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Chapter 1


The Naga Hills District, Assam Province, 1951


The shriek came from the darkness between the trees, a howl so plaintive it returned her instantly to the streets of Bombay. A typical evening in India’s glamour capital, punctuated by the yells of fruitsellers, the shouts of rickshawwallahs, and the tortured cries of those discovering too late that not everything that glittered in the city of dreams was gold.


But she was a long way from home now.


‘It’s a capuchin. Whole troop of them, by the sound of it.’


Persis turned from the wooden railing to find the American, Oren Rake, approaching, cigar in hand. Rake, a cadaverous man in his late forties, with dark hair, greying in iron streaks, had the weathered quality common to men who had spent time in the tropics, battling the elements. In India that was a fight most men were bound to lose. The saner ones tended not to step into the ring at all.


But you couldn’t explain that to a foreigner.


Rake stopped beside her, the floorboards of the hotel’s rear veranda creaking softly beneath his feet. A tall man, well over six feet, and powerfully built. He wore a bush suit, in olive green, together with a revolver, holstered at the hip, as if he had swaggered out of a saloon in a low-budget western. She could smell his odour, a unique blend of a woody aftershave and his own rutting-stag musk.


Persis watched him fumble in his pocket for a cigar cutter, snip the cigar, then light it. The tip glowed dully.


‘So you’re a cop?’


Was she? She couldn’t be sure any more. Banished from Bombay, sent three thousand kilometres eastwards to the very edge of the country, to lose herself in these godforsaken hills, she was finding it difficult to reconcile past with present.


Persis Wadia, India’s first female police detective.


How hollow those headlines now seemed! And how vainglorious the expectations such words placed upon her.


And yet. There was little doubt that she had earned her spurs. The cases that she had investigated back at the Malabar House station in Bombay – beginning, just over a year ago, with the murder of a prominent English diplomat – had catapulted her to national attention, a star at the tender age of twenty-eight. The fact that the station was populated by a contingent of the force’s most unwanted had done little to slow her rise. Her subsequent fame had brought out the best – and worst – in her fellow citizens. Plaudits from those who considered her apotheosis in line with the country’s post-independence march on progress; brickbats from those horrified by the notion of women abandoning their traditional posts and overrunning the manly edifices of the new regime.


Persis had put on a steely front. Having lost her mother as a child, she had been raised by her father – a man who would have made Attila the Hun seem a geisha by comparison – never to take a backwards step. But sometimes the strength it took to deal with prejudice – and idiocy – was beyond her.


‘Do you suppose I’m wearing this uniform for fun?’


Rake’s grey eyes, the colour of ash, held fast; then he set his elbows on the railing and leaned out into the night.


Beyond the perimeter wall the hillside ran steeply down into the jungle, a dense mass of trees that whispered thickly into the near distance. Sounds emerged from the shadows, not just the gibbering of monkeys, but the whine and whirr of insects, the eerie song of flying lizards, and the rustling of bats. Above, the sky was a velvet dome, stars gleaming with crystal-bright urgency. If there was a solitary compensation to being here, Persis thought, it was the startling beauty of the night heavens.


‘We haven’t been officially introduced. My name is Oren. Oren Rake. I run a mining outfit, a few hours north of Kohima.’


‘I know who you are, Mr Rake.’


‘Please. Call me Oren.’ He flicked ash over the railing. ‘I have a place in Kohima, but I spend most of my time out in the hills. These days, when I venture south, I tend to stay here, at the Victoria. It’s a little isolated, but that’s no bad thing. Kohima’s a real frontier town, now. You never know if you’re going to make it out alive.’ He flashed an easy grin.


Did she agree with him? Perhaps. Kohima was one of only two or three towns worthy of the name in the Naga Hills region, and the site of the police station to which Persis had been seconded. The place was growing fast, but with growth came the anxieties – and politics – of modernity. Following independence, the local Naga population had split into those who favoured continuing as part of the new India – with all that entailed – and those who wanted to go their own way.


Greater Nagaland. Nagalim. An independent nation for the Naga people.


The very idea had caused the prime minister, sitting in faraway Delhi, to choke on his morning grapefruit. The Centre’s response had been swift and urgent. Nehru had made it clear that there was as much chance of India letting go of the Naga Hills as there was of a tiger giving up a coolie clamped in its jaws. Soldiers had been despatched. Furious headlines had railed against the ungrateful eastern tribes out in the misty hinterlands beyond the ‘chicken’s neck’, that narrow pass that connected mainland India to the semi-tropical tea-growing regions of the north-east.


For Persis, still finding her feet in the region, it meant navigating a place where, increasingly, death and rhetoric had become opposite sides of the same coin.


‘How long have you been out here?’ Rake’s gaze remained on the jungle.


‘Just over a month.’


‘And what brought you here?’


What could she tell him? That any notion of choice in her presence here was laughable? That the powers-that-be had decreed her banishment, for reasons that she still found baffling? Her thoughts returned to Bombay, the sights and sounds of a city that, in spirit and aspect, remained a million miles from these forbidden and unknowable hills. Bombay, with its chaotic traffic, its thunderous advance on destiny, its overpowering essence. A city that had inspired a thousand songs, a thousand films, and a thousand stories, including her own.


Though, of late, her life had taken the sort of unexpected twists that even Bombay’s mercurial film directors might have balked at.


Living through the turmoil that had marred the end of the Raj had taught her that life was neither predictable nor fair. Since joining the force, the trials and tribulations of being the Indian Police Service’s only woman, at the mercy of male superiors – and peers – who often treated her as an abhorrent infection rather than a colleague, had only served to sharpen her defensive reflexes. But you couldn’t keep a good woman down. Not if she was standing over you with her foot on your neck.


Perhaps the American sensed her hesitance. ‘Well, whatever it was, I doubt you were sufficiently prepared for this.’ He nodded into the jungle. ‘They say the forests are haunted by dead soldiers. Englishmen and Japs. The Naga believe each star in the night sky is a warrior fallen in battle. They love a good death here.’


Rake’s assertion was not so far from the truth. Could anything have truly prepared her for the intrigues of a land all but cut off from the rest of the world? A Shangri-La of sunless forests and highland villages, mired in myth and war?


‘He’s out there, somewhere. Baba Dao. The great revolutionary. Apparently, his name means “father of daggers”.’ Rake examined the glowing tip of his cigar. ‘They say he’s vowed to kill every last one of us. Foreigners, I mean. That goes for mainlanders, too.’


She was saved from having to respond by the arrival of the night porter. The youth – barely into his twenties and dressed in a white dinner jacket monogrammed with the letters HV – Hotel Victoria – was flushed, eyes wide. ‘Madam. The manager has requested your presence.’


‘Where?’


‘Mr Sinha’s room. We have a problem.’


 


Persis followed the young man – she recalled that his name was Peter Jadonang – through the hotel, up several flights of stairs to the topmost floor. The floor was taken up entirely by the suite rooms of Mohan Sinha, the region’s governor. Sinha had been sent to the Naga Hills district by Prime Minister Nehru a year earlier. In that time, the man had made it his mission to stamp out the incipient rebellion. But for every fire he put out, he appeared to have started two more.


She had seen Sinha around Kohima, always with an armed escort, met him only the twice, the first time a day after she had arrived in town. Sinha had summoned her to his office at the commissioner’s residence, eager to make the acquaintance of the country’s only female police officer, a celebrity in her own right.


The governor had wanted to hear about Bombay. Bright lights, big city. He had spent almost the entirety of his life in Calcutta, Bombay’s dour older sister, had once dreamed of travelling the well-trodden path to India’s city of dreams, pursuing a career in film. But his father, a wealthy businessman, had had different ideas.


In that first meeting, Sinha had struck her as a man consumed by his own legacy. He had talked incessantly about his intent to pacify the region – by any means at his disposal – and then to advance upon Delhi as a conquering hero. He was a chain-smoker, with a penchant for expensive suits and French perfume. Rake thin.


It had taken her a while to see beyond the dandyish veneer to the political animal within. Sinha was an important man. He had made a name for himself in Bengal, the country’s richest state, where he controlled a large voting bloc. During the war years, that fame had grown, as he had pitched himself headfirst into the communal rioting that had erupted in Calcutta and her environs. Somehow, he had emerged from the carnage unscathed, and with a vociferous base at his beck and call. More than one commentator believed that the wily, Oxbridge-educated politico had the chops to make it all the way to Delhi, possibly as a successor to Nehru. In time.


Perhaps the prime minister had sensed this, forcing his hand in sending Sinha to the crucible of the Naga Hills. Here, it was assumed, Sinha would either prove his mettle or be swallowed by the jungle and forgotten.


 


She found the hotel manager, David Keishing, pacing the floorboards outside Sinha’s door like an expectant father.


‘What’s the problem?’


‘Mr Sinha isn’t responding,’ said Keishing.


‘It’s late. Perhaps he’s asleep?’


‘No. He never sleeps before midnight. Peter goes in to collect his dining cart each evening at this time. He has never not opened the door before.’


‘Fine. So open it. Why am I here?’


Keishing, a short, round-faced Naga in a grey morning suit, patted his hands together nervously. In the tropical heat, the suit seemed both an extravagance and wildly incongruous. The man was practically swimming in his own perspiration. Persis knew that the uniform – along with much of the Hotel Victoria’s starched aspect – was dictated by the establishment’s idiosyncratic proprietor, Apeni Ao.


‘Mr Sinha is a powerful man. If I break into his room without permission . . .’ He left the thought unsaid.


‘But you think I should do it?’


‘You are a police officer.’


‘I’ll do it.’


Persis turned to find Rake breathing down her neck. The American had followed her from the hotel’s rear veranda. ‘Mohan is a friend. I’d hate to think anything’s happened to him.’


He stepped forward, but Persis stopped him with a raised hand. ‘If I need your help, I’ll ask for it.’


She turned to the door, examined it, then tensed herself. Focusing her energies, she aimed a kick at the lock, then another, and another. When she eventually burst through, she realised that the inner bolt, now displaced from its mooring, had been drawn.


She found herself in a spacious living room, a sofa arrangement – complete with a marble-topped coffee table – to one side. On a sideboard, a gramophone took pride of place. One wall was taken over by a portrait of Queen Victoria, set side by side with an image of Gandhi. The queen was po-faced. Gandhi appeared to be smiling at a joke only he understood.


She caught sight of her reflection in a gilt-framed oval mirror.


She had arrived back late from Kohima that evening, and had ventured out on to the hotel’s rear veranda, still in her khaki uniform, a moment of respite before the business of showering and changing for dinner. Minutes later, Oren Rake had interrupted her solitude, and then the night porter, Peter, had arrived to summon her. Her cheeks were dusty from the ride back from the city, and her nostrils twitched at the pungent note of sweat rising from her clothing. With her cap removed, her hair, thick and black, wound behind her head in a plait. She knew that she favoured her mother, dark eyes and features that men found attractive. At the police academy, she had expended as much energy batting away unwanted advances as she had in the gymnastics hall. In the years since, there had been only two genuine interactions with the opposite sex, one a brief liaison with an older man who had walked out on her, abruptly and without explanation, only to send her a card to his wedding a month later; the other, the unhappy state of affairs with Archie Blackfinch, a train wreck that had been slow in the making, but threatened to derail them both.


She shook away the thought, returned to the room.


Doors led off on all sides.


The others crowded in around her shoulders. ‘Don’t touch anything,’ she said.


Persis stepped through the door to her left and into a formal dining room. A mahogany dining table ran the length of the room, its surface mirror-bright with polish. On the table was a folded newspaper and a plate harbouring the remains of a meal, a glass half-filled with amber liquid set beside it. At the foot of the table stood one of the hotel’s wheeled dining carts, draped in a white cloth. Atop the cart was a bottle of whisky, and a steel cloche on a sterling-silver tray. A window in one wall was inset with mosquito mesh. Visible behind the mesh: a succession of iron bars.


Her nostrils twitched. Oren Rake’s unique musk made itself known, settling around her shoulders like a fox fur.


A cry of alarm sent them swiftly back into the living room.


Persis followed Rake and David Keishing through another door and into a master bedroom. The cry had come from the en suite attached to the bedroom. She saw Peter framed in the doorway. The boy’s face had paled; horror twisted his handsome features.


Persis walked past him and into the bathroom.


What she saw there sent her stomach into freefall.










Chapter 2


The journey from Bombay had taken a week.


Her father had come to the station to see her off, a rare afternoon away from the bookshop. She had followed in his wake as he had commandeered his wheelchair around the station like a tank, cleaving a passage through the press of sweating bodies: passengers, coolies, beggars, snack vendors, eunuchs, railway staff, and the occasional shellshocked foreigner caught up in the madness.


It had been a month since Persis’s posting papers had come through, informing her that she was being transferred from the familiar chaos of Bombay’s Malabar House station to the far north-east, a place she had not only never visited, but one that was so far removed from the India that she knew it might as well have been the dark side of the moon.


Her father, Sam Wadia, had been less than sympathetic. ‘You’re being punished. Perhaps you deserve it.’


It was a sore point between them.


Sam, having once supported Persis’s desire to join the force – to howls of protest from around the country – a woman in the Indian Police Service? Why not train chimps to serve in the army? – having stood – or, rather, sat – by her through the various trials and tribulations of her early cases – cases that had made her name, splashed across the country by newspaperwallahs intoxicated by the idea of India’s first – and lone – female police inspector – had now decided that her new posting was the result of Persis’s demonstrable lack of tact.


Which was rich coming from a man who could engineer a fight with his own shadow.


To be fair to him, Persis had sensed that, beneath Sam’s critique, her father was worried. But he wasn’t about to undermine her with talk of the dangers she might be set to face.


Her aunt, Nussie – her late mother’s younger sister – on the other hand, had never been one to hold back on that particular topic. ‘It’s nothing but wild jungle out there,’ Nussie had protested. ‘Full of savages and madmen.’


‘Sounds a lot like when you and Papa are in the same room,’ Persis had muttered.


‘I’m glad you think this is funny. You know you can always quit, don’t you?’ Nussie’s tone was brittle. Another old battle.


But quitting was the last thing on Persis’s mind. If her superiors thought they could get rid of her by sending her to the country’s least savoury posting, they were sorely mistaken. You couldn’t make a camel sit by beating it. Or so Birla, her sub-inspector back at Malabar House, had once told her. She wasn’t certain that this was true – Birla’s homespun wisdom had often been found wanting – but, camels not being readily to hand at the station, she had never been able to put the matter to the test.


 


The train rattled east across the plains for the best part of two days, stopping overnight in Calcutta. Kipling’s Calcutta, as she had heard many of the Britishers who ventured into her father’s bookshop back in Bombay refer to it. As if the city – and, by extension, India herself – was somehow an invention of their forebears. Persis had recently travelled to the old colonial capital in pursuit of another case, a white man accused of murdering a nationalist Bengali lawyer. The trip had almost resulted in her death.


The journey continued northwards from Howrah Station on the Kamrup Express, rattling through dust-hazed coalfields, before threading a path through the Siliguri Corridor, that narrow spit of land, never more than a dozen miles in width, that mazed into the country’s north-eastern region. The so-called ‘chicken’s neck’ was flanked, on the one side, by Nepal and, on the other, by the newly created eastern wing of that other blood-birthed child of India’s Partition: Pakistan.


The train halted in Siliguri, a stop necessitated by a change of drivers and the onboarding of military supplies and personnel, and then a further day east, travelling at a snail’s pace along narrow-gauge tracks, rising up with the land and passing through places that Persis had only ever read about in books, their names incantations against her ever-increasing sense of dislocation: Cooch Behar, Goalpara, Guwahati.


On this final leg she was joined at her dining table by an Englishman named Asquith – ‘As in the former prime minister’ – dropping into the seat opposite her without asking.


Persis had been too stunned by the man’s audacity to protest.


Asquith, a small man, balding and potbellied, swaddled in a crisp white linen suit and tie, turned out to be excellent company, at least for himself. It was not only impossible to get a word in edgeways, but any words that Persis might have ventured were bludgeoned aside by Asquith’s nonstop barrage. Under ordinary circumstances, she would have set the man straight, but, for all his bluster, Asquith at least seemed to possess some knowledge of the region’s political affairs.


Persis knew nothing of the Naga Hills district of Assam save the little she had gleaned from a book her father had pressed into her hands on the day she had departed: The Naked Nagas by Christoph von Fürer-Haimendorf. The book’s subtitle had been telling: Head-Hunters of Assam in Peace and War. Not that that had seemed to faze her father.


For three decades, Sam Wadia had run Bombay’s oldest bookstore, the Wadia Book Emporium, a favourite of both ordinary mortals and celebrated Bombayites alike. Persis and Sam lived above the shop, in an apartment graced by her dead mother’s Steinway, her father’s second, recently married wife, and a Persian tom named Akbar who expected to be waited upon, hand and foot, with little in the way of gratitude offered in return.


Growing up surrounded by books had offered Persis some solace for losing her mother at the tender age of seven. Watching her father haunt the bookshop from behind his granite counter, hunkered down in his wheelchair – a legacy of the accident that had cost Persis’s mother her life – had been an education. Sam claimed that he was a people person. The problem was that the only people he appeared to like were those that came into the shop, bought books, and never opened their mouths to ask questions or, heaven forbid, exchange pleasantries. According to her father, no one could accuse Sam of rudeness. Not if they ever wished to set foot in the shop again.


Asquith pulled a handkerchief from his trousers. ‘Have you ever been this way? No?’ He patted his brow with the folded square of cotton. ‘Misty hills. Forgotten forests. Lost tribes and strange rituals. Reminds me of an H. Rider Haggard novel.’ A louche grin. ‘They say there are Naga out in the deeper hills still hunting heads. Take this Baba Dao fellow. The locals claim he orders his insurgents to not only bring back heads, but to boil them so that he can display them in his hut.’


Persis had read about the custom, long prevalent among the many tribes of the Naga Hills. The British had made a concerted effort to wipe out the practice. It was said that they had only partially succeeded.


‘And the political situation?’


‘An absolute mess. The insurgency is giving Nehru sleepless nights. I blame Gandhi, of course. The man practically gave the Naga his word that they could have their own country once independence materialised. A pipedream, of course.’


‘Not for the Naga,’ said Persis.


‘A bunch of half-naked savages? What would they do with their own country?’ Asquith reached into his pocket, placed a pistol on to the table. The weapon was so small it resembled a toy. Persis almost laughed. ‘They say the Kamrup has been held up on several occasions. Insurgents are particularly active along this stretch of the line. But you have nothing to fear, dear lady. I’m an excellent shot.’ He leaned in, voice falling to a whisper. ‘And if you would feel safer with me standing guard in your compartment tonight, I would be more than willing.’ His lips stretched into a smile.


Persis returned the smile with one of her own. And then she reached into the bag at her side and set her own revolver on to the table. ‘Government issue,’ she said, brightly. ‘Did I forget to mention that I’m a police officer?’










Chapter 3


‘His head is missing.’


Persis assumed that the hotel manager’s words – as unnecessary as they were – had been forced from his mouth by terror.


A body lay in the bath. A body without a head.


The copper bathtub, standing on clawed feet, with handrails running along both sides, took up centre stage in the room. The dead man’s arms flopped over the sides. On one wrist, sacred threads could be seen. The water in the tub, barely covering the man’s nudity, was pink with blood. A few spots of blood had fallen on to the floor tiles at the head of the tub.


Persis took a deep breath. ‘I think we can rule out suicide.’


Oren Rake gave her a sharp look.


‘Where is it?’ breathed Peter, the night porter.


Persis looked at him. ‘What?’


‘The head? Where is it?’


A quick survey revealed no sign of the missing head. She noted that the bathroom’s solitary window, set high into one blue-tiled wall, was barred.


‘I need you all to step outside.’ She ushered the men out of the bathroom, back through the suite, and into the corridor.


Only Rake offered up a protest. ‘What do you intend to do? Perhaps I can help?’


‘This is now a police matter, Mr Rake. You can help by staying out of my way.’


‘Mohan was a friend. The idea that someone did this to him . . .’ Rake’s expression darkened.


Persis directed herself to David Keishing. ‘I need you to call Dr Andrews in Kohima. Tell him that someone has died at the hotel and I need him out here to certify death. Don’t tell him who the victim is.’


‘The man’s clearly dead,’ said Rake. ‘You don’t need a doctor to tell you that.’


‘It’s procedure,’ responded Persis. To Peter she said: ‘Is Apeni Ao here?’


‘Yes.’


‘Fetch her.’


The boy’s eyes widened a fraction. ‘Now?’


‘Yes. Wake her up. And fetch Sinha’s aide too.’


She watched the two men leave, then turned back to Rake. ‘There’s no need for you to remain here.’


Rake frowned. ‘I’ll stay if it’s all the same to you.’ She watched him re-light his cigar, take a long puff, as if to steady himself. ‘Why did you tell Keishing to keep Mohan’s identity from the doctor? There are no secrets out here. By morning everyone in Kohima will know. By afternoon it will be across the wires. Nehru will have to respond. It’s going to be brutal.’


‘You think this was the work of insurgents?’


‘Who else?’


‘The door was locked. The windows are barred. How did the killer get in?’


Rake paused, cigar in the air. ‘A technicality.’


Persis suspected it was going to be a good deal more than that.


She waited in uncomfortable silence, watching Rake smoke. Minutes later, the hotel’s proprietor, Apeni Ao, arrived, flanked by Peter Jadonang and a tall white man rubbing sleep from his eyes.


Looking at Ao, Persis found herself once again reminded of a hummingbird. The woman, in her sixties – though she could easily have passed for any age from fifty to a hundred – was tiny, so small that she could have comfortably worn children’s clothing. As it was, the hotel’s proprietor wore a sarong-style skirt with a Western blouse, the skirt in navy blue, the shirt a shade of off-white. Her face, creased with age, was shorn of make-up, and her hair, usually pulled back into an immaculate bun, bore the hallmarks of someone who had been raised from slumber in urgency.


The man at Ao’s shoulder appeared to have dressed in equal haste. He wore plain trousers and a white shirt, notable for the lack of a tie. His hair, blond and thick, was without its customary application of Brylcreem and flopped over a broad forehead. Blue eyes squinted behind round-framed spectacles.


This, Persis knew, was John Templeton, Mohan Sinha’s personal aide.


‘What’s going on here?’ The words burst out of Templeton like panicked sheep.


Ignoring him, Persis directed herself to Ao. ‘I have bad news. Mohan Sinha has been murdered. His body is inside. I have called for Dr Andrews from Kohima so that the death may be certified. I’m going to search Sinha’s suite. I thought you should be informed.’


‘Murdered? What nonsense!’ Templeton was looking at her as if she had lost her mind. He blinked rapidly, then tried to move around her and into the suite.


Persis stepped across to block his path. ‘I would rather you remain outside. At least until I complete my search.’


‘Get out of my way.’


Her jaw tightened. ‘Don’t make me ask again.’


‘Inspector.’


Persis pulled her eyes from the Englishman and looked down at Ao.


‘It is important that we see Sinha’s body,’ said the older woman. ‘I’m sure you can understand that? Once we have done so we will return outside and allow you to do your work.’ The words were said calmly and without any edge of authority.


Persis relented. ‘Follow me. Don’t touch anything. And prepare yourselves.’


She led them through to the bathroom.


As Templeton caught sight of the body, a cry escaped him. His legs buckled and he fell back against the wall, sliding down to his knees.


Apeni Ao’s eyes remained on the grim spectre of the headless corpse. Finally, a small shake of the head and what sounded like a muttered prayer. Persis could sense the woman’s inner turmoil. She could only imagine what was going through Ao’s thoughts.


Myths surrounded the owner of the Hotel Victoria, as thick as flies. Some said Ao had been born in the distant hills bordering Burma, that she had escaped a brutal upbringing at the hands of her father, the chieftain of a particularly aggressive Naga tribe, that she had run away to the southern half of India, worked as a courtesan in the Chowmahalla Palace in Hyderabad. The old soaks in the bars of Kohima claimed that Ao had stolen the treasure of the Nizams, and had then returned to the Naga Hills to build the Hotel Victoria, a tribute to the woman she admired above all others: Queen Victoria of England. Ao had never married, and had no children. The hotel was everything to her, and she ruled it with an iron fist.


By virtue of its fort-like position atop a hill just kilometres from the town of Kohima, the Hotel Victoria had once attracted wealthy and powerful clientele. But with the advent of independence, the Naga Hills district had become an unsafe place to conduct business – whether of a political or commercial nature. As a consequence, Ao’s establishment had lost much of its regular clientele. Nevertheless, it continued to provide a certain surety against the vicissitudes of fate – and the predations of the native insurgents who harboured a particular hatred for the politicos despatched by Delhi to tame them.


Persis could only imagine the repercussions for the hotel of Mohan Sinha’s murder.


‘How can you be sure it’s him?’ said Ao, eventually.


The thought had occurred to Persis. ‘I’m working on the assumption that it is. It’s easier than believing that someone broke in here just to leave behind a headless corpse.’


‘The rings.’


Persis looked at Templeton, still collapsed on the floor.


‘The rings on his right hand. They’re his.’


She turned back to the body. Three rings graced the fingers of the right hand where it flopped against the side of the bath.


‘Are they valuable?’


‘An emerald, a sapphire, a black opal. Yes. They are valuable.’


‘Then we can rule out robbery as a motive.’


Templeton stared at her, then rose awkwardly to his feet. ‘What happens now?’


‘We wait for the doctor, Andrews. Meanwhile, I’m going to search Sinha’s rooms. And then I’m going to need to talk to everyone who was in the hotel this evening, beginning with you.’


Templeton looked as if he was about to protest, but then decided against it. ‘I’ll be in the bar.’ She watched him walk out.


Turning to Ao, Persis said, ‘How well did you know Sinha?’


The woman paused before speaking. ‘When he came to the Naga Hills a year ago, he moved into the commissioner’s residence, in Kohima. It was only after the first assassination attempt that he decided he needed somewhere safer. I offered him a suite here. He moved in a few months ago, placed armed guards around the hotel, and has been here ever since. Frankly speaking, I had hoped that his presence here might recover the hotel’s fortunes. A high-profile guest, an encouragement to similar visitors. The hotel is on its knees. We have few guests now.’ Her mouth tightened into a grimace. ‘This killing will hit me hard, Inspector. Sinha’s murder might just signal the death knell for the Hotel Victoria.’










Chapter 4


Five weeks earlier, Persis’s train had shuddered to a halt at Dimapur Junction, where the railhead ended.


Dimapur, the ramshackle gateway town leading into the Naga Hills interior and once the capital of the thirteenth-century Dimasa Kingdom – a people that had traded with the Chinese Ming dynasty – sprawled along the banks of the Dhansiri River. The town had been leased to the Naga Hills district in 1918 by the Assam Province of British India for the purpose of building a railway line spearing into the uncharted forests east of the city. That heady ambition had met with the brute reality of engineering in the tropics; many a British foreman had given up in disgust, sent packing by a combination of heat, malaria, and the unwillingness of the natives to play ball with their own subjugation.


Persis had been met on the platform by Peter Jadonang, a fresh-faced porter from the Hotel Victoria.


Taking her suitcases, he had led her through the sleepy station to a waiting jeep.


Kohima lay almost eighty kilometres further into the interior, along a road that quickly became a jolting purgatory, winding through dense forest, and obstructed by clanking buses, obstinate bullocks, and the occasional military vehicle ferrying troops so young they resembled choirboys.


As the slow hush of the forest wound itself around Persis’s throat, the reality of her predicament began to creep over her.


Persis was a city girl. She had grown up in Bombay, lived nowhere else. The city – with its noise, colour, and penchant for high drama – was a part of her, and she a part of it. Now, just over a year into her tenure as the country’s first female police inspector – a year in which she had tackled several high-profile cases – she found herself relegated to a hinterland so far removed from the ambitions that had driven her to the police service in the first place that she may as well have dropped off the face of the earth.


She was still struggling to work out how it had happened.


Malabar House, Bombay’s smallest police station, had seemed the obvious place to send her following her graduation from the academy. It was where the rest of the Bombay force’s misfits were banished, a collection of officers who had disgraced themselves, their uniform, or the men that held sway over their careers. Persis’s crime had been no less egregious: she was a woman interloping in a man’s world.


Nevertheless, she had settled in, champing at the bit to prove herself. Malabar House served not just as a place where careers were sent to die, but as a convenient dumping ground for cases of a sensitive nature. Cases that no one else wanted; no one in their right mind, at any rate. But that was the point of Malabar House. The senior echelons of the service considered the station’s inhabitants lacking in the very qualities of self-preservation that indicated stable mental faculties. They also considered them eminently expendable.


In actively solving several such cases, Persis had disproved her superiors, attracting both admiration and censure. But the rewards of success were fleeting. Her status within the service remained contentious, and her penchant for speaking her mind tended to upset those who didn’t like to be upset. Following her last case – that of a young man who had died in the attempt to assassinate the country’s new defence minister – died at Persis’s own hand – her commanding officer, Roshan Seth, had been transferred to the Naga Hills.


Persis had protested vociferously, so vociferously that, just weeks later, her own posting to the district had been authorised.


She was left with a simple choice. Leave the force or agree to the move.


Seth had assured her that the posting would be temporary. ‘They’re punishing you. A slap on the wrist. You’re too good an officer for them to let you go. Besides, they need you. You’re a symbol now. A symbol of the brave new country they’re so keen on running into the ground.’


Seth’s cynicism had always seemed to her his most endearing quality, a view shared by few others. But there was a grain of truth to the man’s words. Persis’s elevation had struck a chord with many in the country, mainly women, but others too. What could be more progressive than giving a woman a uniform and a gun?


Right now, Persis would have loved aiming that gun at those who had sent her eastwards.


Thoughts of Roshan Seth ignited memories of Malabar House. The tiny basement in which the station’s handful of staff had been housed – inside a corporate building on John Adams Street, a busy thoroughfare near the southern tip of Bombay – had become a second home, her fellow officers a family, of sorts. She thought of them now, with mixed feelings. Oberoi and Fernandes, the two other inspectors at Malabar House; Oberoi as handsome and as arrogant as a peacock; Fernandes, a dark and morose man shouldering the burden of his own bad luck. Birla and Haq, the station’s sub-inspectors, the one as thin and as slippery as a lie, the other the size of a collapsed barn and with roughly the same demeanour. The ragged peon who sat dozing by the door waiting to be bellowed into action. The trio of semi-pedigreed dogs who loitered in the first-floor lobby and occasionally wandered downstairs to sneer at those even lower on the totem pole.


And then there was Archie Blackfinch, a regular visitor to the premises.


A hand gripped her heart, gave a hard squeeze.


The Englishman was never far from her thoughts. She settled on her last memory of him – holding his hand at the hospital, looking into his eyes, words lining up anxiously behind each other in her throat. Blackfinch had been injured in the encounter with the political assassin that Persis had shot dead just months earlier. Since that time he had languished in a coma at the Breach Candy Hospital in Bombay.


If there was one thing above all others that wrenched at her when she thought of her home city, it was the Englishman’s predicament, and the complex equation that held them trembling in a sort of magnetic field, balanced at the point where attraction met repulsion. A criminalist by training, Blackfinch had been in the country for well over a year, deputed from the Metropolitan Police Service in London, helping establish Bombay’s first forensic science lab. During that time, he had distinguished himself by his three-legged inability to navigate the city’s political labyrinth, all the while demonstrating the sort of forthright lack of tact that Persis found both definitively English and, to her intense consternation, beguiling. The man was cut from a similar cloth to herself, albeit possessed of all the elan of a stuffed boar.


With a shake of the head, she sent the handsome Englishman tumbling back into the darkness.


She couldn’t afford to dwell on Blackfinch now.


The jeep arrived at the town of Kohima, then skirted around it, taking a trail up towards the neighbouring hill, some four thousand feet in elevation. The heat seemed to rise with the land, until it cloaked her like a hot towel. They passed a burned-out wreck, the skeleton of an army truck, a reminder of the fact that this forested backwater had now become both a political and literal battlefield. From the surrounding jungle came the shrieks and gibbers of monkeys.


When the hotel finally hove into view, it sat her back in her seat.


Perhaps the sight of a colonial building rising out of the jungle should not have seemed incongruous to her. India’s cities were defined by their variegated architecture, a hodgepodge of Hindu, Islamic, and, most poignantly, European expressiveness. Calcutta’s neoclassical torso. Bombay’s Victorian hips. New Delhi’s regimented lines.


The Hotel Victoria was surrounded by a fifteen-feet high whitewashed wall, topped by iron spikes, and two feet of barbed wire. A phalanx of armed guards manned the gate looking bored enough to point their weapons at each other and put themselves out of their collective misery.


Beyond the gate, the hotel rose to five floors, a vision of regal white showcasing large bay windows and a central, twin-colonnaded porch. Subsequent explorations had revealed interior proportions and fittings that might have embarrassed a French palace: vaulted ceilings, pile carpets, peacock-patterned flock wallpaper, chequered flooring, a monogrammed staircase, and rooms stuffed with enough vintage furniture to crowd out a museum. A formal dining room, a billiard room, a swimming pool, and a library rounded out the hotel’s amenities.


Clearly, no expense had been spared.


To Persis, the place seemed an elaborate joke. But she couldn’t imagine who the joke was aimed at.


‘Come, madam,’ Peter had said, as she had stood in the lobby for the first time, looking around in astonishment. ‘Let me show you to your room.’










Chapter 5


Andrews arrived in a lather of sweat and irritation. A large man, red-faced and jowly, with damp white hair and a white beard, like an angry Santa Claus.


He barrelled into the room, stiff-legged, a scuffed leather medical bag swinging by his side.


The others – Apeni Ao and the American, Oren Rake – rose to their feet from the sofas in the suite’s living room. Persis had ordered them to leave, but they had been singularly disinclined to do so. The hotel manager, David Keishing, and the night porter, Peter Jadonang, had already been sent on their way. The fewer people disturbing the crime scene, the better. If there was one thing Persis had learned from Archie Blackfinch, it was this.


Andrews loomed over Persis. His breath was a living thing, sharp with the stink of alcohol. ‘I was asleep.’


‘And now you’re not.’


‘I had company.’ He didn’t elaborate. She had heard that Andrews was fond of the local women. She doubted the feeling was mutual. But some men preferred affection paid for by the hour. And some had no choice in the matter.


She followed him as he clumped through to the bathroom, Ao and Rake close behind. The sight of the body momentarily gave the doctor pause. Persis thought he might make a fast quip, but he didn’t.


She watched him lean down into his bag, remove a pair of latex gloves, stretch them on to his hands. ‘I’m going to drain the tub.’


‘Do you have another pair?’


‘Help yourself.’


Persis bent to the bag, pulled out a pair of gloves. Straightening, she saw Andrews had already leaned his bulk over the tub to pull the plug. They stood back, watched the water swirl away, leaving a rim of pink around the tub.


Andrews looked around, walked to a shelf, took down several towels, laid them out on to the tiles beside the bath.


‘I’m going to need a hand.’ He positioned himself at the head of the tub, beside a pair of golden taps, waited for Persis to move towards the man’s feet. ‘Ready?’


Persis’s inclination was to reply with a terse ‘No.’ No, she wasn’t ready to heave a naked headless man from a bloodstained bathtub, and probably never would be. But that was the job. Death, in all its gruesome splendour.


The body weighed next to nothing. As they lowered it on to the towels, Andrews let go several inches above the floor, allowing the corpse to smack dully on to the covered tiles. So much for respecting the dead.


Persis looked on as the man bent to examine the corpse.


‘Can you positively identify him?’


The doctor pointed at a scar on the back of the dead man’s hand. ‘I treated him for that cut a month ago. And there’s this.’ The finger moved to the right shoulder where a complicated cicatrix embossed the skin. ‘A childhood accident. It’s him.’


Persis heard Ao mumble something behind her. The hotel proprietor’s last hope – that perhaps the body might be of someone other than Sinha – had vanished. Oren Rake said nothing.


Andrews hauled himself to his feet. Peeling off his gloves, he threw them back into his bag. ‘There are no signs of any injury save the obvious one. Until I conduct a full autopsy, I can only assume he was killed by the act of decapitation.’


‘There’s no sign of blood in the other rooms.’


‘In which case he must have been killed inside the tub. The blood was allowed to drain away, and then the killer propped him up, filled the tub, and left him there.’


‘Why?’


‘I’m afraid that’s your domain, Inspector.’ He picked up his bag. ‘I need a drink.’


 


With Andrews out of the way – and Ao and Rake finally despatched – Persis directed herself to the task of searching the dead man’s suite.


She began by covering Sinha’s modesty with a towel. Andrews hadn’t seen the need for such a gesture, but Persis considered it a necessary courtesy, not least because she had no wish to be confronted by the erstwhile governor’s headless nudity each time she ventured near the man’s corpse.


She began with the bathroom.


Aside from the body, there was little else to find. Sinha’s bathrobe lay in a heap to one side of the room. She had no idea whether he had removed the robe himself or whether his killer had done so. There was no blood on the garment, so it had to have been discarded before the man’s head had been parted from his body.


The bedroom seemed larger each time she set foot in it. She compared it to her own room, down on the second floor, smaller and far less grandiose. You could comfortably have stabled horses in Sinha’s bedchamber. The bed that dominated the space was large, teak-framed, and surrounded by a mosquito net. Figurative sculptures had been carved into the bedposts, with armorials on the pelmet rail. On the headboard, a scene from a battle – complete with ranked elephants – had been worked into the wood.


The bed appeared slept in, the covers rumpled. She imagined the emaciated politician lost inside its white-sheeted expanse, tossing and turning in dreams.


A quick examination of the floor-to-ceiling wardrobes revealed only Sinha’s fondness for good tailoring. And shoes. The man had more shoes than the average Bollywood starlet, including a pair that looked as if they had been fashioned from snakeskin. Persis had rarely met a man confident enough to parade around in snakeskin shoes.


She walked through to the living room.


A brisk search of the space revealed nothing. A selection of records were stashed below the gramophone, mainly big band staples. A bookcase held a range of reading material: classics, adventure stories, detective novels, legal tomes, a stack of National Geographic magazines. She wondered at the journey these books had made all the way out here.


She continued on to the dining room.


The six-seater dining table seemed inhabited by ghosts. A folded newspaper, The Statesman, made a stark statement against the table’s polished mahogany. The headlines focused on Nehru’s plans for land reform, a vision that was being received by the country’s feudal tsars and newly disenfranchised royals about as well as an invitation to the guillotine in revolutionary France.


She bent closer to the abandoned plate she had seen earlier. The leftover meal appeared to consist of chickpeas and boiled rice. Simple fare for a complicated man.


She sniffed at the crystal tumbler beside the plate. Whisky.


She made a mental note to have the contents of the plate, the glass, and the whisky bottle atop the dining cart preserved and sent for analysis. Though precisely where such an analysis might be conducted escaped her. This was Kohima, not Bombay.


The thought once again brought up the spectre of Archie Blackfinch.
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