horizontal, 

children pressed to the floor, breathing slowed to near-

nothing. They waited. The firing stopped. They waited 

longer. Then they rose, and they went on. 

They had been going on for a long time. 
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In the building at the corner of the boundary corridor — a 

four-storey structure that had been, in a previous 

administrative dispensation, a post office — a woman named 

Kamalbai kept a diary. She was sixty-three years old, a retired 

schoolteacher, and she had been keeping the diary since 

2068, which was the year the last post office function had 

ceased and the building had become simply a residential 

structure and a territorial marker. 

Her diary recorded: the date, the duration of any gunfire 

exchange, the direction it came from, any damage she could 

observe from her window, and a single line of personal 

observation. The single lines were the remarkable thing. 

23 March 2072: Orange side tonight. Lasted eight minutes. 

The Gaikwad family on the second floor has a new baby. He 

slept through it. Babies in this city learn early. 

14 August 2072: Blue side. Independence Day. Someone has 

a sense of humour. 

3 January 2075: Neither side. Something else. Something 

different is coming. I can feel it in the stones. 

She was right about the last one. She did not yet know she 

was right. 

! 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Forgotten Stone 

There was a man named Arvind Bhosale who lived in a 

concrete room on the western edge of the fort promontory, 

and he had been watching the stranger at the gate for the 

better part of ten minutes before the stranger moved. 

He noted several things. 

First: the stranger had read the demolition notice the way a 

man reads a map of terrain he intends to traverse — not 

absorbing information but taking inventory, noting 

distances, calculating angles. Not like a resident 

encountering bad news. Like someone who had already 

decided what to do about it. 

Second: after reading the notice, he had put his hand on the 

gate itself. Not on the notice. On the iron of it. As if 

checking whether it was still the same gate he had last 

touched. 

Third: when he finally turned and started down the slope, he 

turned toward the chai stall without looking for it. As if he 

had always known it was there. 

Arvind had been selling chai at the base of Vasai Fort for 

forty years. He had developed, over those forty years, a 

practical taxonomy of the people who came up and down 

this slope. Tourists in their seasons. Crew members running 

their own business below the promontory. Residents who 

treated the slope as a transit route and never looked up. 
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Historians who came with notebooks and looked at nothing 

else. 

This man fit none of those categories. 

Arvind handed him a glass without being asked. 

The tea was what it was: milky, oversweetened, cardamom 

from the second-grade packet because the first-grade was 

beyond his current budget. It was the taste of working with 

what you had and not performing resentment about it. 

The man drank it. 

The fort turned pink in the early light. The demolition 

notice was visible from here, a rectangle of orange against 

the old iron of the gate. 

“You read the notice,” Arvind said. Not a question. 

“I could not read the words,” the stranger said. “Only the 

diagram.” 

His voice was wrong. Not wrong as in unintelligible — the 

Marathi was clear, the Hindi beneath it grammatically 

precise — but wrong as in: this was not how people spoke in 

2075 Vasai. Too careful. Too considered. Every sentence felt 

like it had been thought about before it was spoken. 

“The eastern section. The tower.” Arvind poured himself a 

glass. “They announced it eight days ago. Arjun has a 

commercial arrangement with a private developer — 

residential units, technically outside the fort’s protected 

perimeter, technically legal under the exemption the district 

administration granted last year. Technically. The east tower 

is on the boundary of the exemption. When they begin the 
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groundwork, they will go further than the notice shows. This 

is what they do.” 

“When do they begin?” 

“Twenty-two days. The eastern crew has been documenting 

the site. Three visits in the last week.” 

The stranger was quiet for a long time. He drank the chai 

and looked at the fort and said nothing in the manner of a 

man who has something very specific to think about and is 

thinking about it completely. 

Arvind waited. He had been a chai-seller for forty years. He 

knew how to wait. 

He was a small man, slightly built, with the particular 

physical economy of someone who had never had excess to 

spend. His hair had gone entirely white in his fifties and he 

wore it close-cropped. His hands were stained permanently 

with tea. His eyes — the dark, quick eyes of a man who had 

been watching the same view for forty years and still found 

new things in it — were, as his regular customers said, the 

youngest part of him. 

He remembered when the fort was lit at festival time. Not 

the lighting itself — the last festival lighting was in 2058, 

before the second crew took the fort and the city decided 

collectively not to tempt fate. But his father had told him 

about it. His father, who had also sold chai at this stall, who 

had inherited it from his own father, who had been here 

before the gangs and before the grid failures and before the 

steady municipal abdication that had produced both — his 

father had described the feeling of walking up toward a fort 

that was glowing, the stones themselves seeming to generate 
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light, the whole promontory visible from the creek mouth 

like a second moon. 

“It made you feel,” his father had said — Arvind could hear 

the voice precisely, could feel the exact weight of evening air 

that had surrounded that conversation — “like the city knew 

you were there.” 

Arvind had been coming to this stall for forty years waiting 

for that feeling. 

He knew the fort’s history the way he knew his own hands: 

not from books, though he had read the books, but from 

proximity. Forty years of looking at the same stones from 

dawn to nine in the morning gave a person a different kind 

of knowledge — not scholarship but intimacy. He knew 

which sections of the rampart shed their facing stones first in 

monsoon, and which held firm. He knew the way the eastern 

tower cast its shadow at different hours. He knew the sound 

the fort made at night when the smog was thin and the wind 

was from the sea. 

He knew the story of Chimaji Appa. 

Everyone in Vasai knew the story — but Arvind knew it 

differently. He knew it through the layers: the official 

history, the family oral tradition that differed from the 

official history in small important ways, and the things 

carved into the fort’s stones that the official history had 

decided not to emphasise. 

He knew that Chimaji Appa had not simply taken this fort. 

He had understood it. He had spent months learning its 

vulnerabilities — not just its physical vulnerabilities, the blind 

spots in the sentry rotation, the weakness at the harbour 
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bastion — but its human vulnerabilities. The assumptions the 

Portuguese commanders were making about which 

communities in the surrounding territory were too 

frightened to coordinate. Those assumptions had been 

wrong. 

The communities had been waiting. 

Arvind thought about this often, in the thin morning light 

before the smog thickened, with the fort on the promontory 

and the city at his back. He thought about what it meant 

that the fort had been taken not by superior force but by the 

discovery that the assumptions behind the defence were built 

on sand. 

He thought about what assumptions the current rulers were 

making about the communities below the fort. 

He had been thinking about this for several years. 

He was thinking about it on the morning that the stranger 

had arrived and sat on the low wall across from his stall and 

waited without speaking. 

Arvind handed him a second glass. 

“My grandfather told me,” Arvind said eventually, returning 

to his kettle, “there was a name carved into the main arch. 

Under all the paint. His grandfather showed it to him. He 

said it had always been there.” He poured. “I don’t know 

whose name.” 

The man looked at the arch. The orange and blue tags. The 

layer beneath them. 

He did not say: it is mine. 
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Arvind had known he wouldn’t. Some things were answered 

not by speaking but by the quality of the silence that 

followed the question. He had been managing a chai stall at 

the foot of a historic monument for forty years. He knew 

when silence was empty and when it was full. 

This silence was very full. 

“Who holds the fort now?” the man asked. 

Arvind turned to look at him directly then, for the first time, 

with the full evaluating attention he usually reserved for 

conversations he intended to remember. 

“Nobody holds it,” he said. “That’s the problem. Both crews 

use it as a marker. Nobody lives in it, nobody cares for it, 

nobody has the authority to reclaim it because authority 

itself has become a disputed commodity in this city.” He 

turned back to the stall. “But in twenty-two days, someone is 

going to break its floor.” 

“They won’t,” the man said. 

Not: we won’t let them. Not: I will stop them. Simply: they 

won’t. The confidence of a man who had already decided 

what the next twenty-two days would contain and was not yet 

ready to explain this to anyone but himself. 

“I know what is in the east tower,” the man said. “Second 

level. Third door from the stairs. Under a limestone block 

cut from a different quarry than the stones around it.” He 

looked at the fort. “I put it there. Or rather, I asked someone 

to put it there. I should have found it before now.” 

Arvind was very still. 
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“My name is Arvind,” he said. “I have been keeping watch 

here for forty years. Tell me yours, and I will tell you what I 

have seen.” 

“Chimaji,” the man said. “Chimaji Appa.” 

A long silence. The fort on its promontory. The demolition 

notice catching the morning light. 

Arvind poured a third glass of chai. He handed it across. 

“My grandfather’s father was here when you took the fort,” 

he said, quietly. “He was a boy. He watched from this coastal 

slope. He said that after the Portuguese flag came down, he 

felt something he spent the rest of his life trying to describe.” 

“What did he say it was?” 

Arvind looked at the fort on the promontory. “He said it was 

the feeling of recognising himself in something. That the city 

had done something that he was part of, and it had done it 

not because it was powerful but because it had decided.” He 

paused. “He said he had never felt it again. Neither did my 

grandfather. Neither did my father.” His eyes were quiet and 

very clear. “I have been waiting at this chai stall for forty 

years.” 

He did not say: for you. 

He did not need to. 

Below them, the demolition notice caught the angle of the 

rising sun and held its orange light. Chimaji drank his chai. 

He looked at the fort. He counted, in the way military men 

count things when they have already made their decision, 

the days. 
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Seventeen now, since arriving. Twenty-two from the notice 

date. Five already gone. 

“Tell me everything you have seen,” he said. “Start from the 

beginning. All of it.” 

Arvind began to speak. 

! 

  



27 

CHAPTER THREE — CODA 

The Threshold 

What the Fort Remembers 

The first thing Chimaji Appa noticed when he died was that 

the dying was not finished. 

He had expected completion. Every death he had witnessed 

— and in a life at war, you witnessed many — had its 

grammar: the sudden absence, the body’s insistence on its 

own biological truth, the exit of whatever it was that made a 

man a man and not merely an arrangement of bone and 

muscle. He had witnessed this hundreds of times, in battles 

from the Deccan Plateau to the coastal corridors, and he had 

understood, with the clear-eyed pragmatism that military 

command required, that it would come for him in turn. 

He had not been afraid of the dying itself. 

He had been afraid of being unfinished. 

There was still work. 

Not the campaign — the campaign was done. Vasai was free. 

The Portuguese flag had come down in March of 1739 and 

the Maratha colours had gone up and the fort that had sat 

like a foreign splinter in the body of the Konkan coast for 

two centuries had been reclaimed. He had done that. He 

could rest in that. 

But the town below the fort. The communities he had spent 

four months among, learning their names, eating their food, 

understanding the specific textures of their ordinary lives — 
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the fishermen and the salt farmers and the women who 

carried water from the creek before the Portuguese guards 

were awake. He had made them a promise, not in words, but 

in the only currency that military commanders actually deal 

in: the premise of their involvement. He had used their 

knowledge and their willingness to coordinate and their 

particular bravery, which was not the bravery of soldiers but 

the harder bravery of civilians choosing to side with the 

contingent against the permanent. 

He had promised them, without saying it: this will have been 

worth it. 

And then he had died in Pune, in the autumn of 1740, 

before he could see whether it had been. 

That incompleteness — that particular kind of unfinished 

business — was, he would understand later, the mechanism. 

! 

Not supernatural in the way that temples spoke of the 

supernatural. Not a deity’s command or a celestial 

bureaucracy’s administrative decision. Something simpler 

and stranger: the physics of obligation. He had been owed a 

conclusion. Or the conclusion had been owed to the soil. He 

was not certain which was the more precise formulation, and 

in the first weeks of his return he thought about this with 

the sustained attention of a man who has nothing more 

pressing to think about, which was not entirely accurate but 

felt that way. 

The fort. He had understood eventually that the fort was the 

mechanism — not metaphorically, but literally. 



29 

The stones of Vasai Fort had been there since before the 

Portuguese, and they had been shaped by labour whose cost 

was paid in human bodies, and then they had been held by a 

colonial power whose authority derived from the claim that 

the past was fixed and the present was its inevitable product. 

Then he had broken that claim — had proved with the lives 

of his soldiers and the knowledge of the local communities 

that the past was not fixed, that it was continuously being 

adjudicated, that sovereignty was not a gift from the 

powerful but a decision of the many — and in the breaking 

of that claim, something in the stones had been set in 

motion that had not yet completed its motion. 

He was not a mystic. He was a soldier and an administrator. 

He approached this conclusion the way he approached 

difficult terrain: with careful assessment, pragmatic 

acceptance, and a decision about the best available route 

forward. 

But he also knew what he had carved in the internal 

keystone of the fort’s main arch. In a long-ago night’s 

planning session, while his engineers prepared the assault 

positions, he had made one private decision — not tactical, 

not administrative. He had told his mason to carve an 

inscription in the internal face of the main arch’s keystone: 

in Marathi that would be three hundred years older than the 

Marathi of the next century but would still be recognisable as 

the same language’s ancestor. The mason had asked him 

what he wanted it to say. 

He had thought for a moment. 

The city belongs to itself. 
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That inscription had been buried under layers of Portuguese 

whitewash, British administrative paint, post-independence 

official beige, and finally the aerosol orange and blue of two 

gang lords who had never thought to look for what lay 

beneath their signatures. 

But the inscription was still there. 

And he had come through it. 

! 

The crossing had not been gradual. There was no journey, 

no corridor, no sense of traversing distance through time. 

What there was — and he had no adequate language for it 

and would never find one — was a sensation of enormous 

pressure, of being compressed into the dimensions of a 

single stone’s memory, and then a sudden release, as if a 

door had been opened not between rooms but between the 

density of what had been and the chaos of what was. 

He had arrived on cracked asphalt below the fort in the pre-

dawn darkness of January 2075. 

He had lain still for three minutes. He counted them — 

counting was something to do while everything else 

reorganised itself. The air above him tasted of chemicals and 

burnt polymer and something underneath those layers that 

was the creek at low tide, salt-mud and open water, the same 

water that had been running past this coastal embankment 

in 1739 and was running still. His chest did not close. He 

could breathe this air, though it fought him. Good. 

He sat up. 

He looked at his hands. 
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The same hands. The callus on the right palm from thirty 

years of swordwork. The scar on the left index finger from a 

poorly-aimed katar in his twenty-third year. His body 

remembered every scar and every year and every battle while 

his mind was still catching up with the date. 

Above him, the fort’s ramparts were visible against the 

pewter pre-dawn sky. He looked at them for a long time. The 

orange and blue aerosol tags. The Portuguese arch. The 

specific shape of the eastern tower that he had studied from 

the opposite bank for months before the assault. He knew 

that tower. He knew the exact angle at which the dawn light 

hit it in January. 

The dawn light was hitting it at exactly that angle now. 

Something in his chest, something that had been held tightly 

since 1740, released a single degree. Then he put his grief 

aside and filed it — the grief for the 18th century he had lost, 

for the voices of his soldiers, for the smell of a Pune evening, 

for the particular quality of autumn light on the Deccan — 

and stood up. 

He did not name the grief. That was the discipline. You 

named a thing and it became an argument, and arguments 

required resolution, and he did not have the time or the 

architecture for resolution. You filed the thing instead. You 

put it in the place where things lived that you had not yet 

earned the right to feel. 

He started walking. 

He had work. 

! 
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PART TWO 

SHADOWS AND ALLIANCES 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Returned 

The first thing he was aware of, in the fuller sense, was the 

sound. 

Not the sounds of 1739 — the controlled percussion of a 

campaign in its final hours, the organised human noise of an 

army that knew it was about to win, the Marathi war-drums 

and the conch-shells and the particular cadence of six 

hundred men moving in formation at night. This sound was 

different. 

This sound was the aggregate sonic output of two million 

people who had stopped believing in the same things at the 

same time and had been filling the resulting void with 

engine noise and broadcast static and the irregular 

punctuation of firearms. It was not the sound of a war. It 

was the sound of a city that had forgotten how to be quiet. 

He walked for two hours before anyone spoke to him. 

In that time he mapped, by instinct and habit, the territory's 

logic. This was a skill — not a mystical one, not a warrior's 

gift from the gods, but a trained capacity that he had 

developed over decades of moving through terrain that 

wanted to kill him. You read a city the way you read an 

enemy formation: looking not at any one thing but at the 

relationships between things. Where did people look when 

they moved? Where did they not look? Which intersections 

caused shoulders to tighten? Which buildings were given 

wide berth by people who otherwise walked with confidence? 
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The answers assembled themselves. 

The eastern end of every lane: tension. The checkpoints with 

the orange armbands. People approaching them slowed their 

pace, organised their documents, schooled their faces into 

the particular expression of someone who has nothing to 

hide and knows it doesn't matter. The documents were 

physical cards with embedded chips — he learned this by 

watching the transaction at three different checkpoints. You 

offered the card. The man with the device read the chip. The 

device decided. 

The device had all the authority. The man merely held it. 

He had seen this before. Not the technology — the structure. 

A system in which authority was distributed into a physical 

object that the common person must carry, must offer, must 

wait for the verdict of. In 1739, that object had been a 

parchment with a Portuguese seal. The principle was 

identical. The Portuguese had also thought themselves 

modern. 

He passed through a market quarter that was operating in 

two registers simultaneously: a surface economy of legitimate 

small trade — vegetables, repair services, used electronics in 

their opened casings — and, visible if you knew what to look 

for, a parallel economy operating in the spaces between the 

stalls. Quick transactions. Specific looks. Objects changing 

hands in ways calibrated to be unremarkable. The shadow 

economy that every overtaxed and under-served community 

develops as naturally as water finds its level. 

He watched a woman negotiate the purchase of medicine — 

unmarked packaging — from a vendor who ostensibly sold 
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mobile phone accessories. The price was communicated 

without being spoken. Fingers. He stored this. 

He had been, in his previous life, an administrator as well as 

a soldier. He had managed supply chains, brokered alliances, 

dealt with the economics of maintaining an army in the field 

for months without reliable logistics. He was not naive about 

what systems looked like when they operated in the space 

that official systems refused to occupy. 

What struck him was not the illegality. What struck him was 

the exhaustion of it. 

The specific exhaustion of people who had to maintain two 

versions of every transaction simultaneously — the visible one 

for the men with the orange armbands and the yellow 

ledgers, and the real one for survival. It was the exhaustion 

of citizens who had been made into performers of citizenship 

without being offered the actual substance of it. 

He had seen this in Portuguese Vasai, in the communities 

that had been nominally subject to colonial authority but 

had built their real economies entirely around and beneath 

it. He had spent four months learning those communities 

before the siege. He had found them ready. 

Were these communities ready? 

He did not know yet. But the woman buying medicine with 

silent fingers had the quality of someone who had made 

peace with the necessity of what she was doing without 

making peace with the fact of it. That distinction was 

everything. 
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The checkpoint encounter at the end of the main market 

road happened at hour one, minute forty-seven of his walk. 

He watched from across the street: a queue of eight residents 

waiting to have their documents processed by two young 

men with orange armbands and tablets. One by one, the 

residents approached, offered their chips, waited for the 

verdict. 

The seventh in line was an elderly man — eighty, perhaps, 

wearing a dhoti and a faded kurta that had been washed so 

many times it had acquired the softness of something 

beloved. He offered his chip. The man with the tablet read 

it. Said something. The elderly man responded. The man 

with the tablet said something else and shook his head. 

The elderly man stood for a moment. 

He looked at the chip-card in his hand. He looked at the 

tablet. He folded the chip-card into his pocket with great 

care, the way you fold away something that has just failed 

you but that you will need again tomorrow, and turned and 

walked in the direction he had come from. 

He did not argue. 

He did not argue. 

Chimaji stood absolutely still on the far side of the street. 

He was not a man who was easily moved. He had seen 

battles. He had seen the particular mathematics of violence 

applied to human bodies. He had made decisions that had 

sent men to their deaths and had understood, with the 

clarity that his position required, that this was what he had 

been trusted to do. He was not easily moved. 
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But this elderly man, walking away in the wrong direction 

because the chip-card in his pocket had been insufficient, 

not arguing, not appealing, not even looking back — this 

moved something in him that battles had not moved. 

Not because of what had happened. Because of how the old 

man had received it. 

The total absence of protest was the thing. Not the injustice 

— he had seen injustice in many forms, had understood it as 

a structural feature of contested societies. But the precise 

quality of this resignation: not the resignation of a man who 

had been recently broken, but of a man who had been 

broken long enough ago that the breaking had become 

inherited. Whose children had also not argued. Whose 

children's children had also not argued. The specific muscle 

that resists such things had been allowed, generation by 

generation, to atrophy. 

He put his hand on his side where a sword would hang. 

There was nothing there. 

He registered this without grief. He was not the same 

commander who had left a sword in another century. He 

needed to understand this city before he could act in it. He 

needed to understand what kind of fight this was. In 1739, 

the fight had been for territory. He was beginning to 

understand that in 2075, the fight was for something harder 

to hold and harder to see: the capacity to resist. The muscle 

that resisted. Whatever had been done to it and whether it 

could still be built back. 

In the first three weeks of his return, in the hours between 

midnight and four in the morning when the city's noise 
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thinned enough that the silence behind it became 

perceptible, Chimaji did something he had never permitted 

himself in his previous life: he grieved. 

Not dramatically. In the quiet, systematic way of a man 

processing a loss that has no remedy and must be filed 

correctly before work can continue. 

He grieved for Pune in 1740 — the smell of red earth after 

rain, cook-fire smoke, the particular quality of an autumn 

morning on the Deccan, permanently inaccessible. He had 

not known, on the last morning he smelled it, that it was the 

last morning. You never do. That was the specific injustice: 

the things that become permanent absences were never 

announced in advance. 

He grieved for the voices of his men. Not the famous names 

— those were already history. The specific voices: the way 

Venkat spoke Marathi with a Gujarat cadence because his 

mother was from Surat; the way Hari's laugh arrived before 

whatever he found funny, always a beat ahead, as if the 

feeling outran the sound. Men buried in a century he could 

never return to. 

He grieved, with a precision that surprised him, for the 

uncertainty about what he was. He inhabited his body 

completely — the old callus, the old scars, the old trained 

instincts. But he was also something that had no precedent: 

a man outside of time, without the ordinary anchors. No 

household. No one who would call him by a name that 

predated his authority. 

He had, in 1739, been certain of his place in the world. 
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In 2075, certainty was not available. He held this uncertainty 

the way he had learned to hold difficult terrain: with 

pragmatic acceptance and a decision about the best available 

route forward. 

He allowed himself to sit with the question of whether this 

city could truly be saved, or whether what he was doing was 

buying a generation of breathing room before the cycle 

resumed. 

Why me? Why now? Does it matter? 

The last question was always the operative one. A soldier 

learned early that the metaphysics of a situation were almost 

never relevant to its management. What mattered was what 

was in front of you and what tools you had. He had the fort's 

history and his own. He had a community that had been 

surviving without help for decades. He had a young woman 

with four years of carefully documented evidence. He had an 

old man who had been keeping watch. 

It was enough to begin. Whether it was enough to finish 

would only be knowable after. 

The graffiti was visible from here — orange and blue and an 

older layer of green beneath, all of it sitting on stones that 

had been here since before the Portuguese and would be 

here after everything currently spray-painted on them. The 

fort did not register the graffiti. The fort was not bothered. 

The fort had been through worse. 

He started toward the fort approach. He needed, before 

anything else, to find the person who had been keeping 

watch. 
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That evening, sitting in the concrete room that Arvind 

shared with forty years of accumulated observation, Chimaji 

learned the city in the manner of a returning man relearning 

a language he had once known in a different dialect. 

Arvind spoke for three hours without being asked questions. 

This was unusual. Arvind was not a man who spoke without 

prompting. But he had been waiting, he said, for a 

conversation that was equal to the subject matter, and most 

of the conversations available to him in Sector 8 of Vasai in 

2075 were not. 

He spoke about the fort and its layers — the Portuguese layer, 

the Maratha layer, the British layer, the post-independence 

layer, and finally the current layer, which was the layer of 

abandonment dressed up as occupation. He spoke about the 

two gang lords with the precision of a man who had spent 

forty years close enough to both to understand how they 

thought without being compromised by either. 

"Arjun," he said, with the careful fairness of someone who 

had decided to be a historian rather than a partisan, "built 

something real. In a different world, he might have been 

what he wanted to be. But the world he built is still a world 

where my chai has to be unsweetened because the sugar 

allocation is controlled by his western distribution network 

and the price is set by his people. He built order. He did not 

build justice. And the gap between those two things — that 

gap is where the people I've been watching for forty years are 

living." 

"And Vikram?" 
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Arvind poured the last of the evening's tea. "Vikram is what 

happens when a good soldier comes home and finds that the 

country he served cannot be bothered to honour the 

contract. He built protection. Real protection — he actually 

stands between his people and harm, which is more than the 

government ever did. But protection from him also means 

protection by him, and those are not the same thing." He 

looked at his cup. "He built safety. He did not build 

freedom." 

Chimaji sat with this. 

"Order without justice," he said. "Safety without freedom." 

"And people," Arvind said, "who have been given enough of 

both to have stopped imagining something different." He 

looked at his guest directly. "Until now." 

Outside, the city made its permanent noise. Somewhere 

below, a child was crying — not in pain, the sound was too 

sustained and rhythmic for pain, just the ordinary complaint 

of a child resisting sleep — and a woman's voice was 

answering it in Marathi, something low and repetitive, a 

song or a sequence of sounds that had become a song 

through use. 

"Chimaji Appa," Arvind said, trying the name in his mouth. 

"My family has been keeping watch here for three 

generations. Do you know why?" 

"Because someone had to." 

"Because someone had to," Arvind repeated. "Yes. My 

grandfather's father was here when you took the fort. He was 

a boy. He watched from this coastal slope. He said that after 
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the Portuguese flag came down, he felt something he spent 

the rest of his life trying to describe." 

"What did he say it was?" 

Arvind looked at the fort on the promontory. "He said it was 

the feeling of recognising himself in something. That the city 

had done something that he was part of, and it had done it 

not because it was powerful but because it had decided." He 

paused. "He said he had never felt it again. Neither did my 

grandfather. Neither did my father." His eyes were quiet and 

very clear. "I have been waiting at this chai stall for forty 

years." 

He did not say: for you. 

He did not need to. 

! 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Finding Allies 

The courtyard behind the skeletal community centre smelled 

of clothes left too long in damp air and the particular green 

smell of things growing through things not built for growing. 

Rajan was sitting on the back steps when Chimaji arrived — 

not waiting, exactly. Present. He had the quality of a man 

who had learned to make himself available to what came 

rather than what he had planned for. 

He was forty-four years old, gaunt in the way that sustained 

work and insufficient food produce: not weak, but refined 

down to function, no spare material anywhere. His face was 

long and sharp-featured, carrying the particular topography 

of a man who had been worried for a long time — not the 

smoothed-over worry of someone who has made peace with 

anxiety, but the lived-in worry of someone who has been 

right to worry and expects to go on being right. 

He had been, before the gangs had fully consolidated, a 

schoolteacher. Social studies. He had taught in this very 

building when it functioned as a school, when the building 

had windows with glass in them and desks that did not 

require reinvention, when attendance was marked in a 

register that had meaning because the register connected to 

something that responded — a district education system, an 

administration, something that acknowledged the marking. 

The school had closed in 2063 when the district education 

board's eastern zone funding was redirected to a highway 
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project that connected two municipalities with no particular 

relationship to each other. The highway had been built. 

Rajan had learned about its construction from a contractor 

who came to the community centre three years after the 

school closed. The contractor's children attended a private 

school in Andheri. 

Rajan had not punched the contractor. He had thought 

about it with a specificity that surprised him, standing in the 

courtyard of his closed school. He had decided not to 

because the contractor was a symptom and not the disease, 

and Rajan had always been a man who tried to operate on 

diseases rather than symptoms. 

He had remained in the community centre building — had, 

in fact, occupied it more thoroughly as it declined, 

converting the administrative office into something 

operational, maintaining the courtyard, keeping the record 

that was becoming, year by year, the only coherent record of 

life in this sector. 

He did not stand when Chimaji arrived. He looked at him 

with a slow, careful assessment and said: "You're him, aren't 

you. From the old stories." 

"I am from those stories," Chimaji said. "But I am here now. 

And so are you." He looked around the courtyard — the 

washing line, the polypropylene crates with grass growing 

through them, the cat moving along the wall with 

concentrated purpose. "Still standing in this place that every 

sensible man has left. That tells me something." 

"It tells you I have nowhere else to go." 
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Chimaji sat down beside him on the steps. Not opposite 

him. Beside him. "No. It tells me you've had chances and 

chosen not to take them. A man with nowhere to go doesn't 

need choices. You've had choices." 

Rajan was quiet. He was recalibrating. Chimaji could see it: 

the initial assessment, then the revision, then the note-

taking. He was a man who processed carefully. 

"The people here don't need another commander," Rajan 

said finally. "They've had commanders. They've been 

commanded into poverty and commanded into silence and 

commanded into permits and processing times. What they've 

lost is someone who sees them as people rather than a 

resource base." He looked at Chimaji with a directness that 

contained, beneath it, something desperate. "I need to know 

which one you're going to be." 

"I can't give you that in words," Chimaji said. "Only in 

actions, over time. I know that's not satisfying. But consider 

this: I have come three hundred years and I haven't declared 

myself anything. I haven't claimed territory or issued terms. 

I've been sitting at a chai stall asking an old man questions." 

He held Rajan's gaze. "That should tell you something." 

A long silence. The cat found whatever it was tracking and 

sat very still. 

"There's someone you need to meet," Rajan said. 

Kavi had been in Arjun's organisation for six years and 

Vikram's for two years before that and had spent the most 

recent fourteen months in a state that could charitably be 

described as informational limbo: technically free, actually 

surveilled, carrying knowledge that could get him killed by 
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either side and that he had so far deployed only in the 

direction of personal survival. 

He was perhaps forty years old, though the years had been 

uneven — some accelerated, some simply removed, the way 

scar tissue removes years from a face. His hands carried the 

specific scarring of someone who had spent time in 

environments where hands were the first thing that got hurt. 

One finger on his left hand was bent at an angle that 

suggested it had healed without being set properly. He had 

not had access to a doctor who could reset it, and by the 

time he had access, it had been six months and the bone had 

chosen its own configuration. 

He looked at Chimaji across the map-covered table in the 

community centre's back office and did a calculation that 

Chimaji could see him doing, the way you can see a man 

doing mathematics even when they're not using numbers. 

"Rajan says you're real," he said. Not a greeting. An opening 

position. 

"Rajan is being generous. I'm something. Whether I match 

the stories is something I can't answer for you." 

Kavi sat down in the chair that was angled slightly away from 

the table, which Chimaji noted: the chair of a man who 

wanted to be able to move without the table as an obstacle. 

Old habit. 

"Tell me something you shouldn't know," Kavi said. "If you're 

who Rajan says you are." 

Chimaji looked at him for a long moment. "The fort's east 

tower," he said. "Second level. Third door from the stairs. In 
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1739 there was a chest beneath the floor, under a limestone 

block cut with a different mixture than the surrounding 

stone. In that chest were the Portuguese garrison's water 

supply records for twelve years." He paused. "They were 

buried by a woman named Susheela, who was the garrison 

commandant's laundress for three years, who had been 

passing intelligence to my network for two of them. She told 

me where to find them on the night before the assault. I 

never put her name in any record. I said I would. I did not." 

He met Kavi's eyes. "I have regretted it for three hundred 

and thirty-six years." 

Silence. 

"There is one more thing," Chimaji said. He looked at Rajan. 

"In 1739, there was a settlement of perhaps two hundred 

families immediately below the fort's south wall. They grew 

cashew orchards, mostly. Twelve families from that 

settlement have descendants in this sector. I know the 

surnames. Do you want me to name them?" 

Rajan's face had changed. "How is that possible." 

"My intelligence network included a census. Susheela kept it. 

She kept it in the same location as the water records." He 

paused. "The chest has not been found. When this is over 

and there is time, it should be found. Because Susheela 

spent two years building something in secret, and her name 

should be on a wall somewhere. And in seventeen days, if we 

do nothing, it will be buried under Arjun's construction." 

"There's something else," Rajan said slowly. "The cashew-

orchard families. My mother's family. Her maiden name was 

Katekar." He paused. "You named that name." 
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"I did." 

"My grandmother used to say her grandmother's 

grandmother had helped 'the Maratha general' before the 

siege. Never with details. Just the phrase." 

"Her name was Savitribai Katekar. She mapped the garrison's 

patrol routes through three years of selling fish at the south 

gate. She is in Susheela's census." He held Rajan's gaze. "She 

is in the chest in the east tower." 

Rajan's eyes were wet. He looked away, toward the 

courtyard's overgrown crates, then back. "All right," he said, 

very quietly. "All right." 

Kavi exhaled. He uncrossed his arms. He sat down — not in 

the diagonal chair of someone who wants an exit, but in the 

chair of someone who has decided to stay. 

"You said you needed someone with inside knowledge of 

both networks," he said. "Tell me what you need to know." 

! 
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CHAPTER SIX 

War Within Memory 

The salt smell of the sea was the same. 

This was the detail that Chimaji Appa returned to in the 

weeks after his arrival, sitting in the community centre in the 

hours before the city's noise began: the salt smell of the sea 

was the same in 2075 as it had been in 1739, and it was the 

one continuous thread in a landscape that had otherwise 

made itself unrecognisable. 

The Vasai coastline in 1739 — the mangrove edges, the tidal 

flats, the creek mouth where the water moved between salt 

and fresh depending on the season — was still present in 

2075 beneath all the concrete. You could smell it at the right 

hour. You could feel it when the wind was from the west. 

He closed his eyes and he was there. 

October 1739. The night approach to the harbour bastion. 

Six hundred men, moving in three columns, across ground 

he had spent four months learning in fragments — through 

intermediaries, through sympathetic insiders who had been 

living inside the Portuguese administration and feeding 

intelligence to the Maratha network for two years before the 

siege began. Not soldiers. A cook. A dockworker. A woman 

who laundered the garrison's uniforms and had, in the 

course of three years of laundering, developed a precise map 

of every significant occupant of every significant building. 
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Her name was Susheela. He had never met her. He had 

received her intelligence through three layers of 

intermediary. He had known, from the quality and 

consistency of what she provided, that she was extraordinary. 

He had won a city in part because of a woman no one would 

ever name in the histories. 

The night approach had nearly failed. This was the thing he 

returned to most — not the victory but the near-failure, 

because the near-failure was where the lesson lived. 

The Portuguese defenders at the harbour gate had posted a 

third sentry at the blind-spot position, covering an approach 

that had previously been unwatched. An intelligence failure. 

The sentry had been added two days before the assault, after 

a routine inspection that had nothing to do with any 

awareness of the Maratha intelligence network. Pure 

coincidence. Institutional diligence at the worst possible 

moment. 

For twelve minutes — he had measured this by the stars and 

by his heartbeat, both of which he had learned to trust — the 

assault had been suspended. Six hundred men silent on the 

ground in the dark, waiting for a commander's decision. 

He had made one. 

Not the decision of a general consulting strategy. The 

decision of a man who had spent four months learning a city 

well enough to know that the third sentry — the coincidental 

one — had been placed with a particular pattern in mind. An 

institutional pattern. The sentry covered the approach from 

the north. It did not cover the approach from the northeast, 

because the northeast was the direction from which the 
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mangroves ran to the wall, and the assumption was that no 

one would come through the mangroves at night. 

The assumption was wrong because Susheela had been 

wrong about one thing: she had not known that the 

dockworker she trusted had been, for six weeks, also meeting 

with Chimaji's team directly. And the dockworker had 

mentioned, in passing, that there was a path through the 

mangroves that fishermen used at low tide. 

At low tide, in October, the path was passable for a man 

alone. For twenty men moving carefully. 

He had sent twenty men through the mangroves. 

The third sentry died quickly and without sound, in the 

specific dark of the northeast angle, and the assault had 

proceeded. 

The next morning, standing in the courtyard of the taken 

fort, he had thought about Susheela. About all the 

intelligence she had provided. About the cook and the 

dockworker and the dozen other ordinary people who had 

been running a resistance operation for two years before the 

first sword was drawn. 

He had thought: the people I am fighting for were already 

fighting before I arrived. They had simply been fighting 

without visible weapons, in the invisible economy of 

information and patience. 

He opened his eyes in the community centre. 

2075. The same salt wind from the sea. 
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He had thought, in those first weeks, that the strangeness 

would diminish. That the 2075 city would eventually 

become simply the city — present, unghosted, no longer 

overlaid with the ghost of 1739. He was wrong. The overlay 

did not diminish. What changed was his relationship to it. 

He had stopped thinking about it as a distraction and started 

thinking about it as information. 

The woman buying medicine with silent fingers: she was 

Susheela, and she was the cook, and she was the dozen 

unnamed people who had been running the resistance 

before the first sword was drawn. She had not been waiting 

for him. She had been doing the thing that needed to be 

done with the tools available to her, in the only time she 

had, which was the present. 

This was the thing the histories never recorded: the labour 

that preceded the decisive moment. The intelligence 

network that made the siege possible had been running for 

two years before he arrived. Susheela had been folding 

uniforms and mapping the garrison for two years. The cook 

had been noting supply routes. The dockworker had been 

counting guards. 

He had arrived and named the thing they were doing, and 

then he had been given the credit for the victory. 

He had been uncomfortable with this in 1739. He was more 

uncomfortable with it now, which was perhaps what three 

hundred years and a second chance looked like in practice: 

the same discomfort, more precisely understood. 

Meera had been documenting for four years. Rajan had been 

holding the community together for longer. Arvind had 
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been serving chai below the fort for forty years, which was a 

form of testimony about what the city had once been and 

what it could be again. 

He had arrived and they had let him name the thing they 

were doing. 

He intended, this time, to make sure the record was 

accurate. 

He looked at the wall map. He thought about what Meera 

had said: I need you to understand what you're fighting for 

before you decide how to fight. 

He understood it now the way he had understood it then, 

after the mangroves. 

The community had not been waiting to be saved. They had 

been waiting for someone to recognise what they were 

already doing. 

The 2075 equivalent of Susheela, the dockworker, and the 

laundress was sitting in a back room writing on a tablet 

when Chimaji found her. 

Sahana had been awake since three in the morning. She had 

not slept more than four hours consecutively in two weeks, 

which was the specific insomnia of someone who has 

committed to something they cannot undo and is living in 

the period between commitment and consequence. 

The room was lit by the tablet's glow and a small battery 

lamp that cast a warm orange light across the map on the 

wall. She was annotating traffic patterns in Arjun's internal 

network — not the public-facing parts of his operation, which 

were visible and expected, but the internal administrative 
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communications that ran on a frequency she had helped 

design and that she knew, better than anyone still inside the 

organisation, the weaknesses of. 

"You don't sleep," Chimaji observed. 

"I sleep." She didn't look up from the tablet. "Just not at 

night. Night is when the traffic is thinner and the anomalies 

are more visible." 

He sat across from her. 

"Tell me what you have found," he said. "Not the summary. 

The finding. The thing that surprised you." 

She looked up then. "How do you know there's something 

that surprised me?" 

"Because you're still working at three in the morning. People 

keep working when they've found something they can't yet 

explain." 

She looked at him for a moment with the expression she had 

when she was recalibrating — he was coming to recognise this 

expression, this particular adjustment of her assessment. 

"There's a transaction pattern in Arjun's financial routing," 

she said. "A subset of his medical supply income that doesn't 

route to his operating accounts. It routes to an external 

holding structure." 

"He's skimming from himself?" 

"Not exactly." She turned the tablet to show him the pattern: 

a visual representation of financial flows that she had 

rendered as a network diagram, flows as lines, holding 

structures as nodes. "The structure it routes to is not a 
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personal account. It's structured like a charitable trust. The 

trust's registered name is Vasai Janseva Foundation." 

Chimaji looked at the diagram. "Vasai People Service 

Foundation." 

"Yes." She watched his face. "He has been quietly transferring 

funds from his own operation into a structure that appears 

designed to function as a legitimate community development 

organisation. For two years. The trust has not filed any 

activity yet — it's been accumulating." She paused. "I think 

he's building an exit." 

Chimaji sat with this. "Or," he said, "he's been building what 

he always wanted to build. And the black market operation 

was always the means, not the end." 

Sahana looked at him. "You're not as surprised as I 

expected." 

"I've known men," he said, "who built terrible things because 

they could not build the good thing they wanted and refused 

to build nothing. The terrible thing is never what they 

meant. But it's what they built." He looked at the diagram. 

"This tells us two things. First: Arjun has a conscience that 

his operation has been slowly burying. Second: the 

conscience has not been fully buried. Both of those things 

are important." 

"Important how?" 

"Because a man with a buried conscience is harder to defeat 

than a man with no conscience at all. And a man with a 

buried conscience is much easier to reach." 

2a. 
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The moment arrived, as such moments do, without 

announcement. 

It was the third week of Chimaji's time in the city. The 

coalition was still forming — a loose arrangement of people 

who had not yet decided to trust each other fully but had 

decided to be in the same room, which was a start. He had 

been spending his mornings walking Vasai's sectors, learning 

the city the way he had always learned contested terrain: 

through observation, repetition, and the accumulation of 

small details that most people filed as background and that 

military minds filed as intelligence. 

On a Thursday morning in the eastern zone — the edge of 

Sector 11, where the streets were narrower and the gang 

presence denser — he saw it. 

At the intersection of the market lane and the transit 

corridor, one of Arjun's checkpoints. Two enforcers. The 

usual device for reading chip-cards. The usual queue. 

In the queue: a man, perhaps sixty years old, a schoolteacher 

by the look of him — ink-stained fingers, a bag full of 

marking that he carried with the distracted care of someone 

for whom the work was more present than the surroundings. 

He had the look of a man who had made this crossing a 

hundred times and expected this time to be the same. 

It was not the same. 

The device threw a red indicator on his chip-card. The 

enforcer — a young man with a hard jaw and the specific 

posture of someone who was new enough to the job to still 

be performing authority rather than exercising it — said 
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something. The teacher responded. The enforcer said 

something louder. 

Chimaji watched from the far side of the lane. 

The second enforcer put down his device. He stepped 

around his colleague and stood in front of the teacher. He 

was twenty years younger and half a head taller and his 

hands were already moving toward the bag. Confiscation of 

property as enforcement mechanism. Chimaji had seen this 

before, in different centuries, in different languages, with 

different tools. The principle was identical. 

The teacher pulled his bag back. A mistake, technically — it 

gave the enforcer justification, which the enforcer had 

already decided to manufacture if not provided. The 

enforcer's hand went to the man's collar. 

Chimaji was across the lane in four strides. 

He did not run. He walked with the specific velocity of a 

man who has decided to be somewhere and has determined 

that urgency would be counterproductive. He reached the 

enforcer and the teacher before the second man had time to 

recalibrate his approach. 

"What is the allocation dispute?" Chimaji said. 

His voice was level. Conversational. The question was 

addressed to the first enforcer — the one with the device — 

which was a deliberate choice: it acknowledged chain of 

command while separating the aggressor from his own 

authority structure. 

The first enforcer blinked. "This doesn't concern —" 
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"What is the allocation dispute?" Chimaji said again, the 

same volume, the same quality of attention. He was looking 

at the first enforcer with the specific quality of a man waiting 

for useful information. Not threatening. Not deferential. 

Simply: present, engaged, and occupying the situation with 

the full weight of his conviction that this was his situation to 

occupy. 

The second enforcer had released the teacher's collar. He 

hadn't meant to. He would not, later, be able to explain 

exactly why he had. 

"His card shows a sector violation," the first enforcer said. 

"He's on an eastern permit entering the transit corridor from 

the western boundary. That requires a —" 

"He is a teacher," Chimaji said. "I know him. He teaches in 

Sector 9. His students are in Sector 9." He looked at the 

teacher briefly. The man's face had the expression of 

someone watching something they didn't understand but 

that appeared to be working in their favour. "Show them 

your school identification." 

The teacher found it in the bottom of his bag. He held it 

out. The device read it. Green. 

The first enforcer stood with this for a moment. He looked 

at Chimaji. He was making a calculation — Chimaji could 

see it, the same calculation he had seen in faces for fifty-three 

years, the calculation between the authority the job gave you 

and the cost of exercising it against someone who was not 

showing the expected deference. 

"Move along," he said finally, to the teacher. 
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The teacher moved along. He did not thank Chimaji. He 

walked with his bag and his marked papers at the same pace 

he had always walked, with the slightly faster breathing of a 

man who has just come close to something and has decided 

the correct response is to be elsewhere. 

Chimaji looked at the first enforcer for a moment longer. 

Not threatening. Not triumphant. Simply holding the look 

long enough to make it clear that the look had happened, 

that both of them knew something about the moment that 

the moment's official record would not contain. 

Then he walked away. 

The checkpoint continued its operations. But the second 

enforcer — the young one with the hard jaw and the 

performed authority — stood for a full minute without 

processing anyone, looking at the lane into which the 

teacher had disappeared and the lane into which Chimaji 

had gone, the device loose in his hand, the expression of a 

man whose sense of what was normal and what was not had 

just shifted by a degree he couldn't precisely measure. 

Later, in Kavi's accounting of the city's small shifts, it was 

this that got counted: not the grand action, not the speech, 

not the confrontation. A teacher reached his school with his 

bag. A young enforcer stood in a lane for a minute and 

thought about something he hadn't thought about before. 

These were the calibrations that preceded everything else. 

! 
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Interlude: Meera's Archive 

What Happened to India: A Documentary Record, 2030–2075 

Compiled from public broadcasts, municipal records, 

independent journalism, and personal testimony. Curated 

by Meera Nair, Citizen Representative, Vasai. This 

document was originally prepared for the Fourth 

Community Forum as context for the conditions that 

produced the current governance vacuum. 

! 

2031 — THE GREAT GRID FAILURE 

The Maharashtra power grid collapsed on September 14, 

2031, in what engineers later called a "cascade event" — a 

failure sequence in which each outage created the conditions 

for the next. It lasted seventeen days in urban centres and 

forty-one days in the extended peripheral zones. This was not 

the first grid failure; it was the fourth in eight years. But it 

was the one that broke the psychological contract between 

the state and the citizen. 

An estimated 340 people died during the collapse — from 

preventable medical causes, from violence that filled the 

order vacuum, from the particular vulnerability of the very 

old and very young when infrastructure disappears. The 

official count was 187. 

No one was held accountable. An inquiry was initiated, 

delayed, and quietly shelved. 

Mumbai survived because its private micro-grid operators — 

three corporate entities whose contracts with the municipal 

authority had been signed in conditions the inquiry would 
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later call "irregular" — maintained power for their subscriber 

zones. The subscriber zones were, without exception, the 

city's most affluent districts. Everyone else held candles and 

counted the days. 

! 

2038 — THE WITHDRAWAL OF CENTRAL SERVICES 

Between 2033 and 2038, the Union government undertook 

what it called "administrative rationalisation" — a programme 

of devolving civic services to state and municipal bodies 

while simultaneously reducing the transfers that funded 

those bodies. The stated rationale was efficiency and local 

responsiveness. The operational result was that local bodies 

with no funding were made responsible for services they 

could not deliver. 

Municipal corporations in Tier-2 and Tier-3 cities began 

what officials called "service consolidation" and residents 

called "the end of the city working." 

Vasai's municipal corporation stopped issuing new water 

permits in 2039. It stopped maintaining the eastern 

distribution network in 2041. It stopped responding to 

service requests in any documented way in 2043. The 

corporation did not cease to exist. Its officials continued to 

draw salaries. Its buildings continued to stand. The 

functions had gone; the infrastructure of the functions' 

administration remained, like a shed exoskeleton. 

Into the gap, two kinds of actors moved. The first kind: 

community self-help organisations, neighbourhood 

networks, informal economies of care and mutual assistance. 
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These existed everywhere and were everywhere underfunded, 

under-recognised, and structurally vulnerable to capture by 

the second kind. The second kind: men with resources and 

strategic intelligence who understood that governance 

vacuums are markets, and that the most durable market 

position is one that makes itself indistinguishable from 

necessity. 

! 

2045–2055 — THE DECADE OF ARRANGEMENT 

By 2045, Mumbai had formally fragmented into what city 

analysts began calling "governance zones" — territories in 

which a specific private, political, or criminal entity had 

become the de facto authority. The distinction between 

private, political, and criminal had itself become largely 

notional by this point. Each governance zone provided 

services; each extracted resources in return; each maintained 

order by managing the threat of disorder. 

The central government in Delhi retained symbolic authority 

and actual control of the military, the national highways, the 

major ports, and the digital identification infrastructure. It 

had ceded, without formally acknowledging the cession, 

everything in between. 

In this period, Arjun Deshmukh built his eastern network in 

Vasai. Vikram Rane built his western one. Their 

consolidation of power was not unusual — versions of it were 

happening across every major urban centre in Maharashtra, 

Telangana, Karnataka, Uttar Pradesh. What made Vasai 

slightly unusual was the presence of the fort: a physical 
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symbol of prior sovereignty that gave the governance vacuum 

a specific historical weight it might not otherwise have had. 

! 

2058–2065 — CLIMATE AND COLLAPSE 

The cyclone season of 2058 produced four Category 4 

landfall events on the Maharashtra coast in a single 

monsoon period. Vasai was struck by the third. Two sectors 

on the low-lying eastern edge were inundated. Forty-three 

people died. The national disaster response arrived nineteen 

days late and addressed eleven percent of the documented 

damage. 

In the recovery period, both gang networks expanded their 

influence significantly — filling the relief vacuum, managing 

the reconstruction materials, negotiating the terms under 

which displaced residents could return to their homes. Their 

reach, already extensive, became total. There was no 

institution left that could contest it. 

In 2062, the last functioning arm of the municipal 

corporation — a water quality monitoring office with three 

employees and one functioning testing kit — ceased 

operations. The three employees dispersed into the informal 

economy. The office building became a storage facility for 

Arjun's eastern distribution network. 

! 

2075 — THE STATE OF INDIA 

As of the date of this document's compilation, the Union of 

India maintains federal functions in seventeen domains 

including national defence, interstate commerce, digital 
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identity infrastructure, and inter-city transit corridors. In 

forty-three other domains — including urban water supply, 

city-level waste management, street-level public safety, local 

health infrastructure, and municipal education — effective 

authority is exercised by whoever holds effective power in 

each location. 

This is not, as some commentators suggest, the end of the 

Indian state. The state persists. What has been lost is the 

idea of the state as a mechanism through which citizens 

govern their own lives. The state now manages 

macrostructures while the microstructure of daily life — how 

you get water, whether your child can see a doctor, whether 

you can walk to the market without passing through 

someone else's checkpoint — is managed by whoever filled 

the vacuum. 

In Vasai, that is currently two men. 

! 

Meera paused in her writing at this point. She had been 

working in the community centre's back room for three 

hours, the light from her battery lamp throwing long 

shadows across the stacked folders. Outside, the city made its 

permanent noise. 

She had been documenting this for four years. Four years of 

forums and testimonies and water quality reports and 

comparative analyses of what this place had been versus what 

it had become. She had believed, in those four years, that 

evidence was enough. That if you showed people clearly what 

the numbers meant — what a thirty-one percent chromium 

level at the intake point meant for kidney function in 
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children, what a four-year permit delay meant for an elderly 

woman's fever, what systematic exclusion from healthcare 

meant for a community's life expectancy — the evidence 

would speak for itself. 

She was beginning to understand that evidence needed 

something to speak into. A container. A set of people who 

had decided they were entitled to act on what they knew. 

She had been building that container for four years, one 

forum at a time, one testimony at a time. 

She thought about the man with the careful voice who had 

arrived at the fourth forum and listened without speaking. 

She thought about what Arvind had said about him. 

She thought: if the evidence is right and the container is 

ready, what comes next? 

She went back to writing. 

! 
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INTERLUDE: THE ARCHITECT 

What Arjun Deshmukh 

Believed, and Why 

The morning routine was invariant. 

At five forty-five, Arjun rose and moved to the rooftop of his 

eastern headquarters — the converted textile-district building 

that had become, over fourteen years, the nerve centre of an 

operation that was, depending on who you asked, a criminal 

enterprise, a governance system, or both. From the rooftop, 

in the grey-blue hour before the smog thickened, he could 

see the zone he managed: the eastern settlements running 

north to south, the distribution nodes, the network of 

permit checkpoints that constituted the skeleton of a system 

of administration. 

He saw it, always, the way an engineer sees a structure: in 

terms of load paths, stress concentrations, failure modes. 

Not with affection. With technical regard. 

He had been, before all of this, a clean-energy entrepreneur. 

He had designed a micro-grid system for the eastern 

settlements in 2044 that still ran at ninety-one percent 

efficiency, compared to the municipal grid's forty-three 

percent before it collapsed entirely. This was what happened 

when the person responsible for a system was also the person 

who bore the consequences of its failure. This was, in its 

compressed form, his entire philosophy. 
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In the world Arjun had grown up in — Vasai in the 2030s, a 

place of collapsing services and expanding uncertainty — 

chaos had not been an abstraction. It had been the thing 

that killed. Not dramatic violence, mostly. The slow, 

structural violence of systems that failed people in the 

specific moments when they most needed them. The clinic 

that closed. The permit that didn't come. The water that 

didn't flow. 

He had decided, at thirty-two, that he would be the right 

person. Not out of altruism. Out of the recognition that a 

particular kind of order was necessary, that no one else was 

building it, and that someone with his specific combination 

of technical skill and operational intelligence was positioned 

to build it better than anyone else available. 

He had been correct. His zone worked. Not perfectly — but 

the eastern settlements had water. They had power. They 

had a system that functioned, that produced outcomes, that 

kept the chromium contamination at survivable levels — 

worse than it should be, and better than it would have been 

without him. 

He knew what the failure modes of his argument were. He 

knew that order without accountability tended toward 

extraction. He knew that the people in his zone were not, by 

any honest accounting, citizens. They were subjects. 

Managed, provided for, controlled. 

He had spent two years building the Vasai Janseva 

Foundation to address this. Not out of guilt. Out of the 

recognition that the system he had built was not sustainable 
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at scale, and that a responsible architect prepared the 

conditions for what should replace him. 

The morning the anomaly arrived in his intelligence 

briefing, Arjun was on his third cup of tea. 

The anomaly was simple: a pattern in the buffer-zone 

community forums. Three evenings in a row, forty to four 

hundred residents. The numbers were the anomaly. You 

didn't go from forty to four hundred in three nights without 

a catalyst that had been waiting for exactly this. 

He had the name by the following evening. The name was 

impossible. He read it twice, then set his intelligence officer 

to verify, then read the verified report with the same careful 

attention he gave everything with significant implications. 

Chimaji Appa. 

He sat with this for a long time. Then he opened a new file 

in his planning system and began, with the methodical 

precision of an engineer preparing for a structural change, to 

think about what a man who had been waiting three 

hundred years to reclaim a city would understand about 

patience, about systems, about the difference between taking 

power and building something that deserved to endure. 

He thought about the Foundation. About the seven lakh 

rupees accumulating in its reserve. About the chromium 

contamination and the filtration system he had been 

planning to install for eighteen months, always finding a 

reason to delay. 

He thought: the holding is harder than the taking. 
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He did not know where this phrase came from. It had been 

in him for a long time. He suspected it came from the same 

place that the Vasai Janseva Foundation came from: the part 

of him that had not, despite everything, stopped asking what 

the order was for. 

! 
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Night Scene: Arjun at Three in the Morning 

At three in the morning on the night three days before the 

assault, Arjun Deshmukh was in the fourth-floor room. 

The photographs of the water distribution points were on 

the wall. He had been looking at them for forty minutes. 

He knew what was coming. Not the specifics — his 

intelligence on the coalition's timeline was incomplete — but 

the shape of it. The shape was: a change of some kind, 

within the next week, that would require him to make 

decisions he had been avoiding for two years. 

He had a glass of cold tea. He had not drunk it. 

He had the document he had been working on for six 

months: the founding charter of the Vasai Janseva 

Foundation. He had been refining it in these late-night 

sessions, in the manner of someone working on something 

they are not ready to commit to but cannot stop working on. 

It was thirty-two pages. He had rewritten the section on 

governance seven times. 

The governance section was the hard part. 

He had spent fifteen years understanding that governance 

without accountability was just power with better language. 

He had spent those fifteen years building power with better 

language — calling the percentage a service fee, calling the 

enforcement a security provision, calling himself a civil 

servant. The language had been almost true, which was the 

most comfortable kind of lie: the kind that keeps part of its 

promise. 
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The governance section of the Vasai Janseva Foundation 

charter was trying to be entirely true, and entirely true 

governance documents were harder to write than almost-true 

ones because they required the writer to be honest about the 

limits of their own authority. 

He was writing a document that said: this organisation does 

not answer to me. This organisation answers to the 

communities it serves, through a governance board 

composed of community representatives, accountable to the 

communities in verifiable ways. 

He was writing a document that would, if implemented, 

remove himself from the centre of the thing he had built. 

This was the hardest thing he had done since 2041. Harder 

than running the company, harder than building the 

network, harder than making the decision — which he had 

made, as cleanly as he could manage — that the legitimate 

route was closed and the illegitimate one was the only one 

available. 

Those decisions had taken things away from him. This 

decision would take away something that had, somewhere in 

the last fifteen years, become the definition of himself: the 

person who holds this together. The person who, when he is 

not there, the thing collapses. 

The document said: what he had built needed to become 

strong enough that it did not collapse when he was not 

there. 

He was not sure he had built it that way. He was not sure he 

had wanted to. 
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He was not sure what that said about him. 

At three in the morning, with the photographs on the wall 

and the cold tea in the glass and the charter open on the 

desk, he was honest about this in a way he was not honest 

about it in other hours. 

At three in the morning, Arjun Deshmukh admitted to 

himself: I built this to be necessary. I built this so that the 

thing I was holding would not survive without me, because I 

needed it to not survive without me. I needed to be 

necessary. I have needed to be necessary since the day in 

2041 when the system told me I was not. 

He sat with this for a long time. 

Then he looked at the photograph of the Sector 7 

settlement. The solar panels. The three people squinting at 

the camera. 

The woman on the left was a schoolteacher. She had still 

been teaching, the last he had heard. Her school was one of 

four that his eastern network supported. It had twenty-eight 

students currently enrolled. 

He thought: she needed the panels in 2041. She needs the 

school now. Both of those needs were real. The need does 

not stop being real because the way it was met was wrong. 

He closed the charter document. He looked at the 

photographs. 

He did not sleep. 

But at five in the morning, when the city began its earliest 

sounds, he opened the charter document again. 
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He wrote, in the governance section, a line he had been 

avoiding for six months: The founding director retains no 

authority over the organisation's operations after the date of 

community board establishment. All decisions belong to the 

board. This is not a provisional arrangement. This is 

permanent. 

He read it twice. 

He saved the document. 

He went to make tea, which required going to the kitchen, 

which was not in the fourth-floor room, which meant leaving 

the fourth-floor room and going somewhere else. 

He stood in the kitchen waiting for the water to boil and 

thought that the kitchen looked exactly the same as it had 

always looked and that this was, in some way he could not 

quite articulate, reassuring. 

He made the tea. He drank it. He went back to the fourth-

floor room and looked at the photographs. 

He said, to the woman in the Sector 7 settlement 

photograph, to the solar panels, to the three people 

squinting at the camera: "I'm sorry it took this long." 

He sat down and began planning how the transition would 

work. 

! 
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Extended Scene: Coalition Nights 

There were seven nights, between Chimaji's arrival in Vasai 

and the confrontation, when the full coalition met in the 

warehouse on the eastern edge of the industrial corridor. 

On the first night, they were mostly strangers to each other. 

On the seventh, they were something harder to name: not 

friends, because friendship required a different kind of time 

and a different kind of proximity, but people who had spent 

seven intense working evenings in the same room under 

high pressure and had arrived at the specific knowledge of 

each other that such conditions produce. 

They knew who went quiet when they were thinking and 

who went loud. They knew whose estimates were reliable 

and whose were optimistic. They knew that Kavi always sat at 

the angle that gave him the clearest view of all three exits, 

that Meera always had a second pen in case the first ran dry, 

that Rajan always arrived slightly early and spent the first five 

minutes walking the perimeter of the space in a circuit that 

was part habit and part the community leader's instinct of 

checking that a space was safe before filling it with people he 

was responsible for. 

They knew that Sahana made her most important 

observations when she appeared to be focused entirely on a 

screen and was actually listening to everything. 

They knew that Chimaji always let someone else speak first. 

Not as a tactic — as a practice. The practice of a man who 

understood that the information in a room came from the 

people in the room, and that the way to get the information 

was to create conditions in which it was forthcoming. 
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On the fifth night, there was a disagreement. 

It was between Kavi and Meera, and it was about the third 

wave — specifically, about whether the community militia 

that Rajan was coordinating should be armed. 

Kavi's position: not arming the third wave created 

unacceptable risk in the transition zones. Any of Vikram's or 

Arjun's residual people encountering an unarmed 

community group would have a tactical advantage, and the 

tactical advantage would be used. 

Meera's position: arming the third wave would change the 

character of the third wave in ways that would have lasting 

consequences for the community's relationship to armed 

force. The whole point of the third wave was to be visibly 

different from what had come before — to demonstrate that 

community presence and armed presence were different 

things. Arming it would collapse that distinction. 

Kavi said: "The distinction doesn't survive contact with 

someone who's pointing a weapon at you." 

Meera said: "It does survive contact with the two hundred 

people who will be watching from their doorways as the 

third wave comes through. Those two hundred people are 

the long-term project. The armed confrontation is the short-

term problem." 

They went back and forth for twenty-three minutes. 

Chimaji listened to all of it. 

At the end, he said: "Meera is right about the character and 

Kavi is right about the risk. We solve this by being specific 

about the geography. The third wave stays out of the primary 
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confrontation zones until those zones are secured. They 

enter only after confirmation. The waiting time is 

uncomfortable, but it preserves the distinction." 

He looked at both of them. "But Kavi — the coordinators for 

the third wave need to have communication with the assault 

teams, and they need a clear abort protocol. If the zones are 

not secured on schedule, the third wave does not enter. 

Period." 

Kavi said: "Agreed." 

Meera said: "Agreed." 

The room moved on. 

Arvind, who had been told about the disagreement by Rajan 

the following morning over chai, said: "That sounds like a 

council meeting." 

Rajan said: "What do you mean?" 

"I mean: people disagreeing about the right thing, with 

evidence, and arriving at a position that takes both sets of 

evidence into account." He poured tea. "Most decisions I've 

seen made in this city in the last thirty years were made by 

one person who decided they were right and implemented. 

This sounds different." 

Rajan thought about this. "It is different." 

"Good," Arvind said. He handed Rajan his cup. "That's the 

part that matters. Not the assault. The disagreement." 

! 
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On the seventh night — the night before the confrontation — 

the coalition ate together. 

Sahana had procured food from the market in the eastern 

buffer zone. The food was simple: rice, dal, a vegetable 

preparation, rotis that were slightly uneven because the 

person who had made them was a better programmer than a 

cook. 

They ate in the warehouse, at the operational table, with the 

live map still glowing. 

Nobody talked about the operation. They had talked about 

the operation for six evenings. On the seventh, they did not. 

Rajan talked about a student he had taught — a girl named 

Sunita, fifteen years old in 2063 when the school closed, 

who had wanted to be an architect and had, as far as he 

knew, gone on to study something different because 

architecture school was not accessible from this sector 

without connections that her family did not have. 

Kavi talked about the first time he had been outside 

Maharashtra — a trip to Delhi for a logistics meeting in 2066 

that had been the first time he had seen a metro system, and 

the specific disorientation of a transit system that worked, 

that ran on schedule, that could be trusted, when you came 

from a city where nothing ran on schedule and nothing 

could be trusted. 

Meera talked about her mother, who was a retired nurse, 

who had been the person who had suggested to Meera, in 

2070, that she start keeping records. Her mother had said: 

"You have to write things down. Otherwise they make you 

feel crazy, because they keep happening and nobody official 
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acknowledges them, and the accumulation of 

unacknowledged things makes you feel like you're imagining 

them." 

Sahana talked about a game she had played as a child — a 

programming puzzle game on an old tablet her uncle had 

given her, the kind of game designed to teach children the 

basic logic of if-then structures. She had completed all the 

levels at age nine. She had then started breaking the game's 

logic to create outputs the designers hadn't anticipated, 

which was, she said, when she had understood what she was 

actually interested in: not using systems, but understanding 

them well enough to make them do things they weren't 

designed to do. 

Chimaji talked about the sea. 

He said: "The sea from this coast has a specific quality at 

certain hours. I noticed it in 1739 and I have noticed it 

again now. At low tide, in the early morning, before the 

smog thickens, there is a half-hour when the air off the water 

has a clarity that the rest of the day does not. I used to walk 

to the coast before an engagement. I would stand at the 

waterline for as long as the clarity lasted." 

He looked at the wall of the warehouse, in the direction of 

the coast. 

"The clearness was not calming, exactly. It was clarifying. It 

reminded me of what existed outside the engagement — of 

the fact that the engagement was a specific, bounded, 

necessary event in the middle of a world that was larger than 

the engagement. That the sea did not know about the 

Portuguese or the siege or the supply lines or any of the 
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specific anxious structures that were, inside the engagement, 

the entire world." He paused. "The sea was simply the sea. 

That helped." 

He looked around the table. "I walked to the coast two 

evenings ago," he said. "It was the same." 

The table was quiet. Then Meera said: "I've never been to the 

coast." 

Kavi said: "Really?" 

"I grew up in the northern settlements," she said. "The coast 

was — it wasn't a thing we did. It was other people's thing." 

Rajan said: "After. We'll go after." 

She looked at him. Something in her face changed — not 

surprise, but the expression of someone receiving a promise 

that they hadn't known they needed. 

"After," she said. 

They finished eating. They went to their positions. In the 

morning, the confrontation began. 

! 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

The First Strike 

The supply convoy moved south along the rail corridor at 

0127 hours. 

Chimaji knew this because Kavi had watched it move at that 

hour, give or take twenty minutes, every third night for six 

weeks. He knew the convoy’s three-vehicle composition: two 

flatbed electrics carrying secured container freight, flanked 

by a modified utility truck whose reinforced sides and roof-

mounted sensor array announced its purpose without 

subtlety. 

He knew the crew: eleven men, rotating across a pool of 

eighteen, each shift containing at least two who would fight 

intelligently and at least one who would panic — and one 

whose specific job was to manage the one who panicked. 

He knew these things because Kavi knew them, and Kavi 

knew them because he had spent three years moving along 

this corridor in the other direction. The knowledge had not 

left him. It had only changed sides. 

The warehouse roof was eight metres above street level, 

which put it in the sensor array’s blind spot: the array was 

calibrated to detect drone-height signatures and had a 

minimum floor of four metres, below which it treated 

movement as ambient urban noise. Sahana had found this 

blind spot three months before she left Arjun’s organisation. 

She had noted it without knowing why, the way she noted 

everything — the specific instinct of a person who catalogued 
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structural weaknesses as a professional habit and had not yet 

decided what to do with the catalogue. 

She knew now. 

Chimaji and Kavi lay flat on the tar surface of the roof, 

which had been absorbing the day’s heat and was releasing it 

slowly into their clothing — a warmth that would have been 

pleasant under different circumstances. The smell was tar 

and the chemical overlay of the industrial corridor. The 

sound was the city’s permanent drone and, distantly, the 

tidal creek. 

Beside them: two tablet-sized control units, a set of comm 

earpieces, and four canisters of compact EMP charge that 

Sahana had procured through a network she declined to 

specify by name. 

Three hundred metres north, at the corridor’s natural 

bottleneck where the rail bridge narrowed the road to one 

lane, Rajan was sitting inside a disabled water-utility vehicle 

with a magnetic device attached to his forearm and one 

instruction: deploy at the signal, walk toward the market, 

don’t look back. 

Rajan had said: I’m not a military man. 

Chimaji had said: I know. That’s why I need you for this 

part. 

This had taken twenty minutes of conversation to resolve, 

most of which involved Rajan asking questions that were not 

about the operation but about why a man who did not know 

how to fight was being asked to be part of a fight. Chimaji 

had answered each question directly. He had not glossed or 
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simplified. He had said: because the operation needs to be 

witnessed from the inside by someone who understands 

what the operation is for. Because the people who will be 

affected by this need a representative in the room where it 

happens. Because you being here means this is not just 

Kavi’s war or my war — it’s the coalition’s. 

Rajan had eventually said: all right. 

He was in position. 

At 0131, the convoy’s lead vehicle crossed the sensor trigger 

point. 

Sahana sent a single character to Chimaji’s earpiece. 

He tapped Kavi’s shoulder. Once. 

Kavi activated the first canister. 

It did not explode. It exhaled — a soft concussive wave 

moving at exactly the frequency required to interfere with 

the sensor array’s lower processors without triggering its 

disruption alarm. A gap in the array’s self-defence logic that 

Sahana had found eighteen months ago and kept in reserve, 

waiting for somewhere worth bringing it. 

The convoy’s lead vehicle stuttered. The sensor array went 

dark for exactly four seconds. 

Which was exactly enough. 

Rajan deployed the magnetic device. 

It attached to the road surface via a two-hundred-kilogram 

pull anchor and extended a low-profile disruption field 

across the lane width — not a barrier, not visible, not 

detectable by the convoy’s front sensors. The lead vehicle’s 
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tyres did not burst. They lost traction. The difference was 

crucial. A burst tyre was an emergency with a predetermined 

protocol. A loss of traction on a clean road was a confusion. 

And confusion was slower than protocol. 

The lead vehicle slowed. The convoy bunched. Eleven 

metres of space between vehicles collapsed to four. 

Kavi activated the second canister. 

This one was not subtle. It targeted the convoy’s 

communication array at close range, and the sound it made 

was felt in back teeth even lying flat on a warehouse roof 

eight metres above street level. For three seconds, all 

communication between the three vehicles — and between 

the convoy and its command node — ceased. 

Three seconds of operational silence. Eleven men in three 

vehicles lost their eyes and ears simultaneously. 

In those three seconds, Chimaji was off the roof. 

He took the fire escape the way he had always taken difficult 

descents: committed, fast, absorbing impact into the body 

rather than fighting it. The iron rungs were cold and rough 

under his palms. The alley floor came up quickly. He hit it 

with bent knees and moved. 

By the time the communication array restored, what had 

been done to the convoy was complete. 

Not theft. Chimaji had been clear about this from the 

planning stage: taking the containers would have been visible 

and would have triggered a response calibrated to the loss. 

What they had done instead was surgery. 
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The freight containers had been spiked — a tracer compound 

applied to each container seal, developed by Sahana from a 

formula she had found in Arjun’s own covert logistics 

archive and repurposed for this operation. 

The compound would activate when the containers were 

opened at their destinations and broadcast a location signal 

for seventy-two hours. The convoy crew would not know it 

had been applied. They would report a sensor malfunction 

and a road equipment delay. Arjun’s logistics system would 

log an anomaly. 

Three nights later, Sahana’s monitoring system received 

seventy-two hours of location data from eleven separate 

delivery points across the eastern and western territories. 

Including two that neither she nor Kavi had known existed. 

Chimaji studied the data for two hours, then for two more. 

He had been doing the equivalent of this — drawing lines on 

maps, finding patterns in movement, identifying the 

assumptions embedded in logistical choices — since he was 

old enough to hold a quill. The tools were different. The 

logic was the same. Information about where things went 

was information about what things meant to the people who 

sent them. 

“Here,” he said, pointing to the westernmost data point. 

“This is not a delivery location. It’s a meeting point. The 

delivery is secondary.” 

Kavi looked at the data. “How do you know?” 

“The interval between the vehicle’s arrival and the tracer 

going dark. Too long for an exchange, too short for storage. 
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Someone is reading the contents. Not a lieutenant. Someone 

who needs to know what’s in the container before it goes 

further.” 

Kavi stared at the diagram. “An auditor. Or a negotiator.” 

“Or someone who doesn’t fully trust the person who sent 

the shipment,” Chimaji said. “Which means there’s a fault 

line we didn’t know about.” 

He looked at Kavi. “Who inside Arjun’s organisation has the 

authority to review shipments before they reach their 

destinations?” 

Kavi was quiet for a moment. Thinking. Then: “His western-

sector coordinator. Deepak Pawar. But Deepak and Arjun’s 

eastern lieutenant have had friction for two years. Arjun 

knows about it and has managed it. If Deepak is reviewing 

eastern shipments independently —” 

“Then the friction has become something else.” Chimaji sat 

back. “Something we can use.” 

In the eastern quarter, Arjun Deshmukh reviewed the 

anomaly report an hour later and drummed his fingers on 

his desk twice — a tell that only his oldest aide knew to 

notice — before returning to his feeds. He did not increase 

security on the corridor. He increased it on his internal 

communications. 

This was, Chimaji would reflect later, exactly the wrong 

response. And it told him something very useful about where 

Arjun’s true anxiety lived. 

! 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

The Web Tightens 

The retaliation from Arjun’s side was swift, precise, and 

targeted at the wrong things. 

This was information. 

It was targeted at three market stalls and a repair workshop 

along the buffer zone’s eastern edge — locations that Arjun’s 

intelligence had indicated were providing cover storage for 

the resistance coalition. This was incorrect. The coalition 

had not used those locations since Meera identified them as 

potentially surveilled two weeks earlier. 

What Arjun’s enforcers found, ransacking the stalls: 

mangoes, electronic components, a thermos of chai going 

cold, and a worn prayer mat. They took the components. 

They left the rest. 

Chimaji watched the aftermath from the far end of the 

street, beside Rajan, observing in silence as a vendor named 

Suresh sat in the wreckage of his stall and methodically 

salvaged what was unbroken. 

Suresh was sixty years old. He had been at this location for 

twenty-six years. He had been a mechanical engineer in a 

previous dispensation, before the company that had 

employed him collapsed in the 2049 restructuring and the 

severance package it had promised was not paid because the 

company’s assets had been legally restructured two months 

before the collapse in a manner that placed the severance 
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fund below the creditors. He had opened the stall the year 

the severance wasn’t paid. He had kept it open through 

three crew changes, two floods, and one structural 

reclassification that had raised his street’s unofficial tax rate 

by forty percent. 

His hands moved through the debris with a precision that 

had nothing to do with hope. It was the precision of a man 

calculating costs, and the mathematics of beginning again 

were so familiar to him that he did not pause between items. 

This was salvageable. This was not. This was possibly 

repairable. This was done. 

Something shifted in Chimaji’s jaw. 

He had won battles that destroyed less than this. He had 

toppled walls and ended regimes and changed whose name 

was carved in which stone, and none of those victories had 

ever felt as heavy as this quiet man on his knees in his own 

wreckage, deciding which broken thing was worth saving. 

“We should compensate him,” Rajan said quietly. 

“We will,” Chimaji said. “Not yet. Three days, then Meera. 

She’ll know how to do it without connecting him.” 

“You think about how things look.” 

“Intelligence operations are theatre,” Chimaji said. “Your 

enemy is always watching. The question is what you want 

them to see.” 

He turned from the scene. The image stayed with him: 

Suresh’s hands, the sorted wreckage, the thermos overturned 

in the gutter. The specific texture of what it costs a 
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community to absorb damage it did not cause and cannot 

prevent. 

This was what he was fighting for. Not the fort. Not the 

narrative. This man. These hands. This twenty-six-year-old 

stall that had existed before either gang lord had a name. 

He would not forget it. 

The fracture within Arjun’s organisation showed itself at a 

clandestine meeting between his eastern-sector lieutenant 

and Vikram’s western coordinator on a Thursday evening in 

an auto-parts depot that both sides used, against all strategic 

logic, as a neutral exchange location. 

Kavi knew about this meeting because he had arranged it. 

He had arranged it by spending four weeks cultivating a 

relationship with Deepak Pawar, Arjun’s mid-level western-

sector financial coordinator. Deepak’s specific anxiety was 

that his employer did not fully appreciate his value — an 

anxiety that Kavi knew how to find because he had held it 

himself for six years in two different organisations. 

Deepak did not know he was being run. He believed he was 

having a series of conversations with a former colleague 

about career prospects and financial management 

philosophy. This was what he wanted to believe, so the belief 

required very little maintenance. 

The intelligence Kavi had seeded through Deepak was 

precise and calibrated: Arjun’s eastern lieutenant was 

skimming. Not large amounts — small, consistent amounts in 

a pattern that would require a careful audit to find. Kavi had 

introduced the pattern into the accounts through Sahana’s 
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access, and then had mentioned its existence to Deepak in 

the context of a general conversation about financial 

irregularities in large informal organisations. Deepak had 

mentioned it upward. 

The information had propagated. 

The Thursday meeting was called to discuss the allegation. 

Both sides arrived already angry about different things. The 

meeting lasted eleven minutes. 

What happened after the eleventh minute was heard three 

blocks away. 

The betrayal, when it came, came from inside. 

His name was Pranav, and he had been with Rajan’s network 

for fourteen months. 

Sahana found it in the way she found everything: through 

patterns in data that other people treated as background 

noise. She noticed a correlation between specific operational 

decisions made inside the community centre and the timing 

of Arjun’s enforcement responses. The correlation held at 

ninety minutes. Enough time for information to travel from 

this building to Arjun’s coordination centre and generate a 

response. 

She ran the correlation three times. She did not want to 

have found what she had found. She ran it a fourth time. 

She came to Chimaji at six in the morning with the printout 

and set it on the table without speaking. 

He read it. He looked at it for a long time. 
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“Three people have access to the decisions that correlate 

with the response timing,” she said. She put a second sheet 

on the table. 

The name was Pranav. 

Rajan, when told, said: “He has a daughter.” He said it not 

as a mitigating factor — he was too precise for that — but as a 

fact that deserved to be in the room. “Arjun’s people have 

her somewhere.” 

The room was silent. 

All of them understood what this meant. Pranav had been 

running a calculation for however long — his daughter’s 

safety against the safety of sixty-three hundred families. 

There was no mathematics that resolved this cleanly. 

“Then we find her first,” Chimaji said. He said it before 

anyone else could respond. “We bring Pranav the 

information that she’s safe before we ask him anything. Not 

after. Before.” 

Kavi looked at him. “That’s not how this is usually done.” 

“I know,” Chimaji said. “That’s why we’re doing it this way.” 

He looked at each of them in turn. 

“The first question in this room will not be: what has Pranav 

cost us. The first question will be: where is his daughter and 

how do we get her out.” He paused. “Because the coalition 

that replaces Arjun and Vikram will be defined not by what 

it says but by what it does in moments like this. When the 

thing that is easiest to do is also the thing that is most similar 
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to what we are trying to replace.” He looked at Kavi directly. 

“I won’t build the new city out of the old city’s methods.” 

Kavi said nothing for a long moment. 

Then: “She’s eleven years old,” he said. “Arjun uses a 

building in Sector 15 for this kind of leverage. I know the 

building.” 

“Then we start there,” Chimaji said. 

! 
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CHAPTER NINE 

Hearts and Minds 

For three weeks, the enforcement visits to the buffer-zone 

settlements stopped. 

Not all enforcement. Not everywhere. But the specific 

pattern of raids on the eastern buffer — the periodic, 

seemingly arbitrary disruptions that Arjun’s crew had been 

conducting as a tax on community organisation for the past 

year — ceased with an abruptness that the community 

noticed and initially did not trust. 

Meera reported this to the coalition with the careful 

language of someone who had been disappointed before: “It 

has stopped for now.” 

Not: it has stopped. She would not say that until she 

believed it. 

The stopping had a cause the community could not see: 

Arjun was dealing with the fault line. The manufactured 

evidence of his eastern lieutenant’s skimming had opened an 

internal audit that was consuming three of his most senior 

operational people and had temporarily suspended two 

supply routes while the financial records were reviewed. The 

audit would find no real irregularities — Sahana’s 

manufacture was too clean for that — but the process of 

finding nothing was almost as disruptive as finding 

something, and the time it took was time not being spent on 

the buffer zone. 
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Chimaji used the three weeks. 

The first open community forum in the largest buffer-zone 

courtyard drew forty-three people on the first night. They 

came with the body language of people attending something 

they were not sure was safe: arriving singly, standing near 

exits, making no noise that could be heard from the street. 

Meera spoke for twenty minutes. 

She did not speak about hope or the coalition or Chimaji. 

She spoke about the water quality report — specific, 

documented, sourced. She spoke about what four years of 

chromium contamination did to a child’s kidney function in 

the specific biochemical language that the Sector 11 

chemistry teacher had provided, and then she translated it 

into the language of families: this is what it looks like in your 

child, these are the symptoms, this is what the progression is 

if the contamination continues. 

She spoke about the clinic that closed in 2068. She spoke 

about what the clinic’s absence had cost in specific, 

measurable ways: the number of pregnancies that had ended 

badly in its absence, the number of preventable infections 

that had become serious ones, the number of times 

community members had been forced to travel to facilities 

outside the zone and had not always been able to complete 

the journey. 

She did not speak about hope. She spoke about evidence. 

On the second night, a hundred and twelve people came. 

On the third night, the courtyard was full. 
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Chimaji stood at the back and did not speak. He watched 

the crowd watch Meera. He watched Meera watch the crowd. 

He saw the thing he had been trying to build: not an 

audience and a speaker but a community recognising itself as 

a community, which was a different and much more 

powerful thing. 

He watched an elderly man in the third row nod at 

something Meera said — not agreement exactly, but the look 

of a man who had held a thought alone for a long time and 

had just found out it was shared. 

He watched Lata Shinde, standing toward the right side of 

the courtyard, with her arms folded and her dupatta pulled 

over her head and her face carrying an expression that he 

had not seen on her when he had first observed her near the 

water post. The expression of a woman who had just been 

told that the container she had been carrying was not, after 

all, hers alone. 

He did not approach her. It was not the time for that. He 

simply witnessed it. 

This was the thing he had said to the coalition and had 

meant entirely: the people on whose behalf you fight are not 

the reward at the end of the fighting. They are the point of 

it. Which means they need to be present in every decision 

from the beginning, not just consulted at the end. 

He had been running a resistance operation for weeks. He 

had been building an intelligence network. He had been 

planning military actions. And he had been doing all of this, 

he saw now — with the clear, uncomfortable vision of a man 

who has just looked at himself from the outside — slightly 
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adjacent to the people the whole thing was supposed to be 

for. 

The shoe in the marketplace had corrected this. 

He would not forget the shoe. 

The walls that had been covered in gang graffiti for years 

began, in the week after the third forum, to change. 

Not in a single night. Incrementally, over mornings, one 

section at a time: the tags painted over first with primer, 

then with colour, then with images. 

A woman carrying water — stylised, bold-lined, the water 

rendered in blues that the wall had not held since it was 

new. Beside it, painted by a different hand in a different style 

but on the same wall, a figure on horseback that could be 

from any century, carrying something that could be a sword 

or a tool or both. 

Arvind, passing with his chai trolley on a Thursday morning, 

stopped at the wall for five minutes. 

He had not been asked about the mural. No one in the 

coalition had arranged it. It had simply happened, the way 

things happen when a community has been given the 

narrative tools to understand what it wants to say. 

He touched the figure on horseback. The paint was dry. The 

lines were confident, the work of someone who had been 

drawing longer than they had been allowed to show it. 

“About time,” he said, to no one in particular. 

He went on. 
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Vikram’s response was initially the expected one: a leafleting 

campaign warning of consequences for participation in 

“unauthorised community meetings,” followed by the 

stationing of two of his men at the courtyard entrance on the 

fourth forum evening. 

They stood there for two hours. Nobody who arrived failed 

to enter. 

At the end, Meera walked to the entrance. 

She thanked them for attending. She asked if they would 

like chai. 

One said no. 

One said yes. 

His name was Darshan Kumar, and he was twenty-two years 

old, and his sister had been experiencing kidney pain for six 

months, and he had sat in the back of three consecutive 

forums and had done so with the specific internal quality of 

a man who is being changed and is monitoring the change 

with the professional attentiveness of someone trained to 

notice things. 

He drank his chai. 

He left without saying anything further. 

He came back the next evening without his partner and 

without his jacket. He sat at the back. He listened. 

This was reported to Vikram. Vikram made a note. The act 

of making a note about a man who had attended a 

community meeting for reasons of personal curiosity was the 
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act of a man who was, however imperceptibly, losing the 

instinctive confidence of complete authority. 

The psychological campaign that Chimaji had been running 

— the anonymous leaflets, the planted doubts, the 

manufactured audit — was less important than this. 

Less important than Darshan drinking chai. Less important 

than the mural on the wall. Less important than the crowd 

in the courtyard on the third night recognising itself. 

These things were not visible in any intelligence report. They 

were not quantifiable. They were the ground shifting. 

Chimaji knew what shifting ground felt like. He had felt it 

before. In 1739, in the four months before the siege, in the 

communities that had been quietly coordinating — the cook, 

the dockworker, the laundress — in the invisible economy of 

resistance that the Portuguese commanders had not known 

was happening because they had decided those communities 

were too frightened to coordinate. 

The assumption had been wrong. 

He waited. He planned. He let the ground shift. 

“You were right about the story,” Kavi said. 

It was late. The community centre was quiet. The two men 

sat across from each other with the remains of a shared meal 

between them. 

“Arjun’s story is cracking,” Kavi continued. “The audit has 

made his internal people nervous. The ones who believed in 

what he was building are beginning to question whether 

what he built is what they signed on for. Three of his mid-
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level coordinators have been in contact with the buffer-zone 

forums independently, through intermediaries, asking 

questions.” He paused. “They’re not defecting. They’re 

shopping.” 

“They’re looking for the better story,” Chimaji said. 

“And Vikram?” 

Chimaji thought about the photograph of the solar panel 

array that he had seen on Arjun’s desk. About the Vasai 

Janseva Foundation that Sahana had found in the financial 

records. About the tube-wells in the southern settlements. 

“Both of them,” he said, “built what they built because they 

loved something and couldn’t protect it through legitimate 

means. The story they told themselves was: I am the 

protector. The system failed, but I did not.” He looked at the 

table. “The story we need to offer is not that they failed. It’s 

that there is something worth protecting that doesn’t require 

being controlled in order to be protected.” 

He looked at Kavi. 

“That’s a harder story to tell than a war narrative. It requires 

trust in people rather than authority over them. It requires 

believing that the sixty-three hundred families Meera 

represents are capable of being the authors of their own city 

if they are given the conditions to do so.” He paused. “It 

requires believing that communities, given the right support 

and the removal of the wrong constraints, can govern 

themselves.” 

Kavi was quiet for a long moment. “Do you believe that?” he 

asked. Not rhetorically. Genuinely. 
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“I believe it,” Chimaji said, “because I have seen it. In 1739. 

In this city. The communities that surrounded this fort were 

not waiting for a saviour. They were waiting for the 

recognition that what they were already doing — the 

information networks, the support systems, the ways they 

maintained each other through the Portuguese occupation — 

constituted governance. My role was not to govern them. My 

role was to remove the thing that was preventing them from 

governing themselves.” 

He looked at Kavi directly. 

“The gangs are what is preventing them now. That’s the only 

thing I’m here to remove.” 

! 
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CHAPTER TEN 

The Marketplace 

The shoe was maroon leather. A child’s shoe. A left shoe, 

missing its lace. 

It was sitting upright. 

Which was wrong. 

A shoe dropped in panic did not sit upright. A shoe placed 

did. The wrongness of its uprightness — in the middle of the 

charred marketplace, among all the wreckage that lay where 

physics had put it — was the thing that made Chimaji stop. 

He had seen the aftermath of violence many times. He had 

presided over it. He had walked the day after a battle when 

the ground held its record and the sky held its smoke and 

the distance between the two was a space filled with the 

specific silence of things that had finished happening. He 

knew how to read it: what the scorch patterns said about the 

origin of the fire, what the debris distribution said about the 

speed and direction of the event, what the position of 

objects said about the moment when organised resistance 

became individual survival. 

He could read all of that here. 

He read it and set it aside and kept coming back to the shoe. 

The marketplace had covered perhaps two hundred square 

metres. Three permanent stalls, six temporary tables. It had 

opened at six in the morning and closed at what the vendors 
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called dark, which meant different things on different days 

depending on how much remained to be sold and how 

much courage remained to stand in an unsheltered public 

space after the day’s light was gone. 

Yesterday it had closed at half-past five. 

By seven o’clock, Vikram’s men had moved through it on 

their way to a territorial demonstration at the southern 

residential block. The demonstration had included, as 

demonstrations sometimes did, a statement of collateral 

willingness: the physical communication that the 

consequences of territorial challenge extended beyond the 

parties directly involved and would be felt by whoever was 

standing near the wrong place at the wrong time. 

Four dead. Eleven injured. 

The smell was still here: burnt wood, something synthetic, 

and underneath it the ghost of what the marketplace had 

been yesterday morning — frying oil, fresh coriander, the 

faint sweetness of cut fruit. Two realities occupying the same 

space. The living and the finished. 

Meera was at the far end of what had been the marketplace, 

sitting with two women who both held the posture of people 

who had stopped crying not because they felt better but 

because the body reaches a limit. She saw Chimaji across the 

debris field and made a movement that was not quite a 

shake of the head — a compression around the eyes. 

Not yet. He stayed where he was. 

Rajan came to stand beside him. 
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“This is the third time this month,” Rajan said. Not with 

accusation. With the tone of someone compiling a record. 

“Not always this severe. But always something. A stall. A 

water connection. A school morning.” 

“Vikram is sending a message,” Chimaji said. 

“I know what he’s sending. I want to know if you can do 

something about it before the next one.” 

There was no answer to this that was both honest and 

sufficient. 

He picked up the shoe. 

It was light. Almost nothing. The sole was worn through at 

the ball of the foot, replaced once and wearing again — 

which meant the child was large for the shoe and had been 

for some time, and the household had not had the money to 

buy new ones. Someone had resoled this shoe. Someone had 

knelt down with tools and adhesive and repaired it rather 

than replaced it, because repair was what was possible. That 

was an act of love in the specific form that love takes in a 

community that has been administered into poverty: the love 

that shows up as maintenance, as making-do, as the refusal 

to let a necessary thing fail. 

He turned it over. 

He set it down again, carefully, upright, in the same position 

where he found it. 

The gesture meant nothing practically. The child would not 

come back for it. But the placing of it — the deliberateness of 

making it right rather than letting it lie — was the only act 

available to him in this moment. 
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Something in his chest had gone very still. 

He had fought for cities before. He had understood, in the 

abstract, that cities were people. But there was a difference 

between understanding a thing and being brought to your 

knees by a single left shoe in a burnt market. He did not 

have a word for what he felt. It was older than language. It 

was the feeling that preceded the decision — the moment 

when a man stopped asking whether he should act and 

started asking only what form the action must take. 

He straightened. 

He did not say anything to Rajan. Rajan could see his face. 

Lata Shinde was in the courtyard that evening — not because 

she had planned to be, but because Mrs. Patil from Block D 

had knocked on her door at five and said, simply: “Come. 

Something is happening.” 

The courtyard was behind the community centre. Tonight it 

was different. There were more people. Thirty, perhaps forty, 

standing in the space between the washing lines and the 

polypropylene crates. Some were from the water queue. 

Some she recognised from the marketplace — faces she’d 

seen in passing, the visual shorthand of neighbourhood. 

A woman was standing at the front of the courtyard. 

Lata had not seen her before. She was perhaps thirty-five, 

carrying the kind of stillness that people develop when 

they’ve been in difficult rooms for a long time. She was 

holding a folder. 

She began to speak. 
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Not about victory or rescue or salvation — Lata had heard 

those words before, in variations, from people who had then 

left. She spoke about water quality. About a chemistry 

teacher in Sector 11. About numbers: chromium levels, 

kidney function, the age distribution of children in the 

buffer zone affected by contaminated water supply. 

She spoke about the tap at Lata’s sector post. She spoke 

about the permit system and the processing times and what 

four years of those processing times had looked like in the 

bodies of the people who lived beneath them. 

She spoke about Lata’s mother-in-law, though she did not 

know it was Lata’s mother-in-law. 

She spoke about a woman who had tried to get 

supplementary allocation for a family member with a fever 

and had been told: four to six weeks. 

Mrs. Patil, standing next to Lata, put her hand on Lata’s 

arm. 

Lata had thought, at the water post, standing with empty 

containers, that she was the only person in the world to 

whom this had happened. This was the thing the system did 

— it made you feel singular in your suffering, which was the 

most effective way to prevent organisation. You could not 

build solidarity from shame. 

But here was a woman with a folder telling her: you are one 

of thousands. Here are their names. 

Something cracked open in Lata’s chest. 

Not hope exactly. Harder than hope. More durable. The 

recognition that the thing she had been carrying alone had 
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weight that she had been underestimating because she had 

been carrying it in isolation. When you put something down 

in a room full of people who recognise it — when you feel 

the collective assessment of: yes, that is heavy, we have all 

been carrying that — the weight does not decrease. 

But the carrying becomes possible in a new way. 

She did not speak that evening. She listened. She came back 

the next evening. And the evening after that. 

The third evening, she brought her neighbour from the 

second floor. And her neighbour brought someone else. 

This was how it began. Not with weapons or declarations. 

With a woman with a folder and the specific courage of 

being the person in the room who says what everyone else is 

thinking. 

! 
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INTERLUDE: THE SOLDIER 

What Vikram Rane Had 

Promised, and to Whom 

Vikram Rane’s morning began with sparring. 

Not for fitness, exactly — though the fitness was a 

consequence he valued. For calibration. The body that 

moves at five in the morning, pushing against a prepared 

opponent, is the body that moves with information about 

itself: where the stiffness lives, what the reaction times are, 

whether the sleep was sufficient. He needed this 

information. He operated on accurate assessments. 

After sparring, the water reports. The western zone’s tube-

wells produced, in aggregate, approximately nine hundred 

thousand litres per day across twelve installation points. He 

reviewed the daily output figures every morning with the 

attention of a man who understood, from his own early life, 

what it meant when the water didn’t come. He had grown 

up in a settlement where water came three days a week from 

a municipal tanker that was late half the time and short-

measured the rest. 

He had never forgotten this. 

He had built the first tube-well himself, in 2049, because the 

municipal corporation had been promising the western 

settlement water infrastructure for six years, and he had 

come to understand that the promise was not a delay. The 

promise was the product. He had given them an option. 
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He had told his lieutenant Suresh about Chimaji Appa three 

weeks before the assault. 

“Boss, this sounds like a story someone is telling to create a 

myth around an organiser.” 

“I know what it sounds like.” 

“Then why —” 

“Because the pattern is wrong. You don’t build this kind of 

coalition in six weeks with a myth. You build it with 

something real. Something that the people trust the way they 

trust water from a well they’ve used for twenty years. Not 

because they understand the aquifer. Because it has never 

been wrong.” He folded the map. “A soldier knows that. You 

can’t fake it. You either have it or you don’t.” 

He looked out the window toward the docks. Fourteen years 

of holding. The tube-wells and the markets and the patrol 

routes and the supply chains and the negotiations and the 

violence, always the violence somewhere at the edge. 

He thought: the question is not whether I can hold it. The 

question is what I am holding it for. 

He had not, in fourteen years, asked himself this question 

with complete honesty. He had held it for his people. He 

had held it because the alternative was chaos. Both true. But 

underneath those answers was a simpler one he had not 

examined: he had held it because holding was the only thing 

he knew how to do. He had come home with a soldier’s 

skills and had applied them to a soldier’s problem, and the 

application had been successful, and success had become 

identity. 
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He thought: perhaps that is what this man is offering. Not a 

fight. A reason to put it down. 

The tube-wells ran below him. The western settlement woke 

to its morning in the particular noise of people who have 

survived another night. He went down to watch. He did not 

know if the man from three centuries ago understood what 

this watching cost, what it had taken to build. But he 

thought: a man who could take a fort by learning to listen — 

by building intelligence from laundresses and dockworkers 

and ordinary people watching from inside — perhaps that 

man understood that the holding was also listening. 

He went down to the morning. 

! 
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Interlude: The Diary of Kamalbai 

Selected Entries, Sector 3, Boundary Corridor, 2067–2075 

3 April 2067 

I have begun this diary on the advice of my late husband 

Vishwanath, who always said that any event witnessed and 

not written down is an event that the world loses. He was a 

man of enormous faith in the permanence of paper. He died 

in 2065 and I have been keeping this diary for two years now 

in his honour, and I am beginning to believe he was right. 

Tonight there was an exchange at the corridor intersection — 

orange side, I believe, though in the dark the armbands are 

hard to distinguish. It lasted four minutes. I timed it by the 

clock above my stove. Afterward I counted fourteen shots by 

sound, which in my experience is a round number and 

therefore probably an overcount. 

No one was visibly injured. Two people ran in the direction 

of the market. One of Vikram’s men walked through 

afterward with a torch, covering the ground quickly, then 

left. 

I went to bed. I rose at five and made tea and watched the 

intersection through my window for twenty minutes. 

Nothing different. The city, as always, absorbed it. 

My observation for today: the city absorbs because it has 

learned to. I do not know if this is wisdom or damage. It may 

be both. 

! 
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19 August 2068 

Independence Day. Gunfire at 2200 hours, origin: eastern 

side. Duration: six minutes. I counted eleven shots. 

Someone on the fourth floor of the building directly across 

from me came to his window during the exchange, watched 

for a moment, and went back inside. He moved with the 

unhurried manner of a man who has done this many times. 

Independence Day. I remember the last time it meant 

anything. 2051, perhaps. There was still a municipal 

ceremony at the fort. There were lights on the ramparts. 

Someone played a recording of the national anthem from 

speakers that were not quite calibrated to each other, so the 

anthem arrived at my ears doubled and slightly offset, like an 

echo of itself. 

I cried, which surprised me. Not with pride. With the feeling 

that something was being performed that had once been 

real. 

I have not cried on Independence Day since 2051. 

My observation: the anthem is the same. The country it 

describes has become aspirational. 

! 

3 January 2075 

Neither side tonight. The corridor is quiet in a way it has not 

been quiet in the eight years I have been keeping this diary. 

Not the quiet of ceasefire — the quiet of something 

gathering. 
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I have been watching this corridor long enough to know the 

difference between the quiet that precedes equilibrium and 

the quiet that precedes change. The difference is in what the 

city is doing with its breath: whether it is breathing evenly or 

whether it is holding, waiting for something to shift. 

The city is holding its breath tonight. 

I am seventy-three years old and my knees are bad and I have 

not left this building in four days. But I can feel it through 

the walls. 

Something is coming. Something different. I cannot say 

what. 

My observation for today, and perhaps for this diary: I have 

been wrong before. I have thought patterns were changing 

and they were not. But I have also been right. And the 

feeling I have tonight is the feeling I had in 2067 when I 

started this diary — the specific sensation of: pay attention. 

This is the moment. Write it down. 

I am writing it down. 

! 

EDITOR’S NOTE: The diary of Kamalbai Nagvekar (née Joshi) 

was recovered from her apartment in Sector 3 in April 2075, three 

months after the events of this narrative. She had continued writing 

until February 2075. The final entry reads: Things are different 

now. I don’t know yet if they will stay different. I am making tea. 

! 
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CHAPTER: THE INFORMER 

Sahana found it at two seventeen in the morning. 

She had been working through the third layer of Arjun’s 

internal routing — the communications archive. The record 

of what was said, to whom, from which node, and when. 

The anomaly was small. It almost wasn’t there. 

A series of nine communications, compressed and routed 

through an anonymising layer that Sahana had designed 

herself. She had built the anonymising architecture to be 

unreadable to anyone but its administrator. She was its 

administrator. She read the communications. She read them 

twice. She sat very still for a long time. Then she got up and 

walked to the room where Chimaji slept. 

He was awake when she knocked. He opened the door, 

looked at her face, and said nothing. He stood aside and she 

came in. She placed the tablet on the table between them 

and turned it to face him. He read for four minutes. Then 

he set the tablet down. 

“Rajan,” he said. 

“Yes.” 

“How long?” 

“The earliest message is from eleven months ago. Before you 

arrived. The last one is from three weeks ago.” 

Three weeks ago. A week after the coalition had begun 

planning in detail. 

“What was he providing?” 
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“Meeting locations. Times. Not names — he never gave 

names. But locations and times would allow a surveillance 

deployment to observe attendees.” She folded her hands on 

the table. “I don’t think Arjun ever deployed that 

surveillance. There’s no evidence of it. But he could have.” 

“Could is not did,” he said. 

“Rajan has been feeding him confirmation of what Arjun’s 

own surveillance already showed. In exchange, Arjun sent 

one communication in return. One, in eleven months. The 

enforcement visits to Rajan’s community centre suspended.” 

The enforcement visits had stopped in September of last 

year. Rajan had mentioned this to the coalition as an 

unexplained development. 

Not unexplained. 

“He protected his people,” Chimaji said. 

“He was trying to keep them safe,” Sahana agreed. “Before 

you came. Before there was a coalition. Before there was a 

plan. He was alone and his people were being raided and he 

made the calculation that was available to him.” 

Chimaji looked at his hands. The old callus. The old scar. 

“Do you know what the hardest thing I learned in 1739 

was?” He paused. “I had forty-three people working for me 

inside Portuguese-controlled territory. Three of them were 

also, I found out later, feeding limited information to the 

Portuguese. Limited, carefully selected information. Not 

enough to betray the siege. Enough to buy safety for their 

families.” He paused. “The siege succeeded. I used what they 

gave me. Afterward, I sat with those three men and asked 
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one question: when it mattered most, did they give me what 

I needed? The honest answer, for all three, was yes.” 

“I forgave them. With complete understanding of what the 

forgiving required — the acknowledgment that people under 

pressure make arrangements that people not under pressure 

cannot fully judge.” 

“He stopped,” Chimaji said. “Three weeks ago. Of his own 

accord?” 

“There’s no evidence he was cut off. The sequence just 

ends.” She paused. “He made a choice.” 

Chimaji woke Rajan at four in the morning. Rajan opened 

his door, read Chimaji’s face, and looked down. 

“I should have told you,” Rajan said. “When you arrived. 

Before we planned anything.” 

“Yes.” 

“I was ashamed. And afraid that if I told you, you would 

leave. And I needed you not to leave.” 

“Why did you stop?” Chimaji asked. 

“Because what we were building became real. When I saw 

Lata Shinde stand up at the forum. When I saw what 

Meera’s testimony was doing to people who had been 

convinced for years that nothing could change.” He looked 

at his hands. “I realised I was protecting something that now 

needed protecting from what I was doing.” 

“You will tell the coalition,” Chimaji said. “Tomorrow. In 

the morning. You will tell them exactly what you told me.” 

“They might remove me.” 
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“They might. That is their right.” 

“And you? What do you think?” 

“I think that a man who spent three years holding a 

community together, alone, with no resources, making the 

calculations available to him in a situation I did not have to 

face — that man made a human choice. Not the right choice. 

A human one.” He paused. “A coalition that cannot 

accommodate the complexity of human beings under 

pressure is a coalition that will not last past its first test. But 

that is my opinion. The coalition must make its own.” 

The coalition meeting was at seven. Rajan spoke for twelve 

minutes. He spoke without defence or mitigation, with the 

quality of someone who has decided that an honest 

accounting is the only accounting that has value. 

Meera spoke first. “You confirmed information Arjun 

already had. You received a temporary protection for this 

community that he could have revoked at any time. The 

protection was real and the information did no visible 

damage. Is that a fair summary?” 

“Yes.” 

Kavi said: “I ran double communications for two years. One 

set for Arjun. One set for Vikram. Three months of overlap 

where I was feeding both. I’m in no position to judge.” 

Then Lata Shinde — who had come to the coalition meeting 

for the first time that morning — said: “My mother ran a 

back channel to the Sector 12 post supervisor for six years. 

She brought him home-cooked food once a week. He 

reduced our permit fees by fifteen percent. She never told 
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my father.” She paused. “Nobody does the right thing in a 

situation like this one. They do the available thing. The 

question is what you do when a better option appears.” 

She looked at Rajan. “You stopped when something better 

became possible. That’s what we’re here to find out if we can 

do.” 

The room was quiet again, but differently. Not the quiet of 

judgment. The quiet of people absorbing something that had 

shifted what they were building. 

“We continue,” Chimaji said. “All of us. Together.” 

No one dissented. 

! 
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Deep Chapter: Kavi’s Hands 

The finger on Kavi’s left hand — the one that had healed 

crooked, the fourth finger, the ring finger on a hand that 

had never worn a ring — had been broken in the following 

manner: 

In 2068, Kavi had been working for Vikram’s western 

network in the capacity that Vikram’s organisation called an 

evaluator and which was, in practice, the person who was 

sent to determine whether a business operating in Vikram’s 

territory was operating in compliance with the arrangements 

Vikram’s territory required. If the business was in 

compliance, the evaluation was brief and professional. If it 

was not, the evaluation was more involved. 

Kavi had been very good at this work. He had the 

combination of qualities that the work required: the ability 

to understand a situation quickly and to assess its most 

probable outcome with minimal emotional interference. He 

was not a violent man by temperament. He was a man who 

had become precise about violence because precision was less 

damaging than imprecision, and imprecision in his line of 

work tended to produce outcomes nobody wanted. 

The finger had been broken during an evaluation that had 

been incorrectly categorised as non-compliant based on bad 

intelligence. The business owner — a man named Yashwant, 

who ran a small pharmaceutical supply operation in the 

southern settlements — had been, in fact, entirely compliant. 

The bad intelligence had come from a competitor of 

Yashwant’s who had found an efficient route to eliminating 

competition. 
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Kavi had not known this going in. 

He had known it approximately halfway through the 

evaluation, when Yashwant had produced documentation of 

his compliance that was too complete and too current to 

have been fabricated. 

He had stopped the evaluation. 

Yashwant, who had been defending himself, had in the 

process broken the fourth finger of Kavi’s left hand. Kavi 

had not had this treated because acknowledging the injury 

would have required explaining why the evaluation had 

stopped, and explaining why the evaluation had stopped 

would have required explaining that he had acted on bad 

intelligence without verifying it, which would have raised 

questions about his competence. 

He had taped the finger himself and let it heal the way it 

healed. 

He had investigated the bad intelligence source. He had 

found the competitor. He had reported the competitor to 

Vikram’s organisation through a channel that produced 

consequences for the competitor without Kavi being visibly 

involved. 

He had carried the crooked finger for seven years and had 

never explained it. 

! 

He told Chimaji this story on a night in January 2075, 

sitting in the community centre with the map between them. 

He told it not because it was directly relevant to anything 

they were planning, but because something about the quality 
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of Chimaji’s attention — the way he listened without making 

listening a performance — had produced the impulse to be 

honest about something that wasn’t a tactic. 

Chimaji listened without interrupting. 

“The reason I stopped the evaluation,” Kavi said, “was not 

moral courage. I want to be clear about that. It was that the 

evidence changed. I updated the assessment based on new 

evidence. That’s what I do.” 

“Yes,” Chimaji said. 

“But the way I reported the competitor afterward — that was 

different. That was not professional calculation. That was 

about Yashwant, who had done nothing wrong, and about 

the fact that I had broken his bottles and frightened his 

family and broken my own finger in the process, and none 

of that should have happened.” He looked at the crooked 

finger. “I couldn’t undo the evaluation. But I could remove 

the person who had made it happen.” 

He paused. 

“I’m telling you this because you need to understand what I 

am. I’m not a good person who made bad choices. I’m a 

person who made a series of pragmatic choices in 

environments where pragmatic choices produced bad 

outcomes, and I’m now in an environment where I would 

like the pragmatic choices to produce better ones.” He 

looked at Chimaji directly. “I’m not looking for absolution. 

I’m looking for useful work.” 

“I know,” Chimaji said. 

“Do you?” 
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“You told me about the evaluation and not about any of the 

others,” Chimaji said. “That tells me you’ve made a specific 

calculation about which one is most representative of the 

truth about yourself.” 

Kavi was quiet. 

“The others,” Chimaji said, “I assume were not all like the 

Yashwant case.” 

“No,” Kavi said. “They were not.” 

“Then we will have to live with that,” Chimaji said. “Not 

forget it. Live with it. The same way the communities in this 

sector are living with everything that’s been done to them — 

not forgetting, not pretending, but deciding to continue.” 

He looked at Kavi. 

“The work you can do now is real. It matters. It will not 

undo what came before. But the alternative is that it doesn’t 

happen, and the people who need it to happen are the sixty-

three hundred families Meera represents, and they don’t 

have the luxury of your moral accounting.” 

Kavi sat with this for a long time. 

Then: “Fair,” he said. 

The same word he had said in their first meeting. 

“Tell me about the convoy again,” Chimaji said. “Tell me the 

part about the timing variance.” 

Kavi talked about the convoy. 

! 
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His hands, on the table, were what they were: scarred, 

slightly wrong in the configuration of the fourth left finger, 

the hands of someone who had been through things. He 

moved them with the precision of a person who had learned 

that his hands were tools and that tools should be cared for 

and used correctly. 

He had, in his life, used them incorrectly. 

He was trying, with a care that he would not have named as 

hope — hope being, in his taxonomy of vulnerable emotions, 

the most dangerous — to use them correctly now. 

The map between them showed the city. The city was dark 

outside except for the places that were always lit — the 

compounds, the checkpoints, the economic infrastructure 

that ran on its own logic regardless of the hour. And the 

fort, dark on its promontory, the graffiti invisible at night, 

the stones simply stones. 

He looked at the fort through the community centre’s 

window. 

He thought: whatever comes after this, the fort will still be 

there. 

He kept talking about the convoy. 

! 
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Extended Scene: Lata's Reckoning 

Lata Shinde had a habit of accounting. 

Not financial accounting — though she was careful with the 

household budget in the specific, precise way of someone 

who had learned that the difference between comfortable 

and not was often a matter of tracking. She accounted for 

everything: the water, the medicine schedule for her mother-

in-law, the school fees for her son Rohan who was eleven 

years old and attending the private primary school three 

kilometres away because the sector school had closed, the 

fuel costs for the cook-stove, the gap between what the fuel 

cost and what they had available for fuel. 

The accounting never balanced perfectly. It was always 

slightly wrong in one direction or another, requiring 

adjustment, requiring the specific calculation of which 

insufficiency was this week's acceptable insufficiency. 

She had been doing this accounting since her husband 

Ramesh had left for work in Dubai in 2070. Ramesh sent 

money when he could, which was most months but not all. 

He called on Sundays. The calls were short because the 

connection was expensive and they had both learned to say 

the important things first, in case the connection went 

before they reached them. 

The important things were: the children, the money, the 

mother-in-law's health. In that order. 

She had not, in four years of Sunday calls, told Ramesh 

about the water queue. Not because she was hiding it from 

him — she was not a woman who hid things — but because 

Ramesh felt, at a distance of two thousand kilometres, a 
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specific helplessness about the things he could not fix, and 

the water queue was not fixable from Dubai. 

She told him about the forum in February 2075, on a 

Sunday when the connection was good and they had time. 

She said: "There's a woman here who has been keeping 

records. About the water, about the clinic, about everything 

that's been happening. She's been doing it for four years." 

Ramesh said: "What kind of records?" 

"Numbers. Dates. Everything written down, with evidence. 

She knows what the water has done to the children here. 

She has the data." 

Ramesh was quiet for a moment. "What's happening with 

the data?" 

"People are looking at it. Things are changing." She paused, 

because changing was a large word and she did not want to 

use it loosely. "I don't know yet. But something is different." 

He was quiet again. Then: "Is it safe?" 

"I don't know," she said. "I think so. I'm careful." 

Another silence. She could hear him thinking, two thousand 

kilometres away, the quality of his thinking-silences which 

she knew as well as she knew the sound of his breath. 

"Tell me more," he said. "Start from the beginning." 

She told him. 

She told him about the forum and Meera and the water data 

and the community council and the emergency allocation 

protocol and the new coordinator at the water post who did 
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not look at the ledger when she arrived. She told him about 

the mural on Shantinagar Road, which she described as best 

she could over a phone call: "There's a woman carrying 

water. In blue. Very confident lines. And a figure on a horse 

beside her. It's —" She stopped. "It's hard to describe. It 

makes you feel like the wall knows something." 

Ramesh said: "It sounds like things are actually different." 

She said: "I think they might be." 

He said: "Are you all right?" 

She thought about this with the care she gave to questions 

that deserved care. "I'm more all right than I've been in a 

long time," she said. "I'm tired. But it's a different kind of 

tired." 

"What kind?" 

She thought of the nineteen litres of water she had carried 

home. She thought of looking up at the fort. She thought of 

Meera's folder and the third forum night when the courtyard 

was full and the elderly man in the third row had nodded 

with the look of a man who had held a thought alone for a 

very long time. 

"The kind," she said, "where the tiredness is from doing 

something rather than from absorbing something." 

He understood this. She knew he understood it from the 

sound of his silence. 

"Come home soon," she said. 

"In August," he said. "I'll come in August." 
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She thought: August. Six months. She thought: six months 

ago, this city was a different city. She thought: August will be 

a different city again. 

She thought: I will show him the mural. 

! 
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Extended Scene: The Third Forum 

The third forum night was the one that mattered. 

Not because the others had been unimportant — the first 

night had been essential, the second night had been the 

moment of critical mass — but because the third night was 

the night the community stopped being an audience and 

became a conversation. 

It happened in the middle of Meera's presentation on the 

water data. She was forty minutes in, at the point where she 

had shifted from the raw contamination numbers to the 

specific health outcomes — the kidney function data, the age 

distribution, the correlation with treatment access — and a 

woman near the front of the courtyard said, without being 

invited to speak: "How did you get the numbers for the 

kidney function?" 

Meera stopped. 

She said: "From the community health records that the 

Sector 11 clinic kept before it closed. Dr. Kamthe, who 

worked there for eight years, gave me her patient data on the 

condition of anonymity. She kept it because she knew 

someone would eventually need it." 

The woman near the front — her name was Priya, she was a 

schoolteacher in her forties, she had been at both previous 

forums and had not spoken at either — said: "Why didn't Dr. 

Kamthe come forward herself?" 

"Because she works in a private practice now that serves 

patients from Arjun's network, and she cannot afford the 

consequences of being publicly identified as a source." 
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A moment. Then another voice from the middle of the 

crowd: "Can we see the data ourselves?" 

This was the moment. 

Meera said: "Yes." She held up the folder. "I have forty-seven 

copies here. I will distribute them at the end of the session. I 

would ask that nobody writes their name on them or takes 

photographs of them tonight, for reasons I think you 

understand." 

The crowd understood. 

After the distribution, the forum continued not with Meera 

speaking but with the crowd talking — to each other, in small 

groups, pointing at numbers, asking questions. Meera moved 

through the crowd, answering where she could, directing 

people to the relevant page, listening to what they said with 

the attentiveness of someone who has been taking testimony 

for four years and knows the difference between what people 

say when they're performing and what they say when they're 

trying to figure something out. 

What she heard: 

An elderly man saying to the man beside him: "This is what I 

told my son in 2070. The water was wrong. The colour was 

wrong. He said I was imagining it." 

Two women comparing notes on the location of the tenth 

sampling point and discovering that both of them had 

children who had been treated for kidney issues at the 

private clinic in the northern sector. 

A young man — perhaps twenty, sitting near the back — 

holding the papers very still, reading very slowly, with the 
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quality of someone who is reading something that is 

changing the way they understand their own history. 

Darshan Kumar, in the corner, reading the water data with 

his phone's torch. 

! 

At the end of the session, when the courtyard began to 

empty, a man approached Meera. He was perhaps fifty-five, 

stocky, wearing a kurta that had been washed too many 

times. He had not spoken during the session. 

"Beti," he said. Daughter. "Where did you train?" 

"I didn't train," Meera said. "I learned." 

He looked at her for a moment. "My daughter," he said, "is 

studying journalism in Pune. She has been sending me her 

assignments. I see the same quality in what you do that I see 

in her best work." He paused. "I have been in this sector for 

thirty years. I was on the committee that proposed the clinic 

in 2058. I was in the meetings when they decided to defund 

it. I voted against the defunding. I lost." 

He stopped. 

"I want you to know," he said, "that some of us have been 

fighting this, in whatever way we had available, for longer 

than you have been keeping records. We have been fighting 

quietly, without documentation, without a coalition. We are 

still here." 

He handed her a folded piece of paper. On it was a list of 

names — thirty-one names, with addresses in Sector 12 and 

Sector 14. 
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"These people," he said, "will come to your next forum. They 

have been waiting to be asked in the right way." 

He left. 

Meera looked at the list for a long time. 

She thought: thirty-one names. Addresses. People who have 

been fighting without documentation for longer than I have 

been keeping records. 

She thought: this is the thing that the gangs never 

understood. The resistance was not beginning. It was 

continuing. It had never stopped. It had been going on in 

the invisible economy — in votes against defunding and in 

kept patient records and in thirty-one names on a piece of 

paper, carried in someone's pocket for the right moment. 

The right moment. 

She folded the list carefully and put it in the waterproof bag 

inside the tin box inside the false bottom of her memory, 

which was where she kept everything important. 

She thought: we need to be worthy of this. 

She thought: we will be. 

! 
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Deep Chapter: Meera's Records 

On the question of what four years of documentation 

looked like from the inside: 

Meera had begun keeping records in November 2070, 

fourteen months after the Sector 11 clinic closed. She had 

begun because she was angry, and because she had been 

angry before and had found that anger without 

documentation was anger that exhausted itself and left 

nothing behind. 

The first record was a single page. She had noted: date of 

clinic closure (officially: 15 October 2069, actually: phased 

withdrawal beginning 1 August 2069 as staff stopped being 

paid); services provided by the clinic in its final operational 

year (antenatal care for approximately 340 pregnancies; 

childhood vaccination programme covering approximately 

1,200 children; general consultation for approximately 8,000 

patient visits); services not replaced after closure (all of the 

above). 

She had written this in a notebook bought from a stationery 

shop in the eastern market and had put the notebook in a 

waterproof bag inside a tin box inside the false bottom of the 

storage unit in her kitchen, because she was not naive about 

what documentation of this kind meant if found by the 

wrong people. 

She had continued for four years. 

By November 2074, the collection occupied six notebooks, a 

folder of printed photographs, a folder of handwritten 

testimony from residents who had agreed to speak on record, 
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and a series of index cards cross-referencing incidents by 

date, location, type, and responsible party. 

The index cards were her precision mechanism. She had 

learned, from the first year of keeping records, that the 

individual incident was emotionally powerful and 

analytically weak: one raid, one clinic closure, one water 

disruption could be explained as anomaly. What the index 

cards did was reveal pattern. Pattern was harder to explain 

away. Pattern was evidence of intention rather than error. 

She had found fourteen patterns. 

Some were expected: the correlation between enforcement 

activity and community organising attempts was 

straightforward and had been documented by the first year. 

Others had taken longer to see. 

The most disturbing pattern — the one she returned to most 

often, that she had struggled to write about because writing 

it made it more real — was the health impact pattern. The 

correlation between water quality data and kidney function 

in children under ten, mapped over three years of 

measurements taken from ten points in the eastern buffer 

zone, was not ambiguous. It was direct. It was causal. It was 

the kind of evidence that, presented in a functioning civic 

system, would have resulted in immediate remediation 

action. 

She had presented it to the municipal environmental office 

in February 2074. She had been given a reference number. 

She had received no further communication. 
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She had presented it to the eastern zone health coordinator's 

office in March 2074. She had been told the data was 

outside their jurisdiction. 

She had written to the district collector's office in April 

2074. She had received a form letter acknowledging receipt. 

She had taken the data to three journalists. One had 

published a shortened version that named no parties 

specifically, having been legally advised that naming parties 

would create liability risk. One had been unable to find a 

slot for it in her publication's schedule. One had declined, 

citing the complexity of the data. 

She had been patient through all of this. She had been 

patient because she understood that the failure of 

institutions to respond to evidence was itself evidence — 

evidence about the institutions — and needed to be 

documented alongside the primary data. 

She had documented it. 

In November 2074, a man appeared in Vasai who Arvind 

Bhosale, the chai-seller at the fort approach, said she should 

speak to. Arvind did not explain why. He said only: "Come 

on Thursday morning. The chai will be ready." 

She had gone on Thursday morning. 

She had sat across a table from a man who looked at her 

data with the eyes of someone who had seen many kinds of 

evidence in many kinds of situations and had not yet 

decided what this particular evidence meant in the particular 

situation. 

She had watched him look at it. 
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She had thought: this person is not reading it to confirm 

what he already believes. He is reading it to find out what it 

actually says. 

This was the rarest quality she had encountered in four years 

of presenting her data to people. She had noted it. She had 

filed it in the part of herself that made assessments about 

whether people were worth trusting. 

She had not yet decided. 

But she had come back on Saturday. And the Saturday after 

that. 

! 

The specific scene that she returned to most often, in the 

weeks that followed, was not from the four years of records. 

It was from a morning in 2070, the month before she began 

keeping records, before she had understood yet what she was 

going to do. 

She had been walking through the Sector 12 market at six in 

the morning, on the way from her flat to the transit stop. 

She had passed a woman standing in a water queue — a 

woman about her own age, thirties, two containers, dupatta 

over her face. 

She had not known the woman's name then. She would 

learn it later: Lata Shinde. 

She had watched Lata walk up to the front of the queue, say 

something to the man with the ledger, be refused, and walk 

away. 

She had watched Lata walk away with empty containers. 
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She had stood at the edge of the market for several minutes 

after Lata had turned the corner. 

She had thought: this is wrong. She had thought: what am I 

going to do about this. She had thought: I cannot fix this 

myself. She had thought: then what can I do. 

The answer had been: document. Precisely, systematically, 

without stopping. 

For four years. 

And now she was sitting in a room with a man who had 

come from 1739 and a coalition that had come from 

necessity, and the records were open on the table, and things 

were, with great difficulty and tremendous uncertainty, 

beginning to move. 

She thought about Lata Shinde, walking away with empty 

containers. 

She thought: this is why I started. Not the abstract injustice. 

That woman. Those containers. 

She thought: if none of what comes next changes that — if 

Lata still has to queue at five in the morning for water that a 

man with a ledger decides she deserves — then none of what 

comes next is enough. 

She would not let what came next be insufficient. 

! 
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Deep Chapter: What Vikram Built 

In the southern settlements of Vasai's western zone, there 

was a tube-well. 

It was the first tube-well Vikram Rane had built with his own 

hands. Not metaphorically — physically. He had purchased 

the equipment, had studied the specifications, had 

assembled a team of six men who knew the work, and had 

spent four days on the ground beside them, learning the 

work as it happened. 

He was not a man who had been taught to build things. The 

Army had taught him to dismantle them, to assess structural 

vulnerabilities, to understand where a thing was weakest and 

how to use that weakness. Building was the reverse of this 

knowledge and he had found, in the six months after his 

return to Vasai, that he was better at the reverse than he had 

expected. 

The tube-well served nine hundred people. 

He had not known this number when he built it. He knew it 

now because his logistics network-maintained water 

distribution data for all sixty-three points in his western 

zone, and the data was updated weekly by the coordinators 

who managed each point. The data told him: average daily 

draw, peak hours, maintenance requirements, population 

served. 

He studied the data the way he had studied terrain maps in 

the Army: with the attention of someone who understood 

that the information in a map was the difference between 

losing men and not losing men. In his current geography, 

losing men meant: a tube-well failing and nine hundred 
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people going three days without clean water before a repair 

team was available. He had let this happen once, in 2062, in 

the eastern part of his territory where the maintenance 

schedule had fallen behind. He had not let it happen since. 

He thought about this in the rearmost room of his 

compound on the night of the assault, waiting. 

He had known the assault was coming. His intelligence had 

degraded over the previous two months in ways he had 

tracked with interest and some admiration: the convoy trace, 

the manufacturing of the fault line between his network and 

Arjun's, the community forums. The forums had been the 

clearest signal. A resistance organisation that understood the 

tactical importance of community legitimacy was not a gang. 

A gang did not think about community legitimacy. A gang 

thought about resource control. 

This was something else. 

He had told his coordinators that something else was 

coming. He had told them to prepare for a transition of 

operational control, in the abstract, without specifying what 

kind of transition. He had been thinking about transitions 

for two years — about what would happen to the tube-wells 

and the medical post and the markets when he was no 

longer the one holding them. 

He had not wanted to think about this. He had not wanted 

to think about it because thinking about it required engaging 

with the possibility that the thing he had built was not 

permanent, and he had constructed his identity around the 

permanence of what he had built. The tube-wells were there 

because he was there. The medical post was there because he 
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had put it there and kept it there. The markets were 

protected because he protected them. 

If he was not there, who would be? 

This was the question he had been refusing for two years. 

The assault answered it, in the manner of things that are 

answered by being made unavoidable. 

! 

When Chimaji entered the rearmost room and they looked 

at each other across the seven metres of space, Vikram saw 

what he had been told he would see: a man who had the 

quality of weight. Not the weight of physical presence — 

Chimaji was large but not abnormally so. The weight of a 

different kind of time. 

"You're him," he said. It was not a question. He had known 

it from the pattern of the operation. Only one kind of 

person ran a campaign this way — with the specific 

understanding of both military and community dynamics 

that came from having fought both kinds of war. Most 

modern commanders had one or the other. This man had 

both. 

"Yes," Chimaji said. 

"My people," Vikram said. 

He meant: the nine hundred who used the tube-well. The 

three settlements with the covered market. The two days a 

week of medical post. The children whose parents' debt he 

had sometimes quietly cancelled when he knew the debt was 
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unpayable and collection would produce nothing but 

damage. He meant: the thing he had built. 

"Safe," Chimaji said. "And the tube-wells will keep running. 

The medical post will keep running. The market will keep 

running. With community oversight rather than your 

oversight, which is a different thing, but the function will 

continue." 

"You can guarantee that?" 

"I can guarantee that the coalition that comes after this has 

made it a condition of everything else. Meera's communities 

depend on those services. She will not let them fail." 

Vikram looked at the silver cup. 

It had belonged to his grandfather, a small farmer in Raigad 

who had kept it through three droughts and two floods and 

the specific kind of poverty that produces in people either 

bitterness or a very clear understanding of what is worth 

keeping. His grandfather had given it to his father. His 

father had given it to him. He had carried it through eleven 

years of Army postings and two subsequent years of building 

his network in Vasai. 

He kept it because it was the one object he had that 

connected him to the person he had been before the Army 

took him and made him into the person the Army required. 

He looked at it now. 

He thought about his mother, in the settlement in Sector 2, 

with the cough from the damp. He thought about paying for 

the medication and then removing the crew. He thought 

about the conversation he had had with the crew's 
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commander, the specific eleven minutes, the specific quality 

of what he had felt afterward: not triumph. Something 

colder and more functional. The satisfaction of a structural 

problem having been solved. 

He thought about the look on his mother's face when he had 

told her that the crew was gone. She had not looked 

surprised. She had looked relieved in the way of someone 

who has been waiting for something for a long time and has 

been afraid to want it too directly. 

He had not told her how he had done it. 

He thought: she knew. She had always known what kind of 

man he was becoming. She had not stopped him. She had 

needed what he was building too much to stop him. 

He sat down in the single chair. 

"All right," he said. 

He said it and felt, for the first time in a very long time, the 

sensation that his grandfather's cup described by existing: the 

sensation of what is worth keeping. 

! 
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Extended Scene: Vikram's Morning After 

Vikram Rane spent the morning after the confrontation 

doing what he had always done with difficult information: 

processing it slowly, in silence, while doing something with 

his hands. 

What he was doing with his hands was: cleaning the silver 

cup. 

It did not need cleaning. It was clean. He cleaned it anyway, 

with the cloth he kept for this purpose, working the silver 

with the attention of someone whose hands needed to be 

occupied while the mind worked. 

The northern compound was quiet. Most of his people had 

accepted the transition team's terms and were in the process 

of being processed — interviewed, documented, their roles 

assessed and either continued under community oversight or 

discontinued. The ones who were being discontinued were 

being given what Chimaji had promised: freedom to leave, 

with no further claim. 

Two of them had asked if they could stay in the sector. They 

had been told: yes, as community members, not as 

operatives. They had both said yes to this. 

He had expected more resistance. He had been prepared for 

more resistance — had built contingency plans, in the six 

weeks since he had understood what was coming, for various 

levels of operational disruption. He had not needed any of 

the contingency plans. 

This told him something about his people that he found 

both reassuring and uncomfortable. Reassuring: they were 
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not committed ideologically to the arrangement that had 

existed. Uncomfortable: they had been, more than he had 

acknowledged, simply employed. Not loyal. Employed. The 

distinction mattered. 

In the Army, loyalty was the currency of everything. You 

served alongside people who would die for you and for 

whom you would die, not because of a payment structure 

but because you had built something together in very 

difficult conditions and that building had created a bond 

that was not about the institution. It was about the people. 

He had thought, when he built his western network, that he 

was replicating this. He had thought that the tube-wells and 

the market and the medical post — the building of real things 

for real people — would create the same kind of bond. 

What he had created, he was beginning to understand, was 

something more transactional. A reliable arrangement. A 

functional relationship. Not a bond. 

The people in his network had been, largely, doing their 

jobs. Doing them well, in many cases — Darshan Kumar was 

a good example of this, a person who had done his job with 

more conscience than the job strictly required. But doing 

their jobs. 

He cleaned the cup. 

He thought: perhaps that's what I should have been doing. 

Not becoming a warlord. Becoming a service provider. 

He thought: that's essentially what Arjun became, with better 

aesthetics. 
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He thought: no. The thing I wanted to be was not a service 

provider. The thing I wanted to be was — he turned the cup 

in his hands — the person who was there. Present. The one 

who stood in front of things and did not move. 

He thought: that's not a job. That's a person. And persons 

are not institutions. 

The institution — the community council, the transition 

structure, the governance documents that Meera had been 

drafting with the precision of someone who had been 

imagining what good governance looked like for four years — 

that was the thing that could be there when the person was 

not. That was the thing that did not require one man's 

stubborn presence to function. 

He turned the cup over in his hands. 

He thought: my grandfather would understand this. 

His grandfather had been a farmer in Raigad, a small farmer, 

the kind of farmer who kept a silver cup not because silver 

was practical but because silver was a record: this is what we 

have held onto. This is what has lasted. This is the evidence 

that something was worth keeping. 

He thought: the tube-wells are worth keeping. The medical 

post is worth keeping. The market is worth keeping. 

He thought: they will keep better under a community 

council than under me. 

He set the cup down on the table. He looked at it. 

He said, to no one in particular: "All right." 
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Then he got up and went to find the transition team, 

because there were technical specifics about the western 

water infrastructure that only he fully understood and the 

transition needed that information and he was going to give 

it to them completely and correctly. 

He was not a man who did incomplete work. 

! 
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Deep Chapter: The Architecture of Forgetting 

Sahana Iyer had a precise memory for code. 

This was not metaphorical. She could reconstruct, from 

memory, the complete structure of a system she had built 

three years earlier — every node, every protocol, every gap she 

had deliberately left or accidentally created. She remembered 

code the way some people remembered music: not as data 

but as pattern, the kind of knowing that lived in the body 

rather than the mind. 

She remembered, with perfect fidelity, every system she had 

built for Arjun. 

This was the thing that had made her valuable to him and 

that now made her invaluable to the coalition: she had not 

just used those systems, she had built them, and building 

them meant knowing not just what they did but why they 

did it, which meant knowing where the why was wrong. 

Every system she had built for Arjun had at least one point 

of architectural compromise. This was not because she was a 

bad engineer — she was an excellent engineer. It was because 

Arjun had told her, repeatedly, that the system needed to be 

auditable by him and only him, and the requirement to be 

auditable by a specific person rather than by the system's 

own logic created, always, a structural weakness: a door that 

could only be opened from one side was a door that could 

be blocked. 

She had identified twenty-three such doors across the three 

major systems she had built. 
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She had noted their locations, in a private record kept in a 

format that looked, to any forensic examination, like a folder 

of architectural diagrams for a different project entirely. The 

obfuscation was Sahana's specific kind of cleverness: she did 

not hide things, because hidden things created anomalies. 

She disguised them as other things, which created no 

anomalies at all. 

She had been building this exit for three years. 

! 

The nine-year-old girl in Sector 14 had been named Pooja. 

Sahana knew this now — had found the name in the medical 

records she had accessed after leaving Arjun's network, in 

the three months between her departure and her arrival at 

the community centre. 

She had found the records because she could not stop 

looking. 

She had found: Pooja Dinesh Rathod. Date of birth: 14 

March 2066. Diagnosis: Dravet syndrome, a severe form of 

childhood epilepsy requiring continuous medication 

management. Medical history: six clinic visits in 2070 and 

2071, medication maintained. Then: gap. No clinic visits 

from August 2071. Then: emergency admission, 22 

November 2072. Cause of admission: prolonged seizure. 

Outcome: deceased. 

She had read the record three times. She had closed the 

screen. She had gone to her kitchen and made chai and 

drunk it standing at the window looking at the street below. 
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She had thought: I built the system that suspended the 

family's allocation. I built it. The automation was mine. The 

logic that identified the family as non-compliant and 

generated the suspension notice was code that I had written, 

tested, and delivered. 

She had not known about Pooja. She had not known about 

the Rathod family specifically. The system processed 

thousands of records. The system did not present her with 

specific individuals — it presented her with aggregate metrics 

and exception reports, and the exception reports were about 

system performance, not about the people in the system. 

She had not asked about the people in the system. 

This was the thing she lived with: not that she had done 

something with intention to harm a specific child, but that 

she had built a system that treated people as data points and 

had not asked, had not required herself to ask, what was 

inside the data points. 

She had been very good at her job. 

She was not going to be very good at that job anymore. 

! 

In the community centre, at three in the morning, working 

on the channel monitoring system, she sometimes found 

herself thinking about system design in a new register. 

What would a system look like that was built to care about 

the people in it? Not about their aggregate metrics. About 

them specifically — their names, their situations, their actual 

needs rather than the categorisation of their needs? 
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The answer, she was beginning to understand, was that it 

would not look like the systems she had built before. It 

would be messier. It would be harder to optimise. It would 

resist the clean logical architecture that she was trained to 

value, because the people in it would resist clean logical 

categorisation. 

She thought about Meera's records. 

Meera's records were not an efficient system. They were 

hand-indexed cards and handwritten notebooks and printed 

photographs in a folder. They were multiply redundant and 

manually updated and deeply human in their organisation — 

which was to say, organised according to the way a human 

mind categorised things rather than the way a database 

categorised things. 

They were also far more useful, for the purposes the 

coalition needed them for, than anything Sahana could have 

built. 

Because Meera's records treated each person as a person. Not 

a data point. A person with a name and a history and a 

specific kind of suffering that was not interchangeable with 

anyone else's. 

Sahana thought: I need to learn to build like that. 

She thought: I don't know how yet. 

She thought: I will figure it out. 

She kept working. 

! 

  



150 

INTERLUDE: 1739 

The Night Before 

The letter arrived the day before the assault, carried by a 

fisherman who had been making this particular journey — 

from a contact inside the Portuguese garrison to the Maratha 

command post three kilometres north — for seven months. 

Chimaji read it in the early morning light, before the camp 

had fully woken, sitting at the edge of the tent with the 

sound of the sea behind him and the sound of six hundred 

men sleeping ahead. 

The letter was from Susheela. 

It was written in a hand that was not her own — she had not 

wanted to write it herself, understanding correctly that her 

handwriting in a document of this kind would have been a 

specific kind of evidence if found — but the information in it 

was hers, unmistakably. It had the quality of her intelligence: 

specific, sourced, without embellishment or excess. 

She had written: The third sentry is a recent addition. He 

was posted last week following an inspection that was 

unrelated to your operation. He covers the northeast 

approach. He rotates on the same schedule as the fourth 

position, which means the blind spot I described moves but 

does not disappear. Between the third position and the 

northeast corner, at the moment of rotation, there is a 

window of approximately four minutes. 

She had written: The cook whose information I have been 

relaying wishes you to know that he was born in Vasai and 
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intends to remain here after the Portuguese leave. He asks 

only that what comes after is better than what existed before. 

She had written: As do I. 

Chimaji had read the letter three times. Then he had burned 

it, because letters of this kind should not exist in the 

material world any longer than necessary. 

He had sat at the edge of the tent for a long time, thinking 

about Susheela and the cook and the dockworker and the 

laundress and the twelve others who had been running this 

operation from inside, at enormous personal risk, for two 

years before he had arrived to take credit for the conclusion. 

He had won battles. He had commanded campaigns. He had 

taken territory and held it and administered it and built it 

into something worth having. He was not a modest man and 

had no use for modesty as a virtue when clarity served better. 

But sitting at the edge of a tent on the morning of the assault 

he had been planning for months, reading the final 

communication from a woman he had never met who had 

done as much as anyone in the campaign to make this 

possible, he felt something that was adjacent to humility. 

Not the self-diminishing kind. The kind that accurately 

assessed the scale of what other people had contributed. 

The cook whose information I have been relaying wants 

what comes after to be better than what existed before. 

He had put his hand on the tent's edge, feeling the canvas. 

The weight. 

Yes, he had thought. That is exactly the weight. 
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He had walked into the camp and woken his lieutenants and 

begun the last day. 

! 

Now, in 2075, he sometimes thought that what had come 

after the 1739 siege had been better than what existed 

before. For a time. For a generation. Perhaps two. 

And then the pattern had resumed: the institution had 

served the people who controlled it rather than the people it 

was supposed to serve, and the people it was supposed to 

serve had found ways to live around it, and the ground had 

quietly been prepared for the next occupation, which wore a 

different face but had the same architecture. 

He was not naive about this. He was not coming back to 

2075 with the belief that what he was building would be 

permanent. Everything he had built before had eventually 

been added to, modified, hollowed out, or replaced. This 

was what human institutions did. 

What he was coming back for was not permanence. 

He was coming back because someone needed to interrupt 

the current pattern and give the community enough 

breathing room to build something in it. Because 

interruption, even temporary interruption, was worth doing. 

Because the cook in 1739 had wanted what came after to be 

better, and that wanting had mattered even though the after 

had eventually disappointed. 

The wanting was the real thing. 

And it was still here. 

! 
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Extended Scene: The First Council Meeting 

The first formal meeting of the Vasai Community Council 

took place in the community centre's main hall, on a 

Tuesday evening in March 2075, forty-one days after the 

confrontation. 

The hall had forty-three desks. 

Rajan had arranged them in a horseshoe configuration — 

open at one end, the open end facing the entrance, so that 

the people who came in as observers could see both the 

council members and each other, and the council members 

could see the observers without the observers feeling like an 

audience at a performance. It was a configuration he had 

read about in a governance textbook from 2015 that he had 

found in the community centre's storage room. 

The horseshoe configuration was, in practice, slightly too 

large for the number of people present, which meant there 

were gaps in the arc that gave the whole arrangement a 

provisional quality — which was, Rajan had decided, 

appropriate. This was a provisional thing. Its value was not 

in its completion but in its beginning. 

Thirty-seven people attended. Twenty-three were designated 

council members, representing the eight settlement 

communities and the former eastern and western network 

structures. Fourteen were observers, including journalists 

from two media organisations that had, in the past forty-one 

days, remembered that Vasai existed and had begun, with 

the enthusiasm of institutions recognising an opportunity 

they had missed, to cover it. 
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Arvind was one of the observers. He sat in the second row of 

observer seating with a cup of chai he had brought himself, 

because the community centre's kitchen was not yet 

operational and he had anticipated this. 

He drank his chai and watched the proceedings with the 

attention of a man who had been waiting for this specific 

meeting for forty years and was going to pay attention to 

every second of it. 

The first agenda item was: the process by which the council 

would conduct its business. Forty minutes were spent on this 

item. Forty minutes of discussion about discussion — about 

when members could speak, how long they could speak, how 

votes would work, what constituted quorum, how observers 

could contribute, how decisions would be recorded. 

The forty minutes were, Arvind thought, watching, the most 

important forty minutes of the evening. 

Not because the decisions reached in those forty minutes 

were the right decisions — some of them were wrong and 

would be revised in subsequent meetings. But because forty 

minutes were being spent on the question of how decisions 

would be made, and the question of how decisions would be 

made was more important than any specific decision. The 

specific decisions could always be remade. The decision-

making structure, once established, was harder to change 

and would shape everything that came from it. 

They argued about voting thresholds. They argued about 

whether the public should be allowed to speak and, if so, 

when. They argued about whether the minutes should be 

published and, if so, where. 
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On the question of minutes: they voted, seven to four 

among the council members present, to publish the full 

minutes publicly, on paper posted at ten community notice 

points across the sector, updated within forty-eight hours of 

each meeting. 

Arvind wrote this down in his mental catalogue. 

He wrote: Tuesday, March 2075. In a room with forty-three 

desks, seventeen people voted to make the record public. 

This is the most important thing that has happened in this 

sector since the water authority stopped issuing reports in 

2062. 

He drank his chai. 

The second agenda item was water. Specifically, the question 

of who would manage the eastern buffer zone's distribution 

infrastructure going forward. The infrastructure was real and 

functioning and currently being managed on an interim 

basis by a joint team of former Arjun coordinators and 

community health volunteers. The question was what 

happened after the interim. 

The discussion that followed was forty-five minutes long and 

covered: technical questions, political questions, 

philosophical questions, and logistical questions about 

where the funding for maintenance would come from. 

Dilip — the water post coordinator from Sector 12, who had 

been invited to attend as a technical observer — was asked to 

speak. 

He spoke for seven minutes, standing at the open end of the 

horseshoe. He was visibly nervous. He held his hands at his 
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sides and spoke in the careful, even tone of someone who 

has prepared what they are going to say and is committed to 

saying it accurately. 

He said: the infrastructure as currently designed required 

technical knowledge that was concentrated in too few 

people. He said: for it to be genuinely community-

accountable, more community members needed to 

understand how it worked. He said: he was willing to train 

community members in the technical operation of every 

distribution point in the sector, if the council would 

designate time and participants for this. 

He said this and then returned to his seat. 

Lata Shinde, from the observer section, raised her hand. 

Meera, chairing, acknowledged her. 

She said: "If the training programme happens, I want my 

name on the list." 

Three other hands went up immediately. 

Meera wrote the names. 

The meeting continued. 

! 
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Extended Scene: What the City Did Next 

In the weeks following the confrontation, the city did what 

cities do when a structural constraint is removed: it 

expanded into the space. 

Not dramatically. Not all at once. In the incremental way of 

things that have been compressed for a long time and are 

now being allowed to re-establish their original dimensions. 

The first sign was the water. 

Not because the water improved immediately — the 

chromium contamination in the eastern creek would take 

the better part of a year to remediate, and the remediation 

itself would become the subject of one of the community 

council's most contentious working groups, with Arjun's 

technical advisers on one side and the community health 

volunteers on the other, arguing about methodology and 

timeline with the intensity of people who have been waiting 

years for the argument to be possible. But the permit system 

changed within the first week. 

Dilip — the twenty-three-year-old coordinator at the Sector 12 

water post — had been one of the first eastern-zone operatives 

to meet with the transition team. He had come into the 

meeting with the body language of someone expecting to be 

punished and prepared to accept it. 

The transition team had given him a different kind of 

meeting. 

They had asked him: what does the allocation system 

currently look like? Where are its inflexibilities? What would 
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a more responsive system require, in practice, from the 

people managing the distribution points? 

He had answered all three questions. He had answered them 

carefully and completely, because the questions were good 

questions and because nobody had ever asked him these 

questions before. The permit system he managed had been 

designed by people who were not at the distribution point. It 

had been designed without input from the people at the 

distribution point. 

He said: "The processing time for supplementary allocation 

is four to six weeks. But most supplementary requests are for 

situations that don't improve in four to six weeks. They're 

acute situations — illness, emergency, household disruption. 

By the time the permit comes through, the situation has 

either resolved on its own or it hasn't, and if it hasn't, four to 

six weeks was the wrong response." 

The transition team asked: what would be the right 

response? 

He said: "A twelve-hour emergency allocation protocol. 

Verified by two distribution point coordinators. Not a 

permanent increase — a twelve-hour provision, with 

documentation, reviewed at the end of the period." 

The transition team asked: what would that require? 

He said: "Trust. It would require trusting the coordinators at 

the distribution points to make that call." 

The transition team said: "We're proposing that the 

community council have final authority over the allocation 

protocols. Would you support a protocol that gives 
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coordinators emergency allocation authority, reviewed by the 

council quarterly?" 

Dilip said: "Yes." 

He said yes before he had finished processing all the 

implications of saying yes. He said it because it was the right 

answer and he had known for two years that it was the right 

answer and had had no one to say it to. 

He said it and then he sat quietly for a moment, adjusting to 

the fact that saying it had been possible. 

! 

Lata Shinde heard about the new emergency allocation 

protocol from Mrs. Patil, who had heard about it from the 

community health volunteer who had been at the transition 

meeting. 

She was at the water post the following Monday. Dilip was 

there. The orange armband was not. 

He was wearing, instead, a blue lanyard with a community 

water coordinator card on it. The card had been designed by 

Sahana's technical team over a weekend: simple, functional, 

with the community council seal and the coordinator's 

name. 

He looked at her when she arrived. He remembered her — 

she had the quality of someone who made herself 

memorable, even in a queue of nineteen people. 

He said: "Good morning." 

She said: "Good morning." 
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He said: "Both containers today?" 

She said: "Yes. One is for my mother-in-law. She has a fever." 

He looked at his tablet. He looked at her. "Emergency 

allocation. I'll put it through as a twelve-hour provision. 

Bring the containers back with the documentation tomorrow 

and we'll formalise the supplementary." 

She stood there. 

She had been standing in queues at water posts since 2068. 

She had been refused, delayed, processed, permitted, and 

voided in roughly equal proportion. She knew the quality of 

each response and could identify it before the man with the 

ledger had finished speaking. 

This was a different quality. 

She said: "Thank you." 

He said: "Standard procedure." 

It was not, yet, standard procedure. It was the first time the 

emergency protocol had been applied. But he said it as if it 

were standard procedure, which was its own kind of 

message: this is how things work now. Not exceptional. 

Normal. 

She filled both containers. 

She carried them home, one in each hand, nineteen litres 

between them. 

She did not look at the fort as she walked. Then, at the end 

of the lane, she changed her mind. 

She looked up. 
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The fort was there, on its promontory, in the morning light. 

The ramparts caught the sun at this hour in the particular 

way that stone catches sun — not reflecting it but absorbing 

it, the stone going golden and warm, the ancient surfaces lit 

from within by the light they had been taking in since long 

before any of the people below them were born. 

The strings of practical lighting were still there from the 

reclamation night, slightly dishevelled in the dawn light, a 

few bulbs dark where the connection had loosened. It was 

messy. It was imperfect. 

It was lit. 

She stood there for a moment with nineteen litres of water 

between her hands, looking up at it. 

She thought: I am going to be late for my mother-in-law's 

medication. 

She thought: I have nineteen litres. 

She walked home. 

! 

  



162 

Extended Scene: Arvind's Morning After 

Arvind heard about the reclamation night's events in the way 

that Arvind heard about everything: gradually, in layers, 

from the people who passed his chai stall on their way up 

and down the fort approach. 

By nine in the morning of the day after, he had assembled a 

reasonably complete picture from twelve separate accounts, 

each of which contained accurate information, incorrect 

information, and embellishment in varying proportions. The 

accurate information was: the confrontation had happened, 

both gang lords had accepted terms, nobody had been killed, 

the coalition was now running a transition. The incorrect 

information varied. The embellishments were imaginative. 

He made a note of the embellishments. He would tell Rajan 

about them later, because some of the embellishments were 

going to become part of the way the community remembered 

this event, and it was better to know what the memory was 

becoming before it became fixed. 

At ten o'clock, he began the walk up to the fort. 

He had done this walk several hundred times over forty years 

— not daily, but often enough that the path was in his body 

the way the chai recipe was in his hands. He knew every flag 

in the stone, every section where the grade sharpened, the 

specific place near the top where you could turn and see, on 

a clear day, the creek mouth from here to the sea. 

He walked it slowly. His knees were adequate on a good day 

and this was an adequate day. 

He arrived at the main arch. 

The graffiti was still there — most of it. The new paint that 

someone had applied the night before had covered the upper 
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third of the tags, working from above. The carved words in 

the arch, revealed by the first layer of primer, were partially 

legible. He had to stand at a specific angle in the morning 

light to read them. 

He stood at that angle. 

The carved words were: CHIMAJI APPA, SHAKA 1661. 

He stood there for a long time. 

He thought about his grandfather's grandfather, who had 

been a boy on this coastal slope when the fort was taken in 

1739. His grandfather's grandfather had watched from this 

coastal slope and had felt something he spent the rest of his 

life trying to describe. 

He thought: I know what it is now. I have felt it. 

He put his hand on the arch, beside the carved letters. 

He said, quietly, to the letters and to the fort and to the city 

below and to the two million people who were, at this 

moment, going about their morning: "I see you." 

He did not explain who he was addressing. 

He did not need to. 

He walked back down from the promontory. His knees were 

adequate. The city smelled of diesel and the creek and, 

faintly, on the right wind, the sea. 

He reached his chai stall. 

He made chai. 

He waited, as he had always waited, for whatever the 

morning brought. 

! 
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Extended Scene: Darshan Kumar 

Darshan Kumar became the community safety coordinator 

for Sector 8. 

The appointment came from the council, not from Chimaji 

— this was important, and Chimaji had insisted on it when 

Meera floated the idea to him first. The council had to 

choose him. It had to be their choice. 

The council chose him in the fifth meeting, after a 

conversation that lasted forty minutes and covered every 

concern that any reasonable person might have about 

appointing a former enforcer to a safety role. The concerns 

were addressed not by Chimaji or Meera but by the residents 

who knew Darshan — who knew him from the 

neighbourhood, from the chai conversation at the forum 

entrance, from the three consecutive evenings he had spent 

at the back of the courtyard listening. 

Mrs. Patil from Block D said: "He has always been respectful. 

Even when he was doing work I did not respect. That is a 

quality." 

Ganesh, the cycle-repair boy, who was now seventeen and 

had been attending the forums since the third night, said: 

"He helped me find a flat tyre once. He didn't charge me." 

These were not policy arguments. They were the currency of 

a community that had learned, through necessity, to assess 

character rather than credential. 

Darshan accepted the appointment with a stillness that those 

who knew his history understood as significant. He said: "I 

will try to be worthy of it." 

He was. 

! 
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Extended Scene: The Twelve Minutes in the Maze 

The four worst minutes of the night began at 0447 and 

ended at 0451, in a section of Vikram's compound that had 

been designed with the specific logic of a former soldier who 

understood that the most dangerous moment in a 

compound breach was the moment when the attackers 

encountered unexpected occupation. 

Vikram had built the maze around the principle that any 

breach would encounter, at some point, something 

unexpected. The unexpected things were: the three false 

doors, the two ceiling traps that were non-lethal but 

disorienting, and the sleeping area that had been 

reconfigured three months earlier and did not match the 

layout in any map built from prior surveillance. 

The ceiling traps went off first. They were percussion devices 

— loud, brilliant flashes of light and sound that temporarily 

overwhelmed the sensory processing of anyone in their 

radius. Chimaji's team had been briefed on ceiling traps in 

general terms. They had not been briefed on the specific 

positions, because the positions had changed. 

The first trap caught two members of the team in the 

corridor leading to the sleeping area. Both recovered in the 

standard time — forty-five seconds to full function, which was 

a very long forty-five seconds. 

During those forty-five seconds, Chimaji made decisions. 

Decision one: continue without them into the sleeping area. 

Risk: insufficient force for the engagement ahead. Benefit: 

maintaining momentum, keeping the timeline intact. 
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Decision two: wait forty-five seconds. Risk: losing 

momentum, extending exposure time. Benefit: full team for 

the engagement. 

He waited. 

The forty-five seconds were the kind of time that moves 

differently when things are happening. He counted them. 

He watched the two team members recover. He watched the 

sleeping area's door, which had not opened. 

The team recovered. He moved them in. 

The sleeping area: twelve cots, eight occupied. In the first 

two seconds, three men came upright. In the next two 

seconds, two more. In the second four seconds, all eight 

were fully conscious and moving. 

The next twelve minutes were the worst not because of the 

violence — the violence was controlled, targeted, and ended 

relatively quickly. They were the worst because of the specific 

mental experience of a commander who is in the middle of 

it: the decisions arriving faster than language, the body and 

the trained instincts managing the physical engagement 

while the mind runs the calculation above it all, tracking 

each person in the room, updating the assessment of who is 

a threat and to what degree and what response is 

proportionate and whether the proportionate response is 

available, cycling through this continuously while also 

managing one's own position in the space and 

communicating with the team. 

He had done this many times. He had not found it easier 

with practice. He had found it faster, which was not the 

same thing. 
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The one seriously injured man — Ramesha, whose name 

Chimaji would learn later — went down in the ninth minute 

of the twelve, from a blow that had been intended for Kavi 

and had found a different target. Chimaji registered this in 

real time, noted the position, noted that Ramesha was 

conscious and would remain so, continued. 

In the twelfth minute, the room was stable. 

He stood in the middle of it. 

He said, to the room's occupants: "We will leave a medical 

team at this location within forty minutes. Anyone who 

needs treatment will receive it. No one in this room is a 

prisoner." 

Six of the eight looked at him. 

One of the six said, in a voice that had not entirely recovered 

from the ceiling trap: "You're him." 

"Yes," Chimaji said. 

A silence. 

"My younger brother," the man said, "lives in the buffer zone. 

He has a daughter. She's been going to the community 

forums." 

Chimaji looked at him. "Your brother's daughter is fine," he 

said. "The buffer zone is in transition. The forums will 

continue." 

The man nodded. Once. 

This was not a defection. It was not even, exactly, an 

acknowledgement. It was a data point: a man in Vikram's 

compound had a family member in the coalition's territory 
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and had not been told this was a problem. The families had 

been mixed all along, on both sides of the boundary line. 

The city had always been a single city even when it was 

divided. 

This was the thing that endured. 

He moved on. 

! 
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MIDPOINT: THE BETRAYAL 

Chapter: What Sahana Found 

in the Night 

The discovery arrived at two-seventeen in the morning, three 

days before the planned action on the eastern distribution 

network. 

Sahana was running a passive sweep on the community 

centre's internal communications — not because she 

suspected anything, but because she did the sweep every 

night, the way careful people check locks they trust. Habit. 

Professional hygiene. 

The sweep returned an anomaly. 

It was small. The kind of thing that would have been 

invisible to anyone who didn't know exactly what they had 

built and exactly what the traffic should look like. A signal in 

the building's old wireless infrastructure — the infrastructure 

that had been decommissioned in 2062 and that no one was 

supposed to be using. A signal that looked, to most scanners, 

like background noise from a dead system. 

It was not background noise. 

Someone had been broadcasting from inside the building. 

Not audio — the data payload was too small for audio. 

Coordinates, timestamps, and a rotating cipher that Sahana 

recognised, with the specific cold clarity of recognition, as 

one of Arjun's secondary communication protocols. The one 
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she had designed for field operatives who needed to transmit 

without being identifiable on primary networks. 

She sat very still for ninety seconds. 

Then she traced the signal back to its origin node. 

The node was in the room that Rajan used. The room that 

contained his papers, his books, his careful cardigan, his 

forty years of kept faith with the people of Vasai. 

! 

She did not wake Rajan. 

She woke Chimaji. 

He came without hesitation, dressed in the spare way of 

someone who had long since stopped treating sleep as a 

break from alertness rather than just a different posture. He 

sat across from her and looked at the data she had laid out 

on the tablet. 

"When did it begin?" he asked. 

"Fourteen days ago. Six days before the fourth forum." She 

paused. "The data it's transmitting is — meeting times. 

Attendee names. Operational discussions. Not full 

transcripts. Enough." 

He looked at the screen. "Rajan." 

"The node is in his room. That doesn't necessarily mean —" 

"He has been in every planning meeting," Chimaji said. "He 

knows the timeline. He knows the target sectors." His voice 

was flat — not cold, but the flatness of someone processing 

information that contradicts something fundamental. "He 
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has been keeping watch over this city for thirty years. He 

knows everyone." 

"Which makes him valuable," Sahana said. "To us and to 

Arjun." 

Chimaji was quiet for a long moment. 

She watched his face and saw something she had not 

expected: not anger, not the hard tactical calculation she had 

seen him make in other difficult moments. Something that 

looked, briefly, like grief. 

"People under pressure," he said eventually, "are rarely simple 

traitors. More often they are people who were given an 

impossible choice and made the less terrible of two terrible 

options." He looked at the screen again. "What does Arjun 

hold over him?" 

"I don't know. The signal started fourteen days ago. 

Something changed fourteen days ago." 

"His daughter." Chimaji said it quietly. "Rajan mentioned — 

three weeks ago, in passing, that his daughter had a permit 

issue. A sector boundary violation that was creating trouble 

with her employment. He mentioned it and then didn't 

mention it again." 

He stood. 

"I'll talk to him." 

"If he reports this conversation —" 

"He might," Chimaji said. "If he reports this conversation, we 

adjust the timeline by forty-eight hours and execute before 

Arjun can use what he knows." He looked at her. "But I will 
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talk to him first. Because thirty years of keeping faith with a 

city is not nothing. It doesn't erase what he's done. But it is 

not nothing." 

! 

The conversation happened in the dark at five in the 

morning, in the narrow corridor outside Rajan's room. 

Rajan had not been sleeping either. 

He saw Chimaji's face and understood immediately what 

had been found. His own face did its accounting — the 

shame and the relief and the terror and the strange specific 

relief of the thing that has been held in secret finally 

becoming visible. The expression of someone who has been 

carrying something alone for too long and is finally, 

catastrophically, not alone with it anymore. 

He told them: his daughter, Nisha. Working in Sector 11. 

Arjun's people had manufactured a sector permit violation — 

a real one, properly documented, impossible to challenge — 

and had told Rajan, through an intermediary, that the 

violation would result in Nisha's eviction from her housing 

and termination of her employment unless Rajan provided 

information. They had given him a device. They had given 

him twelve hours to decide. 

He had provided the information. He had been providing it 

for fourteen days. 

"Did you tell them about the archive Sahana is accessing?" 

Chimaji asked. 

"No." Rajan's voice was steady. "I gave them meeting times. 

Attendee names. The fact that something was being planned. 
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I did not tell them about Sahana's access or about the nature 

of what she had found." He paused. "I thought if I gave them 

enough to believe I was cooperating they would hold back 

on Nisha without being able to act effectively on what they 

knew." 

"And?" 

"And I was wrong. I knew I was wrong. I kept doing it 

because I could not think of what else to do." 

Chimaji stood with this. 

"Nisha," he said. "Where is she now?" 

"Sector 11. The permit violation is still pending. They 

haven't moved on it yet." 

"They won't." Chimaji looked at Sahana. "Can you access 

Arjun's permit database?" 

"I have for the last six weeks." 

"Find the violation. Delete the record. Make it clean." He 

looked back at Rajan. "We accelerate the timeline by forty-

eight hours. You will not transmit anything further. After 

this is finished, you will answer for what you've done to this 

coalition — to the coalition, openly, in the council, in 

whatever form that accountability takes. But that is after. For 

now: you are still one of us. What you know about these 

communities, what you have built over thirty years — that 

does not stop being real because of fourteen days." 

Rajan was very still. 

"Why?" he said. "Why not simply remove me?" 
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Chimaji looked at him for a long moment. "Because a city 

that can only be held together by people who have never 

failed is a city that will shatter when the first difficulty 

arrives. We are building something that needs to survive 

imperfect people. Including me." He paused. "Including 

everyone in this building." 

He walked back down the corridor. 

The signal from the node in Rajan's room stopped 

transmitting at two-forty-seven in the morning. Arjun's 

people received one final message. It read, in the secondary 

cipher, a sentence that took his analyst three hours to 

decode and that, when decoded, read: The city has already 

decided. You are three days behind. 

! 
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INTERLUDE: THE SOLDIER 

What Vikram Rane Had 

Promised, and to Whom 

Vikram Rane's morning began with sparring. 

Not for fitness, exactly — though the fitness was a 

consequence he valued. For calibration. The body that 

moves at five in the morning, pushing against a prepared 

opponent, is the body that moves with information about 

itself: where the stiffness lives, what the reaction times are, 

whether the sleep was sufficient. He needed this 

information. He operated on accurate assessments. 

After sparring, the water reports. The western zone's tube-

wells produced, in aggregate, approximately nine hundred 

thousand litres per day across twelve installation points. He 

reviewed the daily output figures every morning with the 

attention of a man who understood, from his own early life, 

what it meant when the water didn't come. He had grown up 

in a settlement where water came three days a week from a 

municipal tanker that was late half the time and short-

measured the rest. 

He had never forgotten this. 

He had built the first tube-well himself, in 2049, because the 

municipal corporation had been promising the western 

settlement water infrastructure for six years, and he had 

come to understand that the promise was not a delay. The 

promise was the product. He had given them an option. 
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He had served eighteen months in the Border Security Force 

in his early twenties, before an incident in Rajasthan that 

ended his service with an honourable discharge and a 

dislocated sense of what he had been told was being 

protected. He had come home to find his community 

smaller — not in population but in possibility. 

He had applied his soldier's skills — operational planning, 

resource management, the capacity for decisive action — to 

the problem in front of him. His people needed what the 

state had declined to provide. He would provide it. Not as 

charity. As structure. Structure that required maintenance 

and therefore required loyalty purchased in the only 

currency that could not be counterfeited: the provision, 

daily, reliably, of the things that kept people alive. 

He understood that what he offered and what Arjun offered 

were different forms of the same transaction. Arjun offered 

order through information — control through knowledge. 

Vikram offered safety through presence — the guarantee 

embodied rather than administered. One was a system. One 

was a person. 

He had told his lieutenant Suresh about Chimaji Appa three 

weeks before the assault. 

"Boss, this sounds like a story someone is telling to create a 

myth around an organiser." 

"I know what it sounds like." 

"Then why —" 

"Because the pattern is wrong. You don't build this kind of 

coalition in six weeks with a myth. You build it with 
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something real. Something that the people trust the way they 

trust water from a well they've used for twenty years. Not 

because they understand the aquifer. Because it has never 

been wrong." He folded the map. "A soldier knows that. You 

can't fake it. You either have it or you don't." 

He looked out the window toward the docks. Fourteen years 

of holding. The tube-wells and the markets and the patrol 

routes and the supply chains and the negotiations and the 

violence, always the violence somewhere at the edge. 

He thought: the question is not whether I can hold it. The 

question is what I am holding it for. 

He had not, in fourteen years, asked himself this question 

with complete honesty. He had held it for his people. He 

had held it because the alternative was chaos. Both true. But 

underneath those answers was a simpler one he had not 

examined: he had held it because holding was the only thing 

he knew how to do. He had come home with a soldier's skills 

and had applied them to a soldier's problem, and the 

application had been successful, and success had become 

identity. 

He thought: perhaps that is what this man is offering. Not a 

fight. A reason to put it down. 

The tube-wells ran below him. The western settlement woke 

to its morning in the particular noise of people who have 

survived another night. He went down to watch. He did not 

know if the man from three centuries ago understood what 

this watching cost, what it had taken to build. But he 

thought: a man who could take a fort by learning to listen — 

by building intelligence from laundresses and dockworkers 
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and ordinary people watching from inside — perhaps that 

man understood that the holding was also listening. 

He went down to the morning. 

! 
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Deep Chapter: What Meera Did Not Put in Her Records 

Her younger brother Vinay had been a teacher at the Sector 

9 secondary school before it closed in 2071. He had spent 

three years after the closure doing private tutoring for 

children whose families could afford it — working from his 

one-room flat on the fourth floor of the building that had 

been built in 2045 and had been losing its concrete facing 

panels since 2060. He had been careful. He had not spoken 

publicly about what had happened to the school. He had 

understood the terms of survival in Arjun's eastern zone. 

In 2073, one of his tutoring students — a seventeen-year-old 

boy named Kalyan — had been recruited by Arjun's junior 

enforcement network. This happened the way recruitments 

happened: gradually, then suddenly. First a small payment 

for carrying something. Then a slightly larger payment for 

knowing something. Then the logic of complicity, the 

understanding that you were now inside the network's 

accounting in a way that made departure complicated. 

Vinay had told Kalyan to stop. Kalyan had told Vinay that 

stopping was not available to him. 

Arjun's people had visited Vinay's flat. They had not 

threatened him directly — they were too careful for direct 

threats. They had simply mentioned, in passing, that his 

tutoring had come to their attention and that the permit for 

private tutoring activity required an eastern-zone registration, 

which was currently being reviewed. 

Vinay had stopped tutoring. Kalyan had continued being 

inside the network. 
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Meera had found out about this three months later, from 

her mother. She had sat with the information for a week. 

She had then gone back to her files and found the Sector 9 

school closure date — February 2071 — and traced the 

administrative sequence that had produced it. It had been a 

permit dispute, ostensibly. The dispute had been, on 

examination of the records, manufactured. 

She had added this to the files. 

She had not told anyone that her brother was involved. She 

had told herself that this was to protect the objectivity of the 

documentation. She knew, in the part of herself she was 

more honest with at three in the morning, that it was also 

because the connection made the work personal in a way 

that would make her less steady and she needed to be steady. 

She had been steady. 

She would continue to be steady. 

But she knew why. 

! 
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Extended: Rajan's Log 

The log, in 2075, was twelve years old and seven notebooks 

long. 

Rajan had kept it because his late father, who had been a 

government clerk for thirty-two years, had told him: the only 

way to make something real is to write it down. The writing 

doesn't create the thing. But the thing, without the writing, 

eventually becomes as if it never happened. 

He had written everything down. 

The log contained: every community function that had used 

the building. Every meeting he had hosted. Every person 

who had come through the back door because the front door 

was the kind of front door that people in this sector had 

learned to avoid. The people who had needed a neutral 

space. The people who had needed to know that someone 

was there. 

When Chimaji arrived at the community centre and sat 

beside him on the back steps — beside him, not across from 

him, which Rajan noted — the first thing Rajan had felt was 

not hope or relief or the specific sensation of salvation that 

the stories associated with Chimaji Appa's historical 

appearances. 

The first thing he had felt was: I need to know if this person 

understands what kind of work this actually is. 

Because the work of a community — the actual work, the 

twelve-years-of-notebooks work, the work of being present in 

a building for every meeting and knowing every person's 

name and understanding which argument was really about 
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what and which coalition was possible and which was not — 

that work was not the work of a leader. It was the work of a 

maintainer. A keeper. 

He was a keeper. 

He had been keeping something for twelve years that needed 

something other than a keeper now. But he needed to know 

that whoever came to do that other thing understood the 

keeping — understood that the keeping was the foundation 

of the doing, that the twelve notebooks were the ground on 

which anything built would stand. 

He had watched Chimaji carefully in those first meetings. 

He had watched him sit beside people rather than in front of 

them. He had watched him ask questions and then be quiet 

while the answers arrived. He had watched him, at the end 

of Meera's first full data presentation, say nothing for four 

minutes — not the silence of a man waiting to speak, but the 

silence of a man who was thinking about what he had just 

heard and was not going to say anything until the thinking 

was done. 

He had thought: this might work. 

He had thought: this is the person who might understand 

that forty-three desks matter. 

! 

On the night before the assault, when the planning was 

done and the coalition had dispersed to their positions, 

Rajan walked through the community centre's main hall. 

The forty-three desks were still there. 



183 

They had been there for twelve years. He had moved them 

periodically, kept them clean, repaired two of them with 

wood glue and two more with a combination of wood glue 

and a certain kind of wishful thinking. They smelled of chalk 

dust and the specific history of children, a smell that 

persisted long after children had been there, embedded in 

the wood and the fabric of the chairs. 

He stood in the middle of the hall. 

He thought: tomorrow, if this goes correctly, the building 

will be able to become a school again. He thought: there will 

be children who need those desks. He thought: Meera has 

already identified three retired teachers from the sector who 

have agreed to come back if the safety situation allows. 

He put his hand on the fourth-row middle desk that caught 

on the floor seam. 

He thought about all the children who had sat here. The 

ones he remembered by name — most of them. The ones 

who had asked the good questions. The ones who had gone 

on and done things he would never know about. The ones 

who were still here, somewhere in the city, living inside the 

system that had replaced the one he had been teaching them 

to question. 

He thought: I have been keeping this for them. It's time for 

it to become what it was. 

He turned off the hall's battery lamp and went to bed. 

He slept well, which surprised him. 

! 
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Extended: What Arjun Deshmukh Believed 

The scar along his jaw, a jagged eight-centimetre line from 

below his right ear to the corner of his mouth, had faded 

over fifteen years from red to a pale ridge that his hawk-

narrow eyes acknowledged and his voice never mentioned. 

The scar had been given to him by a man named Suryakant 

Vaidya, a regional official in the Maharashtra Grid 

Authority, in 2041, in a meeting that had been called to 

discuss the revocation of Arjun's operating licences. Vaidya 

had produced the revocation notice, Arjun had produced a 

counter-proposal, and Vaidya had then produced a blade 

from inside his briefcase — not from malice, Arjun had 

concluded later, but from fear. Vaidya had been afraid of 

what would happen when Arjun understood that the 

revocation was final. 

Arjun had bled considerably. He had not cried out. He had 

driven himself to the private clinic two kilometres away, 

gotten twelve stitches, and then gone home and sat in his 

kitchen for six hours thinking about what he had done 

wrong and what he would do differently. 

What he had done wrong: believed that the system he was 

operating within would treat legitimate enterprise as 

legitimate. 

What he would do differently: everything. 

He had rebuilt it with meticulous efficiency over the 

following years. 

His digital markets handled everything the formal economy 

refused: housing permits, medical supplies, school 
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placements, clean water by the litre. His black markets in 

weapons were a secondary business — necessary for security, 

he would say, but not the point. The point was the 

infrastructure. 

He knew the name of every neighbourhood liaison in his 

territory. In Sectors 9 through 17 of the eastern zone, his 

network had installed and maintained thirty-six water 

distribution points, eleven medical supply posts, and four 

functioning schools. These were not charity. They operated 

on a percentage basis — a tithe, he thought of it, though he 

never used the word, knowing its religious freight — that was 

lower than the municipal corruption surcharge had been in 

the years when the municipality still functioned. 

The people under his umbrella did not love him, exactly. 

They understood the terms of the arrangement, and terms 

they could understand were far preferable to the alternative, 

which was no terms at all and the creative violence of 

unstructured need. 

He thought of himself, without irony, as a civil servant. 

He had photographs of every water distribution point on his 

wall. Not as a display of pride — the photographs were too 

small for that, and the wall was not visible to visitors. They 

were there for him. A record of the gap closed. Forty-two 

families in Sector 7 had become, over fifteen years, one 

hundred and forty thousand people who had reliable water, 

irregular medical access, and children who attended school. 

He was proud of this. He was not confused about what it 

had cost. 
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For the people who did not pay — for those who challenged 

the terms, who appealed to authorities that no longer 

functioned, who simply could not afford the percentage — 

the same infrastructure became something else entirely. A 

closed tap. A voided permit. A man with a ledger who did 

not look up. 

Arjun had a word for this. He called it: the cost of the 

system. Every system had costs. The question was only who 

bore them. 

He did not sleep well. He had not slept well since 2045. He 

told his aide, who worried about him, that the insomnia was 

a productivity choice. He told himself, in the fourth-floor 

room at two in the morning, that the photographs of the 

water points were the reason the rest of it was acceptable. 

Sometimes, at two in the morning, he believed this. 

! 
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Extended: The Boundary Corridor 

Between Arjun and Vikram, the city was a permanent 

boundary dispute. The line between their territories was not 

marked on any official map. It existed as knowledge in the 

bodies of everyone who lived near it: a shift in the quality of 

fear, a change in which colour tags were fresh on which 

walls. Gunfire crossed the line approximately twice a week. 

The residents of that corridor had developed a practised 

economy of response — lights out, bodies horizontal, 

children pressed to the floor, breathing slowed to near-

nothing. They waited. The firing stopped. They waited 

longer. Then they rose, and they went on. 

They had been going on for a long time. 

In the building at the corner of the boundary corridor — a 

four-storey structure that had been, in a previous 

administrative dispensation, a post office — a woman named 

Kamalbai kept a diary. She was sixty-three years old, a retired 

schoolteacher, and she had been keeping the diary since 

2068. Her diary recorded: the date, the duration of any 

gunfire exchange, the direction it came from, any damage 

she could observe from her window, and a single line of 

personal observation. 

The community that had formed in and around this 

corridor was not the community that either gang lord 

thought it was. Arjun's intelligence reported a scared and 

compliant population. Vikram's reported the same. Both 

were partly right. Both were mostly wrong. 

What the intelligence missed — because intelligence of this 

kind was calibrated to detect resistance, and this was not 
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resistance in any form the intelligence recognised — was the 

depth of community organisation that had developed 

entirely below the threshold of what either gang considered 

worth monitoring. 

The vegetable vendor in the corridor whose stall served as an 

informal message drop for seven families on either side of 

the line. The retired mechanic in Building 4 who 

maintained a mental map of every household's emergency 

needs — medical conditions, mobility limitations, children 

too young to move quickly — and had quietly organised a 

system by which these households were checked on after 

every exchange. The teacher who ran informal tutoring 

sessions in her apartment for children from both sides of the 

line, whose parents sent them across the boundary twice a 

week because a child's education was worth the brief 

exposure. 

Chimaji found this on his third week of walking the city. He 

found it by sitting in the corridor's morning chai stall and 

listening to what people said when they thought the 

conversation was about nothing. 

He had been sitting in chai stalls for three weeks and 

listening. The method was the same as 1739. The results 

were the same as 1739. 

The resistance was already there. It was just invisible to the 

people who were supposed to see it. 

! 
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Extended Scene: Lata's Reckoning (Full) 

Lata Shinde had a habit of accounting. 

Not financial accounting — though she was careful with the 

household budget in the specific, precise way of someone 

who had learned that the difference between comfortable 

and not was often a matter of tracking. She accounted for 

everything: the water, the medicine schedule for her mother-

in-law, the school fees for her son Rohan who was eleven 

years old and attending the private primary school three 

kilometres away because the sector school had closed, the 

fuel costs for the cook-stove, the gap between what the fuel 

cost and what they had available for fuel. 

The accounting never balanced perfectly. It was always 

slightly wrong in one direction or another, requiring 

adjustment, requiring the specific calculation of which 

insufficiency was this week's acceptable insufficiency. 

She had been doing this accounting since her husband 

Ramesh had left for work in Dubai in 2070. Ramesh sent 

money when he could, which was most months but not all. 

He called on Sundays. The calls were short because the 

connection was expensive and they had both learned to say 

the important things first, in case the connection went 

before they reached them. The important things were: the 

children, the money, the mother-in-law's health. In that 

order. 

She had not, in four years of Sunday calls, told Ramesh 

about the water queue. Not because she was hiding it from 

him — she was not a woman who hid things — but because 

Ramesh felt, at a distance of two thousand kilometres, a 
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specific helplessness about the things he could not fix, and 

the water queue was not fixable from Dubai. 

She told him about the forum in February 2075, on a 

Sunday when the connection was good and they had time. 

She said: "There's a woman here who has been keeping 

records. About the water, about the clinic, about everything 

that's been happening. She's been doing it for four years." 

Ramesh said: "What kind of records?" 

"Numbers. Dates. Everything written down, with evidence. 

She knows what the water has done to the children here. 

She has the data." 

Ramesh was quiet for a moment. "What's happening with 

the data?" 

"People are looking at it. Things are changing." She paused, 

because changing was a large word and she did not want to 

use it loosely. "I don't know yet. But something is different." 

He was quiet again. Then: "Is it safe?" 

"I don't know," she said. "I think so. I'm careful." 

Another silence. She could hear him thinking, two thousand 

kilometres away, the quality of his thinking-silences which 

she knew as well as she knew the sound of his breath. 

"Tell me more," he said. "Start from the beginning." 

She told him. She told him about the forum and Meera and 

the water data and the community council and the 

emergency allocation protocol and the new coordinator at 

the water post who did not look at the ledger when she 

arrived. She told him about the mural on Shantinagar Road: 

"There's a woman carrying water. In blue. Very confident 
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lines. And a figure on a horse beside her. It makes you feel 

like the wall knows something." 

Ramesh said: "It sounds like things are actually different." 

She said: "I think they might be." 

He said: "Are you all right?" 

She thought about this with the care she gave to questions 

that deserved care. "I'm more all right than I've been in a 

long time," she said. "I'm tired. But it's a different kind of 

tired." 

"What kind?" 

She thought of the nineteen litres of water she had carried 

home. She thought of looking up at the fort. She thought of 

Meera's folder and the third forum night when the courtyard 

was full and the elderly man in the third row had nodded 

with the look of a man who had held a thought alone for a 

very long time. "The kind," she said, "where the tiredness is 

from doing something rather than from absorbing 

something." 

He understood this. She knew he understood it from the 

sound of his silence. 

"Come home soon," she said. 

"In August," he said. "I'll come in August." 

She thought: August. Six months. She thought: six months 

ago, this city was a different city. She thought: August will be 

a different city again. She thought: I will show him the 

mural. 

! 
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Deep Chapter: The Architecture of Forgetting (Full) 

Sahana Iyer had a precise memory for code. 

This was not metaphorical. She could reconstruct, from 

memory, the complete structure of a system she had built 

three years earlier — every node, every protocol, every gap she 

had deliberately left or accidentally created. She remembered 

code the way some people remembered music: not as data 

but as pattern, the kind of knowing that lived in the body 

rather than the mind. 

She remembered, with perfect fidelity, every system she had 

built for Arjun. 

This was the thing that had made her valuable to him and 

that now made her invaluable to the coalition: she had not 

just used those systems, she had built them, and building 

them meant knowing not just what they did but why they 

did it, which meant knowing where the why was wrong. 

Every system she had built for Arjun had at least one point 

of architectural compromise. This was not because she was a 

bad engineer — she was an excellent engineer. It was because 

Arjun had told her, repeatedly, that the system needed to be 

auditable by him and only him, and the requirement to be 

auditable by a specific person rather than by the system's 

own logic created, always, a structural weakness: a door that 

could only be opened from one side was a door that could 

be blocked. 

She had identified twenty-three such doors across the three 

major systems she had built. She had noted their locations, 

in a private record kept in a format that looked, to any 

forensic examination, like a folder of architectural diagrams 



193 

for a different project entirely. The obfuscation was Sahana's 

specific kind of cleverness: she did not hide things, because 

hidden things created anomalies. She disguised them as 

other things, which created no anomalies at all. 

She had been building this exit for three years. 

! 

The nine-year-old girl in Sector 14 had been named Pooja. 

Sahana knew this now — had found the name in the medical 

records she had accessed after leaving Arjun's network, in 

the three months between her departure and her arrival at 

the community centre. 

She had found the records because she could not stop 

looking. 

She had found: Pooja Dinesh Rathod. Date of birth: 14 

March 2066. Diagnosis: Dravet syndrome, a severe form of 

childhood epilepsy requiring continuous medication 

management. Medical history: six clinic visits in 2070 and 

2071, medication maintained. Then: gap. No clinic visits 

from August 2071. Then: emergency admission, 22 

November 2072. Cause of admission: prolonged seizure. 

Outcome: deceased. 

She had read the record three times. She had closed the 

screen. She had gone to her kitchen and made chai and 

drunk it standing at the window looking at the street below. 

She had thought: I built the system that suspended the 

family's allocation. I built it. The automation was mine. The 

logic that identified the family as non-compliant and 
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generated the suspension notice was code that I had written, 

tested, and delivered. 

She had not known about Pooja. She had not known about 

the Rathod family specifically. The system processed 

thousands of records. The system did not present her with 

specific individuals — it presented her with aggregate metrics 

and exception reports, and the exception reports were about 

system performance, not about the people in the system. 

She had not asked about the people in the system. 

This was the thing she lived with: not that she had done 

something with intention to harm a specific child, but that 

she had built a system that treated people as data points and 

had not asked, had not required herself to ask, what was 

inside the data points. 

She had been very good at her job. She was not going to be 

very good at that job anymore. 

! 

In the community centre, at three in the morning, working 

on the channel monitoring system, she sometimes found 

herself thinking about system design in a new register. 

What would a system look like that was built to care about 

the people in it? Not about their aggregate metrics. About 

them specifically — their names, their situations, their actual 

needs rather than the categorisation of their needs? 

The answer, she was beginning to understand, was that it 

would not look like the systems she had built before. It 

would be messier. It would be harder to optimise. It would 

resist the clean logical architecture that she was trained to 
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value, because the people in it would resist clean logical 

categorisation. 

She thought about Meera's records. Meera's records were not 

an efficient system. They were hand-indexed cards and 

handwritten notebooks and printed photographs in a folder. 

They were multiply redundant and manually updated and 

deeply human in their organisation — which was to say, 

organised according to the way a human mind categorised 

things rather than the way a database categorised things. 

They were also far more useful, for the purposes the 

coalition needed them for, than anything Sahana could have 

built. 

Because Meera's records treated each person as a person. Not 

a data point. A person with a name and a history and a 

specific kind of suffering that was not interchangeable with 

anyone else's. 

Sahana thought: I need to learn to build like that. I don't 

know how yet. I will figure it out. 

She kept working. 

! 
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Extended Scene: Vikram's Morning After (Full) 

Vikram Rane spent the morning after the confrontation 

doing what he had always done with difficult information: 

processing it slowly, in silence, while doing something with 

his hands. What he was doing with his hands was: cleaning 

the silver cup. It did not need cleaning. It was clean. He 

cleaned it anyway, with the cloth he kept for this purpose, 

working the silver with the attention of someone whose 

hands needed to be occupied while the mind worked. 

The northern compound was quiet. Most of his people had 

accepted the transition team's terms and were in the process 

of being processed — interviewed, documented, their roles 

assessed and either continued under community oversight or 

discontinued. The ones who were being discontinued were 

being given what Chimaji had promised: freedom to leave, 

with no further claim. 

Two of them had asked if they could stay in the sector. They 

had been told: yes, as community members, not as 

operatives. They had both said yes to this. He had expected 

more resistance. He had been prepared for more resistance. 

He had not needed any of the contingency plans. 

This told him something about his people that he found 

both reassuring and uncomfortable. Reassuring: they were 

not committed ideologically to the arrangement that had 

existed. Uncomfortable: they had been, more than he had 

acknowledged, simply employed. Not loyal. Employed. The 

distinction mattered. 

In the Army, loyalty was the currency of everything. You 

served alongside people who would die for you and for 
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whom you would die, not because of a payment structure 

but because you had built something together in very 

difficult conditions and that building had created a bond 

that was not about the institution. It was about the people. 

He had thought, when he built his western network, that he 

was replicating this. He had thought that the tube-wells and 

the market and the medical post — the building of real things 

for real people — would create the same kind of bond. What 

he had created, he was beginning to understand, was 

something more transactional. A reliable arrangement. A 

functional relationship. Not a bond. 

The people in his network had been, largely, doing their 

jobs. Doing them well, in many cases — Darshan Kumar was 

a good example of this, a person who had done his job with 

more conscience than the job strictly required. But doing 

their jobs. 

His mother's settlement in Sector 2 was different. The 

people there — the ones who had been there in 2057 when 

he had removed the Chavre brothers — had a different 

quality of relationship with him. He had been in their 

specific story. He had been part of the specific moment 

when things had changed for them. They knew the 

difference between before and after, and he was in the story 

of the after. 

Everyone else: he had provided a service. An important 

service, a service that had improved their lives in measurable 

ways. But a service. 
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He cleaned the cup. He thought: perhaps that's what I 

should have been doing. Not becoming a warlord. Becoming 

a service provider. 

He thought: that's essentially what Arjun became, with better 

aesthetics. 

He thought: no. The thing I wanted to be was not a service 

provider. The thing I wanted to be was — he turned the cup 

in his hands — the person who was there. Present. The one 

who stood in front of things and did not move. 

He thought: that's not a job. That's a person. And persons 

are not institutions. 

The institution — the community council, the transition 

structure, the governance documents that Meera had been 

drafting — that was the thing that could be there when the 

person was not. That was the thing that did not require one 

man's stubborn presence to function. 

He turned the cup over in his hands. 

He thought: my grandfather would understand this. His 

grandfather had been a farmer in Raigad, the kind of farmer 

who kept a silver cup not because silver was practical but 

because silver was a record: this is what we have held onto. 

This is what has lasted. This is the evidence that something 

was worth keeping. 

He thought: the tube-wells are worth keeping. The medical 

post is worth keeping. The market is worth keeping. They 

will keep better under a community council than under me. 

He set the cup down on the table. He looked at it. He said, 

to no one in particular: "All right." 
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Then he got up and went to find the transition team, 

because there were technical specifics about the western 

water infrastructure that only he fully understood and the 

transition needed that information and he was going to give 

it to them completely and correctly. 

He was not a man who did incomplete work. 

! 

  



200 

Extended Scene: The First Council Meeting (Full) 

The first formal meeting of the Vasai Community Council 

took place in the community centre's main hall, on a 

Tuesday evening in March 2075, forty-one days after the 

confrontation. 

The hall had forty-three desks. Rajan had arranged them in a 

horseshoe configuration — open at one end, the open end 

facing the entrance, so that the people who came in as 

observers could see both the council members and each 

other, and the council members could see the observers 

without the observers feeling like an audience at a 

performance. 

The horseshoe configuration was, in practice, slightly too 

large for the number of people present, which meant there 

were gaps in the arc that gave the whole arrangement a 

provisional quality — which was, Rajan had decided, 

appropriate. This was a provisional thing. Its value was not 

in its completion but in its beginning. 

Thirty-seven people attended. Twenty-three were designated 

council members, representing the eight settlement 

communities and the former eastern and western network 

structures. Fourteen were observers, including journalists 

from two media organisations that had, in the past forty-one 

days, remembered that Vasai existed and had begun, with 

the enthusiasm of institutions recognising an opportunity 

they had missed, to cover it. 

Arvind was one of the observers. He sat in the second row of 

observer seating with a cup of chai he had brought himself, 

because the community centre's kitchen was not yet 
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operational and he had anticipated this. He drank his chai 

and watched the proceedings with the attention of a man 

who had been waiting for this specific meeting for forty years 

and was going to pay attention to every second of it. 

The first agenda item was: the process by which the council 

would conduct its business. Forty minutes were spent on this 

item. Forty minutes of discussion about discussion — about 

when members could speak, how long they could speak, how 

votes would work, what constituted quorum, how observers 

could contribute, how decisions would be recorded. 

The forty minutes were, Arvind thought, watching, the most 

important forty minutes of the evening. Not because the 

decisions reached in those forty minutes were the right 

decisions — some of them were wrong and would be revised 

in subsequent meetings. But because forty minutes were 

being spent on the question of how decisions would be 

made, and the question of how decisions would be made was 

more important than any specific decision. 

They argued about voting thresholds. They argued about 

whether the public should be allowed to speak and, if so, 

when. They argued about whether the minutes should be 

published and, if so, where. 

On the question of minutes: they voted, seven to four, to 

publish the full minutes publicly, on paper posted at ten 

community notice points across the sector, updated within 

forty-eight hours of each meeting. 

Arvind wrote this down in his mental catalogue. He wrote: 

Tuesday, March 2075. In a room with forty-three desks, 

seventeen people voted to make the record public. This is 
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the most important thing that has happened in this sector 

since the water authority stopped issuing reports in 2062. 

The second agenda item was water. Specifically, the question 

of who would manage the eastern buffer zone's distribution 

infrastructure going forward. 

Dilip — the water post coordinator from Sector 12, who had 

been invited to attend as a technical observer — was asked to 

speak. He spoke for seven minutes, standing at the open end 

of the horseshoe. He was visibly nervous. He held his hands 

at his sides and spoke in the careful, even tone of someone 

who has prepared what they are going to say and is 

committed to saying it accurately. 

He said: the infrastructure as currently designed required 

technical knowledge that was concentrated in too few 

people. He said: for it to be genuinely community-

accountable, more community members needed to 

understand how it worked. He said: he was willing to train 

community members in the technical operation of every 

distribution point in the sector. 

He said this and then returned to his seat. 

Lata Shinde, from the observer section, raised her hand. 

Meera, chairing, acknowledged her. She said: "If the training 

programme happens, I want my name on the list." 

Three other hands went up immediately. Meera wrote the 

names. 

The meeting continued. 

! 
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Extended: Darshan Kumar's Appointment 

Darshan Kumar became the community safety coordinator 

for Sector 8. 

The appointment came from the council, not from Chimaji 

— this was important, and Chimaji had insisted on it when 

Meera floated the idea to him first. The council had to 

choose him. It had to be their choice. 

The council chose him in the fifth meeting, after a 

conversation that lasted forty minutes and covered every 

concern that any reasonable person might have about 

appointing a former enforcer to a safety role. The concerns 

were addressed not by Chimaji or Meera but by the residents 

who knew Darshan — who knew him from the 

neighbourhood, from the chai conversation at the forum 

entrance, from the three consecutive evenings he had spent 

at the back of the courtyard listening. 

Mrs. Patil from Block D said: "He has always been respectful. 

Even when he was doing work I did not respect. That is a 

quality." 

Ganesh, the cycle-repair boy, who was now seventeen and 

had been attending the forums since the third night, said: 

"He helped me find a flat tyre once. He didn't charge me." 

These were not policy arguments. They were the currency of 

a community that had learned, through necessity, to assess 

character rather than credential. 

Darshan accepted the appointment with a stillness that those 

who knew his history understood as significant. He said: "I 

will try to be worthy of it." 
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He was. 

In the weeks that followed his appointment, Darshan 

developed a practice that was entirely his own and that 

Meera noted in her records with characteristic precision: 

every evening, between five and seven, he walked the sector. 

Not a patrol — he was careful never to make it feel like a 

patrol. A walk. The walk of a man who knew every family on 

every street and who stopped to talk, not about safety, not 

about the coalition, but about whatever was happening. The 

school fees. The water schedule. The new mural that had 

appeared on the wall of Block C and whether it had been 

commissioned or spontaneous. 

The conversations were almost never about danger. They 

were about the texture of ordinary life, which was the thing 

that Darshan had spent three years observing in his capacity 

as an enforcer and had never been allowed to engage with 

directly. 

He found that he was good at it. Better than he had been at 

the enforcement work, which had required him to be 

present in the community in a way that was structurally 

adversarial. This was different: presence without threat. 

He thought about what Chimaji had said. Not to enforce. 

To prevent. To notice the person who is two weeks from a 

decision they'll regret and talk to them before they reach it. 

He had known the signs before. He had seen them from the 

other side. Now he saw them from this side — the specific 

tension in a young man's jaw, the way a woman's shoulders 

carried something that had been there for too long, the look 

in a teenager's eyes of someone who had been offered 
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something that felt like an exit from a situation with no 

exits. 

He talked to them. Not about the coalition. Not about what 

they should or shouldn't do. Just talked. Asked questions. 

Listened to the answers with the specific quality of someone 

who had learned, from Chimaji's example, that the 

information in a conversation came from the person talking 

and not from the person waiting to respond. 

It worked more often than it didn't. When it didn't work, he 

noted it and told Meera and they figured out together what 

else might be needed. 

This was governance. Not the kind that issued permits. The 

kind that walked the streets at six in the evening and knew 

whose mother had a fever and whose son had stopped 

attending school and why. 

! 
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Extended: Betrayal and Recovery 

Arjun's response to the coalition's operations arrived six days 

after the convoy trace, in the form of the enforcement raid 

on the three market stalls. 

It was, Chimaji observed, a well-calibrated response: targeted 

enough to communicate that the eastern intelligence 

network had identified the approximate location of the 

coalition's logistics support, general enough not to reveal 

exactly how much was known. A man who struck precisely at 

what he knew had revealed the boundaries of his knowledge. 

Arjun had struck roughly at what he suspected, which told 

Chimaji something important: the intelligence was 

incomplete. 

This was because Sahana's channel architecture had held. 

Arjun knew there was something in the buffer zone. He did 

not know what it was, where exactly it operated, or who was 

running it. 

What he knew, Kavi assessed from the pattern of the raids, 

was approximately thirty days out of date. The stalls that had 

been targeted had been used by the coalition in October. It 

was now November. The coalition had not used them in 

three weeks. 

"He's fishing," Kavi said. 

"He's fishing well," Chimaji said. "A man who fishes well 

eventually catches something." 

"We move the logistics before he casts again." 

"We do more than that. We give him something to find. 

Something that tells him what we want him to think we are." 
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Kavi looked at him. "Disinformation." 

"Information," Chimaji said. "The information that the 

coalition is larger and more dispersed than it is. That it does 

not have a centre of gravity. That it is, as the community 

itself is, something that cannot be struck at a single point 

because it does not have a single point." 

He looked at the wall map. 

"The coalition is thirty people and a community centre. But 

Arjun's intelligence reads forty-seven separate meeting points 

in the last three weeks. Because forty-seven community 

members have had forty-seven separate conversations in 

forty-seven separate places, and each of those conversations 

is, in its way, the coalition." 

Kavi was quiet for a moment. Then: "You're not describing a 

disinformation campaign. You're describing the actual 

situation." 

"Yes," Chimaji said. "That is what makes it effective." 

! 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

The Final Gambit 

The warehouse had been abandoned for eleven years, which 

meant it had been inhabited — in the informal economy of 

Vasai’s unused spaces — by a series of successively more 

permanent arrangements, each occupation leaving its 

stratigraphy in the floor: the scored concrete of the printing 

machines, the painted walls of someone who had needed the 

space to mean something, the ghost of cooking oil and 

human habitation absorbed into the walls and outlasting the 

occupants. 

Chimaji had chosen it because its structural redundancy 

made it genuinely difficult to approach without being seen. 

Three entrances, two that looked primary and were not, one 

that looked blocked and opened. The roof provided 

sightlines to the northern corridor, the eastern relay district, 

and the section of Vikram’s western docklands where the 

shipping containers stacked in patterns that — read correctly 

— indicated the volume and type of cargo in transit. 

The digital schematics were spread across the central table, 

which Sahana had converted into a live display surface. The 

map was live: small lights moving along the corridors, the 

docks, the relay hub. 

“The bridge,” Chimaji said. His voice was level, which was 

not the same as calm. He had been planning this for six days, 

and what he felt now was not excitement or fear but the 

specific focused state that preceded commitment — the 
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moment when a plan that had lived in the mind must be 

released into the world, where it would immediately begin to 

differ from itself. 

He had felt this exact state seven hundred and thirty-six 

times in his previous life. It never became comfortable. That 

was useful information: the discomfort was the body telling 

the mind that this was real. 

“This bridge controls access in and out of Vikram’s western 

compound. We sever it at 0400.” 

He laid out the plan with the economy of a man who had 

run operations in the dark many times — not simplified, but 

dense, every element load-bearing. Kavi took notes on a 

physical pad in the shorthand of someone who had learned 

not to trust digital records. Sahana built the 

communications architecture in real time. Rajan listened 

with the attentiveness of someone learning at speed. 

Meera, at the end of the table, said nothing for the first forty-

five minutes. 

Then: “The third wave. You’re sending Rajan’s people into 

the streets after the assault.” 

“Yes.” 

“What are you telling them to do if they encounter people 

who are frightened? Not combatants. Residents.” 

“They’ll know who is holding a weapon,” Rajan said. 

“That’s not the same thing,” Meera said. “A frightened 

resident in a dark street will look like a threat to someone 

who has just come through a firefight.” 
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Chimaji looked at her. She was right. “Revise the third-wave 

briefing,” he said to Rajan. “The objective changes: it is not 

street security. It is civilian contact. They will announce 

themselves. They will move slowly. They will have the 

community health volunteers in sight at all times.” He 

looked at Meera. “I need you to write that protocol. Two 

hours. We move in three days. The demolition begins in 

four.” 

She nodded once. “Two hours.” 

They worked through the night. 

Between the map revisions and the timing adjustments and 

the equipment checks, there were conversations that were 

not about the operation. Kavi talked about his sister in 

Bhopal who didn’t know where he was. Sahana talked 

briefly, precisely, about the nine-year-old girl in Sector 14. 

Rajan talked about the school he had closed and the thirty-

seven students who had not had a secondary education 

because of its closing. 

Chimaji listened to all of it. 

He understood what was happening: these were people who 

were about to put their lives on a line, and the human 

response to that proximity is to become briefly more human, 

to remind yourself and others of the weight of what you are, 

because you don’t know if you will be it tomorrow. 

He had been in this room many times before. Different 

room. Same room. 

He told them about 1739. Not the battle — the months 

before it. The four months of intelligence-building and 
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sitting in settlements listening to communities who needed 

not a commander but someone to acknowledge that what 

they had been doing was already the resistance. He told them 

about Susheela, whose name had never been in any history. 

He told them about the cook and the dockworker and the 

twelve minutes when the assault had nearly failed and the 

decision he had made in the dark. 

“What did the men think,” Kavi asked, “when you changed 

the plan on the ground?” 

“Some of them were afraid. They had trained for the 

planned approach. The changed approach was a risk with 

less preparation.” 

“And?” 

“And they trusted it,” Chimaji said. “Not because I was their 

commander. Because I had spent four months earning that 

trust. Every time I had told them something that was true 

and every time the plan had bent to information rather than 

forcing information to fit the plan — those things had 

accumulated. Trust is not a grant. It’s a deposit. You make it, 

one transaction at a time.” 

The room was quiet. Then Kavi said: “All right. Let’s get 

back to the timing.” 

They worked until the light changed. 

“Remember,” Chimaji said, as the last of them prepared to 

leave. 

He said it without ceremony, without the performed gravity 

of a commander doing a pre-battle speech. “We are not 

ending something. We are beginning something. The way we 
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end this determines what we begin. The violence is the 

beginning of the work, not the end of it.” He looked around 

the table. “And the work that comes after is harder than 

anything we are planning tonight, because it requires each of 

us to remain who we are when we are not being tested. It is 

easy to be principled in a crisis. The test is what you do when 

the crisis passes.” 

He paused. “Don’t lose sight of that in the moments when 

it’s hard to hold.” 

They left. 

The map on the table glowed quietly in the empty 

warehouse. The small oblivious lights of a city going about 

its night kept moving along their routes, following patterns 

they did not know were about to become unrecognisable. 

Chimaji stood at the warehouse’s one working window and 

looked at the fort on the promontory. It was there. He had 

been here before, in a different body, in a different century, 

standing at a different point on this same coastal slope, 

looking up at the same stones before an assault that would 

change what they meant. 

He was afraid now. He was also ready. These were not 

contradictory. 

Four days until the demolition. Three days until the assault. 

He had cut it very close. He had always worked best under 

the pressure of an honest deadline. 

! 

  



214 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

Storming the Gates 

0347 hours. The rain had stopped but the ground held it. 

The cobblestones of the western quarter’s old temple 

approach were slick and dark, reflecting the broken grid of a 

streetlight that came on in three-second pulses and stayed off 

for seven. In the gaps between the pulses, the alley was 

absolute black. Chimaji’s team of six moved in the dark gaps, 

held still in the light gaps — a rhythm they had drilled for 

three evenings in a decommissioned rail shed, and which by 

now lived in the body without requiring the mind. 

His body was a catalogue of information. The ground 

underfoot: wet stone, slightly uneven at the third flag from 

the wall, a hollow that collected water and needed to be 

stepped over rather than on to avoid the sound. The air on 

his face: diesel and salt from the western docks, overlaid with 

something chemical that Sahana had identified as the 

coolant discharge from a server installation eighty metres to 

the north. 

He knew this alley. He had walked it six times in daylight 

and twice in darkness before tonight. He had learned, a long 

time ago, that the way to be ready for what you cannot 

predict is to know what you can predict so thoroughly that 

your mind has space for the unpredictable when it arrives. 

At 0400 exactly: two sounds. 
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First: a crack from the north, flat and hard — the sound of 

precise structural failure, the bridge columns accepting a 

force they were not designed for. Then two seconds of 

silence. Then the secondary groan of steel losing tension, a 

long descending note that was the most beautiful and most 

terrible sound of the night: the sound of something designed 

to be permanent accepting that it was not. 

Second: nothing. The absence of Vikram’s internal 

communications. Sahana had entered the system at 0359 

and would hold it dark for eight minutes. 

Eight minutes. 

The team moved. 

The south entrance of Vikram’s compound had three lock 

systems. A well-designed entrance would have one. Three 

locks meant paranoia had replaced engineering, and 

paranoia was readable: it told you what the person on the 

other side was afraid of. 

Kavi was at the door for ninety seconds. Chimaji stood at 

the corner counting: not measuring Kavi’s performance but 

reading the door. A door that took ninety seconds to defeat 

was a door built by someone who had had time to be careful. 

Vikram had time to be careful. That told him something 

about Vikram’s operational style: he prepared slowly and 

held firmly. He was not a man of quick repositioning. 

The door opened. 

Inside: a loading yard, forty metres square. One sentry visible 

near the northern exit, facing away. The second sentry 

should have been here. Chimaji held up one finger. Wait. 



216 

Twenty seconds. The missing sentry appeared from behind 

the easternmost stack. He had been urinating against the 

wall — unmilitary behaviour that had cost him his position 

and his awareness of approach. 

Kavi took him with a nerve compression that folded the man 

without sound. 

The first sentry turned. 

Chimaji was already across the yard. 

The halberd used as a bar rather than a blade: horizontal, at 

throat height, at the exact speed his body had calculated 

automatically while his mind was occupied with the yard’s 

geometry. The impact on the sentry’s collarbone was 

measured, targeted, sufficient. The man went down on his 

back. 

Chimaji was over him in a single movement. “One sound,” 

he said quietly. In Marathi, because this was Vasai and 

Vikram’s people were Vasai people. “And I don’t leave you 

able to make two.” 

The sentry did not make a sound. 

Four minutes had passed. 

The northern compound was a maze by design: Vikram had 

built it as a maze, the corridors not arranged for efficiency 

but for defensibility, each turn a potential ambush point, 

each junction a bad choice for anyone moving through 

without a map. 

Chimaji had a map. He had walked it in his mind forty 

times. 
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The drone charges had collapsed two sections in ways that 

required a detour. The detour added ninety seconds and 

took the team through a sleeping area — twelve cots, eight 

occupied, the men going from sleep to alert in the time it 

takes to register an unfamiliar sound. 

Eight people in a confined space going from asleep to armed. 

The next four minutes were the four minutes Chimaji would 

carry with him afterward. Not because of what happened but 

because of the decisions he had to make while they were 

happening: who to take down, who to reason with, which of 

the eight could be neutralised without the others and which 

could not. The calculation running continuously in the part 

of his mind that he wished did not function this efficiently. 

One man was seriously injured. Not one of theirs. 

He noted the man’s face. He noted the location. He kept 

moving. 

He found Vikram in the rearmost room of the northern 

compound — not a command room and not a living space 

but something between. A room with a table, a map, a single 

chair, and the accumulated personal objects of a man who 

did not allow himself many. 

A photograph. A military commendation in a frame that had 

been broken and repaired. A small silver cup that was family-

old, the kind of object you carry not because of its value but 

because of what it would mean to leave it. 

Vikram was standing. He held nothing. 

The two men looked at each other across a room that was 

seven metres wide and three centuries apart. 
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“I told them you were coming six weeks ago,” Vikram said. 

“Nobody believed me.” 

“Why did you believe it?” 

“Because the pattern was wrong. The convoy trace, the audit, 

the buffer-zone forums. Too coherent. Too patient.” He held 

Chimaji’s gaze. “This isn’t how gangs fight each other. This 

is how campaigns are run.” 

“Yes,” Chimaji said. 

A moment in which two men understood each other 

precisely. Not agreement. Not peace. But the recognition 

that contained both as possibilities. 

“My people,” Vikram said. 

“Safe. Those who want to stay will stay. Those who want to 

leave will leave. Nobody will be made an example of.” 

Chimaji held his gaze. “I have guaranteed that to people who 

were doing worse than your people. I won’t waste that record 

on one night’s convenience.” 

Vikram looked at the silver cup. At the commendation in its 

repaired frame. At the window that looked north toward the 

docks he had built, the tube-wells, the market. Fourteen 

years of holding. 

When he looked back at Chimaji, something had moved 

behind those grey eyes. Not surrender. Not resignation. The 

relief of a man who has been holding a thing for so long that 

he has forgotten what it feels like to set it down, and the 

moment of setting it down has arrived, and it is nothing like 

what he feared. 
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“All right,” he said. Just that. 

! 

What did not surrender: the lieutenants. 

In the two hours after the central compound fell, while the 

coalition’s third wave was moving through the streets with 

Meera’s civilian-contact protocol, three of Vikram’s 

lieutenants began to regroup. Their names were Suresh 

Wagle, Prakash Ghule, and a man they called Banda. They 

had come through Vikram’s operation from the bottom — 

from the docks and the slum margins and the years of 

enforcement work. Vikram had ordered them to stand 

down. The order had reached them. They had chosen to 

understand it as a general order that did not apply to their 

specific situation. 

At 0600, their group of nine men moved to retake the 

southern distribution centre. 

The report reached Chimaji at 0617. He processed it 

without visible response. He looked at the map. 

“How many?” 

“Nine confirmed,” Kavi said. 

Meera was watching Chimaji’s face. “If you send a force to 

take them back down, that’s the narrative we spend the next 

month explaining.” 

He nodded. He had been thinking the same thing. “Tell 

Vikram. Not through intermediaries. Vikram himself, in 

person, at the southern distribution centre.” 

“He surrendered —” 
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“He surrendered his authority. I’m asking him to exercise it 

one more time, in a context that will make the transition 

legible to his people. Vikram understands what Suresh 

Wagle is doing and why. He’s the only person in this city 

who can speak to those nine men in the language they’ll 

hear.” 

The conversation at the southern distribution centre lasted 

twenty-two minutes. 

Vikram had come without his usual people — alone, in 

civilian clothes, without the coat with the grey collar that 

every person in the western quarter associated with his 

authority. He had come as a man, not as a symbol. 

At the end of the twenty-two minutes, Suresh Wagle opened 

the distribution centre gate. He walked in and took off the 

blue armband and folded it on the receiving desk. Then he 

went to the tube-well controls and checked the morning 

water release timer and adjusted it by three minutes because 

it had been running three minutes late and he could not see 

any reason why the transition to community governance 

should mean the water ran late. 

It was, Meera recorded in her notes that day, the most 

precise definition of continuity she had witnessed. 

! 

Arjun was not in his headquarters when they came for him. 

He was in the east tower of the fort. 

Chimaji’s team found him there at 0731, the morning after 

the operation. He was sitting on the stone floor of the 

second level, on the precise spot Chimaji had described to 
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Sahana, with both hands in his lap and nothing in his 

hands. 

He had found the cut limestone. He had not yet attempted 

to lift it. 

He looked up when Chimaji came through the archway. He 

was not surprised. “I knew you’d come here,” he said. 

“I told Sahana about it.” 

“Sahana works for you. Things flow.” He looked at the floor 

stone. “Is it real?” 

“I believe so.” 

“Susheela.” 

Chimaji went very still. “You know her name.” 

“I found a document in the Portuguese colonial archive. A 

report by the commandant three months before the siege, 

describing an intelligence failure — a laundress mapping the 

garrison. He didn’t name her. He called her ‘the woman in 

the wash.’ I’ve been trying to find her name for six years. She 

was doing it for two years. Before anyone with a sword 

arrived. She was the siege.” 

“Yes.” 

“That’s the founding document of what this city actually is. 

Not the military victory. The two years of invisible labour 

that made the military victory possible.” 

“Lift it,” Chimaji said. “We’ll do it together.” 

They did. The chest was cedar, salt-dried and compressed to 

the density of iron, intact in a way that the quality of the 
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limestone above it had conspired to preserve. It was locked 

with a Portuguese iron lock that had rusted shut in the 

manner of a lock that had been doing its job for centuries. 

Kavi looked at it and said: “Give me three minutes.” He had 

it open in two. 

Inside: the documents, in oilskin. The water records, yellow 

at the edges, legible with care. The census, eight pages in 

careful script. And at the bottom, folded separately, a single 

page. 

Chimaji lifted it. He read it. He stood very still for a long 

moment. Then he handed it to Arjun. 

It was a letter. Written by Susheela herself, in Marathi, in 

the script of someone who had learned to write late and had 

written with determination. Dated the morning of 3 March 

1739 — the morning after the assault. 

I am Susheela, daughter of Anand, wife of Balaji, washerwoman of 

the garrison of Vasai. I have been in this service for three years. I 

have provided what I could to those who fight for what is right. I do 

not know if it was enough. I write this because I have learned that 

the things we do in secret, without names, are the things most likely 

to be lost. So here is my name. Here is what I did. Here is what I 

saw. May whoever reads this understand: the city was always 

fighting before any general arrived. We were always fighting. We 

only needed someone to see that what we were doing was war. 

Arjun read it twice. 

“I built the wrong version of this,” he said. “I built order. I 

thought order was the point.” He looked at the letter. “She 

built the belief that what you do in secret, without 
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recognition, can still matter. That the invisible labour is the 

real labour. I taxed that. I made it conditional. I made it 

mine.” He was quiet. “I was wrong.” 

“You built something real,” Chimaji said. “The eastern zone 

has water and power because you built it. Those are real 

things that real people depend on. The question was never 

whether you built something. It was whether what you built 

could become something that belonged to the people in it 

rather than to you.” 

“Can it?” 

“The Foundation’s seven lakh rupees and a chromium 

filtration system is a start. The rest is work. Long work. The 

kind that doesn’t put your name on a plaque.” 

Arjun looked at the letter again. At Susheela’s careful, late-

learned script. “She didn’t need a plaque.” 

“No. But she deserved one. She’s going to get one.” Chimaji 

took the letter back carefully. “So are you, if you do this 

right. Not for building the network. For what you do with it 

now.” 

“The Foundation is fully funded,” Arjun said. “I’ve been 

waiting for a reason to believe what came after would be 

better than what came before.” 

“Do you have that reason now?” 

Arjun looked at the chest. At the census. At the names of 

two hundred families who had been growing cashew 

orchards on this hill in 1739. “Yes,” he said. 
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He stood. He straightened his kurta with the bearing of a 

man making a transition from one mode of being to another 

— not abandoning what he had been, but placing it into a 

different context. “I’ll need a role. Something technical. I 

know the infrastructure better than anyone.” 

“Meera is expecting you at the first community council 

meeting. She has questions about the water system.” 

“The chromium contamination.” 

“Start there.” 

! 

The letter went to Meera, who spent three days verifying its 

provenance and then wrote it into the public record with the 

care of a historian who understands that the documents that 

change the understanding of who built something are the 

most important documents in any archive. 

She did not use the word discovery. She used the word 

recovery. 

Susheela had always been there. The name had been waiting 

in a cedar chest under a stone floor for three hundred and 

thirty-six years. The recovery was not the creation of 

something new. It was the restoration of something that had 

always been true. 

Meera wrote: The city was always fighting. The city was 

always building. The name on the wall was never the whole 

story. The whole story was in the hands that wrote the 

letters, folded the laundry, counted the guards, and left their 

names in the only archive they could access: the one they 
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made themselves, in secret, in the hope that whoever came 

after would know to look. 

She printed it. She put it on the wall of the community 

centre. 

Below Susheela’s name, she added a line that she had been 

thinking about for four years: 

The evidence always needed someone to carry it. You are carrying it 

now. 

! 
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DAWN OF A NEW VASAI 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Aftermath 

Kavi was the one who was injured. 

It happened on the way out of Vikram’s compound, in a 

section of the maze that should by then have been cleared 

and almost was: a man who had been playing dead. A blade, 

small and fast, catching Kavi across the ribs at an angle that 

missed the lung by four centimetres. 

Kavi did not fall. 

He kept walking for thirty metres before telling anyone. 

When he told Chimaji — not by speaking but by the specific 

angle at which he was holding his left arm — Chimaji said 

nothing except: “How bad?” 

“Four centimetres,” Kavi said. “I measured.” 

“From what?” 

“From my lung.” 

Chimaji said: “Move your arm.” Kavi moved it. The 

movement was controlled. The pain behind it was visible in 

his jaw and nowhere else. “You’re walking out. On your 

own.” 

“I know.” 

“And then you’re going to the medical post and not arguing 

with whoever is there.” 

“I might argue a little.” 
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“Kavi.” 

“I know.” 

They kept moving. 

Rajan’s third wave moved through the alleys and streets as 

the assault concluded. Not a victory procession — there was 

nothing celebratory in the briefing that Meera had written, 

and Rajan had delivered it precisely as written. These were 

community members moving through newly available space, 

announcing themselves, making the space feel inhabited 

rather than occupied. 

The first thing the people in those streets saw was their 

neighbours. 

Mrs. Patil from Block D, who was seventy-two years old and 

had been in Vasai for longer than either gang lord, opened 

her door at 0517 to find a young woman from the 

community health volunteer network on her step with a 

lantern and the news that the territorial arrangement in her 

sector had changed and that if she needed water or medical 

supplies, the logistics had shifted and she should know the 

new numbers. 

Mrs. Patil said: “I’ll make chai.” 

The health volunteer said: “I’d like that very much.” 

This conversation, replicated with variations across forty-

seven streets and two hundred and twelve doorways in the 

hours before dawn, was the third wave. Not a military 

operation. A communication. A city telling itself: things have 

changed. Here is what the change means for your morning. 
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Arvind had walked up from his chai stall at four in the 

morning because Rajan had called him and he had said yes 

without asking why. He arrived at Shantinagar Road below 

the mural and stationed himself there with the large urn on 

a trolley that he had borrowed from the Sector 8 community 

kitchen on the grounds that a historic night deserved 

sufficient chai. 

He looked up at the figure on horseback. 

He put his hand on the wall. 

The paint was cold. Below it, in the stone, was the heat the 

stone had always held. 

He stood there for a long time. 

Then he began pouring. 

The injured man in Vikram’s compound — the one whose 

face Chimaji had filed during the four worst minutes of the 

night — was found by Meera’s medical team at 0610 and 

transported to the eastern medical post with Chimaji’s 

specific instruction that he receive the same care as anyone 

else. 

The medical volunteer who treated him asked his name. 

“Ramesha,” he said. 

“Ramesha,” she repeated, writing it on the intake form. 

It was the first time in four years that anyone in the 

coalition’s growing administration had written someone 

from the other side’s network into a record that was not a 

threat assessment. The form was otherwise standard: injury 

type, treatment provided, follow-up required. 
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Ramesha had been employed by Vikram’s network for seven 

years. He had a mother in the northern settlements. He had, 

in those seven years, done things he would not describe and 

had also built, with his own hands, one of the tube-wells that 

Vikram had funded — the western settlement’s primary water 

source, which served nine hundred people daily. 

He lay in the medical post and watched the ceiling and 

thought about the tube-well. 

He thought: it will still be there tomorrow. 

He was right. 

Pranav’s daughter was found in a sub-basement of Arjun’s 

former textile-district hub at 0730, unhurt but deprived of 

communication for eleven days. 

Her name was Ananya. She was eleven years old. She had 

been reading — a copy of a children’s novel that one of the 

guards had left in the room, apparently out of something 

that was not quite kindness but was close enough to have 

functioned as it — and she had gotten to page two hundred 

and twelve. 

When the door opened and the community health volunteer 

said: “Ananya? Your father is outside,” she put down the 

book carefully, marking her page with a scrap of paper, and 

stood up. 

“Is he all right?” she asked. 

The volunteer said: “Yes. He’s been very worried.” 

Ananya said: “He worries too much.” 

She walked out. 
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Pranav was waiting at the building’s entrance. They looked at 

each other. Then she walked to him and he held her for a 

long time without either of them speaking. 

Chimaji, watching from thirty metres away, turned and 

walked in the opposite direction. 

Some things did not require witnesses. 

Three days after the confrontation, Chimaji went to the fort. 

The approach was the same approach it had always been — 

the same coastal slope, the same gradient, the same quality of 

air that changed as you climbed from the city smell to 

something more directly tidal. The main arch, with its layers 

of graffiti, was visible from the lower slope. 

The new paint — applied the night after the confrontation, 

by someone who had not asked permission, who had carried 

a small tin of white primer and worked in the dark for four 

hours — had reached the second layer of the graffiti. The 

aerosol was giving way. 

Under it, the carved words were becoming visible. 

He stood in the arch for a long time. The salt wind off the 

estuary reached this height with a quality it did not have at 

street level: cleaner, faster, carrying the smell of open water. 

He stood with his face in it. 

Below him, the city. Same city. Changed city. Both. 

He had stood in this exact position in 1739, in the hour 

after the assault, while his men celebrated in the courtyard 

and he stood outside it for a moment, feeling the thing he 
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always felt in the moments after: the weight of what came 

next. 

The weight was the same now. 

He was glad of it. 

! 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Dawn of a New Vasai 

The first community council meeting in the buffer-zone 

courtyard ran for four and a half hours and resolved three of 

its seven agenda items. 

The unresolved four were not unresolved because the people 

in the room could not reason. They were unresolved because 

the people in the room were reasoning carefully and the 

items were genuinely complex: who managed the water 

distribution infrastructure; what happened to the debt 

obligations that Vikram’s communities had accumulated; 

which of Vikram’s enforcement people were welcomed back 

as community members and under what process; and what 

justice looked like for the families of people killed in the 

violence of the past four years. 

The last item was not resolved in any meeting. It was not the 

kind of thing that resolves in meetings. 

Meera chaired. She chaired with the quality of someone who 

had been preparing for this work — in the sense of becoming 

the person capable of it — for four years of keeping records 

and standing in rooms where she was not wanted and saying 

things that needed to be said. She did not control the 

meeting. She held it. The distinction was important, because 

holding something meant accepting that it would move, that 

it would be difficult, that the difficulty was not a failure of 

the holding but the point of it. 
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Lata Shinde spoke in the third agenda item. She had not 

spoken in the first two — had sat with her arms folded and 

her face carrying the attentive expression of someone 

translating from a language they are still learning. But in the 

third item, which concerned the water allocation system and 

the question of who would run it and how it would be 

accountable, she spoke for three minutes. 

She spoke about the water post in Sector 12. About the man 

with the orange armband and the yellow ledger. About the 

morning with the empty containers. She spoke about it as 

data, not as grievance. She said: this is what the system 

produced. This is what a different system needs to prevent. 

Here is what I think the different system needs to include. 

Three people around the table made notes. Meera did not 

look surprised. She looked as though she had been waiting 

for this. 

Arjun attended two of the community council meetings as 

technical adviser. He arrived both times precisely on time 

and sat in the chair designated for technical consultants — 

which was slightly apart from the main council table, a 

positioning that had been deliberate on Meera’s part. Not 

punitive. Clarifying. 

In the second meeting, at the end, he asked to speak. Meera 

indicated he could. 

He said: “The chromium contamination from the tannery 

runoff. The filtration system that the Sector 7 installation 

uses can be adapted for the buffer zone’s eastern creek input. 

The capital cost is approximately seven lakh rupees. The 
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Vasai Janseva Foundation has that amount in its current 

reserve.” 

He stopped. He had not needed to say that last sentence. He 

had said it because Chimaji had been right, and Arjun knew 

when he was wrong with the same clarity he knew everything 

else, and the knowing required an action. 

Meera wrote it into the minutes. She did not look at Arjun 

when she wrote it. He was not doing this for 

acknowledgement. 

The mural on Shantinagar Road grew. Week by week, new 

panels appeared: a teacher with chalk; an old man with a 

chai glass; a child with bare feet running a rooftop circuit, 

face full of fierce and sufficient joy. A woman holding a 

folder — this one appeared without attribution, but everyone 

who saw it recognised Meera. 

The wall became a document. 

Arvind, passing it every morning, sometimes stopped and 

looked at the new additions. He never commented. His forty 

years of presence at the foot of the fort was a comment that 

outweighed anything he could have said. 

The fort was lit on the night that the community council 

formally designated as Vasai Reclamation Day. 

Not with the full ceremony of the old festivals. With strings 

of practical lighting borrowed from the market, arranged 

along the ramparts by volunteers who had brought ladders of 

various sizes and levels of adequacy. 

The light was uneven. It missed several sections of wall 

entirely. It was, by any aesthetic standard, rough. 
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From the settlement below, looking up, it was the most 

beautiful thing most of them had ever seen. 

Lata Shinde stood in the courtyard below the fort with her 

ten-litre containers — both of them, filled, as part of the new 

water allocation system that ran on the infrastructure Arjun’s 

team was now operating under community oversight. 

She looked up at the fort. She thought about the morning 

with the ledger. About the tap that dripped. About the walk 

home with nothing. She thought about her mother-in-law, 

who had recovered from the fever and was currently inside 

their apartment arguing with the upstairs neighbour about 

the volume of his music — which was the kind of argument 

that only happened between people who expected to be 

neighbours for the foreseeable future. 

The fort glowed on its promontory. Unevenly. Roughly. 

Imperfectly. 

She looked at it for a long time. 

Then she picked up her containers and went home. 

! 
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Deep Chapter: Forty Years at the Stall 

There is a thing that happens when you stay in one place for 

long enough. 

The place begins to change around you in ways that are 

invisible to people who leave and return, because leave-and-

return people see the change as a gap: the before and after, 

without the between. But if you stay — if you are at the same 

chai stall at the same hour every morning for forty years — 

you see it the way a river sees a bank erode: incrementally, 

continuously, the weight of small moments accumulating 

into transformation. 

Arvind Bhosale had watched Vasai erode and accrete for 

forty years. 

He had watched the municipal clinic open in 1979, in the 

building on Sector Road that was now a Vikram network 

distribution post. He had been nineteen years old when the 

clinic opened and his mother had cried when she took him 

for his first adult health check-up in a building that had not 

required any payment beyond the bus fare, because the state, 

in 1979, had still believed in certain things. 

He had watched the clinic begin its slow withdrawal: the 

Friday doctor who became a Thursday doctor who became a 

twice-monthly visiting nurse who became a poster on the 

wall of a building that no longer functioned as a clinic. He 

had watched the school lose its science laboratory in 2038. 

He had watched the water authority’s maintenance schedule 

lengthen from quarterly to annually to not-at-all. 

He had watched the crews arrive. The first crew, the Chavre 

brothers, had arrived in 2051, filling the vacuum that the 
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clinic and the school and the water authority had left. They 

had lasted until 2057, when Arjun’s organisation absorbed 

them. Arjun’s organisation had been more sophisticated — it 

understood that infrastructure was a more durable base of 

control than simple extortion. Arjun’s people had built 

things. The things had worked. This had made the people 

under his umbrella resentful and dependent simultaneously, 

which was a stable equilibrium if you were the one providing 

the things. 

Vikram had come to the western side on a slightly different 

timeline, and his model had been slightly different — more 

physical presence, less administrative — but the structural 

dynamic was identical: fill the gap, own the filling, become 

the thing you had replaced. 

Arvind had watched all of this from his chai stall. He had 

served chai to the brothers. He had served chai to Arjun’s 

early coordinators. He had served chai to Vikram’s first 

lieutenants. He had done this because his father had told 

him: a chai stall that closes its service to particular customers 

is not a chai stall anymore, it is a political statement, and 

political statements require a security apparatus that we do 

not have. 

His father had been a practical man. Arvind was also a 

practical man. But he was a practical man who kept a mental 

record — not a written one, because written records were 

dangerous, but a vivid internal catalogue of everything he 

had witnessed from this particular vantage point for forty 

years. 
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The morning that Chimaji Appa arrived at his stall and sat 

on the wall across from it without speaking, Arvind had 

looked at him and had thought: this is the correct asking. He 

had handed him chai. He had begun to speak. 

! 

The quality that Arvind noticed in Chimaji, across their first 

several conversations, was not what he had expected. He had 

expected something more overtly powerful. The quality of a 

man who carried authority visibly. He had expected 

presence. 

What he found was attention. 

Chimaji listened with the full weight of himself. When 

Arvind spoke, Chimaji was not waiting for the end of the 

sentence so that he could respond — he was inside the 

sentence, tracking its meaning, noting its implications, filing 

it in a structure that Arvind could almost see being built in 

real time. He listened the way a military commander listens 

to intelligence reports: with the understanding that the 

information is not background noise but the substance of 

the decision. 

He listened this way to Arvind, and to Rajan, and to Meera, 

and to Kavi. He listened to a nine-year-old girl named Priya 

who lived in the transit block on the eastern edge of Sector 9 

and who, one afternoon when the coalition was meeting in 

the community centre courtyard, had wandered in from the 

street and asked what they were doing. 

Chimaji had turned to face her fully. He had answered her 

question with the complete, unpatronising honesty that he 
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gave to every question from every person who asked. Priya 

had said: “But why does the fort matter?” 

He had said: “Because the fort is the thing that remembers 

when everyone else forgets. And a city that forgets what it is 

capable of becomes something less than what it could be.” 

She had thought about this with the serious, evaluating 

expression of a child who is taking an adult seriously. She 

had said: “But what does the fort remember?” 

He had said: “It remembers a time when the people in this 

city decided they wanted something and went and got it.” 

She had thought about this for a moment. Then: “Can we 

do that again?” 

He had said: “Yes. That’s what we’re doing.” 

She had nodded, apparently satisfied, and wandered back 

out into the street. 

Arvind had watched this exchange. He had thought: yes. 

That is exactly what the fort remembers. And yes. That is 

exactly what we are doing. He had made more chai. 

! 
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Deep Chapter: What Rajan Kept 

The school that Rajan had taught in had forty-three desks. 

He knew this because he had moved them many times — 

rearranging for different teaching configurations, for 

community meetings, for the optimisation of available space 

that became habitual when you were teaching in a room that 

was not quite the right size for what you were trying to do. 

He knew the particular weight of each desk, the way the 

fourth row’s middle desk had a tendency to catch on the 

floor seam, the way the light came through the two westward 

windows in the afternoon and made the board almost 

unreadable if you angled it wrong. 

He knew this building the way you know the spaces that 

have been the theatre of your most important work. 

He had taught Social Studies. Not the curriculum version — 

the version that asked: who decided this? When? In whose 

interest? What would it look like if it were decided 

differently? 

He had been warned about this approach twice by the 

district education board, in formal letters that he had kept in 

a folder because they were, in his view, documents of civic 

importance: evidence that the system was actively working to 

prevent children from learning how to ask critical questions 

about the system. He had continued teaching the way he 

taught. 

The school had closed in 2063. He had stayed. 

He had stayed because the building was there and someone 

needed to be in it. If he left, it would become a crew safe 
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house or a warehouse, and both of those outcomes were 

wrong for a building that had been a place where children 

came to think. 

He had converted the administrative office into something 

operational. He had maintained the courtyard. He had kept 

the record he had been keeping since 2063: a log of every 

community function that had used the building, every 

meeting he had hosted, every person who had come through 

the back door because the front door was the kind of front 

door that people in this sector had learned to avoid. 

He had written everything down. 

The log, in 2075, was twelve years old and seven notebooks 

long. 

! 

On the night before the assault, when the planning was 

done and the coalition had dispersed to their positions, 

Rajan walked through the community centre’s main hall. 

The forty-three desks were still there. 

They had been there for twelve years. He had moved them 

periodically, kept them clean, repaired two of them with 

wood glue and two more with a combination of wood glue 

and a certain amount of hope. They smelled of chalk dust 

and the history of children, a smell that persisted long after 

children had been there, embedded in the wood and the 

fabric of the chairs. 

He stood in the middle of the hall. 
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He thought: tomorrow, if this goes correctly, the building 

will be able to become a school again. He thought: there will 

be children who need those desks. He thought: Meera has 

already identified three retired teachers from the sector who 

have agreed to come back if the safety situation allows. 

He put his hand on the fourth-row middle desk that caught 

on the floor seam. 

He thought about all the children who had sat here. The 

ones he remembered by name — most of them. The ones 

who had asked the good questions. The ones who had gone 

on and done things he would never know about. The ones 

who were still here, somewhere in the city, living inside the 

system that had replaced the one he had been teaching them 

to question. 

He thought: I have been keeping this for them. 

He thought: it’s time for it to become what it was. 

He turned off the hall’s battery lamp and went to bed. 

He slept well, which surprised him. 

! 
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Final Scene: The Fort at New Year 

On the evening of the first day of 2076, Chimaji Appa 

walked to the fort alone. 

The city was, for once, loud with the right kind of noise: 

firecrackers from the settlement districts, music from the 

courtyard two streets south of the community centre where 

someone was holding a gathering that had begun as a 

community council social event and had become something 

larger and less structured as the evening went on. The noise 

was celebratory in the way of a city that has something to 

celebrate and has not, in recent memory, had many things. 

He walked up the fort approach without hurrying. 

The strings of lights along the ramparts were on. They had 

been on every evening since October, when the installation 

had been completed. They cast a warm, imperfect light that 

caught the stone in ways that were different at different 

angles — here making the old Portuguese masonry glow 

amber, there picking out the Maratha-era addition in a 

slightly cooler tone, everywhere revealing the layers of 

construction and reconstruction that were the fort’s actual 

history: not a single building but a conversation between 

centuries, each century adding its understanding of what a 

fortification should be. 

He stood in the main arch. 

The carved letters were clean. Someone had been attending 

to them — scrubbing carefully at the remaining paint with 

what he assumed was a very small brush and a lot of 

patience. Not all of it was gone. But the letters CHIMAJI 
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APPA, SHAKA 1661 were fully legible, the Devanagari 

characters sharp and certain in the stone. 

He put his hand on them. 

He stood there for a long time. 

Below him, the city. He could see from this height the lights 

of the buffer zone’s community notice boards — the ten 

points where the council’s minutes were posted, each one 

illuminated by the small, practical lamps that Sahana’s team 

had installed as part of the information infrastructure 

project. He could see the light from Arvind’s chai stall, 

which had not yet closed for the evening, the old man’s 

night-lantern burning at the base of the fort approach. 

He could see, in the eastern quarter, the building that had 

been Arjun’s former textile-district hub, now repurposed as 

the community council’s administrative centre and, in its 

lower floors, a community health clinic that was open five 

days a week and had, in its first three months of operation, 

seen four hundred and twelve patients. 

He could see Vikram’s western docks, now operating under a 

joint management agreement between the community 

council and a legitimate logistics company that had agreed to 

fair employment terms for workers from the western 

settlements in exchange for access to the dock infrastructure. 

He could not see the tube-wells. But he knew where they 

were. 

He looked at the fort’s main courtyard, visible from the arch: 

the space where, in 1739, he had stood on the morning after 

the siege and felt the weight of what came next. The space 
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was overgrown now — grass and scrub, the slow reclamation 

of neglected stone by the things that grew whether anyone 

wanted them to or not. Someone had been cutting back the 

growth in one corner of the courtyard. Not all of it — just 

enough to reveal the stone beneath, the paving of the 

original fort floor, the pale limestone quarried from the 

coastal embankment. A project in progress: not rushed, not 

complete, simply being done incrementally by whoever was 

doing it. 

He did not know who was doing it. He had not asked. It 

seemed like the right kind of not-knowing: the kind that 

meant other people were making decisions about the care of 

this place without requiring his direction. 

He felt the weight again. 

The same weight. Older. More familiar. No easier. 

But the weight was the right thing to feel here, in this arch, 

in this city. The weight meant it was real. The weight meant 

it mattered. The weight was the proof that this was not a 

story about a warrior returning to take a city — it was a story 

about a city’s ongoing effort to remain worthy of itself, and 

the warrior’s modest, irreplaceable role in the specific 

moment when that effort required someone to stand in the 

gap. 

He had stood in the gap. 

The gap was smaller now. 

He looked at the carved letters one more time. He thought 

of his father, who had first brought him to a fort when he 

was seven years old and had told him: this stone will outlast 
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everything you will build, so build something worth being 

outlasted by. 

He had tried. 

He was not done. 

He took his hand from the letters and walked out of the arch 

and down the promontory, toward the city. 

Arvind, at the base of the approach, was still there. The 

night lantern was lit. A cup of chai was on the ledge of the 

stall. 

Arvind did not say anything. He handed Chimaji the cup. 

They stood in the glow of the fort’s lights and drank their 

chai and said nothing for a long time. 

The city’s new year noise went on around them. 

Below them, the creek ran to the sea. 

The stone held. 

! 

  



248 

EPILOGUE 

The Eternal Warrior 

The memorial near the old marketplace was a simple stone 

plinth, chest-height, installed six weeks after the 

confrontation by a stonemason who was seventy years old 

and came out of retirement for the job and refused payment. 

He said only that his grandfather had told him about the day 

the Portuguese left, and he wanted to do something with his 

hands that was in the same category. 

The names were carved into all four sides of the plinth. 

Forty-seven of them. Each one verified by Meera through her 

four years of records. Each one required finding — not in any 

official document, because official documents did not 

reliably record the casualties of informal violence against 

informal communities. The finding had taken three months 

and had been done by Meera and Rajan and a rotating 

group of community volunteers, each of whom came with 

the name of at least one person they needed to find on the 

plinth. 

Most of them did. 

Chimaji came to the plinth on a Tuesday evening, after the 

council meeting had ended and the courtyard had emptied. 

He ran his fingers across the names the way you run fingers 

across text you already know: not to read it but to feel that it 

is there. 
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He thought of Lata and her empty containers. He thought of 

Suresh and his sorted wreckage. He thought of the child 

whose shoe he had placed upright in a burnt marketplace, 

and the parent who had resoled that shoe once already and 

would have done it again. He thought of Darshan drinking 

chai at the back of a courtyard forum, and what it had cost 

him to sit there, and what it meant that he had come back. 

He thought of Ananya, reading to page two hundred and 

twelve. 

He thought of Pranav, waiting at the building entrance. 

Forty-seven names. And behind each name, the uncounted 

others — the living, the continuing, the people who had 

absorbed the cost of these years in their bodies and their 

households and their quiet daily adjustments to a world that 

had not been designed for them to survive in. 

This was who he had come back for. 

Not the fort. Not the narrative. Them. 

Rajan arrived at some point while he was there — appearing 

without announcing himself, which under most 

circumstances would be unsettling but with Chimaji had 

become simply comfortable. He moved with a slight 

hesitation that the injury had left and that the healing had 

not quite finished taking back. 

“They’re asking about you,” Rajan said. “The children at the 

school.” He paused. “Meera reopened it last month. Twenty-

three students in the first intake. She found three retired 

teachers from the sector who agreed to come back.” He 
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looked at the plinth. “The children want to know if the 

stories are true.” 

“Which stories?” 

“All of them. The old ones and the new ones.” 

Chimaji looked at the plinth. At the names. At the 

stonemason’s work, which was exact and unadorned and 

would outlast everything else in this courtyard by several 

hundred years. 

“Tell them,” he said, “that the stories are not about me. 

They are about Vasai. About what a city can do when it 

decides it wants to live.” 

“And you?” Rajan asked. “What will you do now?” 

He did not answer immediately. Not because he didn’t 

know. Because the answer needed to be precise. 

“Watch,” he said eventually. “And be ready.” He took his 

hand from the plinth. “And make sure the next generation 

knows what this cost. Not as a burden. As a fact. The way 

you know that the water cost someone something to carry — 

and you drink it and you are grateful and you make sure the 

next person has the same access. It is not about debt. It is 

about not pretending that good things arrive free.” 

He paused. “Tell them that anyone who holds a city in their 

hands must first deserve the holding. And that deserving is 

not a claim. It is a practice.” 

Rajan was quiet for a moment. Then: “The stonemason said 

something when he finished. He said: ‘The stone will hold.’ 

He meant the plinth. I think he meant something else.” 
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“Yes,” Chimaji said. “He did.” 

The city exhaled around them. 

Not the held breath of a city under threat. The ordinary 

breath of a city that was — imperfectly, partially, with a great 

deal still unresolved, with forty-seven names on a plinth and 

a council that had resolved three of seven agenda items and 

a medical post that was open five days a week and a school 

with twenty-three students and a mural that kept growing 

and an old man at a chai stall who had been keeping watch 

for forty years — trying. 

The lanterns in the doorways. The faint sound from the 

eastern quarter that it took a moment to identify: music. Not 

broadcast. Live. Someone’s instrument in someone’s 

courtyard, the kind of music that doesn’t travel far because it 

isn’t trying to reach anyone beyond the courtyard, because 

the courtyard is enough. 

The smell of the estuary, salt-mud and open water, arriving 

above the diesel as the night wind shifted. 

The fort on its promontory. 

Lit. 

Chimaji Appa walked out of the courtyard and into the city’s 

quietly luminous night. Not as a conqueror. Not as a 

saviour. Not as a legend revisiting his own monument. 

As a man who had fought for a particular piece of earth and 

the people on it, and who had done so twice now, and who 

understood — as anyone understands who has done this kind 

of work long enough — that the fighting is never entirely 

finished. 
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That the stone that holds is not the stone that is done. 

That the breathing does not stop. 

That the city is still here. 

He walked until he could see the creek from the edge of the 

old market road — the creek that ran between salt and fresh 

depending on the season, that had been running this way 

since before the Portuguese and would run this way after 

everything currently lit on the coastal slope above him had 

found its own equilibrium. 

He stood at the creek’s edge. 

He put his hand in the water. 

It was the same water. 

He knew: he would be back. Not tonight — tonight the city 

needed to breathe on its own, to begin the work of being 

itself without a three-hundred-year-old commander in its 

centre. But he would watch. He would be ready. 

The stone that holds is not the stone that is done. 

The city is still here. 

! 
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POSTSCRIPT 

The city, One Year Later 

The Vasai Community Council held its fourteenth formal 

meeting on a Monday evening in January 2076, in the 

renovated main hall of the community centre. 

The hall had forty-three desks. Twenty-seven of them were 

occupied by the council’s members and observers. The 

remaining sixteen had been moved to make room for the 

three rows of public seating, which had been full at every 

meeting since the eighth. 

The agenda for the fourteenth meeting contained eleven 

items. By the end of the four-hour session, eight had been 

resolved. 

The water quality data for the eastern buffer zone’s third 

quarter showed a thirty-one percent reduction in chromium 

levels at the primary intake points. The remediation working 

group projected full remediation within fourteen months, 

pending the completion of the tannery waste management 

installation that Arjun’s technical team and the municipality 

— which had, after extended negotiation, re-engaged with the 

sector for the first time since 2062 — had agreed to jointly 

fund. 

The community school on Sector 12 enrolled forty-one 

students in its second intake. One of its three teachers, a 

retired secondary school principal named Madhuri Kamble 

who had been living three streets from the school for thirty 

years without anyone having asked her to teach in it, had 
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been elected to the community council in November. She sat 

in the front row. 

Darshan Kumar’s community safety report showed a sixty-

seven percent reduction in reported incidents in the 

transition zones. He presented the report with the directness 

of someone who has learned that data, presented clearly, 

makes its own case without embellishment. 

The memorial plinth’s maintenance had been taken over by 

a rotating volunteer group who cleaned it weekly and had, in 

November, added a second plaque: not names, but a 

statement of purpose. The statement had taken three council 

meetings to agree on the language for. The final text read: 

THIS CITY BELONGS TO THE PEOPLE WHO LIVE IN 

IT. THEY HAVE ALWAYS KNOWN THIS. NOW IT IS 

WRITTEN IN STONE. 

The stonemason who had made the first plinth had been 

asked to carve the second. He had done so without payment, 

again. He had told the council: “Some things you do because 

they need to be done and you happen to be the one who can 

do them.” 

The council had recorded this in the minutes. 

The fort was still on its promontory. 

The practical lighting had been replaced, in October, with a 

proper installation: not a festival lighting, not the full 

ceremony of the pre-2058 events, but a clean, simple, 

permanent installation that lit the main rampart and the 

arch from dusk to midnight every evening. The community 

had funded it through a collection that Arvind had 

organised from his chai stall over three weeks in August, 
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accepting contributions of any size, keeping the list of 

contributors in a notebook, and announcing the total raised 

every morning to whoever was within earshot. 

The total had been sufficient. 

On the night the installation was turned on for the first 

time, Arvind stood at his chai stall and looked up at the lit 

fort and then looked at the queue of people who had come 

to the stall specifically to stand in the glow. 

He made chai for all of them. 

He worked until the urn was empty, at which point he 

announced that he was going home because his feet hurt. 

He was wrong about this. He did not go home immediately. 

He stood at the base of the fort approach for another twenty 

minutes, looking up at the lit ramparts, with the quality of 

attention of someone who has been waiting for something 

for a long time and is not quite ready, even now that it has 

arrived, to look away. 

Then he went home. 

He slept very well. 

The city breathed. 

It continued. 

! 
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AUTHOR’S NOTE 

What the Stone Holds 

On the night Vasai Fort was lit for the first time in seventeen 

years, Chimaji Appa stood at the edge of the old market 

road and put his hand in the creek. 

He had done this once before, in 1739, on the morning after 

the siege. He had come down from the taken fort in the early 

light and walked to the creek mouth and put his hand in the 

water, and he had thought: this is still here. The water is still 

here. Whatever we did or did not do, the water is still here. 

He had not known, that morning, that he had thirteen 

months left to live. 

He knew it now. He knew the shape of thirteen months. He 

knew what could and could not be finished in that time, 

what would require other people to carry forward, what had 

already been carried further than he had any right to expect. 

The water was cold. The same temperature it had always 

been in January. The salt coming in from the sea, the fresh 

pushing out from the hills, the two in their perpetual 

negotiation at the creek mouth. 

He had not saved the city. He wanted to be precise about 

this, in the way that he had always wanted to be precise 

about the distance between what he had done and what the 

city had done for itself. He had arrived and named the thing 

that was already happening and he had brought a specific set 

of skills to a coalition that had been building itself before he 
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understood what it was. He had been useful. This was not 

nothing. 

But the fort was lit because Arvind had run a collection from 

a chai stall for three weeks. The water quality was improving 

because Meera had been indexing it since the morning was 

still current. The school had forty-one students because a 

retired principal named Madhuri Kamble had been living 

three streets away for thirty years and someone had finally 

asked. 

He had been the someone who asked. 

This, he thought, might be the thing that the physics of 

obligation had been pointing toward all along. Not the 

returning itself. Not the taking back of the fort. The asking. 

The specific act of a person with a different relationship to 

time — who had seen what this city had been and 

understood, from that, what it could be — turning to the 

people who had been doing the work all along and saying: I 

see what you have been doing. It is important. What do you 

need? 

He had made one other promise in his three hundred and 

thirty-six years of waiting. A promise to a woman named 

Susheela, who had asked only that her name be put in the 

record. 

That promise was kept. Her name was on a wall now. It was 

in the minutes of the Vasai Community Council, verified 

and entered into the public record by a woman named 

Meera who understood that the documents which restore 

the understanding of who built something are the most 

important documents in any archive. 
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He took his hand out of the water. 

The fort was lit on its promontory. 

He walked home through a city that was, for the first time in 

seventeen years, beginning to believe in itself. 

The stone holds. 

The city is still here. 

! 

— End of CHIMAJI: 2075 — RECLAIM — 


