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​Chapter 1: The Catastrophe at the Haryana Heritage Museum 
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The problem with history, in Priya’s professional opinion, was that it was incredibly messy. People died in the wrong places, left their belongings in undocumented dirt, and completely failed to adhere to standard filing protocols.

Priya, on the other hand, adhered to protocol. Her life was a symphony of color-coded tabs, laminated itineraries, and a pulse that naturally rested at a brisk, anxiety-driven eighty-five beats per minute. She believed that there was no human emotion or historical tragedy that couldn't be managed with a properly formatted Excel spreadsheet.

Currently, she was applying this philosophy to a group of thirty violently bored high schoolers on a Tuesday afternoon.

The Haryana Heritage Museum was not exactly the Louvre. It was a modestly funded, aggressively air-conditioned brutalist concrete block that smelled faintly of floor wax and centuries-old dust. Priya stood in the center of the Weapons & Armaments wing, her posture straight enough to use as a leveling tool, holding a clipboard tightly to her chest.

She gestured toward a glass display case with the back of a pen. Inside rested a curved, jewel-encrusted blade that caught the harsh fluorescent light.

"This ceremonial dagger is exquisite, isn't it?" Priya asked. Her voice was perfectly modulated, the dry, academic cadence of a woman who had given this exact tour four hundred times.

A teenager in the front row, wearing a t-shirt that said I'm Only Here For The AC, chewed his gum loudly and offered a noncommittal grunt.

Priya adjusted her glasses. "The Maharaja used it exclusively to peel apples," she continued, her tone completely devoid of inflection. "And by 'apples,' I mean the kneecaps of people who chewed too loudly at his banquets."

The rhythmic smacking of gum in the front row ceased instantly. The teenager swallowed hard, his eyes darting to the blade. A profound, horrified silence fell over the group. Thirty pairs of eyes widened, suddenly picturing the logistics of kneecap-peeling.

Priya checked her wristwatch. Right on schedule.

"Anyway," she said, gesturing vaguely down the hall with her clipboard. "The gift shop is to your left."

She turned on her heel and walked away, leaving the traumatized youth to process the horrors of 18th-century royal etiquette. It wasn't that Priya disliked children; she just firmly believed they needed to respect the source material.

Leaving the public floor, Priya swiped her keycard and slipped into the blessed, climate-controlled sanctuary of the Sub-Basement Archives and Appraisal Room. This was her domain. Out here, there were no teenagers, no sticky fingerprints on the glass, and no chaotic variables. There were only rows of stainless-steel tables, high-lumen magnification lamps, and the comforting scent of archival cleaning fluid.

She walked over to her designated workstation, which was currently occupied by what was, without hyperbole, the ugliest piece of ceramics she had ever seen in her twenty-eight years of life.

It was an 18th-century clay pot attributed to the court of Maharaja Prithvi. It was lopsided, heavy-bottomed, and covered in asymmetrical, pustule-like bumps that made it look less like a vessel and more like a diseased gourd. The glaze was the color of a bruised eggplant.

Priya pulled out her notebook. She had a strict system: Blue tabs for verified antiquities, Red for items requiring immediate restoration, and Neon Pink for items that were historically significant but aesthetically offensive. She slapped a Neon Pink sticky note onto the desk beside the pot.

Item 402-B, she wrote in her flawless, microscopic handwriting. Provenance: Court of Maharaja Prithvi. Condition: Intact. Aesthetic Value: Negative. Prithvi was a footnote in most historical texts, mostly known for a brief, weirdly passive-aggressive reign and an obsession with practical jokes that usually ended in minor treason. Why the museum board had paid actual money to acquire this monstrosity was beyond her, but her job was to appraise, not to judge. Well, she judged, but only internally.

Priya leaned in, adjusting the articulating arm of her magnifying lamp to inspect a particularly hideous lump on the pot's surface.

That was when she heard the scratching.

It was a frantic, scrabbling sound, like tiny fingernails on sheet metal. Priya froze. She slowly lowered her pen. The sound was coming from the ventilation shaft directly above the stainless-steel table.

"No," Priya whispered. "Absolutely not. This is a sterile environment."

Scratch. Skitter. Flap.

Before she could reach for the intercom to call maintenance, the grate of the air vent rattled. It didn't just rattle; it gave way with a metallic groan, swinging downward on a single rusty hinge.

A grey, feathered blur plummeted from the ceiling.

It hit the stainless-steel table with a wet thwack, slid three inches, and scrambled to its feet. It was a pigeon. But it wasn't just any pigeon; it was a battle-scarred, street-toughened Haryana pigeon missing half of its tail feathers and looking around with the manic energy of a creature that had nothing left to lose.

The pigeon locked eyes with Priya. It let out a guttural, wet coo.

"Shoo," Priya said, her voice trembling as she raised her clipboard like a riot shield. "You are an uncatalogued biohazard. Vacate the premises."

The pigeon, entirely unimpressed by her administrative authority, flapped its wings violently, launching itself directly at her face.

Priya shrieked, a profoundly un-academic sound, and stumbled backward. Her heel hit the freshly polished linoleum floor. The janitorial staff, taking immense pride in their work, had buffed it to a frictionless shine just an hour prior.

Her foot went out from under her. Her clipboard flew into the air, a flurry of color-coded tabs raining down like bureaucratic confetti. As she fell, her flailing left hand caught the edge of the articulating lamp. The lamp swung wildly, the heavy metal hood swinging in a perfect, devastating arc.

Time seemed to slow down. Priya, currently suspended in mid-air on her way to the floor, watched in horror as the lamp struck the hideous eggplant-colored pot.

Smack.

The pot teetered on the edge of the table. It seemed to hang there for a microscopic eternity, defying gravity, before surrendering to physics.

Priya hit the floor hard, the breath knocked out of her. A millisecond later, the pot hit the linoleum right beside her head.

It didn't just break; it exploded. The sound was a deafening CRACK that echoed off the concrete walls. Shards of diseased-looking clay scattered across the room, sliding under cabinets and burying themselves in the corners.

The pigeon, terrified by the noise, made a frantic loop around the fluorescent lights and squeezed back up into the ventilation shaft, leaving Priya lying flat on her back in a field of shattered history.

For ten solid seconds, Priya just stared at the ceiling panels. She calculated the cost of the artifact. She calculated the trajectory of her career, charting it on a sharp downward graph ending in early retirement and disgrace.

"Breathe in for four, hold for seven, out for eight," she wheezed to herself, trying to stave off a full-blown panic attack.

She slowly rolled over onto her hands and knees, ignoring the throbbing in her hip. She needed to clean this up. She needed to meticulously catalog every shard, put them in a secure evidence bag, and draft a forty-page incident report apologizing to the board.

As she reached out to pick up the largest piece of the base, she paused.

There was something sitting in the wreckage.

It hadn't shattered with the clay. It was a tarnished metallic cylinder, roughly the size of a cigar tube, capped tightly at both ends. It had been baked into the very center of the pot's thickest lump.

Priya frowned, her archivist instincts temporarily overriding her sheer panic. She wiped a smudge of dust from her cheek and picked it up. It was heavy. Brass, maybe, or bronze. Her fingers found a seam near the top. With a slight twist and a gritty, metallic scrape, the cap popped off.

Inside was a tight roll of metal.

She carefully slid it out. It wasn't parchment or paper; it was a sheet of thinly beaten copper, pliable but holding its shape, etched with dark, intricate lines. Priya unrolled it against the cold floor.

It was a map.

Coordinates, landmarks, and heavily stylized topographical drawings of the Indian subcontinent covered the surface, all centered around a series of cryptic, mocking Sanskrit verses. At the top, a crest was stamped deeply into the copper—the seal of Maharaja Prithvi.

Priya stared at it, her heart hammering against her ribs. She was holding a secret that had been sealed inside an ugly piece of pottery for nearly three hundred years. This was the kind of discovery that made careers, the kind that ended up in textbooks with extensive, perfectly formatted APA citations.

Before she could process exactly what she was looking at, the heavy security door to the Sub-Basement Appraisal Room hissed open.

Priya scrambled to her knees, clutching the copper map to her chest, expecting to see a very angry museum curator.

Instead, a man in a flawlessly tailored, three-piece charcoal suit stepped into the room.

The man in the charcoal suit did not look like a museum patron, and he certainly did not look like he possessed the necessary security clearance for the sub-basement. He looked like the kind of man who spent his life in first-class airport lounges, quietly firing people over a Bluetooth earpiece.

He stepped over the threshold, his Italian leather shoes making a soft, expensive sound against the linoleum. Behind him filed three other men, similarly dressed in dark, slim-cut suits. They moved with the synchronized, predatory grace of a corporate legal team entering a deposition.

Priya remained frozen on her knees, the copper map pressed tightly to her sternum. Her brain, usually a hyper-efficient sorting machine, threw up a 404 Error.

The lead man paused, looking down at his phone and sighing deeply. He pinched the bridge of his nose, projecting the aura of a man who had already dealt with three separate HR crises before breakfast. Finally, he looked up at Priya.

"Miss," he said. His voice was smooth, educated, and layered with profound exhaustion. "I am going to ask you a question, and I would appreciate it if we could bypass the standard protocol of screaming and denial. It would save us both a tremendous amount of time. Time which, frankly, I do not have, because the parking attendant upstairs refused to validate my ticket, and the meter is currently running on a leased Mercedes."

Priya blinked. Her hand instinctively sought the comfort of a color-coded tab, but her clipboard was somewhere beneath a nearby cabinet. "This is a restricted area," she managed to squeak, her voice cracking. "You need a Level 3 visitor badge to—"

"I am Mr. Kapoor," the man interrupted politely, slipping his phone into his breast pocket. "And I represent a syndicate that deals in the aggressive acquisition of historical antiquities. You are currently holding a copper map that belongs to us. We tracked it to this remarkably depressing facility."

He gestured vaguely to the shattered, eggplant-colored remains of Item 402-B scattered across the floor. "I see you’ve already completed the unboxing. Excellent. Efficiency is one of our core values."

Priya scrambled backward, her sensible, arch-supporting flats squeaking against the floor until her back hit the cold steel of a filing cabinet. She gripped the map tighter. This wasn't a misunderstanding. This was a heist. A highly organized, incredibly well-dressed heist.

"I can't give this to you," Priya said, her academic training momentarily overriding her survival instincts. "This is uncatalogued state property. It requires a minimum of three weeks of provenance verification and a signed release form from the Ministry of Culture!"

Mr. Kapoor closed his eyes. He took a deep, centering breath, the kind recommended by expensive wellness apps.

"Miss, please just hand over the artifact," Kapoor said, his tone perfectly balancing polite request with lethal threat. "I have a 4 PM quarterly review on Zoom, and I simply do not have the bandwidth to murder you today. My calendar is a nightmare."

One of the henchmen behind him—a man with the build of a professional linebacker and the haircut of an investment banker—leaned forward. "Sir, if we initiate physical severance, we're going to have to fill out the incident reports in triplicate. Plus, I just got these slacks dry-cleaned."

"I am aware, Rahul," Kapoor snapped, rubbing his temples. "Which is why we are exercising synergistic negotiation. Miss, I am asking nicely. Slide the map across the floor. I will leave you to your... whatever it is you do in this sad, windowless room, and we can all go about our day."

Priya’s eyes darted around the room. She had no weapons. She had zero upper body strength. Her cardio regimen consisted exclusively of speed-walking to the laminating machine before the admin assistant could use up all the plastic sleeves.

What she did have, however, was an encyclopedic knowledge of her workstation.

To her immediate left, resting on the edge of the stainless-steel prep table, was a heavy-duty, industrial spray bottle. It was filled with archival-grade solvent—a highly concentrated, ammonia-based chemical compound used for stripping centuries of grime off bronze statues. It came with a twelve-page safety data sheet that explicitly warned against allowing the liquid to come within ten feet of human corneas.

"Okay," Priya whispered, her voice trembling. She slowly lowered the hand not holding the map. "Okay, I'll give it to you. Just... just let me log it out of the system."

"Sensible," Kapoor murmured, checking his Rolex. "You have thirty seconds before I let Rahul practice his conflict resolution skills."

Priya shifted her weight. She reached up to the table. Her fingers brushed the plastic trigger of the spray bottle.

"I just need to..." she stammered, wrapping her hand around the neck of the bottle.

"Need to what?" Kapoor asked, his eyes narrowing slightly.

“Cite my sources!” Priya yelled.

With a burst of adrenaline entirely disproportionate to her body weight, she whipped the bottle off the table, aimed it directly at the immaculate grouping of men, and squeezed the trigger with both hands.

A thick, aggressive cloud of industrial ammonia blasted through the air.

It hit Kapoor and Rahul dead center. The reaction was instantaneous and violently chaotic. The solvent was designed to dissolve oxidized copper; human retinas offered no resistance.

"Gah!" Kapoor shrieked, entirely abandoning his corporate composure. He clawed at his face, stumbling backward into a glass display case. "My eyes! It burns like a tax audit!"

"My slacks!" Rahul roared, thrashing blindly and elbowing another henchman in the jaw. "She ruined the pleats! The pleats are melting!"

Priya didn't wait to observe the full chemical reaction. She hugged the copper cylinder to her chest, ducked under the flailing arm of a blinded henchman, and bolted for the heavy security door.

She hit the hallway running faster than she ever had in her life. The squeak of her rubber-soled flats echoed like gunfire against the concrete walls. Behind her, the sounds of corporate distress and coughing violently filled the sub-basement.

"Get her!" Kapoor’s voice echoed down the hall, raw and furious. "Forget the quarterly review! I want her aggressively downsized!"

Priya hit the stairwell, taking the concrete steps two at a time. Her lungs burned, and her meticulously pinned bun began to unravel, dark hair falling into her face. She practically kicked the fire doors open, bursting onto the main floor of the museum.

She sprinted past the Weapons & Armaments wing, entirely ignoring the group of teenagers who were now staring at her in stunned silence as she tore through the corridor like a panicked gazelle. She blew past the gift shop, knocking over a cardboard display of heavily discounted novelty keychains.

Heavy, expensive footsteps thundered up the stairwell behind her. They were recovering fast.

"Watch the marble!" one of the henchmen yelled from behind her. "Don't scuff the loafers, you idiots, we don't have the petty cash to replace them!"

Priya saw the glass front doors of the museum approaching. Beyond them lay the blinding afternoon sun, the chaotic roar of Haryana traffic, and the vast, terrifying unpredictability of the outside world. She had no plan. She had no itinerary. She had left her color-coded binder in the basement.

She hit the push-bar of the front doors with her shoulder, bursting out of the aggressively air-conditioned quiet of the museum and plunging headfirst into the blistering heat and overwhelming noise of the street, running for her life.
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​Chapter 2: The Worst Getaway Driver in History 


[image: ]




The transition from the rigorously climate-controlled, sixty-eight-degree sanctuary of the Haryana Heritage Museum to the unforgiving reality of a Tuesday afternoon street was like stepping directly into the exhaust pipe of a diesel truck.

The heat hit Priya like a physical blow. The air was thick with the scent of roasted peanuts, exhaust fumes, and the damp, metallic tang of dust. A wall of noise instantly assaulted her eardrums—the chaotic, polyphonic symphony of a thousand auto-rickshaws, aggressively honking sedans, and street vendors aggressively shouting their daily prices.

Priya stumbled down the concrete steps of the museum, her lungs burning, the heavy copper cylinder clutched so tightly to her chest that the etched map was likely leaving a permanent reverse-imprint on her collarbone.

She needed a plan. Ideally, she needed a meticulously researched, peer-reviewed plan with a clear thesis statement on how to evade a highly organized criminal syndicate. Unfortunately, her current strategy consisted entirely of running in a straight line and trying not to throw up.

She risked a glance over her shoulder.

The heavy glass doors of the museum practically exploded outward. Three men in charcoal suits burst onto the sun-baked pavement. They looked slightly worse for wear—one was aggressively dabbing his violently red, watering eyes with a silk pocket square, and Rahul, the linebacker, was walking with a stiff, furious gait, mourning the chemical dissolution of his trouser pleats. But they were recovering. And they were looking right at her.

"There! By the peanut stand!" one of them yelled, his voice cracking with residual ammonia irritation.

Priya didn't wait to see if they were going to draw weapons or simply hit her with a barrage of highly aggressive legal injunctions. She threw herself into the throng of pedestrians, dodging a woman balancing a basket of marigolds and narrowly avoiding a stray dog that was sound asleep in the middle of the sidewalk.

Her sensible flats were not designed for evasive maneuvers. She needed wheels.

Her eyes frantically scanned the gridlocked traffic. Auto-rickshaws were completely jammed together, a sea of yellow and green metal that wasn't moving an inch. A city bus was currently being blockaded by a remarkably stubborn cow.

Then, she saw it.

Idling illegally in a red-painted loading zone just twenty yards ahead was a silver, slightly dented Maruti Suzuki sedan. The engine was running, coughing a faint plume of gray smoke from the tailpipe. More importantly, the rear passenger side door was unlocked and cracked slightly open, as if the universe, in a rare moment of administrative oversight, had actually provided a viable escape route.

Priya didn't stop to consider the moral implications of grand theft auto or unauthorized vehicular entry. She was operating purely on the lower, lizard-brain functions of survival.

She reached the car, yanked the door open with a sharp screech of metal, threw herself into the backseat, and slammed the door shut behind her. She immediately dove onto the floorboards, curling herself into a tight ball among a collection of discarded fast-food wrappers and empty plastic water bottles.

"Drive," Priya gasped, her voice muffled against her own knees. "Just drive. Go. Right now."

In the driver’s seat, Samir was having a remarkably bad Tuesday.

He was currently balancing a velvet-lined display case on his lap, a Bluetooth earpiece jammed into his right ear, and a half-eaten samosa in his left hand. He was in the middle of a very delicate, highly nuanced negotiation regarding the wholesale price of twenty-five absolutely unauthentic luxury watches.

"Listen, Bhai," Samir was saying to the dashboard, his voice practically dripping with manufactured charm. "I am telling you, the second hand on these sweeps. It does not tick. It sweeps. It is a premium feature. You could hand this to a Swiss watchmaker and he would weep at the craftsmanship. I am practically giving these away to you at three thousand rupees a pop. It's charity, really—"

The violent slam of the back door nearly made Samir drop the samosa onto his knockoff designer shirt.

He whipped his head around, his charming smile instantly evaporating. All he could see was a tangled mess of dark hair and a trembling beige cardigan currently occupying his floor mats.

"Whoa, hey!" Samir shouted, scrambling to close the velvet case before his merchandise spilled everywhere. "The transaction is paused! I told you people, these are authentic replicas! I have the paperwork! Sort of!"

"I don't care about your paperwork!" a muffled, frantic voice shrieked from the floorboards. "Put your foot on the gas pedal and accelerate the vehicle before they murder me!"

Samir blinked. The adrenaline of a busted grift began to course through his veins. He looked closely at the woman wedged behind his seat. She didn't look like a member of the economic offenses wing. Cops usually didn't wear cardigans that looked like they belonged to a substitute librarian, and they generally didn't cower among his empty Thums Up bottles.

"Ma'am, this is a private vehicle," Samir said, trying to regain his composure. "This is not an Ola. This is not an Uber. You cannot just command-eer my sedan. I am conducting business."

Priya slowly uncurled herself, popping her head up over the edge of the backseat. Her glasses were askew, her perfectly pinned bun was a chaotic bird's nest of loose strands, and her eyes were wide with sheer terror. She looked like a woman who had just realized the syllabus for her life had been entirely rewritten in a language she didn't speak.

"I am not a cop," Priya snapped, her academic articulation slicing through the panic. "I am a historical appraiser! And unless you want the interior of your shockingly unclean vehicle coated in my blood, I strongly suggest you merge into traffic!"

Samir stared at her. "A historical what? Listen, lady, I don't care if you're the ghost of Gandhi. I am waiting for a buyer, and you are currently trespassing in my mobile showroom. Out."

"No!" Priya yelled. She gripped the copper cylinder like a club. "If I get out of this car, I am going to be involuntarily physically severed!"

"Severed?" Samir echoed, deeply confused. "What does that even mean?"

"It's corporate speak for murdered!" she screamed.

Samir was about to deliver a very sharp retort about the audacity of strangers when something caught his eye in the rearview mirror.

Three men in impeccably tailored, dark charcoal suits were sprinting down the sidewalk, shoving pedestrians out of the way. One of them was pointing directly at Samir's silver sedan. The man pointing had a face redder than a traffic light, and he looked angry enough to bend steel with his bare hands.

Samir’s blood ran cold.

He didn't know anything about historical appraisers or corporate murder, but he knew exactly what men in expensive suits meant in his line of work.

Oh god, Samir thought, panic seizing his chest. It’s the loan shark’s auditors. He owed a significant amount of money to a local gentleman named 'Hammer' Patil, a man who believed very strongly in prompt repayment and compound interest. Hammer’s collection agents were notoriously well-dressed and notoriously brutal.

"Are those your friends?" Samir asked, his voice suddenly pitching an octave higher as he stared in the mirror.

"They are a syndicate of highly bureaucratic antiquities smugglers!" Priya yelled, scrambling up onto the backseat and looking out the rear window. "And they are exceptionally upset about their dry-cleaning! Drive the car!"

"Smugglers? What? No, those are debt collectors!" Samir shouted back, completely ignoring her reality in favor of his own. He threw the velvet case of fake watches onto the passenger seat. "They found me! How did they find me? I turned off my location services!"

"I literally pepper-sprayed them with ammonia three minutes ago!" Priya countered, entirely bewildered by this conversation. "Why would debt collectors care about my ammonia?"

"I don't have time to unpack your delusions, lady!"

The men in suits were closing the distance. Rahul, the linebacker, was already reaching inside his jacket, and it certainly didn't look like he was pulling out a business card.

Samir slammed his foot on the brake, threw the gearshift into drive, and stomped on the accelerator.

The Maruti Suzuki's engine whined in high-pitched protest. The balding tires spun uselessly against the pavement for a split second, kicking up a massive cloud of dust, peanut shells, and discarded lottery tickets, before finally finding purchase.

The car lurched forward with a violent jerk that threw Priya hard against the cheap upholstery.

"Seatbelts!" Priya shrieked, fumbling blindly for a buckle that had clearly been jammed into the seat crease sometime in 2018. "Statistically, the majority of vehicular fatalities occur within five miles of—"

"If you quote a statistic at me right now, I will unlock your door and let them have you!" Samir roared, violently wrestling the steering wheel as he merged aggressively into the chaotic flow of the main road.

They peeled away from the curb just as Rahul lunged for the rear door handle, his fingers slipping off the dusty metal by a fraction of an inch. Samir checked the mirror, letting out a breathless, triumphant laugh.

"Ha! Eat dust, you corporate goons!" Samir crowed, adrenaline making him reckless. He slammed his palm against the horn, blaring it at a slow-moving tractor ahead of them. "You chose the wrong guy to audit today! Nobody catches Samir when he’s behind the wheel!"

Priya finally managed to yank the seatbelt free and clicked it across her chest, her hands shaking violently. She clutched the copper cylinder, her breathing ragged. She had survived. She had successfully evaded the Syndicate. She was in a getaway car.

She took a deep breath, trying to slow her eighty-five-beat-per-minute pulse back down to a manageable terror. She looked out the windshield, expecting to see them rocketing away to freedom at breakneck speeds.

Instead, she saw a solid wall of stationary traffic.

Ahead of them, a herd of approximately seven sacred cows had decided that the middle of the four-lane intersection was the perfect place to take a midday nap. Surrounding the cows were dozens of auto-rickshaws, city buses, and cargo trucks, all entirely immobilized and honking aggressively at each other in a symphony of gridlocked rage.

Samir slammed on the brakes. The sedan jerked to a complete, embarrassing halt.

The speedometer dropped from a roaring twenty miles an hour down to zero.

Priya stared at the impenetrable wall of traffic. She slowly turned her head to look at Samir.

Samir stared straight ahead, his hands gripping the steering wheel at ten and two. The triumphant smile slowly slid off his face, replaced by a look of profound, existential dread.

"So," Priya said, her voice dropping back to its deadpan, academic register. "When you said nobody catches you... did you mean because you usually blend in seamlessly with a traffic jam?"

Samir refused to break eye contact with the impenetrable wall of bovines resting peacefully in the intersection. His hands squeezed the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white.

"This is not a traffic jam," Samir said, his voice entirely devoid of its previous bravado. "This is a tactical pause. I am assessing the urban terrain."

"You are assessing the hindquarters of a cow," Priya corrected, gripping the copper cylinder as if it were a flotation device. "And unless your sedan has a vertical takeoff feature you neglected to mention, we are currently sitting ducks."

Samir checked his rearview mirror. His stomach performed a violent, Olympic-level gymnastics routine.

Half a block behind them, three black, aggressively polished luxury SUVs were aggressively weaving through the smaller cars, their horns blaring in unison. They weren't Hammer Patil's rusted-out Boleros. These vehicles cost more than Samir’s entire extended family would earn in a decade.

In the passenger seat of the lead SUV, a man in a charcoal suit was leaning out the window, dabbing his red, watering eyes with a pocket square and pointing a very accusatory finger directly at Samir’s battered silver trunk.

"Okay, question," Samir said, his breathing growing shallow. "You said these guys were... what did you call them? Bureaucratic antiquities smugglers?"

"The Syndicate," Priya confirmed, her voice tight with panic. "Yes. They have an HR department."

"Right. Okay. Good to know. Because for a second there, I thought they were loan shark enforcers, which would be bad. But highly funded corporate mercenaries with unlimited resources and a vendetta against your face? Much better."

"Sarcasm is not a recognized survival strategy!" Priya yelled, checking her own blind spot. The SUVs were blocked by a vegetable cart, but the men inside were opening the doors to pursue on foot. "Do something!"

Samir took a deep breath. "Hold onto your cardigan, lady. We're going off-road."

He slammed the gearshift into reverse, backing up exactly three inches to gain clearance, and then wrenched the steering wheel hard to the left. He slammed his foot on the gas.

The Maruti Suzuki lurched forward, bumping violently up onto the pedestrian sidewalk.

"Pedestrians!" Priya shrieked, pressing herself flat against the backseat as the car tilted at a terrifying angle. "You are violating at least fourteen municipal codes!"

"I am innovating!" Samir shouted back.

He laid on the horn, a continuous, obnoxious blare that sent pedestrians, stray dogs, and a man carrying a tower of plastic buckets scattering into storefronts. Samir navigated the narrow, uneven pavement with the hyper-focused, manic energy of a man who played too many arcade racing games. The side mirror violently clipped a towering stack of woven baskets, sending them cascading over the windshield.
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