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Chapter 1: The Glass Cage
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The numbers on the projection screen weren't just falling; they were melting.

Arjun Malhotra blinked, once, twice, trying to squeeze the moisture back into his eyes. The bar graph, representing a quarter-on-quarter growth that should have been his crowning glory, smeared into a neon blue haze. It looked less like financial data and more like a bruising on the retina.

“As you can see, the EBITDA margins have stabilized,” a voice said. It was crisp, distant, and annoying.

Arjun tried to focus on the speaker. It was his CFO, Mehra. Or at least, the blurry shape in the charcoal suit standing at the head of the mahogany table was likely Mehra. The man’s voice seemed to be coming from underwater, distorted by the thumping rush of blood in Arjun’s own ears.

Stabilized. The word echoed.

Arjun gripped the edge of the table. The cold, polished wood felt slippery under his palms. He wasn't just sweating; he was leaking. A cold, viscous perspiration had glued his Egyptian cotton shirt to his spine.

"Arjun?"

The silence in the room was sudden and absolute. The hum of the centralized air conditioning in the skyscraper—a low-frequency drone that usually signaled power and isolation—suddenly sounded like a swarm of insects.

Arjun looked up. The blur cleared for a second, sharp and terrifying. Twelve faces. The Board. Men and women who smelled of Old Spice, Chanel, and ruthlessness. They were staring at him. Not with concern, but with the predatory curiosity of sharks sensing a thrashing seal.

"Sir?" Mehra repeated, stepping closer. "The acquisition timeline. The board needs your sign-off on the Modi-Corp merger."

The pen lying in front of him looked heavy. A Montblanc, black resin with gold trim. It had been a gift from Rohan. Arjun reached for it. His hand trembled—a microscopic tremor at first, then a violent shudder. He clenched his fist to hide it, his fingernails digging into his palm until he felt the sharp bite of pain.

Focus, damn it.

"The timeline," Arjun croaked. His voice sounded like it had been dragged over gravel. He cleared his throat, tasting bile. "The timeline remains... aggressive. We close in three weeks."

He grabbed the glass of water in front of him. His depth perception betrayed him. His fingers brushed the rim too hard.

Clink. Water sloshed over the rim, darkening the pristine leather of his notepad.

A collective intake of breath around the table. In the high-stakes world of Delhi corporate finance, spilling water wasn't an accident; it was a symptom. Weakness was blood in the water.

"I need..." Arjun pushed his chair back. The scrape of the legs against the carpet was a scream. "I need a moment. The heat..."

"It’s eighteen degrees, Arjun," someone whispered.

He didn't look back. He walked out of the glass-walled conference room, his gait stiff, fighting the floor that seemed to tilt beneath his Oxfords like the deck of a sinking ship.



The Mercedes S-Class was a silent womb, insulating him from the chaos of the Ring Road. But even through the tint, Delhi intruded. The traffic lights were starbursts of pain. The red smeared across his vision like a fresh wound.

"Home, Sahab?" the driver asked, eyes watching him in the rearview mirror.

"Yes. Fast."

Arjun leaned his head back against the beige leather. His heart was doing something wrong. It wasn't beating; it was fluttering, like a trapped bird banging against a cage. He rubbed his left arm. It felt heavy, numb, as if he had slept on it wrong for a decade.

He closed his eyes, and the darkness behind his lids swirled with purple fractals. He was forty-two. He ran marathons. He ate quinoa and kale. Why did he feel like he was dying?

The car turned off the main road, gliding into the leafy, hushed avenues of South Delhi. Here, the honking ceased. The air felt thinner, stripped of the diesel fumes, replaced by the scent of manicured lawns and bougainvillea. They passed the guard gates of his estate, the iron gates swinging open with a majestic, silent yield.

Home. The Malhotra Mansion. A sprawling structure of white stone and glass that looked less like a home and more like a mausoleum for the living.



The house was cool. It smelled of lemongrass and something else—something expensive and sterile.

"Arjun? You're early."

He looked up from the foyer bench where he had collapsed to unlace his shoes. Shanaya stood at the top of the floating staircase.

She was a vision. She always was. Even at 4 PM on a Tuesday, she looked like she was ready for a Vogue cover shoot. She wore a silk kaftan that rippled like liquid emeralds around her frame. Her hair was pulled back in a severe, sleek bun that accentuated the sharp, aristocratic bones of her face.

She descended the stairs, not walking, but gliding. The marble made no sound under her bare feet.

"Headache?" she asked. Her voice was soft, melodic, but it lacked warmth. It was the solicitous tone of a nurse who checks the chart but never looks the patient in the eye.

"Migraine," Arjun lied, standing up. The room spun. He grabbed the banister. "Vision is... fuzzy."

Shanaya stopped on the last step. She studied him. Her eyes, dark and shaped like almonds, betrayed nothing. No panic. No fear. Just a clinical assessment.

"You've been working too hard," she said. She reached out, her fingers cool against his feverish forehead. Her nails were painted a deep, blood-red. "The merger is killing you, Arjun."

"I have to close it, Shanaya. It’s eight hundred crores. It changes everything."

"Shh," she soothed. She took his hand. Her grip was surprisingly strong. "Go to the study. Rest on the lounger. I’ll make you your tonic."

The Green Juice. Kale, spinach, ginger, and the special blend of Ayurvedic herbs she swore by. He drank it every evening. It tasted like earth and metal, but Shanaya insisted. 'For your heart, darling,' she would say.

Arjun nodded weakly and stumbled toward his study.

The study was his sanctuary. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, dark leather furniture, and heavy velvet curtains that blocked out the harsh Delhi sun. He loosened his tie, throwing it onto the desk. He needed to lie down.

But as he moved toward the leather chaise, a wave of nausea hit him so hard he doubled over. He dry-heaved, clutching his stomach. His insides felt like they were twisting, wringing themselves out.

He needed water. Or a bathroom.

He stumbled not to the chaise, but toward the attached dressing room—a walk-in closet the size of a small apartment, lined with cedar wood and mirrors. He pushed the door open, collapsing onto the ottoman in the center, surrounded by rows of his own Italian suits.

He sat there in the dark, breathing heavy, ragged gasps. The smell of cedar was overwhelming.

Creak.

The door to the study opened.

"Arjun?"

It was Shanaya’s voice. She had the juice.

Arjun opened his mouth to answer, to say 'I'm in here,' but his throat seized. A paralysis, sudden and terrifying, gripped his vocal cords. He couldn't speak. He could only listen.

"He's not here," a male voice said. Low. Rough. Familiar.

Rohan. His younger brother.

Arjun froze. Why was Rohan here? Rohan was supposed to be in Mumbai, handling the logistics arm.

"He must be in the bathroom," Shanaya said. Her voice had changed. The melodic softness was gone, replaced by a flat, efficient steeliness. "Or he passed out already. The dose was higher today."

Dose?

Arjun’s heart hammered against his ribs, a frantic drum solo. He slid off the ottoman, crouching low behind a rack of winter coats. The wool smelled of mothballs and dry cleaning.

"You're sure it looks like a heart attack?" Rohan asked. The sound of footsteps. They were walking into the study.

"Digitalis and Monkshood," Shanaya replied. She sounded bored, like she was reciting a grocery list. "It mimics cardiac arrest perfectly. By the time the autopsy is even suggested, I’ll have him cremated. You know how 'devastated' widows rush the rites."

"And the merger?"

"The board is panicking. They saw him shaking today. I got a text from Mehra. They think he's cracking up. When he dies tonight... or tomorrow... the stock will dip, we buy back at the floor price, and then you announce the merger is signed."

"Eight hundred crores," Rohan whistled. "Credits to you, Bhabhi. I didn't think you had the stomach for the long game. Three months of poisoning him... that takes patience."

"I don't have patience, Rohan. I have taste. And Arjun..." She paused. Arjun could hear the smile in her voice. "Arjun is so boringly predictable. He drinks whatever I give him. He trusts me."

Arjun bit his own lip. He bit it so hard he tasted copper. The metallic taste in his mouth wasn't the poison; it was the truth. The 'herbs.' The dizziness. The blurred vision. It wasn't stress.

He was being murdered.

"Where is he then?" Rohan asked, his voice moving closer to the closet door. "If he's not on the couch..."

"Check the dressing room."

Arjun stopped breathing. He pressed himself into the corner, behind the long trench coats. He was trapped. A dying animal in a suit worth more than a car, hiding in a box of cedar.

The handle of the dressing room door turned.

A slice of light cut across the dark floor. It widened. Arjun saw the toe of Rohan’s Gucci loafer.

He braced himself. He had no weapon. His limbs were lead. He was going to die here, amongst his shoes.

Suddenly, a hand—rough, calloused, and smelling of dish soap and turmeric—shot out from the darkness behind the rack of coats.

It clamped over his mouth.

Another arm wrapped around his waist, pulling him backward with surprising strength.

Arjun tried to struggle, but a voice hissed in his ear. It was barely a breath, a ghost of a whisper in Hindi.

"Chup. Bilkul chup." (Quiet. Absolutely quiet.)

The grip dragged him back, not into the wall, but through it. A panel in the back of the closet, hidden behind the winter wear, had been slid open. He was pulled into a narrow, dusty service corridor that ran between the walls of the mansion—the veins of the house where the servants moved unseen.

The panel slid shut with a soft click, plunging them into total darkness just as Rohan’s voice echoed in the closet he had just vacated.

"Empty. Maybe he went to the terrace?"

In the pitch black of the service tunnel, Arjun slumped against the wall, his heart exploding. He could feel the person next to him. He could hear their breathing—shallow and terrified.

"Who..." Arjun wheezed.

A match flared.

The small flame illuminated a face hovering in the darkness. Large, fearful eyes. A faded salwar kameez. It was Aisha, the new housemaid. The one Shanaya shouted at for leaving dust on the mantelpiece.

She held a finger to her lips, her hand trembling. The flame cast long, dancing shadows against the raw brick of the tunnel.

"They will kill you, Sahab," she whispered, her eyes wide with the horror of what she knew. "But not if you come with me."

The match burned down to her fingertips. She dropped it.

Darkness returned, absolute and heavy.

"Move," she whispered.

Arjun Malhotra, the master of the house, the king of the boardroom, pushed himself off the wall and followed the maid into the shadows.
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Chapter 2: The Nizamuddin Sanctuary
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The world didn't end with a bang. It ended with the smell of open drains and burnt onions.

Arjun awoke to the sensation of drowning. He gasped, his lungs clawing for air, but instead of the crisp, conditioned oxygen of his master suite, he inhaled a thick, humid soup of decay.

He thrashed, his hand striking a damp, peeling wall. Pain—sharp and electric—shot up his arm, shattering the numbness.

"Still alive, Sahab? Disappointing."

The voice came from the shadows.

Arjun tried to sit up, but his body rebelled. His muscles felt liquefied. A violent tremor seized his core, rattling his teeth. He was lying on a charpai—a rope cot that sagged nearly to the floor. The ropes dug into his back through the thin, sweat-soaked kurta he was wearing.
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