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Author’s Note

 

Law without justice, is a wound without cure

 

While on a family trip to the lovely state of Sikkim, I  deliberately  stayed  at  Offbeat  Homestays  and  would wander off for hours, just ambling away on forest trails, listening  to  the  sounds  of  the  mystical  forests.  Distant chimes  and  temple  bells  sounded  so  beautiful,  and  the millions of colourful flags fluttering in the gentle breeze intoxicated me. Every time I took a break, it was near a tea stall and almost always, I saw smiling faces. I used to pay more, and that enabled the start of a conversation. Everyone spoke in Hindi, and I gathered a lot of knowledge and heard loads of folklore. Tales about the forest, about spirits that abound, what talisman brings good luck, as to what brings bad luck and how one should avoid the evil  eye  made  me  wonder  about  the  variety  of  beliefs that have percolated down generations till date. India is truly a fascinating country. Every region is unique, and to  experience  the  ground-level  reality,  the  best  way  is to  traverse  on  foot.  At  some  juncture,  at  one  tea  stall, I  saw  a  facial  sketch  of  a  young  girl  who  was  missing for a long time and the group of villagers sitting there were  muttering  various  theories  and  glancing  around the vast expanse of the thick wooden forest. Suddenly, I experienced an explosive Eureka moment, and a thrill of excitement ran through my body. This compelling story, though fictional in nature, is inspired by that incident. All the poetry, written by me, is splashed at various bends. It has also been curated and woven to be seamlessly weaved into the fabric of the storyline.
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Scan the code above and tune into the atmospheric 

mood of The Verdict to go on a thrilling journey along 

with Karan in the misty hills of Pelling.




Prologue

 

The past is a place of learning, not a place of living.

 

The  mist  pressed  against  the  windows  like  an impatient  visitor,  swallowing  the  town  of  Pelling  in  its silent  embrace.  Somewhere  in  the  distance,  the  temple bells tolled, their chimes lost in the wind that slithered through the valleys. 

She  ran.  Jagged  stones  sliced  into  her  bare  feet, leaving a trail of red across the slippery jungle path. The slick mud pulled at her heels, each stride a battle to stay upright.  Rain  hammered  her  face,  blurring  her  vision. Breathing in sharp bursts, her lungs strained, making her ribs ache as her heart slammed against her chest, each beat a warning drum. The torn kurta clung to her skin as  she  tried  to  clutch  it  close,  with  blood-slick  fingers, stumbling,  catching  herself,  pushing  forward.  Pain burned through her legs, but stopping wasn’t an option. Behind her, the night felt alive - watching, waiting.

The night was supposed to be her ally, shielding her from prying eyes. But in a town ruled by fear, there was no such thing as safety. She stumbled near the old banyan tree, her knees hitting the wet ground. A sob escaped her lips as she tried to rise, her body trembling, broken.

Then she heard a footstep behind her. Deliberate and measured.

She turned, gasping, her vision blurred by tears and the rain that dripped from her lashes. 

A shadow loomed in the fog.

“You  should’ve  kept  your  mouth  shut,”  a  voice murmured, calm. Almost amused.

Her heart pounded against her ribs. “Please…”

The laughter that followed was soft, almost gentle. It sent a shiver down her spine.

“Too late for that now.”

The first kick drove into her stomach, folding her in half  and  ripping  the  air  from  her  lungs  in  a  strangled gasp.  The  second  slammed  into  her  shoulder,  spinning her to the ground. She landed hard, mud splattering her face. She tried to get up – hands slipping, nails digging into  the  earth,  but  fingers  clamped  around  her  hair, wrenching her backwards.

A  rope  slid  around  her  throat,  coarse  and  cold. It  tightened,  cutting  deep  into  her  skin.  She  clawed  at the hands behind her, heels scraping furrows in the wet ground, choking on rain and panic. Her chest convulsed, lungs  burning  for  air.  The  world  tilted,  narrowing  to the  sound  of  her  heartbeat  pounding  in  her  ears,  then faltering, slowing, fading into darkness.

She never saw the blade.

When it was done, the drizzle thickened into steady rain,  washing  away  footprints  but  not  sins.  Her  body was dragged across the forest floor, leaving a dark trail in the mud. Gasoline splashed over her bruised skin, its acrid scent mingling with rain and blood.

A match flared. 

Flame met flesh.

By the time the fire died, half her body was reduced to charred remains, just enough to blur the truth, just enough to make sure no one ever asked the right questions. Only one thing remained untouched by the flames: the deep, clean  slashes  of  a khukri,  carved  deliberately  into  her skin like a signature.
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By morning, the mist had already begun to erase her

The official story would be simple:

A tragic accident. A leopard attack.

A case closed before it truly ever began. 

And just like that, Sonia Verma ceased to exist.
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Chapter 1 

A Holiday Interrupted

 

Knowing others is wisdom. 

Knowing yourself is enlightenment. 

– Lao Tzu

 

hung thick over the jagged peaks of Pelling, clinging to The  narrow  road  to  Pelling  coiled  through  hills still wet from the night’s rain. The morning mist the land like a ghostly veil. Karan Negi leaned against the jeep window, watching the world slip by in shades of grey and green as the prayer flags fluttered from roadside poles, their colours dimmed by dew.

His car creaked and swayed as it wound its way along the narrow, treacherous road. He tightened his grip on the steering wheel, squinting through the fog, the headlights doing little to pierce the opaque whiteness. Beside him, the  rental  car’s  radio  softly  hummed  with  Patti  Page’s Tennessee Waltz, a song he hadn’t heard in years, but one that somehow felt appropriate for the melancholic mood that weighed on him.

Pelling was supposed to be an escape, a place where the sprawling silence and untouched beauty could offer him something he hadn’t felt in years: peace.

The  small  hill  town  nestled  in  the  lap  of  Sikkim had  seemed  like  the  perfect  destination.  Its  ancient monasteries, whispering forests, and a commanding view of Mount Khangchendzonga spoke of timeless serenity, 

Dr. Sujay Kantawala

untainted by the chaos of the modern world. He parked outside his modest bungalow, trying to shake the unease simmering beneath his skin.

His  housekeeper,  Amar  Singh  and  his  wife,  Pushpa Devi, were waiting for him in front of his well-maintained house.  The  wooden  floor  creaked  as  he  entered  and observed  the  blend  of  rustic  charm  and  subtle  decay. Pinewood  beams  supported  the  low  ceilings,  and  the air carried a faint scent of dampness and old books. A faint smile broke on his lips as he glanced at the dozens of photo frames that hung on all the walls around the house, speaking about his fifty-year journey. Finally, no more homestays or Airbnb; the house would be out of bounds for anyone but him.   

A  fireplace  sat  at  the  centre  of  the  living  room,  its hearth cold and unlit. A stack of firewood leaned against the wall, waiting. Karan’s gaze landed on a desk by the window, where a leather-bound journal sat, placed as if inviting him to open it. His jaw tightened. That journal held years of scribbled thoughts, half-finished stories, and memories he wished to forget. He had bought this house decades  ago  and  always  hoped  to  lead  a  peaceful  and quiet life in the lap of the mountains. He had also created a lovely kitchen garden and had promised himself that every morning, after a walk, whatever had grown would be plucked and put in a mixer grinder, which would be his daily breakfast of fibre. If nothing would grow, the penalty was a fast till lunch.  

Finally, he was here to write and enjoy his retirement. He poured himself a glass of whiskey from the decanter on the side table and stood by the window watching the fog  swallow  the  forest  quietly.  The  distant  temple  bell tolled again, its sound resonating deep within him. For 
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the first time in decades, he tasted a freedom not written into verdicts or judgments. 

He watched Amar Singh light the fire as he switched on the radio, and Missing You by John Waite filled the room – a song he hadn’t been able to bear for years. The melody ached, bleeding into the silence that clung to the walls. As the liquor burned its way down, he thought of Nalini – her eyes the night she left, and of Kiara, their daughter,  whose  laughter  still  echoed  in  the  corners  of his mind. Then his thoughts drifted to his childhood. He thought of his father’s belt, of the courtroom he had left behind, of every choice that had carved him hollow. The past pressed in like mist – cold, relentless, impossible to escape.

But he wasn’t that man anymore. Not the judge. Not the husband. Not the son. For the first time in decades, he was tasting freedom, not the kind granted by verdicts or courts, but the kind that comes with surrender. 

He was savouring his freedom at last, and was now looking forward to roaming the hills. Life is supposed to be light and simple, but our aspirations and ambitions make  it  so  heavy.  He  was  now  going  to  spend  the remaining years on his terms. A faint smile appeared on his lips.

This was supposed to be his final respite. But standing there,  staring  into  the  mist,  Karan  couldn’t  shake  the feeling  that  the  mountains  were  watching,  waiting, and  that  peace  would  not  come  easily  here.  He  could not understand why his gut was trying to convey some intuitive message, but he gave up trying to decipher it.

The crackling fire in the bungalow’s hearth did little to warm the former judge as he sat in his armchair, his 
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whiskey  now  abandoned  on  the  side  table.  The  mist outside  pressed  against  the  windows  like  an  impatient visitor, its tendrils curling into every crevice of the view. The  stillness  was  suffocating,  yet  it  was  what  he  had sought, wasn’t it? Would he be able to now sing his song like a solitary bird in the wilderness?

His  hand  hovered  over  the  leather-bound  journal, then withdrew immediately. Some memories were better left locked away. He leaned back, sinking into the leather chair, and shut his eyes. Thoughts churned behind them – relentless, rising like a storm he could no longer hold back.

He opened his eyes and flexed his hands, the old reflex kicking  in.  Years  of  practising  Krav  Maga  had  taught him how to fight back and how to breathe through the chaos.  It  had  started  as  defence,  a  way  to  survive  the blows of his father’s belt. Later, it became the one thing that steadied him when his mind turned against itself.

Just  then,  Amar  and  Pushpa’s  son,  perhaps  fifteen years old, appeared at the door, bowing slightly.

“Namaste,  Judge sahib,”  the  boy  greeted,  his  voice soft but laden with respect.

“Namaste,” Karan replied.

The  boy  led  him  to  his  room,  a  modest  affair  with a  single  bed,  a  desk,  a  cupboard,  and  a  window  that framed  a  partial  view  of  the  misty  mountains.  Karan nodded  in  approval  and  unpacked  his  bags  with  slow deliberation, methodically removing the few items he’d brought: a book on Buddhist philosophy, a notebook, his clothes, medicines, whiskey bottles, and a photograph of his  seventeen-year-old  daughter,  now  estranged  for  ten years. 
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A particular photo drew his gaze, and for a fleeting moment,  his  stoic  expression  softened.  It  was  the  last picture taken, of Karan and Kiara with a birthday cake smeared on his face, by her. He still remembered her as a seventeen-year-old. He felt tears welling up. 

She must be around twenty-seven now, he thought. 

“Someday,”  he  muttered  to  himself.  Someday,  he would repair the fractured bond between them. 

That night, Karan sat by the window, sipping whiskey, today  exceeding  his  usual  quota,  watching  the  veil  of mist outside that had swirled in strange, almost hypnotic patterns, obscuring the world beyond. He tried to focus on the outline of his book, which would determine the flow of the story, but the unease persisted, the silence too thick, too oppressive.

A faint rustling sound made him glance up sharply. It was distant, somewhere in the woods beyond the former homestay.  Perhaps  an  animal  or  the  wind,  teasing  the trees. He shook his head and turned back to his scribbling pad to once again start writing the outline of his book, but the distraction lingered.

He  knew  what  the  real  problem  was.  It  wasn’t  the silence or the mist - it was his past. 

The radio softly hummed in the background as a soft flute picked up, a haunting song by Jagjit Singh – Apni Aankhon Ke Samundar Mein. The melancholy in Karan’s chest deepened with the ghazal’s lingering ache.

The memories of a broken marriage, his father’s cruel hand, and the isolation of a life dedicated to justice. The scars ran deep, and even here, in this secluded paradise, they found him. The politics he faced due to the ganging 

5

Dr. Sujay Kantawala

up of the system. He had always accepted the fact that he had very poor PR skills and remained a Sessions Court Judge, and for some reason or the other, he was never elevated to the High Court. 

All in the past now.

As  the  clock  struck  midnight,  his  phone  buzzed, breaking the heavy silence. Startled by the sudden sound, he stared at the glowing screen, hesitant. His eyes were already droopy, and his speech had started slurring. 

The caller ID read: Chief Justice Raghavendra Rao.

Karan’s jaw tightened. He already knew this wouldn’t be good news. Reluctantly, he picked up.

“Karan,”  Rao’s  voice  came  through,  urgent  yet apologetic.  “I  wouldn’t  disturb  you  if  it  weren’t important.”

“I take it this call isn’t just to exchange pleasantries,” Karan said, his voice measured.

Rao chuckled, but there was no humour in it. “There’s a case. High profile. Delicate. And frankly, there’s no one else I trust to handle it,” he said, his tone heavy. 

Karan’s  fingers  tightened  around  the  ceramic  mug. “I’m retired.”

“Yes, I know, my old friend,” Rao almost pleaded, his tone softening, “One last time, I need you for a very important assignment. You know we go a long way, and I am fully aware of your potential. This one is completely different.” 

Different? That word hung in the air like a faint echo. Karan had heard it before, often enough to know it was never good news. He glanced at the mist-shrouded hills, 
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their beauty now tinged with foreboding. This was the Chief  Justice  calling,  also  an  old  friend.  Memories  of both of them as young lawyers who started their careers together  flashed  in  his  mind.  One  retired  as  a  Sessions Court  Judge,  and  the  other  is  occupying  the  highest position  of  the  Chief  Justice  of  the  High  Court  of  the State. Most probably, he’ll be elevated to the Supreme Court of India. The flood of thoughts abruptly ended. 

“Tell  me,”  he  said,  the  resignation  in  his  voice unmistakable.

“A murder in Pelling,” Rao began, his words slow, deliberate. “The victim: a young woman, seventeen, the eldest  daughter  of  a  local  farmer,  working  at  a  hotel owned  by  MLA  Thakur.  The  main  suspect  is  Rohan Thakur, his son.”

Karan exhaled sharply. “Rohan Thakur.” The name carries  weight,  a  reputation  marred  by  whispers  of entitlement, arrogance, and unchecked privilege.

“There are... complications,” Rao continued hesitantly, “The investigation is sloppy. Evidence has gone missing. The local police are compromised. I suspect the autopsy report is also carefully manicured. And the town - well, the town is on edge. The case is volatile, with no arrests.”

Karan  placed  the  mug  on  the  table,  suddenly increasingly aware of its weight. “And you want me to do what?”

“Not want, Karan. Need,” Rao said, his voice now a  low  plea.  “This  inquiry  and  investigation  requires someone with your... resolve. Your reputation for being unyielding, for cutting through noise. The kind of inquiry report only you can deliver. The Chief Minister, on an SOS basis, has requested me to convince you to accept 
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the assignment. Under the Commission of Inquiry Act, the notification will be issued tonight.”

Karan’s  gaze  drifted  to  the  mist  again.  It  seemed denser now, more oppressive. Pelling had called him here for peace, for a respite from the chaos of his life. Instead, it was drawing him into something darker, something he wasn’t sure he wanted to face.

“I’ll  need  a  detailed  Appointment  Letter  with  the Terms  of  Reference  setting  out  all  the  parameters,  my powers,  my  remuneration,  the  assistance  and  security at  my  disposal  and  specifically,  what  my  suggestions pursuant to the findings in the report would be required,” Karan said curtly. “You know the usual drill,” he added, his voice weary but resolute.

“The notification is being issued tonight as we speak and will be delivered to you with protocol at 8 a.m. at your residence. The terms of reference will be personally drafted  by  me;  please  be  assured.  Thank  you,  Karan,” Rao said, relief flooding his tone.

As  the  line  went  dead,  Karan  leaned  back  into  the rickety chair on the veranda. Karan stared at the phone a moment longer, listening to the faint hum of rain on the roof. The wind carried the faraway clang of monastery bells - a sound that somehow made the order feel heavier.

Duty had a way of finding you, even in exile.

From the living room, the radio crackled and shifted tracks. Manna Dey’s voice floated through the air, Kasme Vaade Pyar Wafa. The irony wasn’t lost on him. A song about promises, loyalty, and betrayal - it struck too close.

He  poured  himself  a  drink  and  reached  for  his journal. The mist rolled across the mountains like secrets 
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too heavy to settle. He scribbled a few lines, then paused, staring into the distance. In all his years navigating power and prestige, why did peace feel like a stranger?

The more money you have, the more depressed you become.

It wasn’t his original thought, but it had stayed with him.  The  Easterlin  Paradox  -  a  theory  he  once  came across  that  explained  why  happiness  plateaus  beyond a certain income. Money bought comfort, even dignity. But after a point, it only bought distractions. 

No matter how many things you gather in life, there is no container service in the end. From accumulation to true enhancement is the key.

He’d  seen  it  firsthand.  The  desperation  of  the  poor in his courtroom, their rights traded for survival. Money mattered.  But  beyond  shelter,  food,  and  safety,  what truly nourishes happiness? Meaning. Purpose. Intimacy. The  kind  of  connections  that  couldn’t  be  bought  or manipulated.

Perhaps this assignment wasn’t a punishment, but a quiet offering. A chance to step outside the system, not to  prove  something  but  to  redeem  something.  Not  for accolades. Not for legacy. But simply because someone had to speak for the silenced.

The  mist  thickened,  curling  inward  like  a  silent listener to his thoughts. A familiar tightness stirred in his chest, the old tension that came before a trial, before the truth began to show its face.

Pelling  hadn’t  called  him  to  rest.  It  had  summoned him for reckoning.

And he couldn’t turn away.
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Too  many  daughters  had  vanished  into  the  silence of  bureaucracy  and  shame.  Girls  raped,  murdered, forgotten.  He  thought  of  his  own  daughter.  The  sharp edge of fatherhood never dulled. He needed to do this, not for closure, but for justice.

This was his moment to put his experience to work. To wield truth like a scalpel. To excavate what the world had tried to bury.

Tomorrow, when he opened his eyes in this strange, mist-shrouded town, something would shift. Something would begin.

With  that  thought,  he  closed  his  journal.  The  glass emptied. The chair creaked as he got up and went to bed.

The night deepened. Somewhere, a dog barked and then  went  silent.  He  finally  let  sleep  take  him  –  deep, unresisting, and still.
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Chapter 2 

The Commission Of Inquiry

 

The law may be blind, but those who interpret it are 

not. 

Justice depends on how long they can bear to keep their 

eyes open.

- Anonymous Judicial Saying

 

slightly, revealing the jagged, imposing silhouette of the The next morning, Karan awoke to the faint hum of  life  outside  his  window.  The  mist  had  lifted mountain, which seemed both majestic and foreboding, a reminder of the challenges that lay ahead. 

Amar  Singh  and  Pushpa  Devi  were  preparing  his favourite breakfast. A few carrots were also plucked from the kitchen garden and served with a steaming hot cup of  coffee.  The  shower  area  overlooked  the  mountains, and  he  loved  to  shower  with  the  window  open  as  the cold air mixed with hot water was refreshing. He quickly shaved and dressed, his movements deliberate, as though each button fastened and cuff adjusted was a small step toward shedding the fragile peace he had come to Pelling to  find.  Just  as  he  was  heading  out,  Amar  Singh  came and handed him a letter which had been delivered in the morning. Karan opened it and read: 

Government of Sikkim

Office of the Chief Secretary

Dr. Sujay Kantawala

Gangtok – 737101

Date: 18/6/2023

Ref. No.: CS/SK/INQ/2022-03

APPOINTMENT LETTER

To:

Shri Karan Negi (Retd.)

Former Sessions Judge

Government Guesthouse

Pelling, West Sikkim

Subject: Appointment as Commissioner of Inquiry under the Commission of Inquiry Act, 1952

Sir,

In  view  of  the  grave  and  disturbing  circumstances surrounding  the  recent  death  of  Ms.  Sonia  Verma,  an employee  of  the  Royal  Pelling  Hotel,  the  Government of  Sikkim,  in  the  interest  of  transparency  and  justice, hereby  appoints  you  as  the  Commissioner  of  Inquiry under Section 3 of the Commission of Inquiry Act, 1952.

This appointment shall be governed by the following Terms of Reference:

Terms of Reference:

•  To  inquire  into  the  circumstances  leading  to 

the death of Ms. Sonia Verma on the night of 13.6.2023,  including,  but  not  limited  to,  the sequence of events preceding and following her death.

•  To  examine  the  conduct  of  the  concerned 

officials,  including  officers  of  the  local  police 
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station,  forensic  department,  and  any  public servant  who  may  have  been  involved  in  the handling,  reporting,  or  investigation  of  the matter.

•  To  determine  the  veracity  of  the  claim  that 

the cause of death was an animal attack, and whether the same was an attempt to mislead or suppress facts.

•  To  assess  whether  there  was  any  attempt  at 

tampering  of  evidence,  coercion  of  witnesses, or institutional failure in providing justice.

•  To recommend actions, based on the findings 

of the inquiry, including administrative, legal, and  institutional  reforms  or  disciplinary proceedings where necessary.

Powers Granted:

•  The  Commission  shall  have  the  powers  of  a 

Civil and Criminal Court.

•  You  are  empowered  to  summon  witnesses, 

requisition  documents,  and  direct  production of  records  from  any  department  or  private individual.

•  You  may,  at  your  discretion,  engage  experts, 

consultants, or advisors with prior approval of the undersigned.

•  You may conduct hearings in-camera as deemed 

fit, keeping in mind the sensitivity of the case.

Remuneration and Support:

•    A  consolidated  honorarium  of ₹2,00,000 

per month shall be provided, in addition to 
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boarding and lodging at the Pelling Guesthouse for the duration of the inquiry.

•  A  dedicated  team  of  administrative  staff, 

research assistants, stenographers, and round-the-clock  armed  security  from  the  Sikkim Police  (4  personnel)  shall  be  assigned  to  you immediately upon commencement of duty.

Timeline and Reporting:

•  The Commission is to submit its Interim Report 

within 30 days and the Final Report within 90 days from the date of receipt of this letter.

•  Your  findings  and  recommendations  shall  be 

considered  binding  for  administrative  action unless otherwise directed by the Hon’ble Chief Minister’s Office.

We are confident that your integrity, experience, and understanding of the judicial system will be of immense value in unveiling the truth and restoring public faith.

We thank you for accepting this responsibility.

With regards,

Yours sincerely,

[Signed]

A.K. Bhutia

Chief Secretary, Government of Sikkim

akbhutia@gov.sk.in

(Seal & Stamp)

The morning mist in Pelling was thicker than usual, clinging to the slopes like a reluctant farewell. The peaks 
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were obscured, hidden behind a veil of grey. Karan stood on the small veranda of his bungalow, his briefcase by his side, watching the hazy outlines of prayer flags fluttering in  the  breeze.  Both  his  bags  were  already  packed,  as till the Commission of Inquiry proceedings would end, he  would  have  to  shift  into  his  official  quarters  and thereafter, return to this house.

It had been a brief escape, too brief to dull the edges of his restlessness. Now, the weight of duty pressed upon him again, as it always did. He took one last sip of the lukewarm black coffee from the clay cup in his hand and set it down on the railing.

The rhythmic rumble of approaching vehicles broke the  quiet.  Two  new  Mahindra  jeeps  emerged  from  the mist, their headlights slicing through the dense fog. The driver, a wiry man in his forties, with weathered hands and a wary disposition, stepped out and tipped his cap. Four  constables  also  stepped  out,  along  with  a  State Government official in a dark suit, who promptly handed over the notification and the terms of reference.

Pleasantries exchanged, the driver asked, “Ready to leave, sahib?”  his  voice,  tinged  with  curiosity.  Karan suspected  the  man  was  used  to  ferrying  tourists  who lingered  for  weeks.  His  abrupt  departure  must  have seemed strange.

“Let’s go,” Karan said, his tone clipped.

The driver loaded Karan’s suitcase into the back of the jeep as he turned for one last look at the bungalow. The slate roof glistened with rain, and the wooden beams groaned  softly  in  the  damp  air.  Mist  gathered  around the porch, curling through the garden like breath. For a moment, he felt it - the stillness, the solitude, the fragile 
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peace he’d almost managed to make with himself. The thought  of  staying  flickered  through  him,  brief  and dangerous. But the decision was made. Amar Singh and Pushpa Devi stood by the steps, their hands folded, eyes glistening with unspoken words as he said goodbye.

As  the  jeep  trundled  down  the  narrow  mountain roads, the landscape unfurled before him. Dense forests of  Rhododendron  and  Oak  framed  the  path,  their branches entwined like ancient sentinels. In the distance, a  monastery  bell  tolled  –  low,  resonant,  a  sound  that seemed  to  fold  the  valley  back  into  silence.  The  local driver muttered, “Aba, fog won’t lift till noon, la,” his voice  thick  with  the  easy  rhythm  of  the  hills.  Karan gave  a  small  nod,  half-smile;  he  had  grown  used  to conversations that ended before they began.

Karan leaned back against the back seat, his thoughts as tangled as the roots of the trees outside. The official sitting  in  front  next  to  the  driver  started  explaining, “Sir, there is a file on the seat next to you. This contains various  documents,  newspaper  clippings,  etc.,  for  your kind  perusal.  Next  to  the  court  building,  there  is  a bungalow, and on the ground floor will be your office. Your assistants, stenographer and personal secretary will be at your aid and disposal. Two constables will be on duty around the clock with 12-hour shifts, so that, if you need anything or any assistance, they will be available. These two armed constables will be staying on the same floor. There will also be a cook, and his wife will be the maid  for  cleaning  and  washing  purposes.  If  anything is  lacking,  please  don’t  hesitate  to  contact  me  even  at midnight.” Karan had a satisfactory smile on his lips, as even when he was a Sitting Judge, he did not enjoy these protocols.
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Karan flipped it open. The pages detailed the victim’s background  and  the  circumstances  of  death.  Rohan Thakur’s  face  had  been  plastered  across  newspapers and television screens for weeks, a privileged scion now accused  of  cold-blooded  murder.  He  went  through  the Chemical  Analysis  Reports,  photographs  of  the  crime scene, and the autopsy conducted were all in the file.

Karan’s mind churned with questions. How airtight was  the  evidence?  How  far  would  the  Thakur  family go to shield their son? And what of the victim? She was more  than  just  a  name  in  a  file.  Someone’s  daughter, someone’s friend – now reduced to a tragic headline. She needed closure. And he was damn well going to ensure that she got it.

The jeep came to a sharp turn, jolting Karan from his thoughts.  He  was  still  scanning  the  contents.  So  many photographs of the crime scene, already fading forensic reports, and witness statements to the police. It was all there,  stark  and  clinical,  the  investigation  done  so  far. The manner in which the file was prepared clearly meant that  a  team  had  worked  on  it  at  bullet-train  speed  for him to start reading.

Karan’s  grip  on  the  file  tightened.  The  weight  of responsibility  settled  heavily  on  his  shoulders.  This wasn’t just another case. It was actually him on a trial. A trial that would test the limits of justice in a country where power often held sway over truth.

The jeep emerged from the mist into a bustling market square. Locals moved about, their chatter punctuated by the occasional honk of a car horn. The scent of steaming momos and freshly brewed tea wafted through the air.
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“Five minutes’ stop here, sahib,” the driver announced, pulling the jeep to a halt near a small teashop.

Karan  stepped  out,  stretching  his  legs.  His  eyes caught  sight  of  a  vendor  selling  prayer  wheels  and intricately carved wooden masks. He wandered over, his fingers  brushing  against  the  smooth  surface  of  a  mask resembling Dzonga, the mountain deity.

“For protection,” the vendor said in halting English, his weathered face breaking into a smile.

Karan  hesitated,  then  bought  the  mask,  slipping  it into his bag. Protection – perhaps he would need it in the days to come.

When the jeep resumed its journey, the mist seemed less oppressive, the mountains receding into the distance. He  was  leaving  the  quiet  of  the  hills  behind,  heading toward  the  action  in  the  Enquiry  Room.  The  fog thickened with every mile, muffling the crunch of gravel under the tyres.

The  driver,  unable  to  control  himself,  broke  the silence. “You’re heading into a storm, sir. This case... The Thakurs have roots here, deep ones. They’ll protect their own.” His eyes darted to the rearview mirror, meeting Karan’s gaze for the briefest moment.

Karan said nothing. The man’s words confirmed what he already knew: this was no ordinary case. The air in Pelling felt charged, as though the mountains themselves were holding their breath.

The  makeshift  office  to  conduct  the  Commission’s proceedings  sat  atop  a  crumbling  hill,  an  old  colonial bungalow  repurposed  for  the  town’s  justice.  Instead of  the  towering,  polished  structures  of  Metropolitan 
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Courts,  this  was  a  crumbling  relic  of  colonial  times. Perched precariously on a weather-beaten hill, it seemed to lean into the mist, as though seeking refuge from the relentless elements.

Karan stepped out of the battered jeep, his leather case in hand. A chill wind whispered through the courtyard, carrying the faint aroma of damp earth and wildflowers. The courthouse loomed before him, its faded white walls streaked with moss and its windows dark with neglect.

He  adjusted  his  coat  and  climbed  the  uneven  stone steps,  each  one  creaking  underfoot.  At  the  entrance,  a wooden  plaque  swung  lazily  in  the  breeze,  its  letters barely  legible:  Pelling  District  Court.  Its  faded  white walls bore scars of weather and time, much like the cases it now witnessed. Just for the kicks of it, he decided to take a tour of the Courthouse, this time, as a ‘civilian’.

The chaos of the courthouse mirrored the chaos of the town’s justice system. Inside, it was even more decrepit. The walls bore the stains of countless monsoons, and the air  smelled  of  mildew  and  old  paper.  A  creaky  ceiling fan whirred ineffectively, failing to dispel the oppressive humidity. Karan’s shoes echoed hollowly on the wooden floorboards as he walked toward his chambers. The room was modest, with a desk cluttered with dusty, ageing files, a single chair with fraying upholstery, and a window that overlooked the misty hills. The glass was smudged, but through it, Karan could make out the outline of Mount Khangchendzonga, its jagged peaks piercing the clouds. 

As  he  walked  out  from  the  rear  side  door  towards his official bungalow adjacent to the courthouse, he was greeted by the cook and his wife. They welcomed him with a namaste and showed him the lounge, a small workspace and the huge dining area. A prayer flag fluttered at the 
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doorway,  and  Karan,  out  of  habit,  removed  his  shoes before stepping across the threshold – an old Sikkimese courtesy he’d picked up years ago. Near the staircase, he noticed the extra guest room where both the constables would be staying around the clock in shifts.  

The  couple  escorted  him  to  his  room  on  the  first floor, where each window flooded the entire room with abundant sunlight, and the view of the mountains was mesmerising. He opened the windows and took a deep breath, soaking in the fresh air. 

After  they  set  his  luggage  down,  he  lingered  for  a moment  in  front  of  the  large  mirror.  The  journey,  the altitude, and the weight of recent years seemed to show faintly  in  his  eyes.  With  a  small,  practised  motion,  he straightened his tie, smoothed the creases of his visibly weary suit, and drew in a long breath as though gathering himself back into form.

The courthouse wasn’t far, but each step through the narrow lanes felt like crossing between two worlds – the serenity  of  the  mountains  behind  him,  and  the  solemn gravity of justice awaiting ahead. By the time he entered his  office,  the  sun  had  shifted,  casting  slanted  beams across the old wooden desk and a worn-out leather chair. He hung his blazer carefully on the peg, sat down, with a sigh.

The room carried the faint scent of paper and dust – a familiar companion through the years. He adjusted a few files, letting the silence settle, when the door creaked open. 

“Welcome  to  the  Pelling  judiciary,  sir.  It’s  not glamorous, and it doesn’t get any more interesting,” said 
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a man with a thin moustache and a hint of dry humour in his voice. “I’m Kumar – your clerk.”

Karan  nodded,  taking  in  the  man’s  faint  smile  and sharp eyes, the kind that missed nothing. “It’ll do,” he replied, his expression unreadable.

Kumar smirked. “It’ll have to. Pelling has a charm, though. You’ll see it eventually. Probably after the first monsoon flood washes away half the files.”

Before  Karan  could  respond,  a  bright-eyed  young woman with a notebook clutched to her chest entered. 

“Good  morning,  sir,”  she  said,  her  voice  clear  and confident. “I’m Leela. Your intern. It’s a privilege to learn and help you bring justice!” Her dark eyes scanned the room  with  curiosity,  barely  containing  her  excitement. Though  Karan  couldn’t  help  but  notice,  her  idealism seemed out of place in Pelling’s murky landscape.

“Leela,” he said, nodding in acknowledgement. “Are you from Pelling?”

She shook her head. “No, sir. I’m from Gangtok. But I’ve been here for a while, studying law.”

Kumar chuckled, stepping past her. “She’s the idealist of the lot. Still believes justice is more than a word to put on a plaque.”

Karan  looked  at  Leela  with  a  faint  smile  and  said, “Let’s  hope  you  still  believe  that  by  the  end  of  this inquiry. After all our efforts, ultimately, when I prepare my report, it is up to the government to consider and act on the report and the suggestions incorporated after the collection of all the evidence, coupled with my findings,” said Karan, as he broke into a chuckle. 
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Leela’s eyes brightened. 

Kumar groaned. “The whole town’s already buzzing about  it.  You’ve  been  here  less  than  an  hour,  and  the gossip’s  beating  you  already.”  They  all  laughed.  The atmosphere was now more relaxing.

Karan glanced at the files neatly placed on his desk.. He hadn’t even opened them yet, but already the weight of  the  case  pressed  down  on  him  like  the  mountains outside.

“Let’s get to work,” he said softly.

As  Karan  began  unpacking  the  details  of  the  case, Kumar brought him the police case file, which read like a checklist of political interference. He flipped through the photographs clipped to the inside cover. The victim, a young girl whose identity was still under speculation, was found dead near the forest’s edge with bite marks on body parts that they could salvage from her charred body,  and  under  mysterious  circumstances.  The  girl stared  back  at  him  –  mud  streaked  across  her  cheek, eyes half-open, caught between fear and something that looked almost like defiance. She was identified as Sonia Verma, a seventeen-year-old daughter of a local farmer who  had  filed  an  FIR  with  the  police  accusing  Rohan Thakur. 

For a moment, he couldn’t move. The curve of her face, the faint dimple in her chin, even the way her hair framed her features – it all struck too close to home. For a heartbeat, he saw Kiara instead, her laughter echoing somewhere at the edge of memory. His throat tightened.

He blinked hard and shut the file. The paper rustled like a whisper he didn’t want to hear. When he looked up again, his expression was all business.
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He immediately collected his thoughts, as whenever he conducted trials as a Judge in cases of unnatural death and mysterious circumstances surrounding such a death, the postmortem report was of utmost significance. Anti-mortem  and  Post-mortem  injuries  or  marks  actually convey a message to alert the investigator, as a dead body never lies. But the criminals who disfigure a dead body to misguide the investigator create a danger of a misleading event, which can completely derail the investigation. 

The deceased girl’s body was partially burnt. In a case where a person is burnt while alive, the airways and lungs would have soot particles, as the victim was breathing, but if the victim is burnt after murder, to misguide the investigator,  there  would  be  no  such  particles  in  the airway.  Through  years  of  conducting  trials  and  asking millions of questions, he had developed a keen and alert sense  of  what  exactly  was  happening  in  a  particular case. Fortunately, he had a strong intuitive power, which almost every time proved to be correct. 

After an hour of quiet reading, he closed the file and let the silence stretch, pondering the next steps. The Thakur family was a name that carried weight in Pelling, and not in a good way. Rohan Thakur’s reputation as a brute, a man with a penchant for violence and intimidation, was well-known. 
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