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‘You didn’t pretend the damage hadn’t happened. You didn’t restore something to a false version of itself — an imagined original that had never existed. You worked with what was actually there. You stabilised what needed stabilising. You cleaned carefully. You made decisions about what to preserve and what to let go and you made those decisions based on what the thing actually was, not what you wished it had been.’
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​Chapter One: The Call
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I. Karan

The call came at 4:23 AM.

Karan was already awake. He usually was at that hour. He sat at the small table near the kitchen window with a cup of tea he had stopped drinking, watching the lane below arrange itself for the day. The dhobi. The tea stall. A dog that appeared every morning and disappeared by six.

Unknown number. Delhi prefix.

He answered.

'Is this Karan Malhotra? Former Captain, Military Police?'

'Who's asking.'

'Sub-Inspector Rawat, Kotla Mubarakpur station.' A pause. 'Sir, there's been an accident. Mehrauli-Badarpur road, near the Sarita Vihar flyover. Around 1 AM. A Honda City went off the road.'

Karan said nothing.

'The female passenger has been identified as Laila Sharma. Your number was listed as emergency contact on her phone.'

Outside, the dhobi slapped wet cloth against stone. Steady. Unhurried.

'What are you telling me,' Karan said.

'Sir. She didn't survive.'

He asked the questions he was supposed to ask. Hospital. Time of death. What came next. He didn't write anything down. He would remember.

Before he ended the call he said: 'The driver.'

'Also deceased. Male, unidentified at this point. The vehicle shows significant speed at impact. We believe he may have been intoxicated.'

'Laila didn't drink.'

A short silence. 'Sir, we're still—'

'She didn't drink,' Karan said again.

Not anger. Just a fact he wanted placed somewhere.

He ended the call.

He sat at the table until the lane below was fully awake.

He thought about the last time he'd seen her. Three weeks before. Coffee near Lodhi Garden, a Sunday afternoon, nothing particular about it. She had seemed fine. She had seemed like herself.

He thought about the unidentified male.

He thought about the word intoxicated.

Laila Sharma had not touched alcohol in the six years Karan had known her. It was not a complicated fact. It was simply true.

The official version of the night didn't fit.

He didn't know yet what that meant. He filed it away in the part of his mind that held things requiring more time — incomplete reports, misaligned details, answers that came before their questions.

He would return to it.

He just didn't know when.

II. Siya

She was at her studio when Pankaj called.

Six fifteen in the morning, Amsterdam. She had been there since five, unable to sleep, working on a section of damaged sky in a seventeenth-century landscape. The restoration was slow work. She preferred it that way.

She picked up without looking at the screen. Her father was the only one who called before seven.

'Siya.'

It wasn't her father.

It was Pankaj Gupta. He had worked for her father for as long as she could remember. Quiet man. Efficient. Not someone who called for small reasons.

'Beta.' He only used that word when something was wrong.

She set down the magnifying glass she was holding. Put it carefully on the table.

She would think about that later — why she was careful with it. There was no reason to be.

'There's been an accident,' he said. 'Last night. Mehrauli-Badarpur road.'

'Papa?'

'He didn't survive, Siya.'

She stood at the window.

Outside, the canal was grey and still. A cyclist crossed the bridge below, scarf pulled up, unhurried. The city had no particular interest in what was happening in her studio.

'What happened,' she said.

'The police are calling it a drunk driving accident. There was a woman in the car with him. They haven't identified her yet.'

Siya absorbed this.

'What woman.'

'I don't know.'

'And the drunk driving—'

'I know,' Pankaj said. Before she could finish. 'I know, beta.'

Her father had not had a drink in twenty-two years.

He had stopped the year her mother was diagnosed. No announcement. No explanation to guests at dinner. He had simply stopped. She had asked him about it once when she was nineteen. He said: some things you stop not because you're weak but because you finally understand what you were using them for.

She was thirty-one now. She still thought about that sentence.

'Come home,' Pankaj said.

She booked the first available flight. KLM to Abu Dhabi, connecting to Delhi. She would land the following morning.

She sat in the studio for a while after the call.

The damaged sky on the table looked back at her. A previous restorer's mistake — the wrong shade of white applied over something original.

Well-intentioned. Incorrect.

Her father was Armaan Kapoor. Three hotels in Delhi, one in Jaipur. A man who remembered the names of your children, who made you feel attended to, who had not given her reason in thirty-one years to doubt his character.

And now the police were saying drunk driving. An unidentified woman.

Siya packed what she needed and turned off the studio lights.

She did not cry on the bicycle home.

She would not cry on the flight.

She needed to think, not feel. There would be time for the other thing later.

Delhi was waiting.

III.

The Honda City had been towed to the impound lot in Mayapuri by morning.

The official report was filed at Kotla Mubarakpur station by afternoon.

Drunk driving. Single vehicle. Two fatalities. Case pending further investigation.

On the Mehrauli-Badarpur road, a section of guardrail had been replaced.

Delhi moved on.

It always did.
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​Chapter Two: One Week Later
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I. Karan

He had taken three days of leave after the accident.

Not because he had planned to. He had shown up at Meridian on the morning after the call, sat in the monitoring room for four hours, watched six screens without seeing any of them, and then told Suresh he

was going home. Suresh had looked at him with the careful blankness of a man who had heard and didn't know what to say. Karan hadn't needed him to say anything.

He had gone home.

He had dealt with what needed dealing with. The identification. The paperwork. Laila had no family in Delhi — her parents were in Chandigarh and arrived the following morning, small and stunned, people he had met twice and who now looked at him as though he might have answers. He didn't. He stood with them through the cremation and said what was said and drove back to Lajpat Nagar alone.

He came back to work on the fourth day because the flat had nothing left to offer him.

The story had been everywhere that first week.

He hadn't looked for it. Delhi had made sure he didn't need to.

It was on the news channel running without sound at the dhaba where he ate. It was the headline on the newspaper at the corner stand he passed every morning. It was in the WhatsApp forwards that arrived from numbers he barely recognised — people who knew him distantly, who had seen the name and connected it to him and sent the link without thinking about what it meant to receive it.

Hotelier Armaan Kapoor Dead in Late Night Crash.

Mystery Woman Identified as Delhi Resident Laila Sharma.

Police Suspect Drunk Driving.

Mystery woman.

He had read that phrase on a screen at a petrol station while filling his tank and had sat in the car afterwards for a few minutes without starting the engine.

Laila Sharma. Thirty-one years old. His fiancée for the last eight months. A woman he had known for three years, shared meals with, argued with, planned a future with. Reduced, in the space of a week, to two words in a headline.

Mystery woman.

The trouble was — and this was the thing he couldn't put down, the thing that followed him from the flat to the monitoring room and back again — he wasn't entirely sure the headline was wrong.

He had thought about it every hour of the past seven days.

What he knew about Laila Sharma.

She was private. More private than he had understood when they first met, and more private than he had fully reckoned with even after three years. She kept her work separate from their life together — not secretively, he had never felt deceived, but with a self-containment that he had respected and perhaps never examined closely enough.

She had told him she worked in corporate consulting. Due diligence, background checks, that kind of work. He had never asked for details. It hadn't seemed important.

It seemed important now.

Mehrauli-Badarpur Road at 1 AM. Armaan Kapoor's car. A man Laila had never once mentioned.

Three years. Engaged for eight months. And she had been somewhere that night that she had never told him about, with someone he had never heard of, for a reason that didn't exist anywhere in the official record.

He wasn't thinking about the accident report. He wasn't thinking about whether Armaan Kapoor was drunk or sober.

He was thinking about who Laila was.

And how much of that he hadn't known.

He called Aditya at lunch.

'Pandara Road,' Aditya said, before Karan could speak. 'Tonight. Eight.'

He was already there when Karan arrived, the food ordered, the table in the corner they always took.

'Talk,' Aditya said.

Karan told him. Not the accident. Not the report. He told him about Laila — what she had said she did for work, what she hadn't said, the gap between the two that he was only now beginning to measure.

Aditya listened without interrupting.

When Karan finished, Aditya was quiet for a moment.

'You want to know who she really was,' he said.

'I want to know what she was doing in that car.'

'Same thing.'

'Yes,' Karan said. 'Same thing.'

Aditya refilled both glasses.

'I can make some calls,' he said. 'Quietly. See if the name Laila Sharma appears anywhere in any system it shouldn't — or should.' He paused.

'It'll take a few days.'

'I know.'

'And Karan.' He said it carefully. 'Whatever I find — it may not be what you want it to be.'

'I know that too.'

Aditya nodded slowly. The conversation moved to other things after that, the way conversations do when the important part has been said and sitting with it is all that's left.

Outside, Delhi ran its usual evening noise — horns and vendors and a city that had already moved on from the story it had spent a week consuming.

Karan drove home with the same question he had arrived with. He didn't expect it to leave him anytime soon.

II. Siya

The Jor Bagh house had always run on her father's presence.

His early mornings. His calls from the kitchen. The way he moved through rooms as though each one had something worth noticing in it. Without him the spaces felt larger than necessary. The quiet between one room and the next felt like it was waiting for something.

Siya had been back for six days.

The first two were relatives. Food arriving without being asked for.

Condolences in variations of the same sentence. The collective, well-meaning weight of people who didn't know what else to offer.

Trilok Singhania had been there from the first evening.

He had handled the cremation arrangements before anyone thought to ask him. He had spoken to the hotel staff, fielded calls from business associates, sat with Veer for long stretches without requiring conversation.

At some point during those first two days he had also, quietly, made the media coverage stop. She didn't know exactly how. She hadn't asked. But after the third day the calls from journalists ceased, the coverage thinned, and her father's name disappeared from the news cycle.

She had found Trilok in the kitchen on the evening of the second day.

'Thank you,' she had said. 'For the—' She had gestured vaguely, meaning all of it.

He had shaken his head. 'Armaan would have done the same for me. More, probably.'

His eyes were red. He was sixty-three years old and looked every year of it. She had known him since childhood — the uncle who appeared at every Diwali, who remembered that she liked books and brought them when she was young, who had sat across from her father at a hundred dinners she could half-remember.

She had left him in the kitchen and gone to her room and sat on the edge of the bed for a long time.

By the fifth day the relatives had thinned. Trilok had returned to his own home but called every morning without fail. Veer drifted between his room and the kitchen, quiet in the way of someone still deciding what shape his grief would take.

On the sixth day Siya asked Pankaj to sit with her.

He made tea without being asked. Set a cup in front of her. Sat down across the table with his own.

She didn't know what she wanted to ask him. That was the honest truth of it. She just knew that Pankaj had been closer to her father's daily life than anyone and that sitting across from him felt like the closest she could get to understanding something she didn't yet have words for.

'Tell me about him,' she said. 'The last few weeks.'

Pankaj looked at her for a moment.

Then he said: 'There was something.'

She waited.

'I don't know what it was,' he said carefully. 'Your father wasn't someone who showed the inside on the outside. But I knew him for thirty years. I noticed.' He paused. 'In the last month or so he became more careful. Certain calls he took alone. Certain meetings he kept off the calendar. Once he asked me to step out of the room when someone called — which he had never done before in all the years I worked for him.'

Siya's hands were around her cup.

'Did you ask him about it.'

'Once. He said it was a business matter he was working through and that I shouldn't worry.' Pankaj looked at the table. 'I didn't push. I should have pushed.'

'You couldn't have known.'

'No. But I should have pushed.'

She let that sit for a moment.

'The woman in the car,' she said. 'Laila Sharma. Do you know who she was.'

'No. I've tried to find out. She has no connection to the hotels, to any supplier, to any professional contact I can identify. I don't know how your father knew her.'

Siya nodded slowly.

She thought about what the papers had called Laila Sharma in the first few days before Trilok made it stop. Mystery woman. As though the most important fact about her was that nobody could explain her.

Her father had known her. That was a fact. He had been in a car with her at 1 AM on a road with no obvious reason for either of them to be on it.

That was also a fact.

Somewhere between those two facts was the thing nobody was looking for.

'The car,' she said. 'Where is it.'

'Mayapuri impound lot. It hasn't been released yet.'

Pankaj was watching her the way he had watched her since she was a chil — with the particular attention of someone who understood that she had

already made a decision and was simply working out the details.

'Siya,' he said quietly. 'The police have closed the case.'

'I know.'

'Whatever you're thinking—'

'I'm thinking,' she said, 'that my father was a careful man. And that careful men don't end up dead by accident.' She looked at him. 'I'm going to find out what he was involved in. And I'm going to start with that car.'

Pankaj was quiet for a long moment.

Then he said: 'Tell me what you need.'

III.

The Mayapuri impound lot sat behind rusted gates off the main road, wedged between a tyre repair shop and a wholesale auto parts dealer.

The Honda City was near the back wall. A tarpaulin covered most of it, one corner lifted in the wind to show the collapsed front end, the shattered glass, the particular violence of metal that has left a road at speed.

Nobody had looked at it carefully since it arrived.

Nobody had been asked to.

In different parts of the city, two people were separately thinking about changing that.

They didn't know about each other yet.
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​Chapter Three: Mayapuri
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I. Karan

He had no official reason to be there.

That was the first problem. The impound lot wasn't a public space and the Honda City wasn't his vehicle. He had thought about this on the drive over and arrived at a solution that was less a plan than a posture — he would walk in as though he belonged there, say as little as possible, and see how far that got him.

It got him surprisingly far.

The attendant at the gate was a middle-aged man with the specific disinterest of someone who had been doing the same job for fifteen years and had long since stopped asking questions that weren't his to ask.

Karan showed his old Military Police ID — technically no longer valid, practically still useful — said he was there on a follow-up matter related to the Kapoor accident, and was waved through with barely a glance.

Delhi ran on posture. He had always known that.

The lot was larger than it looked from the road. Rows of vehicles in various states of damage, some recent, some that had clearly been there long enough to gather a particular kind of permanent dust. The Honda City was near the back wall, a tarpaulin half-covering it, one corner lifted by the morning wind.

He stood in front of it for a moment before touching anything.

The front end had taken the impact. The windshield was gone. The driver's side door had been forced open at some point — by the emergency team, most likely — and hadn't closed properly since. The passenger side was intact from the outside but the interior told a different story. The dashboard had compressed on impact. The seat was stained in a way he didn't look at for long.
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