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Chapter One


Into Exile


Mumbai, 14 November 2010


Within three hundred yards, Vikram knew he was in trouble. The frigid air streaming over his hands was agonising, threatening to rip him from the arrow he clung to. His fingers were turning numb; brittle sticks that could snap any instant. The lights of Mumbai raced beneath him as he soared past tower blocks and over tangled power lines. While he was still going up this wasn’t too much of a problem, but the arrow’s trajectory meant he’d soon be coming down. Air whipped past his open mouth as he fought for balance, thinking: There are good reasons why hanging on to a two-and-a-half-foot-long arrow hasn’t caught on as a mode of travel.


He clung on for another half a minute through sheer desperation as the arc of his shot began to level and then to fall. By now he was out of Bandra and soaring towards the Point, although there was no time to enjoy the view. Everything blurred past: streaming constellations of streetlights and apartment windows. Don’t look out of your window right now, people of Mumbai – you won’t believe what you see!


He’d lost all feeling in his fingers, but his mind refused to let them untwine from the arrow. The ground was far below and he was travelling faster than one hundred miles an hour. He was mentally and physically spent, but to fall would be to die.


He had a brief second to wonder if Amanjit and Rasita were faring any better. And was Deepika going to be all right? Had he done the right thing in leaving her? Could Tilak – or whatever he was called in this life – protect her? Have I failed them all, yet again? Then the power lines and all the other things he could barely make out in the darkness were flying into his face, driving all other thoughts from his mind. He wrenched at the arrow, making it duck left and right, as if this were some insane live-action video game. He barely evaded a monkey walking across the phone wires and it screeched furiously at him. He whisked past oblivious couples chatting on their balconies, and met the eye of one old man who stared in disbelief, then glared at the whisky bottle in his hand.


A building rose ahead of him and he guided the arrow’s flight towards the tower block as his velocity slowed, aiming at a certain window and desperately hoping he’d counted the floors correctly. The arrow slammed into the window frame and he hit the wall beside it feet-first, cushioning his impact enough that he merely crashed into the detritus that had accumulated in the unused window box, rather than knocking himself out or breaking anything. The breath was punched from his lungs, leaving him gasping as he flexed his frozen fingers back to feeling and tried to work out if he could get up.


I hate travelling like this . . .


He wondered again how Amanjit and Rasita were faring. He’d aimed their arrow roughly towards the glowing tangle of light that was Bandra Railway Station, a shorter flight from Bakli’s mansion – but could they both hang on even that long, especially with Rasita so weak? Her face swam before him and he recalled the final words she’d said to him: ‘I remember everything . . .’


He knew what she meant: that devastating, terrifying rush of past-life memories which he himself had experienced so many times. It must have been worse for her, taking in the past-life memories of the dying Sunita Ashoka at the same time as her own. He longed to speak to her, to learn where she had been in all his lives. She’s my Sita. I have to see her . . .


Suddenly the curtains were pulled aside, washing him in harsh light, and he dimly heard his roommate Jai, with whom he shared this dormitory, swearing in disbelief as he wrenched open the half-rusted doors that opened on to the window box. ‘Vik? Vik! What the f—? Man, they’re saying on the television that you’ve— Uh . . . how did you get here?’ Jai clutched the sides of his own head. ‘WHAT’S GOING ON?’


Vikram tried a reassuring smile as he sat up. ‘It’s all lies, Jai. But they’re pinning it on me.’


‘It’s all over the TV, every channel, bhai!’


Vikram flexed his fingers. The return of feeling to his hands was not very welcome, as they were really hurting. He extended his right hand to Jai. ‘Can you help me up, Jai? Please?’


Jai’s doubts were clear: if something was on television, it must be true, even if that meant his roommate was really a killer, despite all the times they’d spent together at the movies, working on homework, cooking for each other, living as friends. For several seconds neither moved, until Jai reached down and pulled him to his feet. ‘Your hands are freezing, Vik!’ Then he saw the arrow jutting from the window frame. ‘What’s that? And how’d you get up here?’


‘I flew,’ Vikram replied, winking, as if it were a joke. At the far end of the hallway, the lounge door was closed, but he could hear the babble of voices. ‘You’ve got guests again?’


‘Yeah, maybe a dozen – you’re lucky I was the only one who heard you out here. It’s Dipti and her friends, and Nikhil from across the hall and his mates – the usual crew. We’ve all been watching the show – it’s chaos, bhai! That Uma was pretending to be Sunita, and . . .’ His voice trailed off as he looked at Vikram helplessly. ‘They’re all saying you killed Sunita Ashoka.’ His face was a picture of stunned disbelief.


‘It’s not true. But I’ve got to grab a few things and go. You never saw me, right?’


Jai stared at him as what he was saying truly began to sink in. ‘You’re running away? This really is happening? The police will come, won’t they?’


‘Yeah, but I’ll be long gone.’ Vikram offered Jai his hand and said formally, ‘I swear I’m innocent, Jai – but I can’t prove it yet, and I can’t risk going into custody. But I didn’t kill Sunita.’


Slowly, Jai took his hand, making the decision to trust in friendship. ‘Sure, okay. What should I tell the cops?’


‘Tell them you never saw me – that I must have crept in unseen. They’ll be confused about enough things already; this’ll just add to that. Don’t let them bully you.’ He pulled away, trying to smile reassuringly. ‘Go back to your friends, Jai. Keep them out of the hall for a few minutes, will you? And thank you for trusting me.’


Jai backed away, his face torn. Then he took a deep breath and disappeared into the lounge. The cacophony and TV-glare washed briefly over Vikram, then the door closed.


He fought a wash of giddiness. Come on. You’ve got a few minutes, that’s all.


He went into his room, closed the door and chanced putting on the light. He’d been keeping his backpack half-packed since this started, anticipating that he might have to run. He laid his bow and quiver beside it, then began shoving in clothes – not too many; he was used to living light, in other lives if not so much in this one. Then he delved under the mattress and pulled out the most precious thing he owned: the leather pouch containing the ancient journal of Aram Dhoop, Court Poet of Mandore. He pushed some photos in beside it – Amanjit and Deepika, his father Dinesh and his stepmother Kiran, Rasita and Bishin, one of Ras alone, and another of Jai and other university friends partying together. He tucked the pouch in the top of the pack, added a notepad, some pens and his iPod and strapped it closed. He found his leather gauntlets and his thickest jacket and pulled them on, then took one last glance around the room, at the life he was leaving behind. All his lecture notes, textbooks, timetables – his dreams of a career.


Will I ever get the chance to pick this life up again?


He had to will himself to turn away. The sounds of the lounge beckoned him, the noisy camaraderie evident despite the shock of what they were watching. He heard Jai’s voice above the others. ‘He’s innocent, I know he is. It’s all lies.’ He smiled gratefully. Thank you, my friend. Then he turned to the window box, pulled out his arrow and nocked it again.


*


Business had been terrible that night. All of India was watching that game show and no one had come into Rohit Singh’s little mobile phone shop for over an hour. The shop, on a little side street behind the grey stone buildings of the university, usually did well – no one went through mobile phones like students did. But tonight, he’d not had a single customer.


He was about to admit defeat and close up when a young man appeared at the counter. He was wearing a winter coat and gloves and a woollen beanie; he looked vaguely familiar. Rohit eyed him tiredly. ‘Namaste. Just closing, bhai. What do you want?’


The young man leaned over the chewing gum and chocolate bars piled high on the counter. His eyes had a strange lustre, like swaying lights in the temple on festival days . . . oddly fascinating . . .


*


. . . Vikram held the old man’s gaze carefully. It’s okay, Rohit, everything is fine. Just give me what I want.


The old shopkeeper’s face slowly emptied. ‘Yes, whatever you want . . .’


‘Great! Okay, Rohit, I need three new pre-paid phones. I’ve got the cash.’ He’d just emptied his account at an ATM a block away, holding his breath while he punched in the numbers lest it had already been frozen. ‘Give me the forms to complete, quickly now.’ He rushed to fill in the papers with random invented names and details – nothing smart-arsed, just simple, ordinary, everyday names with no connection to each other. Then he fixed Rohit with a stare. ‘You’ve seen the identification details, Rohit, but you forgot to take copies. You will forget that I ever came here. Okay?’


The old shopkeeper filed the papers vacantly.


‘Thank you, Rohit. May the gods bless you and your family.’


The old man smiled gratefully as Vikram left the little shop and vanished down the alley . . .


*


. . . and Rohit jerked back into alertness. Huh? Was there a customer? Did I just speak to someone?


He peered out of the shop, but there was no one close by, just the dark, empty street. The only people in sight were those clustered around the few shops that had television sets in their windows. No doubt they were fixated on that silly Bollywood bridal show. Mind you, that Sunita, she was lovely, no doubt about it . . .


*


Mumbai, 19 November 2010


Deepika Choudhary sat in her hospital bed, propped up by pillows, listening to her heart-stone pounding against her chest. Her left shoulder was heavily bandaged and throbbing, despite the anaesthetic. She hadn’t expected the cobra bite to be so damn painful. Poison was one thing – her body, the antivenin and the heart-stone were fighting that – but the actual bites hurt too. It felt like the fangs had scraped her shoulder blade, they had gone so deep, and the puncture marks were surrounded by huge purplish-yellow bruises.


But I’m still alive. How cool is that?


She glanced across at the policeman dozing in the chair beside the bed. Tilak – no, Tanvir. Weird. He’s the man Vikram told us about, the one who died helping us in Mandore in a past life. How do I even know that? This is so bloody strange . . .


‘Hey,’ she murmured, ‘you awake?’


Tanvir opened his eyes and turned towards her. His round face, pocked by old acne and currently stubbled, was made for smiling; his grin at the sound of her voice lit up his eyes. His head was wrapped in a bandana and his right shoulder, where he’d taken two bullet wounds, was bandaged and in a sling. Except for toilet breaks, he hadn’t left her side in two days. As far as Dee was concerned, he was all that was keeping the world at bay, the only thing keeping her safe.


‘Sure,’ he said groggily. ‘How are you?’


‘I’m okay. What day is it – Tuesday, right?’


‘Nearly midnight.’


‘I think I’m well enough to leave,’ she told him ambitiously. ‘Can we?’


‘Not until we’ve been signed out by the head doctor and my boss,’ he told her. ‘Let’s see tomorrow morning, yeah? We’ll need clearance from both hospital and police if we’re going to move you.’


‘What if that man comes . . . what did you say his name was? Majid Khan?’


Tanvir shook his head. ‘He’s been stood down because he fired his weapon – it’s mandatory. Meantime, I’ve laid an allegation of corruption against him, to keep him from coming down here. I’ve called in the Chief of Narcotics for Maharashtra. He’ll be here soon.’


Deepika frowned. ‘Won’t that get you into trouble?’


Tanvir half-smiled. ‘You bet.’


‘You don’t even know me,’ she whispered. ‘Why help me?’


He looked at her squarely. ‘Damned if I know myself. But that guy with the bow? He told me to. That’s good enough. He must have the gods with him, from the things I saw him do . . .’ He shook his head wonderingly. ‘And anyway, I was about ready to blow the whistle on Majid myself. We’d been biding our time, waiting to see who else we could net with him. Narcotics will be happy as long as we nab enough bodies to justify the operation.’


‘Can you give them what they want?’


‘Hopefully. Bakli’s dead and we’re crawling all over his pad, going over his files and computers. And I’ve got names and dates, all the deals Majid did for Bakli – we reckon we can blow his operation wide open.’


‘Great. Thanks for helping me too. It’s really . . . uh . . . noble.’


Tanvir grinned. ‘That’s me: I’m chivalry itself.’


A portly grey-haired doctor pushed his way in and closed the door. He stifled a yawn, looking like he’d been awake for days. ‘Deepika Choudhary, Tanvir Allam? I am Doctor Mohan, the senior registrar here. I worked on your case when you were brought in, Miss Choudhary.’


‘I don’t remember,’ Deepika responded warily.


‘I would be surprised if you did. You were slipping in and out of consciousness. Frankly, I thought we’d lose you.’ His face took on an uneasy expression. ‘I still don’t fully understand how you pulled through.’


Deepika put on a cheery face for him. ‘I’m very resilient, Doctor. I’m famous for it.’


‘No doubt you are! Miss Choudhary, one bite from a king cobra injects between four and six hundred milligrams of venom: to put that into context, that’s enough to kill twenty men. You were bitten three times, and got no medical aid for more than fifteen minutes. Miss Choudhary, you should be dead. I have never seen such a thing in my life.’ Dr Mohan’s voice held all the wonder of a child. ‘We were treating you, but your heart was slowing – one of the nurses found a gemstone inside your left bra cup. She swears it was pulsing to the rhythm of your heart, except that it never faltered, though yours did, time and again. She believes it pulled you back into time with it. I have seen things that ordinary men would call miracles, Miss Choudhary, and most of the time I know it’s just the workings of medical science, which can look miraculous to the uninitiated. But in your case, I have no rational explanation.’


‘Perhaps it really was a miracle, Doctor.’ Deepika thought back to those frantic few minutes: the snake bites, and those weird moments when it felt like someone had died, when light had exploded around her, not once, but twice in succession . . . And then there was the gemstone . . . Had Vikram given it to her? Her memories were dim.


Dr Mohan pursed his lips. ‘I’m not a religious man, Miss Choudhary. I prefer my miracles to be clinically explainable and repeatable.’


She shrugged her shoulders, unable to think of anything useful to say. ‘Does this mean I can go?’


‘Go? No—! You need rest – I need to examine you again . . .’ Almost under his breath he added, ‘There must be some explanation. And my fellow doctors also need to examine—’


‘I’m not a lab rat, Doctor,’ she interrupted, letting a little anger show. ‘I am a human being, and I have a life.’


‘Miss Choudhary, your case is unique. You—’


‘I want to go, Doctor. Now.’ She glared up at him. ‘I am also famed for my temper,’ she added.


Dr Mohan swallowed. ‘But the procedures—’


‘DOCTOR, I WANT TO GO NOW!’


He fled, and Tanvir sat back, chuckling, but Deepika was far from happy. That rage . . .


She looked at Tanvir and said seriously, ‘Sometimes in the last few days, I’ve felt so angry it frightens me. It’s like a volcano, and I don’t know if I’m the lava or the capstone. I don’t know whether I am the fury, or that which holds the fury in.’


He looked at her, his eyes troubled, and slowly shook his head. ‘We all get angry, Deepika—’ he started, but she held up a hand to stop him.


‘Not like this.’ She sat back and tried to calm herself.


*


Chief Superintendent Sunil Gupta, the Narcotics Bureau chief, was quite a different matter to the timid doctor. A call had come through to say he was on his way, and Tanvir insisted they wait for him. He was tall and lean but powerful across the shoulders, with close-cropped steel-grey hair and a face like an axe-head. He left his two guards outside, but filled the room, towering above them both as he paced.


‘What the hell is going on, Detective Allam?’ he demanded, his voice suggesting he’d either graduated from Oxford or was descended from a Maharajah’s line; both were possible.


‘Sir?’ Tanvir replied, feigning confusion.


The chief rounded impatiently on Tanvir. ‘I’ve got Majid Khan on “sick leave” until we square this: he’s claiming he’s singlehandedly blown open the Bakli family, and been witness to this young man, this Vikram Khandavani, murdering one of the most prominent actresses in Bollywood. And Khan went straight to the press, so now the public think he’s a damned hero.’ He jabbed a finger at Tanvir. ‘But you: you say Bakli shot Sunita Ashoka, you say Majid Khan was feeding girls to Bakli and skimming drug hauls for him too, not to mention directing police resources to deal with Bakli’s rivals.’


‘You put me into his team specifically to watch him, sir,’ Tanvir replied.


The chief paused, then said brusquely, ‘True enough. But the stories I’m hearing just don’t add up: half the gangsters we’ve rounded up are claiming Bakli fell down the stairwell: that’s sixty fucking feet, Allam – and then got up again! One says he saw him fly. Two officers say they saw these fugitives – Vikram Khandavani, Amanjit Singh and Rasita Kaur – fly as well? It’s a mess, Allam, a bloody mess, and I won’t have it! So tell me: what happened?’


‘You’ve read my preliminary report?’ Tanvir asked meekly.


‘Yes, I bloody well have, and I . . . well, good God, Allam, what am I supposed to believe?’


Deepika put up a hand like a schoolgirl trying to interject in class. ‘Could you stop shouting, please?’


The chief whirled. ‘And as for you – who are you? What in God’s name were you doing there? How did you survive three cobra bites? What’s your connection to the fugitives? And don’t try and tell me there isn’t one, damn it!’ He thrust a finger at Deepika as if he wished he could plunge it into her brain and pull the answers out.


Deepika sat up, staring at the quivering finger. ‘I’m the innocent victim here and I don’t think I want to talk to you if you’re going to come in here and yell at me like that. Unless you’re going to charge me with something, you can go and find someone else to yell at.’ She glared at him defiantly.


‘Girl, if I want to charge you with something just so I can drag your pampered butt down to the station, I will!’ The police chief leaned over her. ‘So tell me what happened!’


She refused to be cowed. ‘Ask nicely. And say sorry.’


The chief’s face turned purple and Tanvir winced. ‘Um, sir . . . what she means is—’


Deepika spoke over him. ‘What I mean, sir, is that I am just recovering from a near-fatal incident in which I was the victim, let me remind you once again, and I doubt that I am medically capable of talking to you, especially under stressful conditions. Perhaps I’ll just ring for a nurse – in fact, I feel quite unwell . . .’ She reached towards the buzzer beside her bed, pausing her finger above it and meeting his eyes. ‘Well? We talk on my terms, or not at all.’


The chief scowled, then visibly counted to ten. ‘Wait – all right – sorry! Damn it, I apologise.’


She sat back and smiled. ‘There. Who says sorry is the hardest word? Now, how can I help you, Mister . . . I don’t think I got your name . . .?’


‘Gupta. Chief Superintendent Gupta. Head of Narcotics,’ he said through gritted teeth. He pulled over a chair and sat. ‘Is your name Deepika Choudhary? University student of Safdarjung Enclave, Delhi? I believe the Delhi police are investigating your alleged abduction from Delhi. How did you come to be at Shiv Bakli’s two nights ago?’


‘I don’t know,’ Deepika replied, although she remembered it all quite clearly. ‘I was struck on the back of the head and when I awoke, I was in that house.’ She couldn’t stop the nightmare memories of that night washing over her, and shuddered as she admitted, ‘They dressed me in some disgusting clothes – and they put a snake around my neck. That pervert told them to.’


‘By “pervert” you mean Shiv Bakli?’


‘Yes, him, whoever he is.’


He studied her. ‘We’ve been joining the dots, Deepika. You are engaged to a Sikh, one Amanjit Singh Bajaj, yes? Whose mother, Kiran Kaur Bajaj, recently married one Dinesh Khandavani. Highly trained police officers at Bakli’s house claim to have seen three people somehow “fly away” from the roof of the house: Vikram Khandavani, a student, a game-show contestant and son of Dinesh Khandavani and two unidentified persons: a Sikh male and a young woman. And surprise, surprise, we also have an open missing persons case for one Rasita Kaur Bajaj: daughter of Kiran, sister of Amanjit, your fiancé.’ He looked up at Deepika. ‘Can you confirm that these three persons – Vikram, Amanjit and Rasita – are the three people who fled the scene?’


I can’t really deny it when they already know. ‘Yes.’


Gupta leaned forward and said intently, ‘Deepika, how did they do it?’


‘I don’t know.’ You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.


‘Where did they go?’


‘I don’t know.’ That’s true, anyway.


‘Who killed Sunita Ashoka?’


‘I didn’t see.’ But I know . . .


‘What were you doing there?’


‘I told you: I was kidnapped. That horrible man – Bakli – was going to—’ She started shaking suddenly as the reality of what she’d escaped hit her again. She took a deep breath to calm herself, then went on, ‘He said he was going to rape me.’ She glared at the superintendent. ‘I’m glad he’s dead!’


‘Do you know Inspector Majid Khan?’


‘No – who is he?’


‘Your family’s maid was found dead at Bakli’s mansion. Why was your maid helping Bakli?’


‘I don’t know.’ You wouldn’t believe me, not unless you believe in ghosts . . .


Superintendent Gupta hissed in frustration. ‘You do know! Damn it, girl, I’m trying to help you – I’m trying to protect you. Give me something to work with—’


She looked him in the eye and said, ‘Then keep this Majid Khan away from me – and stop chasing Vikram and Amanjit and Ras. They’re innocent. I’m tired now,’ she added, truthfully.


Chief Superintendent Gupta rolled his eyes heavenward and glared at Tanvir as he stood. ‘Officer Allam, you are stood down. I’ll assign protection for Miss Choudhary. Go home. Get some sleep.’


Tanvir also stood, but he was shaking his head. ‘I’m staying right here, sir.’


He looked exasperated. ‘Why? You’ve only just met this girl . . . haven’t you?’


‘I met her for the first time at the Bakli house on Saturday, sir. But I’ve promised to protect her.’


‘Promised whom?’


‘Myself.’ Tanvir stood a little straighter, and Deepika remembered Tanvir standing on the roof of Bakli’s mansion, swearing to Vikram that he would keep her safe. He clearly was a man of his word.


‘I’ll send back-up,’ the chief offered.


‘No others, sir, please. I’d only have to watch them too.’


‘What exactly are you implying, Allam?’


Tanvir met his chief’s stare firmly, his expression unyielding. The chief superintendent didn’t look away until his mobile rang. ‘Hello, Gupta . . . Yes . . . What—? He’s—? How many? Damn – well, keep me informed.’


As he hung up, Deepika could see that he was trying to compose himself.


‘Sir?’ Tanvir asked tentatively.


The superintendent collapsed into a chair as if his legs had drained of strength. He stared blankly at the wall. ‘It’s Majid Khan . . .’ His voice trailed away, his face aghast, any trace of composure gone. ‘Oh my God . . .’




Chapter Two


Behind the Mask


Mumbai, 19 November 2010


Ravindra was wearing a mask – not of papier-mâché or wood, but a mask of flesh and skin, made of affability and calm. The mask had a name: Majid Khan. But behind the detective’s face, Ravindra seethed, struggling to leash his fury. Endless interviews and reports were tying up his time while Aram Dhoop and Madan Shastri and his queens, Padma and Darya, slipped further from his grasp.


He’d been stood down for discharging his firearm a dozen times into Shiv Bakli’s back – although, ironically, that had been none of Ravindra’s doing; he’d actually been wearing Shiv Bakli’s body at the time. But when Majid Khan had panicked and shot his boss, Ravindra had had no choice but to leave his former host and take over Khan’s body, leading to this ridiculous delay. He, Ravindra-Raj, deathless sorcerer and once King of Mandore, was locked in an interview room deep within Mumbai’s police headquarters in the Bandra district. How ironic.


It had given him time to think, though – and he’d started to remember things he’d not recalled for many centuries. He knew now that there was a rakshasa, one of the demon-folk, who had watched over him in eighth-century Mandore. It was this rakshasa who had revealed that he, Ravindra Atrappatta, Raja of Mandore, was the reborn demon king Ravana. The rakshasa had shown him how to unlock his magical potential by sacrificing seven particular women to the flames. For Ravindra to come into his full power, his specially selected queens had to die wearing the heart-shaped gemstones the rakshasa had made – and he’d come so close . . . But that wretched court poet, the weakling Aram Dhoop, and his own warleader Madan Shastri, had betrayed him, contriving to steal two of the gemstones and one of the queens, making the ritual go disastrously wrong. Ever since then, Ravindra had led a tormented existence: condemned to live as a ghost, inhabiting human bodies only when he could remember how. During those lives, he’d dedicated himself to killing the reborn poet and the soldier and hunting the heart-stones, convinced that somehow that would restore him and complete the ritual. But his failures at Mandore had somehow damaged his mind, so that even his own soul could not fully recall all that he was. Skills he had once known would elude him, then surprise him by reappearing briefly. It was, quite literally, maddening: he knew he wasn’t sane – which was both liberating and terrifying.


In this life, though, the rakshasa had finally found him again, and in the few weeks since it had revealed itself, it had begun to remind Ravindra of all he was – of all he could be: Ravana, King of Demons.


But the rakshasa was dead, slain by that traitor Madan Shastri – reborn in this life as Amanjit Singh. He’d said there were others of his kind, though. So where are they?


Ravindra looked down, suddenly realising that his fingertips were bloody, stinging like acid burns where he had gouged furrows in the desk. He sucked them thoughtfully, brooding.


Then the door to the interview room opened. Ravindra rifled through Majid Khan’s memories, but couldn’t place the men who entered. Both wore Internal Investigations ID. They immediately launched into a ‘good cop/bad cop’ routine, though neither looked the part.


‘Detective Khan,’ smiled Good Cop, an older man with a face like a gravestone. ‘I trust you are refreshed. More chai?’


Ravindra shook his head. I could snap you in half with a gesture . . .


The one he’d dubbed Bad Cop, plump and balding in a sweaty shirt, growled impatiently, ‘Let’s go over your story again, then. These are the questions I want answering, right now. How did you come to be at Shiv Bakli’s house? How did you come to shoot him in the back – in the back! – eleven times, Inspector Khan? Eleven times. Did you actually see Vikram Khandavani shoot Sunita Ashoka? And what is the link between Sunita and Bakli?’


Ravindra looked about him nonchalantly. It was almost midnight and other ‘Interminable Investigations’ cops had been questioning him for two days. They obviously thought he must be close to exhaustion; in fact, the only thing that was exhausted was his patience. There was no CCTV or tape running, so clearly they wanted this to be off the record. Well and good: so did he. He extended his senses further: the station was far from empty, but most of the officers were out and the cells were less than half full. It was the time of the cleaners and vending-machine fillers, and stressed-out officers trying to clear their paperwork.


I could slaughter them all. He played with the thought until the fat man interrupted him.


‘Inspector Khan?’ He leaned forward impatiently, clicking his fingers to get his attention back.


Ravindra sighed, flexing his hands. ‘I’ve already told your colleagues: it was a legitimate undercover sting. I had gained Bakli’s trust – he thought he had me turned. I’ve documented it all. I was providing security that night – he told me he’d hired some whores for a private party.’


‘Did you know the girls?’


‘I’ll tell you again: I met Rasita Kaur during a drug-trafficking investigation. She claimed she wasn’t a hooker, but let’s face it, she was with a known felon and she was clearly working the truck stops, just a common two-bit prostitute. She asked me for connections: she told me she wanted to set up here in Mumbai, so I supplied her to Bakli. I did such things occasionally as part of my cover, to maintain my credibility: anyone who goes undercover has to do such things from time to time.’ He kept his tone reasonable: we’re all men of the world here. ‘She went voluntarily. The other girl, this Deepika? I didn’t know her and I never saw her until after the attack, when she was already bitten by the snake. But she’s probably just another hooker.’


‘Is Detective Tanvir Allam aware of your undercover role?’ asked Good Cop.


‘No, he’s ignorant. He just thought I was a bent cop.’ And I’m going to gut him for delaying me with these damned allegations. ‘He had no idea of my true purpose.’ And, of course, he’s Tilak: another of those who betrayed me in Mandore. That’s reason enough for me to slaughter the swine.


‘How did Sunita Ashoka come to be shot by an arrow? It looks the same as those found beside Bakli,’ the fat cop asked. ‘Who shot Bakli’s men in the gardens? And who the hell uses a bow and arrow anyway?’


‘Game-show competitors, apparently,’ Ravindra sneered, exasperation seeping into his voice. ‘I will repeat this one last time: I was on the roof when Bakli’s helicopter was blown up – I think by a rocket-launcher. I was thrown to a lower-level roof garden below – I was lucky, I landed in a recently dug flowerbed, so I had a relatively soft landing. I was stunned for a time, but when I came to I was able to descend to ground level. I directed Allam to the rear of the building before I went inside and ascended the stairs – I didn’t see anyone “flying”, so I cannot corroborate that story, but Bakli’s men are drug-users and illiterates, so I wouldn’t credit their accounts.’ He chuckled dismissively. ‘I went up to the top of the spiral stairs, where I saw Sunita Ashoka with an arrow in her chest. I saw Vikram Khandavani holding a bow – then Bakli struck him from behind with the butt of a gun, Khandavani dropped the bow and Bakli went to shoot him. I tried to stop him: I fired when he went to shoot and I must have thumbed the gun to automatic in the confusion.’ He pretended to falter, saying regretfully, ‘When I found that I had killed him I was stunned, and that was when Khandavani and his accomplices fled past me to the roof. When I realised, I directed the arriving police to arrest them, but they resisted. They must have had some kind of rope-and-pulley system rigged up. Men can’t fly, after all,’ he concluded with heavy irony.


‘Why would Vikram Khandavani bring Sunita Ashoka there?’


‘Kidnapping and ransom? Maybe he was in collusion with Bakli. Use your imagination – oh hang on, that’s a bit of a stretch for you boys, isn’t it?’ Damn this! Where are Aram Dhoop and his cronies now? Where have they gone? I had them! And damn you, Majid Khan: without your intervention, I would have been victorious. He rolled his eyes at the irony of cursing his own host body.


‘What’s so funny, Inspector?’ asked Bad Cop sharply.


‘It’s hard to explain. Are we done?’


‘We’ve not even started. None of this adds up, Inspector. None of it. So we’re here until this story makes sense, even if it takes all night.’


‘I have rights—’ One last time, I told you. I warned you . . .


Bad Cop curled his lips. ‘Do you? Well, Inspector, I’m here to tell you that you can shove your “rights” up your arse, you stinking bent bastard. You’re here all night and every night until we break you.’


Ravindra sat back, hooding his eyes. He smiled as he made a small gesture and the pencil in the fat cop’s pocket gently wafted through the air towards him. The two men rose, staring, as he caught it and spun it on his fingers. ‘You really should be more polite,’ he told them mildly, still twirling the pencil – until it was aimed towards the fat cop’s chest, when he muttered an ancient spell. The pencil blazed brilliant orange and flew at the officer’s chest. With a searing pop it punched through cloth and flesh straight into the man’s heart as he stared open-mouthed at his oncoming death. Then he staggered and fell on his back as Good Cop gaped.


He met Ravindra’s amused gaze, then went for his gun, not realising that it was also too late for him: it’d been too late from the moment he’d entered the room.


Ravindra gestured again and his victim watched helplessly as his own hand turned towards him, pointing the gun at himself. He tried to say something, to beg, his eyes conveying his pleading horror, but Ravindra winked cruelly and shook his head.


The gun roared. Blood and tissue spattered on the walls, the floor and the desk as Good Cop collapsed.


Ravindra picked up the gun thoughtfully. His senses, still attuned outwards, detected nothing: the room was admirably soundproofed.


‘Personally, I think we’re about done here,’ Ravindra remarked to the corpses, and without another glance, he walked from the room and from the station. Only a couple of cleaners glimpsed him, but they paid him no attention: he was just another overpaid officer.


It was almost an hour before the alarm was raised, and by then, he’d gone further than they could conceive.




Chapter Three


Surpanakha?


Varanasi, Uttar Pradesh, December 2010


The most wanted man in India walked down the muddy steps of Meer Ghat and immersed himself in the murky waters of the Ganges, holiest of rivers, shuddering at the chill wash of the current. It was early winter and the river was growing colder by the day. Morning mists clung to the surface. Leaf-boats containing marigolds and floating votive candles swirled past him, many still alight, their tiny tongues of flame winding northwards past the western bank of the river, beneath the grimy old palaces and hotels that lined the western shore. The eastern shore, by contrast, was barren of life other than a few tents and a couple of cooking fires dimly visible through the haze, a weird contrast to the decrepit splendour of the buildings crammed together on the city side.


Vikram Khandavani came up gasping. They said washing here purified your soul, but purifying and cleaning were clearly entirely different things. The water was anything but pure; it felt oily, like used bathwater. All about him thousands of Hindus – and a few tentative tourists – were also immersing themselves as the sun kissed the town: holy Varanasi, where strangers swarmed in every day to seek enlightenment or absolution, or merely to gawk and marvel. Filthy, sacred, incredible Varanasi. Where better to hide?


He ducked under again, rinsing soap from his skin, then rose. He was wearing only a soaked pair of boxers. All about him old, young, fat, skinny, balding, grey, reverent or merely dutiful men were doing the same. Twenty yards away a group of women were bathing, but they were modestly wrapped in brilliantly coloured saris. Somehow they were managing to wash everywhere while showing no flesh; he’d never understood how they managed. A young woman looked back at him and smiled shyly; for an instant, with her wet clothes clinging to her slim form, she could have been Rasita. His throat tightened and he submerged himself again – but no amount of washing could take away the memories.


He’d been hanging around in Varanasi for three weeks now. It was almost Christmas, and the hotels were decking themselves out with tinsel and lights, trying to attract Western tourists – and they were pushing their rates up in anticipation. But he’d found a tiny hotel in the alleys behind the ghats where they didn’t ask questions and you got exactly what you paid for: a cheap little room that stank of mould and bleach and the wafting stench of the communal toilets next door. He knew what his old friends in England would think if they could see him now. His few possessions were beneath the bed, concealed by cunning little spells from the prying eyes of the untrustworthy cleaning staff. There were many better places to stay, but he was on the run, so privacy and anonymity were priceless. The larger places were too busy, their registration too well run; they’d be too closely monitored by government officials.


He’d programmed the number of one of the mobiles he’d bought in Mumbai into the others and posted them to Professor Choudhary in Delhi, but no one had called him yet. He caught flashes of television news and saw headlines in newspapers pulled from the rubbish, and they were still screaming the same questions: Where is Vikram? Why did he kill Sunni? The latest theory was that a kidnapping and extortion plot had been planned between him and Shiv Bakli once he ‘realised’ that he wouldn’t win Swayamvara Live!. The Bollywood actor, his chief rival Praveet Khoolman, was in the papers and on the television all the time now, cursing ‘that murdering queer Vikram’ and insisting Sunita had always intended to choose him as her husband – which therefore entitled him to Sunita’s fortune. Occasionally there were quotes from policemen, but nothing more from Majid Khan; everyone had gone oddly silent on the inspector. There was nothing about Deepika, now she was out of hospital and hidden in some secret location, and nothing concrete about Amanjit or Rasita either. It was both reassuring and worrying.


He climbed out of the river, towelling himself off amidst the other men. He’d not shaved since fleeing Mumbai, nor cut his hair, and he barely recognised himself any more. The Hindustan Times had recently published a helpful little article for Vikram-spotters that showed a dozen different looks he might have adopted as a disguise, using a Photoshopped picture taken during the televising of Swayamvara Live! He look didn’t like any of them.


Nobody paid him any notice here, where everyone was a pilgrim. He pulled on a drab kurta, slipped his feet into his sandals and walked up the steps, past a woman rolling cow dung into balls; she’d slap them against a wall to flatten them, then leave them to dry in the sun. By dusk the dried patties would be ready to sell as fuel for the increasing number of fires that would burn through winter nights. Her business partner – a gelded Brahman bull – lugubriously chewed the cud beside her, and she was talking to him happily. A trio of tall Westerners in orange kurtas, all man-buns and beards, dropouts from the rat race, sauntered past. A plump black man in traditional African garb was photographing the bathers and the half-ruined palaces, still partially shrouded in mist, above the southern ghats. Smoke rose from the funerary ghats to the north, where the dead were brought from all over India to be cremated. The shoreline teemed with humanity.


Vikram climbed the steps following painted signs and arrows for a German Bakery. The only thing German about it was its name; it was one of those Indian things. Germans were supposed to be good at baking, so bakeries claimed to be German. It was like English Wine Shops, which sold no wine and nothing English, only local beer and whisky. This particular bakery did fresh eggs on toast, though, and strong spicy chai with good fresh milk. He was so tired of UHT. He wound through the narrow alleys, stepping carefully over the muddy puddles and cowpats and past rotting heaps of rubbish, dodging pedestrians and the odd imperiously roaring motorbike. The bakery was busy with tourists from all over the world; most were speaking English, but he recognised the cadences of French, Spanish and a bemused-looking German couple puzzling over the steaming pile of food on their plate, presumably trying to reconcile it with how dishes of the same name looked in their homeland.


The bakery was taller than it was wide and spread over several floors: a hodgepodge of stairs and cubbyholes, nooks and crannies. He finally found a seat near a tiny concrete bunker that had a low table and flat cushions inside where a group of Americans, three burly young men and a curvy blonde girl, were loudly teasing each other. He sat on the small stool opposite and ordered eggs and chai from a passing waiter. Trying to ignore the tourists’ racket, he pulled out his notebook, studying the names and dates joined up by a spiderweb of lines as he tried to link ideas and suspicions, people and memories. There must be a way to escape this endless cycle of life-death-rebirth where Ravindra keeps killing us all . . . there must be!


But apart from killing Ravindra themselves – and he had no idea how to do that – he couldn’t think of anything. He didn’t even know where Ravindra was any more; not even a compass-arrow could find him. Clearly, for him, victory involves capturing Deepika and Rasita alive, and their heart-stones too. Deepika has hers, but Rasita’s has been missing since 1192. So at least he’s no closer to victory than I am . . .


But there were other things troubling him. Almost everything that was happening appeared to be recalling the Ramayana. He, Amanjit, Ras and Ravindra all had their parallel personae in the epic, but Deepika didn’t, not that he could see – so who was she in Rama and Sita’s story? Urmila, the wife who slept for fourteen years while Lakshmana was away? That wasn’t likely; sleeping through the action wasn’t Deepika at all. Or was she just caught up in this accidentally, some kind of a cosmic mishap caused when a court poet named Aram Dhoop saved Queen Darya from the sati pyre in Mandore a thousand years ago?


Thinking of the Ramayana raised another issue. If their lives really were following the epic, then they were about to enter some of the darkest chapters. He flipped to the page where he’d jotted down the things that happened after Rama won Sita in the swayamvara.


Jealous queen manipulates king in favour of own son; has Rama exiled.


Rama and Sita + Lakshmana go into exile together.


King dies of sorrow.


She-demon Surpanakha tries to seduce Rama, then Lakshmana; she fails and is disfigured by Lakshmana.


Surpanakha tells Ravana about trio; demon Maricha lures away men.


Ravana kidnaps Sita.


He stared at the list morosely. It wasn’t hard to comprehend the jealous queen aspect – his father had a very hostile ex-wife, and their son, his half-brother, was in her custody. Vikram’s own mother was dead and Dinesh was newly wed to Kiran, Amanjit and Rasita’s mother.


So my ex-stepmother Tanita might kick up trouble again? No surprises there . . .


But he couldn’t stop staring at the line: The king dies of sorrow. That was the one that haunted him. Dad has been so happy since he met Kiran. I can’t let this curse touch him. Please, all you gods, forbear!


As for exile . . . Hadn’t that already happened when he’d won his ‘Sita’? Only to have Sunita become Ras – and now he and Amanjit and Ras were on the run.


He struggled against a sudden wave of hopelessness, shutting out the increasingly loud Americans in the niche opposite. In every life since Mandore, Ravindra has seen me die. When I think about it, many of those lives have had faint echoes of the Ramayana, but never so obvious as in this one. It’s as if all this is scripted.


What if—?


A balled-up tissue hit him in the face and he blinked in stunned surprise.


‘Ha! That’s got his goddamn attention,’ guffawed a burly American across the aisle. He leaned towards Vikram, his red face a mix of irritation and relish at throwing his weight around. ‘I said – you deaf dork! – that we want another round of coffee – capisce? Speakee English?’


Vikram stared into the puffy face as several lives spent learning meditative calming techniques warred with the urge to jam his fist down this cretin’s throat. Meditative calm won. Just.


‘I’m not a waiter,’ he responded in English, then went back to his notes.


‘Told ya,’ drawled one of the others, a young black man in basketball gear. ‘You’re the dork, Frankie.’


‘All Indians are waiters,’ the first man – Frankie, presumably – snickered. ‘It’s genetic.’ He reached across and thrust a ten-rupee note at Vikram. ‘Hey, buddy, go get us a round of coffees. That’s your tip. Baksheesh, y’know? Comprende?’


Vikram stared at the youth’s pudgy hand. ‘I said, I am not a waiter. And I’m also not your “buddy”. Someone will come past shortly.’ He looked down at his notes again. Interrupt me again, and I’ll . . .


‘Hell, here’s another twenty: just get us the round, okay? God, I hate this shitty country.’


Give me patience! Vikram was about to do something he’d probably regret when a boy in a dirty apron came past. Quick as a snake, Vikram snatched the notes from the American’s hand and thrust the money at the boy. ‘Another round of coffees for this table,’ he said in Hindi. ‘The thirty is their tip for you.’


The boy looked at him in surprise, flashed a tiny grin and scampered away. Frankie glared at Vikram, who looked back mildly. His black friend in the corner guffawed. ‘He gotcha, Frankie.’


Frankie rose, his fists balled, but the blonde girl pulled him back down, telling him, ‘Don’t be such a jerk, Frankie. He’s not a waiter, he told us that. Sorry!’ she called over to Vikram.


Vikram acknowledged her with a terse nod, then blocked them out again. He picked up the pen and underlined a word. Surpanakha.


In the Ramayana, Surpanakha was the catalyst. Some accounts described her as a right old hag, some as a real beauty, so no hints there. She began the final war, first through her attempted seductions, then by her goading of Ravana. She was the archetypal she-demon, the manipulative female instigator of chaos and evil. If this pattern holds true, she’s going to come after me . . .


His imagination conjured a temptress with beguiling eyes swaying towards him, her body provocatively posed, her diaphanous veils hinting at the voluptuous pleasures beneath. It wasn’t even tempting. In this life I finally have my Sita! Visions of Ras washed Surpanakha from his imagination. What hold could some imaginary seductress have over me, when I’ll soon be with Ras, who is Padma, the woman I should have loved in Mandore so long ago. It’s a destined love: no Surpanakha she-devil is going to come between us.


At last the Americans finished swilling their coffee and clambered away down the stairs, still bickering. Frankie glared as he lumbered past, his piggish eyes hostile, but all he did was flick a rude finger at Vikram before leaving. The sudden quiet was glorious.


He was contemplating ordering more chai when a woman said, ‘Namaste.’ Her Hindi was oddly accented, a little hesitant. Vikram looked up in surprise to see the blonde American girl. Her cheeks were pink and her sweaty hair plastered to her skull; she must have just struggled back up the stairs from the ground floor. She was pretty, though, if you liked buxom girls. He realised that she was embarrassed. ‘I’m so sorry Frankie was so rude to you. I wanna apologise on his behalf.’
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