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DISCLAIMER

This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, organizations, locations, events, and incidents portrayed in this book are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, real events, or real organizations is purely coincidental and unintentional.

The technologies, systems, and scenarios described in this novel—including but not limited to surveillance methods, data analysis tools, and intelligence operations—are fictionalized for narrative purposes. While certain elements may be inspired by real-world concepts, they have been adapted, modified, or entirely imagined to serve the story.

This book does not intend to represent or expose any actual organization, government body, or private entity. The views, actions, and motivations of the characters are solely those of the fictional narrative and do not reflect the views of any real individual or institution.

The author makes no claims regarding the accuracy or applicability of any technical, legal, or investigative information presented in this work. Readers are advised not to interpret any part of this book as professional, legal, or technical guidance.

This novel is intended solely for entertainment and storytelling purposes.
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Chapter One: 

Before the Leaving

Sravanthi Reddy had a habit of sitting on the roof of their house in Dilsukhnagar at seven in the evening, when the heat had just begun to release its grip on the city and the vendors on the street below were lighting their lamps. She would sit with her knees pulled to her chest and watch Hyderabad arrange itself for the night — the biryani shops opening their pots, the auto-rickshaws weaving their particular mathematics between lanes, the whole magnificent, loud, jasmine-scented machinery of her city entering its most beautiful hour.

She had been doing this since she was sixteen. Seven years of the same roof, the same seven o'clock light, the same smell rising from the street — roasted groundnuts and diesel and something she had never managed to name but that meant home in every cell of her body. She had taken it completely for granted until the night she understood she was leaving.

That night — a Thursday in late July, eight weeks before her visa was stamped and her bag was packed and her life divided into what she could carry and what she would have to grieve — she sat on the roof and tried to memorize it. The lamp of the pav bhaji cart on the corner. The particular lean of the old peepal tree beside the temple. The sound her mother's kitchen made from three floors down, the specific percussion of the pressure cooker, the aluminum vessel, the gas flame catching.

She was not, by any honest measure, leaving a bad life. The house was crowded — it was always crowded, as houses in her neighborhood were, three generations of Reddys organized into four rooms and a kitchen and two bathrooms and a roof that was technically storage but was functionally hers. She had been fed, educated, clothed, taken to the doctor when needed and to the temple when her father decided it was necessary. She had not been beaten, had not been married off at nineteen, had not been prevented from finishing her undergraduate degree in business administration from Osmania University. By the metrics that her father used to measure parenting, Ravi Reddy had done everything correctly.

What he had not done — and what Sravanthi had spent seven years sitting on this roof understanding — was see her.

Priya had always been the one he saw. Priya, his eldest, who had taken her HSC marks and converted them into a nursing degree with the efficient reliability of someone who understood early that the way to peace in this house was to not disturb its accounting. Priya worked at Care Hospital in Banjara Hills and came home on Sundays with the specific competent exhaustion of someone doing work that mattered and knowing it. Ravi Reddy was proud of Priya in a way that was fully visible — he mentioned her to relatives, pointed to her framed nursing registration certificate on the wall of the sitting room, said her name with a completeness that he never achieved when saying Sravanthi's.

Sravanthi, his younger daughter, had given him only trouble. Not serious trouble — she had never brought disgrace to the family in any of the ways that matter to families in Dilsukhnagar. She had given him the trouble of the girl who asked why. The girl who argued. The girl who stood in the kitchen at seventeen and told her mother that she would not be attending her cousin's wedding because she had exams and that was final, and her mother had looked at Sravanthi with the expression of a woman who loved her child and had no idea what to do with her.

She had given him the trouble of a daughter who had ideas. About her career, about her future, about what a life should look like. And eventually — in a conversation that began at the dinner table in March and became progressively louder until it arrived on the roof between them, Ravi and Sravanthi in the dark, her mother hovering at the stairwell below because she was afraid of what was being said but more afraid of choosing a side — the trouble of a daughter who announced she was going to England.

* * *
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The idea had begun with an email. One of those recruitment emails that universities send to graduates of Indian colleges, advertising postgraduate programs, offering brochures and virtual open days. Most of Sravanthi's classmates deleted these without reading them. Sravanthi had read every word.

East London University. Masters in Business Management. Applications open. Partial scholarships available for high-achieving international students.

She had read the email four times, then read the university's website for two hours, then downloaded the application form, then not looked at it for a week, then filled it in. She had done all of this without telling anyone. She had submitted her application, uploaded her transcripts and her personal statement — three drafts, the third one honest — and waited.

The offer letter arrived on a Tuesday morning in February. Conditional offer: Masters in Business Management, East London University, September intake. Subject to English language test and visa approval.

She had sat with the letter on the roof that evening and felt something she had no precise name for. Not happiness exactly. Not certainty. Something more like the feeling you get when you push a door you've been leaning on for years and it opens — the sudden removal of resistance, the stumbling forward, the recalibration of how you stand.

She had told Priya first. Called her while Priya was still at the hospital, between shifts, and said it flat and plain because she had always spoken to Priya flat and plain and it had always been sufficient.

'I got an offer from a university in London,' she said. 'A master's.'

There was a pause on the line. Then: 'London UK?'

'Yes.'

Another pause. 'What kind of master's?'

'Business management.'

Priya said nothing for a moment, and Sravanthi understood that her sister was doing several things simultaneously — absorbing the news, considering the parents, calculating the money, feeling something she wouldn't name yet. Then Priya said: 'How much does it cost?'

'Twelve thousand pounds for the whole program. There's a partial scholarship, four thousand. So eight thousand I need to arrange.'

'In rupees that's—'

'About eight and a half lakhs,' Sravanthi said. 'I know.'

Silence. Then Priya said, very quietly: 'I have two and a half saved.'

Sravanthi's throat closed. She didn't trust herself to speak for a moment. 'Priya—'

'Don't say no,' Priya said. 'Just — tell me about the place. What's East London University?'

* * *

[image: ]


The conversation with her parents happened two days later and lasted, in its active phase, four hours. Ravi Reddy had objections that were architectural: it cost too much, she didn't need another degree, what was wrong with finding work here, why England of all places, she didn't know anyone there, she was a girl going alone to a foreign country, who would look after her.

Each objection was real. Each one also contained, beneath it, something Sravanthi recognized and could not say without making everything worse: the objections were also the particular disappointment of a man who had never fully decided what he wanted for this daughter, which meant he defaulted to whatever required less of him.

Her mother cried. Lakshmi Reddy cried with the specific quiet of a woman who did her crying at the lowest possible volume so as not to be noticed doing it, and who said, when asked, that she wasn't crying about anything particular.

Priya came home that Sunday and sat in the kitchen and talked to their parents for three hours while Sravanthi stayed on the roof. She never told Sravanthi exactly what was said in that kitchen. She came up afterward and sat beside Sravanthi and said: 'Appa will sign the financial documents. He won't be happy about it, but he'll sign.'

'And what about—'

'He's not going to give you a big send-off speech,' Priya said simply. 'That's not going to happen. But he won't stand in the way.' Sravanthi had known this. She had always known her father was not going to be the man who said: I believe in you, go and show the world. He was not that man. He was the man who signed the documents. That would have to be enough.

'And you?' Sravanthi said.

Priya looked at the street below, the seven o'clock light, the lamp of the pav bhaji cart. 'I'm going to save the rest of the money,' she said. 'I have a plan. Don't ask me the details because I'll get emotional and I don't want to get emotional right now.' Sravanthi laughed. It came out broken and warm simultaneously.

'And I'm going to call you every single day,' Priya said. 'You understand? Every single day. I don't care what time it is there.'

'Deal,' Sravanthi said.

'And you're going to answer.'

'Every time.'

They sat on the roof until the lamp of the pav bhaji cart was the only light on the street, and the city breathed around them, and neither of them said the thing they were both feeling: that this was beautiful and it was also already almost over, and the beautiful and the almost-over were the same thing.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Two: The Airport


[image: ]




On the morning of September 3rd, Sravanthi left the house in Dilsukhnagar at four in the morning.

Her bag was twenty-three kilos. She had packed and repacked it three times in the preceding week, each time standing back and looking at the heap on her bed — the clothes selected for a climate she had never experienced, the medicines her mother had insisted on packing for ailments she didn't have, the small container of homemade rice powder her aunt had pressed into her hands with the gravity of a sacred object, the two books she was taking because she had rationed herself to two and chosen badly, the photo of the roof at sunset that Priya had framed for her and that Sravanthi had initially thought was sentimental but packed anyway.

Her mother was awake before her, which was not surprising — Lakshmi Reddy ran on an anxiety schedule that predated any alarm clock. She had made idli and sambar for the four in the morning, which was the kind of thing only a mother does, the kind of thing that looks excessive and is, in fact, the only appropriate response to the situation. Sravanthi ate all of it. She did not know when she would have idli and sambar again, and her body understood this even when her mind was too busy with logistics to think about it.

Ravi Reddy came down the stairs in his house clothes, which meant he was not dressed for the airport, which meant he was not coming. This had been discussed and not discussed and was finally settled by the simple fact of him appearing at the kitchen door in his dhoti and looking at his younger daughter sitting at the kitchen table with her bag by the door and her plate of idli and her mother standing at the stove in the particular way she stood when she was trying not to cry.

He sat at the table. He looked at the table. He said: 'Your tickets are confirmed?'

'Yes, Appa.'

'You have enough cash?'

'Yes.'

'The university knows you're arriving?'

'I have the address of the accommodation. It's organized.'

He nodded. He looked at the table for another moment. Then he said: 'Don't embarrass the family.'

This was, Sravanthi understood, as close as her father was going to get to sending her with his blessing. Don't embarrass the family. It meant: go, but carry us with you. It meant: do well, because if you do well, I can acknowledge you in the way I haven't managed yet. It meant something — not enough, never quite enough, but something. She took it.

'I won't,' she said.

* * *
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Priya drove her to Rajiv Gandhi International Airport in a borrowed car — a friend's Maruti, slightly dented on the left side, that rattled on the flyover in a way that made Sravanthi grip the dashboard. They didn't talk much on the way. The highway at four-thirty in the morning was its own world — the long-haul trucks lined up, the occasional bus with its single passengers pressed against dark windows, the city retreating in the rearview mirror.

They sat in the departures drop-off zone for seven minutes after they had taken the bag out of the boot. Sravanthi knew exactly because she watched the clock on the dashboard the way you watch a clock when you do not want time to move and it moves anyway.
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