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To those who solved the mystery while reheating leftovers and scrubbing sticker glue off old jars.


To the dogs – for the joy, the zoomies and the sniffs of approval.


To chai – for keeping brains awake and the bears civil.


To the mysteries that remain unsolved and still manage to enchant us.


And to the best detectives among us – who know that even when you’ve cracked the case, if Mama says ‘Put on a sweater’, you put on the damn sweater.









Prologue
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Then


The sword slipped from King Ashoka’s bloody hand.


Its fall made no sound as it pierced the earth. His horse neighed and sidestepped, nostrils flaring at the scent of death. Ashoka wiped a river of blood from his brow, the gash above his left eye blurring his vision and turning everything into a reddish haze.


Through the sickly mist, he saw the battlefield was worse than a butcher’s yard. Corpses of Kalinga’s warriors – his own soldiers – were strewn like discarded puppets. The groans of the dying saturated the smoky air, a sound heavier than drums, tightening around him like a python’s coils.


And there he was – Shatrughan, his chief minister, his friend, lying broken. His torso was skewed unnaturally, his head turned towards his emperor, eyes wide and unblinking, full of accusation.


The samrat’s gut twisted and he lowered his gaze, guilt flooding him. Only two nights ago, Shatrughan had urged him to hold off the attack until their spies confirmed the enemy’s route through the eastern hills.


‘Samrat, knowledge – not swords – win wars,’ he had whispered. His voice carried a warning. ‘One misplaced assumption and we will lose more than men. We will lose our legacy.’


Ashoka had not listened.


His pride had not permitted it.


Now, Shatrughan’s blood and that of countless others, soaked Kalinga’s soil. A harvest sown in arrogance.


Shatrughan’s death was an irreplaceable loss. He was a scholar of the Vedas, a man with deep insights. War didn’t just kill bodies. It murdered ideas. It silenced voices that carried light. If a war like this ever happened again . . . Who would protect knowledge then?


Ashoka leapt from his saddle onto the blood-slick earth, grunting with pain. He knelt beside his minister’s body, ignoring the stinging cuts on his own hands and knees.


He gripped Shatrughan’s broken sword and pressed his forehead against the hilt.


No more.


From Kalinga’s ashes, I will create something new. A covert army. Not warriors of blood, but guardians of thought. Silent. Unseen. Eternal. They will be the true heirs of India’s legacy. The ones who would guard knowledge when kings fall and kingdoms burn.


Above him, the vultures circled, dropping lower. Ashoka rose, his royal blue tunic stained with Shatrughan’s blood and that of others.


The vow burned in his chest, seeping deep into the marrow of his bones. The battlefield faded from his eyes, but its screams would live on.


So would the promise he made, kneeling in the ashes of Kalinga.


I will protect knowledge.


[image: ]


Now


The knife grazed the woman’s throat. Like a rosary, beads of blood formed under her chin. The man wielding the weapon pushed the tip further into her skin.


‘Four of your friends have sung like the proverbial canary, Laxmi. So why do you resist?’


Realization dawned in the woman’s eyes. That’s why they weren’t answering my calls. Her chin jutted out, her eyes blazing. ‘I don’t know what you are talking about.’


‘The “I-don’t-know” route is tiresome,’ he said, laughing raucously. ‘Spill the beans or be spilled like beans.’


‘No. Do what you must,’ she said.


Laughter accompanied each knife thrust as the woman fell; her mind retreated into music – the only home she had ever known.


Her last coherent thought was a rendition of the legendary raga that Ustad Tansen’s son, Bilas, had conceived accidentally and sung at his father’s death, Bilaskhani Todi. She thought it was a befitting ode to her friends’ deaths and her own. Voices that had once carried light were now extinguished.


Like the secrets the septet had hidden for so many years – coded in ragas, buried in concerts no one remembered – the secret the man wanted to hear would mix with her ashes.


The chorus dissolved into darkness.
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Satyadarshi tapped the graphite pencil against her crooked front tooth as she studied her mother across the table. Ragini was absorbed in the Bombay Mirror’s entertainment supplement, a vertical line etched between her brows.


‘As it is, your tooth is off-centre,’ Ragini said, eyes still glued to the paper. ‘Keep tapping and it will fall in line soon.’


Satyadarshi didn’t bother replying. She set her sketch aside – her mother’s profile captured with a surprising tenderness – and fidgeted with her cup, adding to the constellation of stains their daily tea ritual had tattooed on the table’s surface.


Across from them, a neatly folded Dainik Bhaskar sat in front of an empty chair. A silent tribute to Ajoba, Ragini’s father and Satyadarshi’s favourite person in the world. The same chair in which Ajoba once sat, slurping his ginger tea theatrically. Two months had passed since the cancer had taken him, but their grief lingered – tucked into corners, woven into the very walls.


The living-cum-dining room had been his second sanctuary; the first being the music room they all shared. Multicoloured curtains filtered light like a morning raga, slow, tender and humming with memory. The traffic sounds outside were softened by the old trees lining their street and by the thick, time-worn walls of their 1960s building, Aalaap.


Lavender walls bore the weight of family portraits, and a grandfather clock, a relic from another century, stood in the corner – a custodian of time. As a child, Satyadarshi had insisted it be called a ‘grandmother clock’ in honour of her super-strict Ajji, whose devotion to punctuality could put even the finest dabbawallas of Bombay to shame.


Giving company to the standing timepiece was a glass cabinet, its wooden shelves sagging under the weight of the legacy of awards placed on it – Bhairavi Ajji’s gilt-edged Jaipur Gharana plaques, Ajoba’s etched singing awards, Ragini’s glass trophies and Satyadarshi’s police brass medals. They glinted faintly, a silent testament to the family’s musical (and other) lineage.


The living-cum-dining room held the mother–daughter duo’s richest memories. It was where they often returned, sometimes in silence, sometimes with tea and the day’s news.


Ragini was very fond of the Page 3 gossip and often inundated her uninterested daughter with it.


‘Darshi! Another actress has been roped into the drug scandal! What’s the world coming to these days?’ Ragini glowered at the paper, then lowered it, her keen eyes catching Satyadarshi’s inattentiveness.


‘Hmm,’ said Satyadarshi. Her detective agency, her rebellion against the family’s musical legacy, was teetering. Client footfall had slowed, and the bills were forming a conga line on her desk. Her untouched millet upma sat cold beside her as she scanned the stack in front of her.


‘Can you believe this? Amitabh Bachchan actually tweeted to the thief who tried to rob the Vishnu temple in Kerala, “T 5467 - Please don’t do it. You are dealing with Lord Vishnu himself”! How crass can people get? Robbing God’s house!’ Her mother’s hands shook with outrage, spilling the tea.


Aai’s outrage yanked her back to the present, ‘It also houses a treasure. Thieves don’t care about religion or God.’


The tremor in her mother’s voice softened into silence. ‘Baba always said locks were for the conscientious. Oh, I still miss him. I keep expecting him to walk through that door, mumbling to himself.’ Satyadarshi leaned across to wipe a tear rolling down Ragini’s cheek.


‘I know, Aai. I also miss him. And his absence . . . is a bitter pill to swallow.’


Ragini patted her daughter’s hand, and in a not-at-all subtle attempt to change the subject, said, ‘I’ve got my hands on two tickets to Niladri Kumar’s concert this evening at the Rang Sharda. What say?’ Her eyebrows wriggled like earthworms after rain.


‘Yes! Of course, I’ll meet you there! Don’t be late, like always.’


‘One time. I was late one time, Darshi.’


Satyadarshi’s face parted in a grin and she winked at her mother. ‘Got to run. I’m meeting a new client at Nepean Sea Road. Wish me luck.’


‘Good luck, beta. Nepean Sea Road, eh? Must be rich.’ Ragini’s wormy eyebrows lost themselves in her widow’s peak.


I hope so. The commission itself will take care of the office rent for the next three months. ‘Should pay on time.’


Ragini frowned. ‘Your Ajji and Ajoba trained you themselves! Not everyone enjoys that kind of privilege, Darshi. But you chose to use your God-given talent for meddling.’


Not the lecture again.


But luck didn’t favour Satyadarshi as Ragini continued, ‘Several generations of our family have been steeped in music, Darshi. You’re such a talented singer, but do you care? No, you eschewed it all for sleuthing.’ Her mother’s pert nose crinkled in distaste. ‘Even my brother, Dhrupad, would sing, however tonelessly, to please Aai and Baba. But you remained adamant, just like your father. Where you get the nosy genes, I don’t know!’


‘Aai, please. I don’t have the time for this now.’ Satyadarshi stood up. ‘I’m off. Toodles!’


‘You never have the time to listen to me . . .’


An unholy screech pierced the air and assailed their ears. Saved by the discordant bell.


The relentless plucking of tanpura strings jarred Ragini. ‘I’d better go, my ten-minute break’s over, and the students have probably finished their writing,’ she sighed. ‘Back to teaching the tone-deaf brigade. See you at the Rang Sharda at seven.’


Before she could escape, Ragini rushed back with a yellow-coloured sunscreen tube in hand, like it was holy water.


‘Darshi, don’t forget to apply this cream on your face and arms! I got a new one for you – SPF 50! Imported, no less.’ She leaned in, inspecting her daughter’s face like a jeweller evaluating flawed emeralds. ‘The last one didn’t seem to work. Your freckles are spreading faster than gossip at a satsang!’


Satyadarshi rolled her eyes. ‘You say that like it’s a crime. Bye now.’


Ragini didn’t miss a beat. ‘In our family? It is. Bye.’


Grabbing the cream, she hurried down the stairs and slid into her trusty, slightly dented Alto-800, nestled under the gulmohar tree, and then nudged it into the snarling sea of traffic. While she navigated from Dadar to Sion, Satyadarshi’s hands moved rhythmically over the steering wheel. The Alto’s scratchy music system belted out ‘Sitargaze’ by Niladri Kumar. The sitar’s notes drowned out the cacophony of external sounds, relaxing her.


This is what heaven feels like. Angels playing sitar.


An unexpected call from her father interrupted her ruminations. Her parents were separated but not divorced. Satyadarshi and her father had always been close, but the breakdown in her parents’ relationship a few years ago erected flimsy walls between them. She knew Aai was distraught, and despite Appa being just as upset, Aai had needed her more. Though she still didn’t know why, their marriage had soured. It doesn’t matter how old you are; Indian parents never treat you as an adult. Your business is their business, but their business is just their business.


The phone stopped vibrating, and Appa’s photograph disappeared from her screen.


Five calls in one week! I should meet him soon. But for now, music.


The current soulful track melted into another piece, ‘Beyond Time’. As Niladri Kumar coaxed sounds from his sitar, Satyadarshi’s mind followed, leaving behind every stray thought – weightless, sensuous, beyond time.
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Earlier that night, in the heart of Aarey Forest, the rope, doused in alcohol, was like putty in the hands of the fire. The flames devoured the strands, dispersing heat and fire evenly. The glow from the fire cast shadows on his face as he stared at it. As the flames hissed and cracked, his lips moved soundlessly at first, then the incantations became vocal.


They competed with the fire for attention.


His fingers moved rhythmically over the jaap mala beads, chanting while caressing each bead, then repeating the gesture and the mantra. Each repetition of the Maran Mantra carved a path of obliteration.


Om visvaaya naam /


Gandharvalochni naami lousatikarnai /


Tasmai vishwaya swaha ||


Beads of sweat ran from his temples down to his collarbones. Exhaustion lapped at his consciousness, but he kept chanting, keeping a vigil by the fire.


The night’s exertion had pushed him beyond his limits. It wasn’t easy thrusting a knife into a human body repeatedly, watching as life drained out, but despite the fatigue, he was pleased with himself. He was one step closer to his end goal.


But then his thoughts flitted to her. His lips curled in disgust.


Always intruding in places she didn’t belong. So typical of her. I won’t let her spoil anything ever again. This will end in my favour. It must.


The mix of chirps, screams, squeals and growls of the Aarey Forest served as the background score to his chants. The forest ghost flower – the Aeginetia indica L. – a holoparasitic plant, glowed in the firelight and swayed with the intensity of his movements. It made him feel at home.


Like the flower, he too was a ghost. Rootless, feeding off others for survival. The last remnant of his family.


Drawing his mind back to the incantations, he timed the 108th recitation of the death chant from the Rudrayamala Tantra family to perfection, finishing just as the embers stopped glowing. They had taken their fill.


His fingers flew over the beads. Clack. Clack. Clack.


With his other hand, he pushed the lank hair from his eyes. The purifying fire had destroyed the evidence. His breath came in sharp spurts. The jaap mala slipped from his exhausted grasp, beads rolling and settling near the extinguished fire, covered in ashes.


There could be no mistakes. Not with this.


The rites weren’t superstition; they were calibration. He first learnt Tantra Vidya not in an ashram but from a forgotten man – a scholar of dark rites – in a crumbling temple buried beneath moss and time.


Each chant stripped away his doubt, steadied his hands and bound his will to the task ahead. It unlocked what had been guarded for centuries, bringing him closer to his goal: to be the only one who could open the doors and accomplish what others believed impossible. It was his alone to claim.


And like the flames before him, he would annihilate anyone who dared to stop him. Their end had already begun.


He picked up the still-smoking ash and smeared it across his forehead and upper body. Mixed with sweat, the ash formed a thick slurry over his skin. Speckles flickered across the dial of his black Titan watch, obscuring time.


His voice came out as a whisper.


Swaha.
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‘My grandmother was eighty, but she was fit as a fiddle. She ran marathons and held her own against twenty-year-olds. I can’t believe someone stabbed her. Why?’ Hariesh Pancham said, dabbing a moist, monogrammed handkerchief at the corner of his eyes. ‘It’s such a senseless act.’


He took a deep breath, fighting for composure. ‘After Ma died, Nani raised me while running her company, never missing a PTA meeting and always hitting her quarterly goals of crores. She was always ready for a hug and the occasional slap too.’


Hariesh stopped to blow his nose, his head resting back on the teal, pure leather sofa. Satyadarshi paused her furious note-taking – Laxmi Pancham, aged 80, stabbed to death – and looked up. Everywhere she looked, elegant opulence screamed its presence throughout the rectangular, plush-carpeted room. French windows lined one side of the room, opening onto the verdant terrace and a greenhouse.


Paintings hung on most walls, and Baccarat crystals adorned every available surface. In the bar behind her, the precariously hanging wine glasses probably cost more than her age-old apartment in the Hindu Colony.


Not really. Every crack in our flat is filled with memories. Every stain has a history. No Baccarat crystal could match that.


‘My persistent pressure on the police has had no effect; the case remains frustratingly cold, and they have already relegated it to the back burner. Who cares about an eighty-year-old’s death? She was due for it anyway, is their rationale.


‘That is the reason I hired your agency. My CFO recommended your services and was impressed by your sensitive handling of her case. And of course, my assistant researched you and your prior connection to the police, along with your stellar reputation there despite your exit, is definitely a feather in your hat.’


She inclined her head in acknowledgment. ‘Any potential business enemies, Mr Pancham? Or personal ones?’


‘Plenty for me. But Nani no longer played a role in the company, so it just doesn’t add up. If anyone wanted to harm me, my immediate family would’ve been targeted, not her. What’s the point of killing an ex-employee? She left the company decades ago, devoting herself to charitable work. That’s why her murder makes no sense.’


‘What about your father?’


‘Papa was an Air Force pilot. I was six when he lost his life during a rescue mission gone wrong. Within a year, I had lost my mother to a brain aneurysm, and my paternal grandparents had passed on before I was born. Nani was all I had left. She meant everything to me . . . Everything,’ his voice cracked at the last word.


‘When and how did you come to know about your grandmother’s death?’


‘When Nani missed her lunch date with her marathon folks, they were suspicious. She is usually the first on the scene, and when they called her mobile, there was no answer. And it so happened that the last weekend of every month is our staff’s holiday. My grandmother’s . . . the . . . event . . .’ His composure cracked, a visible shudder running through him. Without a word, Satyadarshi handed him a glass of water and looked away, giving him the dignity to gather himself.


‘I’m sorry. I’m still trying to come to terms with what happened to her. My Nani was murdered during that week, while she was alone in our apartment.’


I wonder if the killer knew about the staff holiday?


Hariesh picked up steam. ‘My wife, Sunanda, and our kids were in Paris for a fashion show, and I was in Shanghai when Nandini, my assistant, called me about what had happened. The police found her in the bedroom, gagged and hogtied. She was stabbed seven times! Seven!


‘I was spared the sight, but the crime scene photographs are enough to haunt me for the rest of my life.’


‘Did the police find anything of relevance? And what about the CCTV footage? I spotted one in the lobby downstairs and a few more in your apartment as I came in.’


Hariesh nodded. ‘The police said no DNA was left at the site except Nani’s and, of course, ours. The killer likely used gloves and bleached everything he touched. They found traces of the chemical in her room and other places. About the CCTV in the lobby, it hasn’t been functioning – out of commission for over a month despite my complaints to the chairman. It’s sheer apathy from our society. After the incident, they replaced all the cameras, but how does it help me now? Or our case?’


Hariesh took a shaky breath, regret lacing his words. ‘The ones in our apartment captured a grainy picture of a figure dressed completely in black with a ski mask over his head. Last month, a rare power surge affected the resolution of the cameras, and this glitch reduced their picture quality. I was going to get it replaced, but . . . If only I had done it, we could’ve captured more details of the killer. Probably captured him, too.’ His lips curled down. ‘Nandini will send over the CCTV recordings to you, however useless they are.’


‘May I examine her bedroom where it happened?’


‘Of course.’ Hariesh patted his chest and withdrew a cheque from his sky-hued pocket of his coat. He handed it to Satyadarshi. ‘This is 50 per cent of your fees upfront. There’s a bonus if you identify the murderer before the police do. At the rate they’re going, you’ll earn it in no time. I’ll do anything to catch her murderer. That’s the least I can do.’ Determination glinted in his black, beady eyes.


Satyadarshi pocketed the cheque. Hello, money. My best friend. And who uses cheques anymore?


As soon as she could extract her 5 feet 8 inch frame from the clutches of the suspiciously squishy sofa, they moved to a large, airy chamber painted in a soft shade of blue.


‘I haven’t touched anything since the day of the murder. Once the police wrapped up their forensic examinations, my staff just cleared the residual debris they left behind. Everything else is as it was on that fateful day.’ He averted his eyes from the stained carpet. ‘I wanted to preserve the scene. I’ve also seen the CSI shows.’


He looked around the place. ‘I want to stay here, but Sunanda and the kids refuse to live in this apartment anymore. I understand why, though. It makes us feel vulnerable – attacked in our own house.’


‘Was anything missing from the room? Did the killer take any valuables?’ Satyadarshi asked, bringing his attention back to the room.


‘No. Besides the upturned chair and blood, he didn’t disturb anything. Nani’s credit and debit cards, along with cash, were untouched. Not even the jewellery she wore!’


Satyadarshi scanned the space. A wall-to-wall bookshelf dominated much of it, and a ladder-cum-chair was propped against the rack. A peacock-blue easy chair with a matching ottoman completed the cozy picture. Satyadarshi could almost imagine Laxmi seated on it, reading a book with her feet dangling over the ottoman, with a cup of tea by her side.


Heck, I can imagine myself doing that.


Hariesh caught her looking at the volumes. ‘Nani found reading very relaxing.’


‘A great habit.’ Satyadarshi walked up to the shelves and ran her fingers over the leather-bound, mostly first-edition books. Their padded covers felt luxurious to her touch. A tatty cover caught her eye. It looked completely out of place among the glamourous books, and she withdrew it from the rack. She wasn’t sure what made her reach for it – instinct, perhaps, or the dissonance of something humble in a room designed to gleam. It was a thin book titled Origin of Music Across Indian Temples. Satyadarshi recognized it but couldn’t remember where she’d seen it.


Maybe on the bookshelf back home?


‘Was your grandmother inclined towards music?’


Hariesh cocked his head. ‘Not particularly. I mean, she listened to classical music – Indian and Western – but she didn’t play any instrument.’


Satyadarshi nodded as she flipped through the book. It was a few pages thick, with an old-fashioned picture and a few mantras inside. There were scribbles on the margins. The text in this one differed from the one she had at home, as did the illustrations – this version seemed to align with an entirely distinct set of swars, though the title was identical. Odd. She replaced it and rubbed her hands briskly.


‘Mr Pancham, I need access to her mobile phone records and related documents – her will, bank statements and so on.’


She looked around the vast room. ‘I need to search this room thoroughly, just in case I find something important. May I do it now?’


‘Sure. I’ll leave you to it. I’ve got to get back to the office, anyway. When you’re done, just inform my housekeeper.’


Hariesh nodded at her and exited the room. The door closed softly behind him. A strange silence lingered – like the pause before a note is struck. As a child, she had heard that same silence in concert halls before her performances.


Satyadarshi put on her gloves and got to work. She moved towards the walk-in closet. It was full of sarees and shoes. The drawers and their grooves were all empty – no secret shoeboxes with photographs or other interesting titbits. Marathon medals, hung on a hook behind the door, clinked gently as she shut the wardrobe.


The bathroom was clear too, holding only bottles and medicines. She raised the cistern’s ceramic lid, but nothing was taped to it. Disappointed, Satyadarshi moved to the centre of the bedroom.


Blood pooled on the cream carpet, had dried into almost-black patches. The chair cushion was also stained with faint smears. The wall opposite the chair was speckled with blood spatters – some reaching as high as the ceiling.


A writing desk stood sentry in front of wall-length windows overlooking the building’s lawn. The blinds were drawn up, and sunlight flooded the room. She walked to the ornate desk and opened the drawers with a little extra force; the sound echoed in the silent place. Sadly, they were full of pens and several sheets of official-looking papers. The indigo leather chair showed evidence of copious blackish patches.


Zilch.


A queen-sized bed sat at a right angle to the desk. The teal blue bedspread also bore the telltale crimson drops. Satyadarshi raised the mattress and looked under the bed; it was spotless. A search of the side tables yielded only chargers and a battered mobile.


Exhaling loudly, Satyadarshi punched her fist into her palm as she scanned the room.


Absolutely nothing. Seven stab wounds seem like a personal attack. Not a professional execution scene, this. Why would the man then kill an old woman with no intention of robbery? And leave the scene with no DNA? Or scrub it all off? I think the answer lies in her life, probably not connected with the company.


The sunny bedroom emanated tranquillity but offered no clues. With slumped shoulders, she moved towards the door. As she stretched her hand to grasp the doorknob, her eyes fell upon a wall hanging.


A blue banner with tassels in red, brown, green, blue and other jewel tones. At its heart, a seven-pointed star framed a golden musical note, flanked by a nightingale and an eagle.


Someone sure liked music.


Her eyes widened as she connected the dots. Music!


Satyadarshi jogged to the bookshelf and retrieved the thin book. She flipped through it again and, shaking her head, placed it in her bag, making a mental note to inform Mr Pancham about it.


With a last look around, she padded out of the room.
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The little bell chimed as Satyadarshi walked into her small-but-sufficient office in Laxmi Baug, Sion. She hummed under her breath. The Pancham residence had yielded nothing remotely clue-shaped, but that didn’t kill her good mood.


Today, no idiot had hijacked her parking spot, letting her glide the Alto in like a queen in scuffed loafers. This was why she loved her compact car. It may be battle-weary and had a horn that wheezed like a busted guitar, but damn, it was easy to navigate. And park.


Greeting her assistant, Twarita, who was on the phone, she ducked into her inner sanctum. Satyadarshi flung her handbag onto the table and made a beeline for the tiny bathroom, washing her face with the ubtan face wash her mother insisted on.


Apparently, it was great for de-tanning.


She examined her reflection. Sleep had been elusive lately; dark circles framed her hazel eyes – her lineage’s unwanted gift, which always attracted unwanted attention in her opinion. The kajal pencil she swore by invariably smudged, turning her into a raccoon with crime-solving credentials. Satyadarshi peered at the spots on her pert nose.


More freckles today. SPF 50 clearly hadn’t received the memo.


She grinned and left them be.


I won’t let Aai sway me. I like the nose-covering freckles.


She then remembered what her mother had said about them.


‘Gossip in a satsang!’ Seriously, Aai and her similes. I should start compiling a list of them. Aai’s Similes, Vol. I: The Audacity Edition.


Sniffing her armpits, she reapplied the deodorant. The faint scent of Nivea cream and Nilgiri oil followed her. The soft, talcum-powdered scent of Nivea products always reminded her of Ajji, who was a massive fan of the cream and used it copiously.


Those FMCG folks must love the month of May! Maximum sales of antiperspirant products and perfumes. If I could change one thing about Bombay besides its traffic, it would be to reduce the duration of this sultry weather.


Feeling marginally better, she straightened her white muslin tunic, padded out towards the mini refrigerator in the corner and, plucking a masala buttermilk carton out, turned the air-conditioning on. As she sank into her chair, the ergonomic arms squeaked in solidarity.


If this were self-care, Satyadarshi figured she was nailing the detective edition of it.


One thing her Batmobile sorely lacked was an efficient air conditioner. Her car, with its wheezy cooling system, was a mini-oven-on-wheels, losing the daily war with Bombay’s humidity. She was the sweaty collateral damage, spoils of the water vapour war.


But now in her cooling office, a small sigh escaped her, and she brought the straw to her lip, taking a long sip. Her thirst slaked, she fished out the book from her bag – Origin of Music Across Indian Temples. It didn’t look like much. Thin. Tatty. But something about it refused to leave her alone, her instincts whispered it was important, but her brain argued its correlation to the case.


Let’s see what’s inside.


The notations were scribbled in black ink. Years of reluctantly absorbed musical theory enforced upon her by her grandparents and mother kicked in, and Satyadarshi recognized the reproduced painting as one of the Ragamala. It showed a woman, probably a royal princess or nayika – as Satyadarshi remembered was the actual word – seated on a carpet on a palace veranda, surrounded by blooming lotuses and strutting peacocks. A veena lay next to her, and an expression of longing echoed across her face. Other pages had a few mantras, but the last page caught her interest.


Om Tatpurushay Vidmahe /


Suvarnapakshaya dheemahee /


Tanno Garudah Prachodayat ||


She recognized it instantly as the Garuda Mantra. Her father, in happier times, chanted it every morning. She’d sit on his knee and chant along, fumbling with the words, but earnest. Later, she’d sit by his side, chanting with confidence. That ritual, like so many others, had quietly crumbled.


A smile blossomed on her lips when she remembered the text message he had sent her this morning.


I’m happy that Appa wants to meet me. Maybe we can repair our relationship. And maybe even Aai and Appa can rebuild theirs. Hope springs eternal.


Turning her attention back to the case, her smile melted away.


Clearly, this book is of no use in this case. Wrong number, instincts.


Twarita knocked on the door just as Satyadarshi was aiming to launch her finished carton in the trash can. The box fell right into the centre, spinning before settling down. Twarita burst into applause, grabbing her mobile as a pretend mic to mimic a sports announcer’s dramatic commentary.


‘And Satyadarshi takes the basket, giving India the much-needed last point to destroy the opponents. This is not only Satyadarshi’s victory but the entire country’s win! Congratulations to the talented sportswoman!’


The two women giggled.


Twa is a sister from another mother. A less dramatic mother, for sure.


Returning to the business at hand, Twarita took down notes as Satyadarshi recited the facts of the case.
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