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OUT OF TIME, OUT OF PLACE


The corpse lay at the mouth of the small cave, half in shadow, half illuminated by the morning sun filtering through the trees. A faint breeze carried the earthy scent of damp stone and distant tamarind, mingling with the sharp tang of decay.


Sub Inspector Murali Swamy crouched; his face grim as he studied the scene. The dead man’s attire was most unusual. He wore a dhoti, made of silk wrapped around his waist, its once brilliant white, stained with dirt and grime. The garment was embroidered with intricate designs woven in brilliant colours. His uttariya, patterned with golden threads, lay crumpled on the ground next to him, glimmering faintly in the sunlight.


His headgear, a pagadi, also lay a few feet away, its sharp folds half crushed. It was brocaded with some kind of precious stone that Murali Swamy could not name. The air felt unnaturally still, save for the soft rustling of dry leaves and the faint chirp of distant birds, as the screeching of a kite rang from above.


Nothing about the scene made sense! He had seen all kinds of dead bodies in his career, but this one was odd. He scratched his neatly cropped head and then ran his fingers across his thick moustache, wondering who this man was. He used his lathi — a short wooden stick with a brass knob at one end, smooth and worn from years of service — to pick at the dead man’s limp hand. The cool brass felt reassuring against his palm as his mind took in the details.


“Jewellery,” he muttered, shaking his head. “The kind you see in history books, not on people walking around these parts.” He glanced at Vasu, the head constable. “This guy wasn’t from anywhere near here. No farmer, that’s for sure.”


Murali stood upright as a fresh breeze blew in from the plains, carrying with it the scent of tilled fields and manure, a familiar smell for a native of Denkanikottai, a small township in Tamil Nadu, about seventy kilometres from Bangalore.The December breeze carried a biting chill, sending a shiver through his body. Looking around, he wondered what could have been the cause of death. No external injuries on the man, no blood, no trauma... It was a mystery.


He muttered a curse under his breath as the looming burden of paperwork crept into his thoughts. Throughout his career, he avoided complications if he could, ruffling no feathers and counting the days to retirement. That long-awaited day was coming soon. Then he could go back to farming on his ancestral land as his father and grandfather had done. But today, his daydream of an agrarian, pastoral heaven was rudely disrupted when the call came from his head constable.


At 8 a.m., Vasu called to report the dead body discovered by the villagers on top of a hill near Bevanatham village. Murali had heard of the place, as had most people in and around Denkanikottai, because of the ruined fort located at the top of it. The great Kingdom of Vijayanagara, which once ruled the entire area during medieval times, had built it. It was locally known as the Ratnagiri Fort.


Nobody knew when it was built. It was in ruins, and it remained abandoned, with legends and stories swirling around it, passed down by generations of villagers. Stories of disappearances, strange sounds and lights, and the possibility of Vijayanagara gold were told by the villagers around the hill. Intrepid treasure hunters had gone into the caves in the past and never returned. There was even a rumour the caves were actually tunnels built during the Vijayanagara rule, extending for hundreds of kilometres underground to the next nearest Vijayanagara Fort, said to be part of a network linking the various forts of the kingdom along its borders. After a few deaths, nobody believed in these myths anymore.
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THE FIRE AND THE HEARTH


Humming robots moved their arms with precision across a slow-moving conveyor belt with metal plates inching along it. Across the room were rows of desks with computers, their screens flashing various control panels. The large space was lit by the pale white glow of LED bulbs high above, and the acrid smell of metal and machinery lingered in the air.


Rizwan Khan looked up, observing the robotic arms for a moment with a sense of deep satisfaction. For him, the order and precision of machines doing man’s bidding, executing commands as per his design, was calming — almost a unity between man and machine.


The vast, high-ceilinged hall doubled as both his office and the nerve center of the startup’s Research and Development department — a company he had joined upon returning from the US after completing his postgraduate degree at MIT.


Handsome in a rugged sort of way, Rizwan was of above-average height, lean and athletic. His long, pitch-black hair   back in a ponytail, accentuating his well-trimmed beard and moustache.


He stood behind a large rectangular desk, multiple screens arrayed from left to right, each one displaying blueprints and designs in progress. To his left, a handful of colleagues sat at their desks, scrutinizing the changing displays on their screens. The soft light reflected off their faces, flickering as the images shifted.


On Rizwan’s desk, a scatter of blueprints competed for space with a pair of open envelopes. He glanced at them. The top one bore the Siemens logo, the one below it, Google’s. Their contents lay half-exposed, tempting him to reread them, but he already knew what they said. He could still hear his friend Amitesh’s incredulous voice: “You’re mental! They’re offering you three million dollars to work anywhere you please, and you turn them down? Are you mad?”


Rizwan smiled faintly. “Maybe,” he had replied at the time.


It hadn’t always been like this. Early childhood for Rizwan was a crucible, one he later came to think of as his personal Hell’s Kitchen. Orphaned young, shuffled from one bleak orphanage to another, he finally ran away. The harsh streets of Bangalore became his classroom, teaching him early on survival depended on wits alone. Nights spent under dim streetlamps, scrounging for scraps of food and dodging local gangs, honed instincts that he carried to this day. By the age of ten, his eyes carried a hardness born of necessity, yet they still betrayed a flicker of tenderness — a quiet defiance against the world’s cruelty.


Standing at his desk now, he couldn’t help but recall those bitter winters. He had sought shelter in abandoned buildings, shivering in the rain, his thin frame barely enough to withstand the cold. If he was lucky, someone kind might grant him a   to sleep in. Even now, he could hear the distant sounds of revelry from the affluent parts of the city, where lives of comfort and luxury unfolded just beyond his reach.


But the streets taught him something invaluable: fear was his enemy. By eleven, he’d stared it down. A brutal knife fight with a rival gang left a jagged scar on his neck. The pain, the blood, the metallic tang that lingered in his mouth — all of it was seared into his memory. But it wasn’t the pain he remembered most — it was the clarity. The moment he chose not to back down, even when staring death in the face. The cut, without proper stitches, had gnarled into a permanent reminder, not just of survival, but of a victory earned on his terms. Little could he have known then or now, how the mark on his neck would alter the course of his life.


The phone buzzed, pulling him out of his reverie. He glanced at the screen. “Abba,” it read.


“Abba, is everything okay?” he asked, his voice softening.


Abba’s voice came through, steady but faint. “Yes, beta. Just checking. Don’t forget it’s Friday. And... I need you to pick up something on the way back.”


“I won’t forget,” Rizwan said with a faint smile. “Soon...yes, yes I got it, Abba. I’ll be home soon.”


Poor Abba, he thought. Always worried for no reason. Rizwan owed the man everything — more than he could ever repay. His mind drifted back to the day they met. He had been in Juvenile Police custody, locked up after a gang fight had gone horribly wrong. Abba, known then as Abid Khan — a minor politician with ties to bigger players — had walked into his life unexpectedly. By sheer chance or perhaps fate, Abba had seen something in him that others didn’t: precocious intelligence hidden beneath layers of grit and anger. That day, Abid Khan made a decision that changed everything, he adopted the boy and never looked back.


If not for Abba, Rizwan would never have sat for the entrance exams to the Indian Institute of Technology. The old man poured every ounce of his energy into shaping Rizwan’s future, abandoning politics entirely. It was Abba who insisted Rizwan learn discipline through sports, first in boxing and later in Kalaripayattu, the ancient martial art from Kerala. When Rizwan mastered the urumi — a whip-like blade as dangerous to the wielder as to the opponent — he saw the pride shining in Abba’s eyes. That moment stayed with him forever.


Rizwan glanced at the clock. It was nearly six. Time to wrap up. He had just enough time to head home, clean up, and make it to the pub by eight. Amit wouldn’t let him live it down if he was late again.


He shut down his terminal, waved at his colleagues, and headed for the exit. As he stepped into the crisp Bangalore night, the cold air hit his face, carrying with it the smell of diesel and petrol fumes, emanating from the city’s evening rush. He slipped on his riding jacket, tied his ponytail tighter, and pulled on his helmet. His T120 Bonneville waited outside — a lean, mean machine customized into a classic Scrambler. The engine roared to life, and Rizwan smiled. The night was just beginning.


***


About fifteen kilometres away toward the centre of the city, Amitesh Patel was attending to his last patient for the day. The elderly man suffered from severe knee and leg pain, with ulcers breaking out across his feet and legs — a worsening case of rheumatoid vasculitis.


Amitesh exchanged a few kind words with the man and prescribed some corticosteroids and immuno-suppressants, instructing him to get a full blood workup done and return next week. Seeing the man out the door, he stretched, raising his   his head, and then glanced at his watch. Time to wrap up for the day.


He was looking forward to the evening with Rizwan. Their Friday ritual at Roscoe’s Pub was a tradition neither would miss. He punched a key on his phone, calling his assistant. “Any more patients?”


“No, Doctor, you’re free for the evening,” came the chirpy voice of the junior doctor.


Amitesh exhaled in relief. After seeing fifteen patients that day, he was drained, but the thought of catching up with Rizwan and planning their Sunday ride lifted his spirits. A long, hot shower was the only thing standing between him and a cold drink, he assured himself.


Of average height, with sharp, handsome features, Amitesh’s clean-shaven face was perpetually adorned with a disarming smile that could thaw the stiffest of dispositions. His sartorial choices often earned him playful ridicule from his girlfriend, Bindu, who never tired of teasing him about his ‘dad look’.


In contrast to Rizwan, whose athletic frame exuded precision, Amitesh’s figure had softened over the years, with a burgeoning layer around his middle hinting at unwelcome changes. At thirty- two, two years older than Rizwan, he sometimes marvelled at how his friend always seemed the senior one. Their bond had been unshakable since their school days, forged through shared struggles and Rizwan’s innate sense of justice.


Rizwan had been a twelfth grader, having sailed through double promotions, when Amitesh joined their school as a transfer student. Even then, Rizwan stood taller than him, both literally and figuratively.


Amitesh’s introduction to his new school had been less than welcoming. On his first day, as the classroom emptied out, he lingered to collect his things, only to find himself cornered in t allway by three usual bullies. They blocked his path, laughing as they poked at his midriff, forcing him to stumble backward.


A set of measured footsteps interrupted the taunts. A tall figure approached from behind the boys, his shadow casting long over the polished floor. They turned, and the smugness evaporated from their expressions.


Rizwan’s voice was calm but carried an unmistakable edge. “Any problems here?” His eyes flicked briefly to Amitesh before locking on the trio.


The largest of the boys shifted nervously, muttering under his breath. “No problem.”


“Good.” Rizwan stepped closer, his tone dropping an octave. “Because, as you boys know, I hate trouble, and bullies even more.” The boys quickly melted into the shadows, muttering apologies as they scurried away.


Rizwan turned to Amitesh, flashing an easy smile. “You okay?”


Amitesh nodded, still too surprised to find his voice.


“Rizwan Khan,” he said, offering a hand. “Don’t let those guys get to you. Stick with me, and you’ll be fine.”


It was a moment that defined their friendship. Over time, their bond grew stronger, surviving through different cities, countries, and careers. Shared passions for science, philosophy, and history cemented a lifelong connection that transcended distance.


Amitesh glanced at his watch: 6 pm. Time to go. He grabbed his riding jacket and helmet and exited through the hospital’s rear staff door, heading to the parking lot.


He stopped next to his motorcycle, admiring its gleaming form. Like Rizwan, he’d chosen the T120 Bonneville. Both bikes had been customized into scramblers, but he’d never admit aloud Rizwan’s looked just a little meaner than his and sounded better.


Smiling to himself, he swung a leg over the seat and pressed the ignition. The engine purred to life, and with a rev, he rolled into the busy Bangalore streets, weaving through the evening rush with a sense of purpose.


***


Rizwan tapped the Bluetooth device attached to his helmet and asked Siri to dial Amit’s number. The faint hum of his bike’s engine blended with the distant roar of Bangalore’s evening traffic as the call connected.


“Hey, brother, how’s it going?” asked Rizwan, his voice carrying over the buzz of passing vehicles.


“Long day, Riz, but feeling great now. And oh, rheumatism is turning into an epidemic in Bangalore,” Amit said, his tone laced with mock exasperation.


“That bad, huh? You doctors have all the fun,” Rizwan said with a smirk, leaning forward on his handlebars. “So, 8 pm as usual?”


“Yup, eight. Could never miss it.”


“Great. I need to spend a little time with Abid Bhai first, jump into the shower, and then I am on my way. Traffic’s as bad as ever, so I might be at the pub closer to quarter past,” Rizwan said.


“Take your time. Say hi to Abid Bhai for me,” Amit said, the sound of the revving engine punctuating his words. “See you at the pub.”


“See you there,” Rizwan replied, ending the call as he straightened up on his bike. The rhythmic thrum of the engine filled the silence for a moment. His eyes scanned the horizon, where the fading sunlight cast long shadows over the road. He adjusted his grip on the throttle, thoughts briefly drifting to Abid Bhai before he shifted into gear and joined the flow of Bangalore’s chaotic streets.


***


Abid Khan sat by his study desk, as dusk settled around the house. The clamour of children playing in the streets wafted in like birds chirping in the trees along with the scent of incense burning in the nearby temple.


Underneath the glass that covered his desk were columns of photographs of Rizwan from the year Abid adopted the child, organized chronologically. He examined each photograph, his fingers tracing over them and they stopped over the first picture in the first column.


A scrawny young Rizwan, around twelve years old, stared back at him. An emaciated kid, glaring straight into the camera, his eyes ablaze with some dark fire burning just beneath.


He moved down the columns. Picture of Rizwan receiving gold medals in school, Rizwan graduating Summa cum laude, Rizwan receiving the President’s award in the field of Engineering Sciences, Rizwan with the Prime Minister, Rizwan speaking at IIT during the Annual Science Festival, and so on.


The aging wannabe politician and retired street boss now found solace in this almost daily ritual of reminiscing his adopted son’s achievements. Each photograph sparked vivid memories; far richer than the moments they captured.


Abid Khan moved in with Rizwan when he returned from the US. Although disappointed Rizwan had eschewed a career and prospects in the West, returning to this godforsaken country; it was one of the happiest days in the old man’s life when the boy returned. But it was a head-scratcher for the old man, as to why he would return to India. What did the boy see that he couldn’t? He wondered about that often. Yet, as time passed on, he put those musings behind him and was now content, living a life of retirement, taking care of the boy, and running the house.


He was pulled back to the present by the thrumming of a motorcycle outside and dashed to the door as Rizwan pulled into the driveway.


“Assalamu Alaikum, Abba,” Rizwan said as he stepped off the motorcycle.


Abid hugged Rizwan tightly, as if months had passed since he had last seen the boy. “How was your day, son?” His voice warm but tinged with worry, shooting brief, intermittent glances at the motorcycle, unease creasing his brow. To Abid, the two-wheeled contraption was nothing short of a death trap, a constant reminder of how little control he had over the boy’s choices.


“Oh, the usual, Abba, same old, same old, except today is Friday.”


***


Amitesh arrived home as the clock neared 7 pm.


Within the cozy confines of the living room, his parents were deeply engrossed in a game of Scrabble. The familiar scents of his home, with faint traces of the curry for the evening dinner, that was probably cooking on a fire in the kitchen, filled him with a sense of being ensconced in the safest place on earth.


His mother, Saraswathi, in the graceful autumn of her fifties, and his father, a decade her senior, paused as their only son entered. The clatter of tiles falling from Saraswathi’s hands punctuated the moment as she rose to greet Amitesh with an effusive smile, her joy unmistakable. To her, Amitesh was a cherished treasure.


Meanwhile, Rajendra Patel, Amitesh’s father, lingered over the Scrabble board with a thoughtful gaze before looking up, the cigarette he had lit, smouldering on the ashtray with a long column of ash about to tip over.


Saraswathi, embracing her son, scrutinized him carefully, a silent ritual to assure herself of his well-being. Her disapproval of his beloved motorcycle hung unspoken in the air, an ever-present undercurrent of concern.


“I have fresh coffee and biscuits on the dining table; get freshened up and come,” said Mrs. Patel, palming Amitesh’s face ever so gently.


Amitesh glanced at his father; eyes fixated on the Scrabble board.


“Still losing, Pappa?”


Rajendra threw a begrudging look and went back to staring at his tiles and the board, his eyes flittering back and forth, all the while muttering impossible words.


“Where is Radha?” asked Amitesh.


“In her room with her books, where else? The bookworm,” said Rajendra, his voice a mixture of scorn and admiration.


A retired History Professor, Rajendra had instilled in Amitesh a deep love for stories from the past. His father’s tales ignited his imagination as a child, and as a teenager, he devoured all the books in his father’s library. By the time he turned sixteen, he had read them all. However, Amitesh was fixated on medicine, much to his mother’s delight and his father’s disappointment.


“Isn’t that a good thing? At least she’s not frolicking in front of cameras,” said Amitesh giving his mom a wink, tilting his head toward Rajendra, who was still trying out new words.


Radha, his sister arrived when Amit was thirteen, and recalled that at that time he found it a relief to have his parents off his back, as they fussed over their new baby. Now she was nineteen and the girl was madly in love with Rizwan — a secret she kept from her parents but not from Amitesh.


The Patels were fond of Rizwan and thought highly of him, but he wondered whether his parents, enlightened as they were, would be able to overcome what these days seemed to be insurmountable religious taboos. Amitesh had no idea how his parents would react if told of their daughter’s infatuation   Muslim boy. But it may never be a problem, after all, it was clear to him only Radha was in love: it has been a one-way street so far. Even her choice of pursuing Engineering was to impress Rizwan.


Amitesh rarely discussed his sister’s infatuation with Rizwan. It was clear his friend only saw a silly nineteen-year-old girl in Radha and seemed to regard her like a little sister.


Eliciting no answer from his father, Amitesh shook his head and made his way to his room.


Just as he slipped out of his trousers, there was a knock on the door.


“Who is it?”


“Can I come in, Amit?”


“Hang on,” Amitesh said with a slight irritation creeping into his voice as he slipped back into his trousers.


“Hello, my dear brother.” She pushed her way into the room.


“Excuse me, young lady, I did not invite you in.”


“So, you are going to meet with Rizwan?”


Amitesh observed his sister as she deftly slipped into her usual role of the woman suffering the pangs of unrequited love. Amitesh couldn’t help thinking that she probably would have been a big hit in the movies, with her fair complexion, dark grey almond-shaped eyes, and long eyelashes that seemed to be permanently holding back a tear — ideal for Bollywood masala movies. The thought brought a faint smile to his lips.


“You know very well I am; it’s Friday.”


“Say hi for me, will you? I wonder why he doesn’t come here these days...” Her voice was laced with a deep sadness.


“Because he has better things to do than come here and mollycoddle you I suppose,” teased Amit.


The palm of her hand landed with a thud on his back. “You are a cruel devil; you know that Mr. Amitesh Patel?”


“Ouch... that hurt. You know what, Juliet? If you want to see Riz, why don’t you ask him out?”


“Well, tell him I finished reading ‘From Bacteria to Bach and Back,’ the last book on his list of recommendations; I need a new list.” And with that, she stomped out of his room.


Amitesh watched her walk away the smirk still on his face. “Don’t you dare bang the door!” And just then the door slammed behind her.
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ALE AND ALCHEMY


It was close to 8:30 pm when Amitesh and Rizwan reached Echo Chamber, Roscoe’s place.


Both men took taxis. A ride through the city on a Friday evening was asking for trouble. The overenthusiastic “Breathalyzer cops” go into overdrive on Fridays.


They reached the pub within five minutes of each other.


Roscoe had created a space that suited them perfectly. Located in Whitefield, about 15 km from the central business district, it was a natural choice for their Friday evenings, a midpoint between their homes.


Echo Chamber was a quiet place, despite its name, designed by Roscoe — a motorcycle geek and college dropout — for conversations over his homebrews. No phones were allowed in the pub, and the music was kept at a decibel level preserving his customers’ hearing faculties. Despite the premium price of his beers and food, the place was fully booked most days.


On Fridays and weekends, you couldn’t get a table without a reservation.


Their usual corner table was reserved for them by Roscoe. The unique scent of Roscoe’s brews filled the air — a musky blend of aged oak and fermented barley, rich and inviting. As soon as they were seated, Roscoe stopped by the table, grinning from ear to ear.


“Hi guys, so good to see you again,” he said in his typical gruff voice that almost sounded like a grunt. He hugged Rizwan, and Amitesh received a hard slap on his back.


He slid into the seat beside Rizwan, eyes sweeping the bar in a quick, habitual scan before turning to Rizwan. The twitch in his right shoulder — that familiar tell, which flared when anxiety crept in — had grown more pronounced. Without preamble, he launched into a tirade about the freezer in the back going on the blink, quickly steering the conversation into a spirited discussion on compressors and hydrofluorocarbon refrigerants.


Amitesh’s thoughts drifted off into the recent past as he took his first sip of the dark amber brew.


Roscoe’s evident admiration and respect for Rizwan sprang from that Sunday when the three of them went on a ride.


They had lost sight of Roscoe after a while as he sped ahead of them and rounded corners. An hour went by before they found him by the side of the road, a crowd of men surrounding him. A smaller group was milling around a villager, sitting on his haunches, his head in his hands. But there was no immediate injury that Amitesh could spot.


Rizwan braked hard as he neared the crowd, flipped the side stand, and stepped into the middle of the crowd, breaking the circle of men around Roscoe. “What happened?” his   a commanding tone; one Amitesh had heard only on rare occasions in the past.


From Roscoe’s description, it was clear the fault lay with the villager, who had run across the road, giving Roscoe no chance to stop the motorcycle before it grazed the man.


Rizwan shouted above the crowd toward Amitesh, “Amit, have a look at that man, will you?”


The chatter of the crowd was getting louder, and a few local leaders joined the group, taking over discussions with Rizwan.


Amitesh crossed to the other side, where the man sat mumbling and muttering words to himself. “Guys, can you step aside, please? I am a doctor.”


A whisper went around the men, “Doctor, doctor,” as Amitesh crouched down.


A quick examination showed no injuries, except for a few scratches on the man’s knees. Amitesh asked the man to stand up, which he did with no apparent difficulty. He ran his hands over the man’s legs, torso, arms, and head. “You seem fine to me. But if you want to go to a hospital, I can arrange for an ambulance to come and pick you up,” Amitesh said, his voice authoritative.


The word “hospital” seemed to trigger a quick and remarkable recovery in the man. He turned to the men around him, declaring he felt better all of a sudden. Nothing serious had happened, certainly not enough to warrant a hospital.


Meanwhile, the crowd near Roscoe and Rizwan had begun to get rowdy. Some of them reached out to grab Roscoe’s jacket, but Rizwan stepped in between. He spoke directly to the man at the front, whose name was Palani. He spoke the loudest and appeared to be some type of local politician.


Rizwan took hold of the man’s hand and whispered something in his ear. The transformation in Palani was instantaneous.


Rizwan then placed a hand on Palani’s shoulder and led him away from the crowd. The two spoke for a few minutes out of earshot, Palani’s demeanour changing rapidly from aggression to acquiescence, transforming from the lion he was moments ago into a mouse. Rizwan patted him on the back and led him back toward the crowd with one arm around Palani’s shoulder.


“Amitesh, how is the man? Any injuries?” asked Rizwan above the heads of the milling men.


“Nothing serious, a few scratches,” replied Amitesh.


By then, Roscoe had drifted over to Amitesh, his shoulder twitching and his brow knotted with unease. His voice dropped to a whisper, more reverent than incredulous. “What the hell did Riz say to that guy?”


“I have no idea, man!” Amitesh exhaled. “Just be glad he is on your side.”


Rizwan then turned to the crowd and said, “Look guys, I have talked to Palani here; we have settled the matter, so you all can leave, or I can have the police here in a few minutes to settle all this at the station.”


Palani nodded his head as the men looked toward him for confirmation. Some of them quite enthusiastically tore away from the crowd at the mention of the police.


What Rizwan said to Palani that day to dissolve the matter remained a mystery to both Roscoe and Amitesh to this day.


As Amitesh took another sip of his beer, his thoughts still on that road, he heard Roscoe say, “Okay, busy day, guys. Talk later. And we must go for another ride soon, yeah?” His shoulder was still twitching as he walked away.


Amitesh waved at Roscoe as he disappeared into the kitchen.


“Poor chap, last time it was his security system that had conked out, this time it is the freezer,” chuckled Rizwan.


“So, how was your week?” Amitesh asked.


Rizwan, distracted by a new crowd of techies walking into the pub, turned his attention back to Amitesh.


“Can’t complain, my friend, can’t complain. How about you?”


“Nothing too exciting in Rheumatology this week.”


“So, your parents okay? No new marriage proposals this week?” Rizwan said mockingly.


Amitesh scrunched his nose at Rizwan. “By the way, Radha sends her regards.”


“Touché. So, how is she doing?”


“Still madly in love with you. She’s waiting for a new reading list and hoping you’ll be the one to bring it to her.


“Hmm, I’ll have to work on that.”


Amitesh noticed Rizwan’s discomfort and changed the topic. “Hey, by the way, what about this new gizmo, ChatGPT?”


“It’s gonna change the world, man! More than you can imagine.”


The next hour went by both men deep in discussion about AI, the human brain, and the implications of Artificial General Intelligence. Chats like these were the glue that bound them, their friendship rooted in curiosity and shared passion. Even at sixteen, their questions were simple, but the answers never were. Rizwan had been an existentialist then, but now he was still that — though more of a pragmatist.


“When are you going to find a girl, Riz? You are not growing any younger, you know.” The question came out of the blue. Amitesh regretted it even as the last words escaped his lips. N  topic Rizwan was comfortable with. He knew it but, waded in anyway.


“I am not so sure myself. It just hasn’t happened...”


Amitesh noticed it — the shadow that flickered across Rizwan’s face. It was the same look that appeared whenever the conversation drifted too close to the scars of his past, scars Rizwan rarely allowed anyone to glimpse, not even him except on rare occasions.


Rizwan smiled his characteristic enigmatic smile, caressed his beard, and scanned the crowd.


Amitesh didn’t push it. Rizwan was strange: there was none he knew like Riz. Formidable intelligence and skills aside, Riz was also a mystery in some ways — a natural-born leader who had managed to conceal a lifetime of pain, all suffered within the tender age of eleven or twelve, behind a lifelike mask.


Amitesh guessed his friend’s strength came from an early childhood spent on the streets. The palpable energy about him, was unavoidable, felt by all who came across Riz. His friendly demeanour and soft handsome features camouflaged steel, deep within. Amitesh had never seen him flustered or lose his cool, ever.


The first time Rizwan revealed his childhood to Amitesh, as a child wandering the backstreets of Bangalore, homeless and abandoned, Amitesh wept. The earliest memories Riz recalled, were of being beaten up by some bigger boys, who had taken away the little food he had gathered from the waste bins, where the dogs also dined. Amitesh couldn’t help thinking that those scars hadn’t just faded; they’d grown deeper, etched into Rizwan’s silence and the unflinching calm he carried through life.


The flip side of all this was that Amit did not know anyone else who lived by the lofty values and principles Rizwan did. A credit to Abid Bhai’s influence and wisdom.


Amit knew his friend was made for greatness—only he didn’t know how close to the truth he was, or the history-altering nature of the destiny that lay ahead.
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THE GIRL, THE DOG, AND THE DEAD MAN


Bindu’s patience was wearing thin, and Munchi, her three-legged rescue dog, was chomping at the bit to get to the park.


The doorbell rang, and as soon as she opened the door, Munchi sprang into action. Leaping and yipping, she scolded Amitesh for his tardiness. Her tantrum quickly dissolved into gleeful chaos as she barrelled into him, leaving him sprawled on the floor with her wriggling eagerly on top, demanding belly rubs.


Bindu laughed, her luxuriant black hair cascading over her face as she doubled over. Their weekly ritualistic greeting was something she never tired of.


“Alright, alright, I surrender!” Amitesh gasped, trying to fend off Munchi’s enthusiastic assault.


Bindu leaned against the doorframe, her dark eyes sparkling with amusement.


“Are you going to help me up, or just stand there enjoying the show?” he asked, a grin tugging at his lips.


“Enjoy the show,” she teased, offering him a hand only after a moment’s hesitation. “Come on, Munchi, let the poor guy breathe.”


Almost twenty-three, with a dark complexion and always well-coiffed hair, the first time Amit laid eyes on Bindu, he was hooked. Cupid hadn’t missed his mark. Her ethereal beauty reminded Amit of a goddess who had just stepped out of one of the religious paintings adorning his parents’ walls. Her father, Govinda Varma, and mother, Neelu Varma, were both architects who ran their little firm from New Delhi and were most unhappy when Bindu moved to Bangalore a couple of years ago, hired as a software engineer by a company in the city.


“You’re a sight for sore eyes,” Amitesh said as he stood, brushing himself off. “Looking absolutely ravishing, my darling.”


Bindu raised an eyebrow. “Ravishing? In these jeans and a sweater? You’re delusional.”


“I could ravish you in any clothes,” he shot back.


Munchi barked her disapproval of the banter, and Bindu kissed Amitesh quickly before pulling back with a laugh. “Let’s save the ravishing for later. For now, we have a dog to entertain.”


The three of them exited her cozy studio apartment at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac and made their way toward Cubbon Park. Munchi strained at the leash, her three legs a blur of determination as she pulled them along.


The chaotic honking of Bangalore’s streets reached a crescendo as they walked, forcing Amitesh to lift Munchi and carry her across a particularly noisy intersection. Once inside the park, the cacophony fell away, replaced by the rustle of leaves and the sweet, earthy scent of damp grass.


As Munchi darted off to join her canine friends, Amitesh and Bindu settled beneath the boughs of a towering silver oak, its shimmering leaves catching the sunlight, casting dappled shadows over the lawn.


“Where are you two heading for your Sunday ride?” Bindu asked, tossing her hair back as she leaned against the tree trunk.


“Hogenakkal Falls. Interested in joining us?”


“You know the answer to that.” Her voice carried a familiar edge of irritation. Bindu had long made peace with the fact that Amitesh’s Sunday rides with Rizwan were sacred. But the thought of the two of them zipping along winding roads on their “death machines” still set her teeth on edge.


“Hogenakkal, huh?” she said after a pause. “That’s near Denkanikottai, isn’t it?”


“Close enough. Why?”


“A friend of mine mentioned something strange about a fort near there. Apparently, they found a body a few days ago.”


“A body?” Amitesh sat up. “Murder?”


“That’s the odd part. No one knows who he was or how he died. But the villagers said he was dressed... unusually.”


“What do you mean, ‘unusually’?”


“Like something out of a history book. Saritha Didi runs a resort near the fort and said there are all sorts of legends about tunnels and treasure linked to the Vijayanagara Empire.”


“Treasure, huh?”


Bindu shrugged. “It’s probably just village gossip. But Didi swears the fort is worth a visit. Maybe we should go sometime if you can spare a Sunday from Rizwan.”


“For you, my dear, I’ll make an exception.”


Bindu swatted his arm away as he reached out toward her and turned her attention to Munchi.


Amitesh pulled out his phone and began scrolling through local news. A grainy photo of the body popped up in one of the articles. The man’s silk attire, intricate embroidery, and golden accessories were indeed peculiar, reminding Amitesh of descriptions of royal clothing from the Vijayanagara era. The report mentioned tunnels near the fort but offered little else.


“What’s that?” Bindu asked, noticing his intent expression.


“Just looking up the story. It’s... strange, I’ll give you that.”


Bindu nodded, brushing a stray lock of hair from her face. “Saritha Didi said we should visit her resort sometime. It’s pet-friendly, too. Munchi would love it.”


“Sounds perfect,” Amitesh said, his mind still on the photo. Something about the dead man’s appearance stirred a faint memory, like something he had seen in some book somewhere.


Munchi bounded back toward them, her tail wagging furiously. She leapt into Amitesh’s lap, licking his face until he relented with a laugh.


“You two are ridiculous,” Bindu said, shaking her head. “Come on, Tintin and Snowy. Let’s grab some lunch.”


***


Amitesh unlocked the front door as quietly as possible. It was ten past 11 pm when he tiptoed his way across the hall towards his room, careful not to wake anyone else. He made a mental note to get to the property agent on Monday and find himself an apartment. His mother was not going to like it, but it was time, he reckoned.


It had been a good day. Bindu and he had caught a movie after lunch and spent the evening in bed until he realized the time and reluctantly tore himself away from her.


After a quick shower, he changed into his pyjamas and opened up Google Maps on his desktop, and typed in ‘Ratnagiri Fort.’ There were many, but most were too far from Denkanikottai to be the one he was looking for. Then he saw a flagged spot for the Ratnagiri Fort Trek starting point, close to a village by the name of Bevanatham. He zoomed in on it.


He dialled Rizwan’s number. “Hey, a slight change in plans.” He recounted the news story he had read about the corpse at the Ratnagiri Fort.


“So what? It’s another dead body among many, I suppose. And as for the lack of identification or the clothing, I am sure there is a perfectly valid explanation for it.”


“The eternal rationalist!”


“Well, you are a romantic. As always, I have to grab you by the feet and bring you down to earth sometimes.”


“You know, Riz, the reference to the Vijayanagara Kingdom got my imagination going crazy. The whole day I was with Bindu, this was playing at the back of my head. I am really curious about what happened there. Maybe we can talk to that cop?”


“You mean nix Hogenakkal?” asked Rizwan.


“Well, not exactly. It’s on our way; maybe we can chat with the cop for 30 minutes if the guy is available.”


“Sure, we could do that,” Rizwan said after a short pause.


“Cool, see you at 6, bright and bushy-tailed, usual place,” Amitesh said, hanging up.


As was habit, he needed a book to get to sleep and walked up to his mini library with its neatly categorized sections. The history section had the largest collection, Medicine came in second, with Economics and Popular Science hogging the third place. He ran his fingers across the spines of the books   at ‘A Forgotten Kingdom: Vijayanagar; A Contribution To The History Of India,’ by Robert Sewell. It was a 1900 edition and in fragile condition, a copy his father had bought a long time ago from a second-hand bookshop in Madras.


Back in bed, he thumbed through the pages. Having read the book at least twice in the last ten years, most of it was fresh in his mind. By half past midnight, his eyes began to close as his mind drifted off through Appendix B of the book to a place where all the wealth of the Dakhan, was laid out in an endless parade all the way to the horizon.
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PRIVATE INVESTIGATIONS


The two Scramblers thumped along the Denkanikottai- Koramangala road as the early morning sun hit Amitesh’s visor. He pulled down the shade and said into his Bluetooth microphone, “Isn’t this beautiful, Riz?”


Rizwan gave a thumbs-up. “These tamarind trees on either side will be gone in a few years as they widen this road. Pity that.”


“It’s called progress, brother. Progress,” said Amitesh sardonically.


Rizwan did not respond.


They rode in silence for several more kilometres until Amitesh broke it. “When did we ride to Hampi? Do you recall?”


“The year before, I think.”


“That was an epic ride. We must do that once more, Riz.”


“Sure, next winter perhaps. It looks like this dead body at the fort has really got you going.”


“I didn’t know there was a Vijayanagara Fort so close to Bangalore. Besides, last night I was skimming through this book about the kingdom and couldn’t help wondering what was in those caves at the fort where the body was found. Could there be some treasure in there?”


“If there was, it would all be long gone by now, my friend. Stop dreaming,” chided Rizwan.


Appendix B of The Forgotten Empire, was still swirling around Amitesh’s head. “Vijayanagara and the entire Deccan were insanely rich, Riz. Do you know how much gold and other treasures Malik Kafur, Alauddin Khilji’s general, took away in 1310 AD?”


“I am sure you are going to tell me.”


“About seven imperial tons! Can you believe it?”


Rizwan eased up on the throttle ahead of the upcoming corner and gently counter-steered the motorcycle into a perfect line. He hit the apex of the curve without ever touching his brakes, exiting at the highest speed possible with his footpeg barely centimetres from the tarmac.


Amitesh’s voice broke in again. “That was perfect cornering, Riz. Wish I had the camera on.”


Rizwan did not respond. Instead, he opened up the throttle and sped ahead.


Soon, the verdant country roads were behind them as they approached the little town of Denkanikottai. The narrow winding streets were chaotic on a Sunday morning. Street stalls hawking goods — from toys to vegetables, fruits to fish, rolls of vibrant yarn to finished garments — were all open, their wares spilling over the edge of the road. The main street was jammed with cars, autorickshaws, and pedestrians weaving through the gaps.


Threading their way through the bedlam, they headed to the main police station, located deeper into the town, served by even narrower streets.


The building had no gates. The pillars of the two walls on either side, enclosing the complex, stood open-jawed, freshly painted in a checkered pattern of deep maroon and white, mimicking the bricks and mortar underneath.


At the entrance, a constable sat leaning back, the morning paper opened wide, balancing precariously on the hind legs of his chair at an improbable angle. A half-empty glass of milky tea sat on his desk next to an ashtray that smouldered like a miniature volcano, with half-burnt butts piled into a mini hill of ash and filters.


Two other policemen stood to the right, joking and cutting each other off between bursts of laughter. Tea glasses in hand, they turned toward Amitesh and Rizwan as the two men walked in — watching, eyes suspicious, out of instinct.


Amitesh knocked on the desk.


The constable, hidden behind the newspaper, lost his fine balance, perfected over years of practice, and nearly tipped backward before catching hold of the edge of the desk just in time to save himself from a nasty bang to the head.


He slammed the paper on the desk and looked up. “What do you want?” he asked, his voice recovering from shock and turning into anger.


Amitesh extended his medical ID card towards the constable. ” Vanakkam, Sir. Good morning. My name is Amitesh Patel, and I am a Doctor at the Bangalore Lifespring Medical Centre.”


Chameleon-like, the constable underwent multiple transformations, from skepticism to recognition to some kind of awe as he examined the ID.


“Yes, sir. What can I do for you?”


Rizwan watched in silence. The suddenly obsequious constable waved at the two policemen, who had resumed their conversation and laughter, and asked them to bring a couple of chairs.


Amitesh leaned over the desk. “What is your name?” he asked, infusing a trace of authority into his voice, sensing the softening of the constable’s armour.


“I am Sub-Inspector Muthuvel, Sir,” said the man.


Muthuvel rubbed his chin and tapped the desk, uncertain if these men had been sent by higher authorities. Amitesh said, “Muthuvel, you see, my hospital received reports of a peculiar death around here. Since I happened to pass by, I thought I’d look in. I would like to speak with Sub-Inspector Murali Swamy, please.”


“Sir, Murali Swamy will be in only after 10 am,” Muthuvel said as he wrestled with the confusion brewing in his mind.


Amitesh glanced at his phone, checking the time, he turned to Rizwan. “I didn’t realize we were this early. It’s only 9 am. We made good time.”


“Come, let’s grab some breakfast, or we can see him on our way back from Hogenakkal,” suggested Rizwan.


“You seem bored, Riz. Are you okay with doing this?”


“Watching you play private detective is a hobby of mine,” said Rizwan, punching Amitesh in the arm.


“Okay then. Breakfast, Murali Swamy, then Hogenakkal — in that order,” said Amitesh with a satisfied smile.


They asked the policemen outside where they could find the best masala dosa in town. One of them pointed to a shack just outside the police station.


The tiny restaurant, mostly frequented by hawkers and itinerant workers, had just enough space for five people, but the masala dosa was crisp and hot, made just the way Amitesh liked them — Udupi style. Rizwan, after a sip of his second cup of coffee, asked, “What do you expect to find out from the Sub-Inspector?”


“I have no idea. I’m hoping we can take a look at the corpse or the jewellery the man was wearing. I’m curious why he was the way he was, you know? Oddly dressed, like a man from the past,” answered Amitesh.


“And then?”


Amitesh smiled wickedly. “Who knows where it might lead us? Come on, Riz, be a little adventurous, won’t you?”


“All right, Mr. Holmes, let’s see where this goes. That cop must be there by now; it’s almost a quarter past ten.”


Rizwan paid the bill at the counter, marvelling at the fact that, in his beloved India, two men could have a piping hot breakfast and coffee for less than a U.S. dollar. Musing on what his friends in the U.S. would think of it, he left a twenty-rupee tip and joined Amitesh, who was already across the street on his way back to the station.


Head Constable Muthuvel saw them coming and pointed to the office door behind him. “Murali sir is here. I told him about you two, and he is eager to meet with you.”


“I am surprised he is.” muttered Amitesh.


“Maybe the fact that you are a doctor, and him trying to crack a case with a mysterious dead body, has something to do with it?” Rizwan said, ribbing Amitesh.


The office was sparsely furnished with wooden chairs and shelves belonging to a post-independence decade. Two windows opened into the backyard of the station, behind the officer’s desk,


partially curtained with checkered cotton material, hanging by their last threads.


Amitesh offered the Inspector one of his charming, wide smiles. “Sir, I am Doctor Amitesh Patel, and this is Rizwan Khan.”


“Muthuvel told me about you,” said Murali without looking up from the file he was reading. “Please sit.”


A few moments later, he looked up, stroking his ungainly moustache, studying the two men who remained on their feet. “So, did the hospital send you?”


“Not exactly, Sir. I read the news. As a doctor, it sounded rather intriguing to me. Besides, I understand the coroner couldn’t find a cause of death. It piqued my professional curiosity. Is it possible we could see the corpse or any of the clothing and jewellery the man was wearing?”


“I see,” Murali said, stroking his moustache again. A few moments of silence filled the air, and then he leaned forward, his eyes softening. “The body is still in the mortuary, and the man’s possessions are here in the station. We are at a loss to figure out what happened to the man or even who he is. Maybe you can shed some light.”


“Glad to be of help,” said Amitesh.


Murali Swamy banged on the tired desk bell, the dome of which had slipped to its side from the last beating it took. It emanated a muffled ring as he rested his eyes on Rizwan. “What do you do, sir?” he asked, one eyebrow raised.


“I am an engineer. I work for a company in Bangalore.”


Amitesh had never known Rizwan to address anyone using the moniker, “Sir,” which was almost universally used in all situations, warranted or not. Even with the Prime Minister, he was on equal terms, to the surprise of everyone present, as Amitesh recalled.


“Sir, Rizwan is too humble. He is not one to flaunt his credentials. He is the recipient of the Presidential award in the field of Engineering Sciences. Have you heard of the Shanti Swarup Bhatnagar Prize for Science and Technology’?”


Murali Swamy’s face went blank, as he shook his head sideways.


“Sir, it’s a big deal. He is the youngest ever recipient of that award, and his invention, called the CycloCatalyst, is being deployed in many towns and villages all over India by the Prime Minister. A transformative device that will change India,” Amitesh face now glowed with pride.


He thrust a photo of Rizwan with the Prime Minister into view. He swiped to the right, and more pictures flashed by — of Rizwan delivering a speech, with the P.M. seated behind him; Rizwan with the great leader, receiving the Shanti Swarup Bhatnagar Prize, and so on.


Murali Swamy’s eyes widened; they became small black grapes bulging out of their sockets, ready to burst at any moment. The man was almost rapturous. He got to his feet in attention, saluted, and then extended his hand toward Rizwan. Holding Rizwan’s hand he shook it vigorously. Shaking the hands of the man who had shaken the hand of the P.M. was a privilege to be cherished and forever committed to memory.


Obviously, an ardent fan of the P.M. thought Rizwan.


“The machine converts all kinds of waste material into a product that can be used to generate electricity, reducing pollution,” continued Amitesh.


In Murali’s mind, it clicked. He recalled the new electricity plant coming up near Denkanikottai and had heard they were using a new technology to convert waste into electricity. As he connected the dots, his face lit up. Folding his hands, he pressed his palms together in a namaste. “Ah yes, yes, I have heard of this.


There is new construction nearby. They say it is going to provide us with free electricity. Is that your invention, Sir?”


Rizwan nodded, a faint smile crossing his lips.


“Well done, Sir. We need more youngsters like you in this country.”


Murali Swamy reset the desk bell and slammed it again, harder this time.


A constable appeared and almost slapped himself on the forehead in a salute.


“Get the jeep ready. We are going to the mortuary.”


Amitesh interjected, “Sir, maybe we can take a look at the man’s possessions before we head out to the mortuary?”


“That makes sense.”


He gestured toward a door to the left of his office.


They proceeded down a dark corridor, dimly lit by cheap, low-wattage bulbs.


At the last door, secured with two padlocks, Murali Swamy stopped, muttering curses under his breath as he sifted through a jumble of keys on a steel ring. Realizing his faux pas, he immediately turned to Rizwan, grinned, and apologised for the scatological slip of the tongue.


After a tense few moments, he located the correct key and unlocked the door.


They found themselves in pitch darkness; the room had no windows.


Murali Swamy flipped a couple of switches. Two fluorescent tube lights flickered to life, casting a pale white glow around the room.


Along the far wall stood Godrej steel cabinets, and to the right, steel shelves housing various objects in plastic Ziplock bags — each tagged with descriptions and case references.


Dominating the centre of the room was a rectangular steel table painted deep green, its paint peeling from around the legs and edges.


To the left stood a Chubb safe, its brand plaque nearly obliterated from use — a clear relic from the British era. It featured a combination dial lock at its centre, a handle to the right, and below the dial, a keyhole for an additional lock.


Murali Swamy worked the combination dial, listening for the soft click, and then used another key for the bottom lock. He turned the handle, smiled at Rizwan, as if pleased with himself and the safe, and swung the thick steel door open with a resonant creak.


Extracting a large plastic bag tagged — Ratnagiri Fort - 5234577 - 174 CrPC — he placed it on the table.


“As per our procedure,” Murali announced, as he brought the bag to the table, “we have released information such as gender, identity marks, clothes worn, our assessment of his age, hair colour, height, and any identifiers. Unfortunately, securing airtime on TV channels is not straightforward for us.”


He emptied the bag under the lamp hanging directly above the desk, spreading its contents. A thin film of dust scattered as the objects landed. Two smaller bags emerged, one containing the deceased’s clothing and the other his jewellery, both tagged with detailed descriptions.


All three men stood staring at the items on the desk for a few moments before Rizwan queried, “What do you do if nobody comes forward?”


“Sir, we keep the body in the government mortuary... hmm, for about three months, I believe, after which it goes to an NGO for a mass cremation,” Murali said, his voice sombre.


He then opened the bag containing the clothing — a garment of fine silk, exquisitely embroidered with intricate gold-thread patterns along the borders tumbled out.


Rizwan inspected the fabric closely. “These threads are made of real gold!” he said, his voice low.


Their eyes met in shared astonishment across the desk.


Murali Swamy grabbed the fabric, bringing it closer to his eyes, and murmured in awe, “My lord, you are right, Sir; I hadn’t noticed before.” His fingers traced the golden embroidery, the metallic sheen catching the dim light as if whispering secrets of another era.


Meanwhile, Amitesh examined the jewellery bag and drew out a substantial stone.


“May I?” he asked, looking to Murali for permission.


Murali nodded vigorously.


Amitesh hefted the stone in his hand and remarked, “Heavy! Was he wearing this?” He held the stone aloft under the lamp, its facets casting fractured reflections onto the walls.


“That was fixed to his pagadi,” Murali Swamy explained. “I found him with half his body outside the cave, the head turban beside him, this stone still affixed to it.”


Rizwan took the stone from Amitesh’s and examined it keenly, rolling it between his fingers. “That’s a ruby. A low- grade one, and perhaps heat-treated to enhance the color. But regardless, it’s still a ruby.”


Amitesh turned back to the pile of artifacts. “The rest of this stuff is gold — some silver — and this necklace has more stones. Diamonds, I reckon,” he murmured in amazement, glancing at Rizwan. “Is it possible a local farmer was wearing all this and wandering around here?”


The question hung in the air, its absurdity amplified by the sepulchral silence of the storage room. Murali Swamy shifted uneasily, the cracked tiles beneath him crunching and creaking like brittle bones underfoot.


Rizwan offered no reaction. He was not about to jump to conclusions.


“Oh, I forgot about his footwear,” Murali Swamy said, stepping back toward the steel cabinet. He retrieved another plastic bag, and emptied the contents onto the floor. Two leather sandals tumbled out, their impact against the cold tiles unnervingly loud.


Rizwan crouched and picked one up, his fingers tracing its contours.


The sandal was a paragon of ancient craftsmanship; the rich, tawny hide cut with the precision of a master artisan. Upon each strap, intricate spirals had been embossed, their patterns eerily familiar, as though mimicking the Fibonacci sequence found in nature’s most elegant designs. The scent of aged leather and earth rose from them, mingling with the sterile tang of the storage room. The soles, though worn, were sturdy, their surface moulded with the memory of another’s footsteps. The straps bore polished bronze buttons, their lustre dulled with age but undeniably regal.


Amitesh lifted the other sandal, his expression unreadable. He turned it over in his hands, his thumb brushing against the ancient stitching. His voice, when it came, was a whisper.


“This is not some ordinary footwear, my friends.” He exhaled slowly, the weight of realization settling in his tone. “I doubt this is even from our time.”


***


Around noon, the police jeep screeched to a stop in front of the mortuary — a sombre looking building, begging for a fresh coat of paint, much needed brickwork, and replastering. Chunks of render hung loose here and there.


Murali Swamy stepped out of the jeep with Rizwan and Amitesh into the blinding afternoon sun. They made their   the entrance, where an attendant snapped to attention, his salute stiff, awkward.


After exchanging a few words, Murali led them down a dimly lit corridor. The air was damp, saturated with the pungent mix of disinfectants — sharp ammonia, sterile phenol, and the cloying tang of formaldehyde. Stains from water damage stretched like creeping fingers across the walls and ceiling, creating eerie, abstract murals in brown, white, and black.


The thick, acrid odour permeating the passageway, made Amitesh pull out a handkerchief, and cover his nose.


Rizwan cupped his nose, the fug of antiseptic and rot flashing memories of the narrow hallways — orphanages, bullies, punches, and the taste of blood.


The attendant reached the locked room at the end of the corridor, fumbled with a rusting set of keys, and pushed open the heavy door. Inside, the mortuary freezer stood like a monolithic block of ice, its steel surface tarnished with age. He gripped one of the cadaver trays and pulled it open.


A body lay within — a man in his thirties, his emaciated frame stiff in eternal stillness. His skin was stretched taut over his bones, the hollows of his cheeks deep, his limbs shrunken. A handlebar moustache curled unnaturally at the edges, frozen mid-expression, absurd in its defiance of gravity.


There were no external wounds, apart from the Y-shaped autopsy incisions on his chest and abdomen.


Amitesh’s sharp gaze darted over every inch of the corpse. “May I have a look at the autopsy report?”


“It’s in my office at the police station,” Murali Swamy replied.


“Well, there must be a copy here,” Amitesh insisted, turning to the attendant.


“Yes, sir. I will fetch it.” The attendant disappeared, leaving them to stare at the cadaver, its silent presence unsettling.


Moments later, the attendant returned, handing Murali Swamy a worn file. Murali immediately passed it to Amitesh, who flipped through the pages, scanning intently.


Meanwhile, Rizwan broke the silence. “Inspector, did you or your men enter the cave to investigate?”


Murali hesitated. “Sir, we did, but only briefly. My men and I... we weren’t brave enough to go deep. We took flashlights, and made it about fifty meters inside. Nothing but rocks and collapsed debris. No clear path forward.” His voice wavered slightly, as though recalling an unseen dread.


Amitesh looked up from the report, his expression grave. “This man died of starvation. His intestines were completely empty — he hadn’t eaten for days, maybe even a week.”


Tragic. And absurd. To perish from hunger while draped in a small fortune — it was a death that mocked logic, as if the universe itself had a cruel sense of irony.


Murali frowned. “But the cause of death is listed as unidentified.”


Amitesh snapped the file shut. “Well, your coroner is wrong or didn’t do a thorough job of it. I’m certain — that’s what killed him, hunger.”


Rizwan folded his arms. “A man wearing jewellery worth a fortune, dressed in archaic finery, yet he dies of starvation? It doesn’t add up.”


Amitesh smirked. “No shit, Sherlock. That’s the real mystery.”


Murali’s brow furrowed. “Who is Sherlock?”


Amitesh shook his head, suppressing a chuckle. “Never mind, Inspector.”


Murali exhaled heavily. “I suppose well mark this as an unidentified case, then. But at least now I know — there was no foul play. I could do without the paperwork of a murder.”


With a final nod to the attendant, he gestured toward the tray. The body slid silently back into the freezer, swallowed once more by the cold darkness.


As they walked out of the mortuary, Murali turned toward Amitesh and Rizwan. “Gentlemen, if you have time, let me show you some true Denkanikottai hospitality over lunch.”


Amitesh glanced at Rizwan. “Why not?”


Murali’s jeep rumbled through town, weaving through chaotic Sunday traffic until it halted outside a modest, well-loved eatery. Inside, the three men settled at a table as stainless-steel plates arrived, piled with fragrant rice, sambhar, curry, and a spread of traditional South Indian accompaniments.


Between bites, Amitesh leaned forward. “Inspector, I heard a rumour about the fort where you found the body. Something about hidden treasure.”


Murali chuckled. “It’s all folklore, Doctor Sir. That fort has claimed lives over the years — people looking for gold, for secrets. But between you and me_” He hesitated, rubbing his temple. “This case? It’s making me question everything.”


Amitesh drummed his fingers on the table. “It’s possible a villager went hunting for treasure, found something... and got lost?”


Murali nodded. “It’s the most logical explanation.”


Rizwan leaned back, unimpressed. “You’re both ignoring something — the jewellery, the turban, the sandals; the style and craftsmanship may be incongruous with our times, but they look as if they were made only yesterday.”


Murali frowned. “But then—”


“That’s the contradiction,” Rizwan interrupted. “It means whatever happened... happened very recently.”


Murali scratched his head, first at the idea, then again as confusion set in. “This is getting stranger by the minute.”


They finished their meal in relative silence, each man lost in thought.


Afterward, Murali insisted on footing the bill. He refused to let Rizwan leave without taking a few selfies to show his children. He asked Amitesh for a copy of the photo of Rizwan with the Prime Minister as well. What would be the point of his selfie with some guy, if there was no direct link to the great leader himself?


The Scramblers roared to life. Murali stood at the curb, waving as they pulled away. “Anytime, sirs! If you ever need help, just ask for me. Any cop in town will know where to find me!”


***


They rode out of Denkanikottai midafternoon, the relentless sun tracing their path towards Hogenakkal. The ride was shrouded in contemplative silence, with Amitesh’s thoughts circling back to the unexplained corpse in the mortuary.


The road twisted through a stark landscape, flanked by craggy hills. Massive boulders, as if stacked by an ancient, colossal force, teetered precariously at impossible angles. The wilderness mirrored the turmoil in Amitesh’s mind — unpredictable, enigmatic, waiting to be unravelled.


A few kilometres in, Amitesh’s voice crackled through the Bluetooth. “Riz, we should skip Hogenakkal and check out the fort and the cave. What do you think?”


“I was waiting for you to say that,” Rizwan’s grin almost audible in his voice. “During lunch, I scoped out a route. We can swing past the fort and loop back to Bangalore from there.”


“Always the strategist,” Amitesh replied excitedly.


As they veered south, the road opened up, unfurling breathtaking vistas.


Neatly divided paddy fields stretched out on both sides, their emerald expanse rippling under the afternoon breeze. In the distance, the hills crested the horizon, darkening to a muted blue as the sun began its descent. Amitesh revved his Scrambler, the engine’s roar slicing through the stillness of the Denkanikottai- Pala Kodu road. The torque kicked in, and the motorcycle reared its front wheel like a restless stallion before speeding ahead.


Rizwan opened up the throttle, matching pace as their shadows stretched long across the tarmac. Sporadic bursts of red flowers punctuated the greenery, flashing past like warning signals against the monochrome of the road.


Rounding a bend, they spotted another rider — a lone figure by the roadside, his motorcycle parked on a patch of gravel. Rizwan recognized him instantly and slowed down, pulling over with a crunch.


“Satish, everything alright?” Rizwan called as he dismounted.


Satish, somewhere in his sixties, his jacket dusted with the evidence of a long ride, smiled broadly before taking a slow drag of his cigarette. “Hey, Rizwan. Just taking a break... enjoying the view.”


Amitesh walked over as Rizwan made the introductions. “Amit, meet Satish. Met him on a few solo rides.” He turned back. “So, how do we tag you these days, Satish? Still retired? Read your book the other day, by the way. Fun stuff.”


“Liar! Can’t imagine a guy with your cerebral volume reading pulp fiction. Hated it, I’m sure,” Satish chuckled, extinguishing his cigarette beneath his boot.


“Well, not many can call themselves an author,” Rizwan countered.


“More like a retiree with too many stories,” Satish shrugged. “One book doesn’t make an author.”


“You frequent these parts often?” Rizwan asked as they stood admiring the vast expanse beyond the road. Below them, a stream gurgled down the ravine, its waters catching the light in fractured glimmers.


“Often enough,” Satish replied. “A friend owns a farm nearby — Malaikal. Perfect base for weekend rides. The roads here beat anything in Karnataka.”


“Malaikal? Is your friend Saritha, by any chance?” Amitesh interjected, surprised.


“Indeed. How do you know her?” Satish’s eyebrows lifted in curiosity.


“Bindu — my girlfriend — is friends with her. She mentioned this place just last week.”


“A small world,” Satish mused. “You should visit. It’s peaceful. A real escape.”


As the conversation wound down, Satish glanced at his watch and exhaled. “I better get going. Promised to be back for lunch at Malaikal, and I’m already late. Safe travels, boys.”


“Hope that second book of yours tops the first,” Rizwan called as Satish mounted his Bonneville.


“Here’s to hoping,” Satish laughed before accelerating into the golden afternoon light.


Amitesh watched the motorcycle disappear into the horizon. “Quite the character. Not bad for an old man, huh?”


“Spent decades abroad before returning to India,” Rizwan said, stretching. “If I recall, he worked for some multinational in the West.. .IBM, if I am not mistaken.”


Amitesh nodded, absently. His mind was already elsewhere, weaving the threads of the mysterious body and the fort’s secrets into the tapestry of their journey.


***


Back on the road, Amitesh weaved through potholes and navigated the gravel, his mind still entangled in the mystery of the corpse. As the tarmac blurred beneath his wheels, speculations morphed into theories — of treasure, of secrets buried within the fort’s depths. From the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of a flock of egrets sweeping across the dusky horizon. Their slow, deliberate flight drew him back to the present.


“You see that, Riz?”


“They’re going home for the evening, as should we.”


“Don’t be a killjoy,” Amitesh teased. “You’ve been awfully quiet about what we witnessed today. Why?”
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