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    CHAPTER 1

    
    
  
  NOT OJASWINI

It's happening.

The anticipation hums beneath my skin like electricity before a monsoon storm. I can feel it building — that tightness in my chest that's half fear, half exhilaration. The kind of feeling that sharpens the world into high definition. Every raindrop on the window distinct. Every groan of the two-hundred-year-old teak beams settling into laterite foundation is a note in a symphony I've been composing for months.

Five days of planning. Three contingencies. One perfect night.

I watch the rain slash against the study window, sheets of water turning the Arabian Sea into grey violence. The waves are eight feet high, maybe more. The weather app on my tablet says wind speeds climbing to 65 kilometers per hour. The ferry services between Malvan and Devbagh suspended operations this morning. By tomorrow, even Sameer's boat won't attempt the crossing.

Perfect.

The Portuguese built this mansion in 1823 — I found the cornerstone date carved into the foundation when I was nine years old, crawling under the veranda while Arya called my name. Before the Portuguese, Kanhoji Angre's Maratha fleet used these islands as smuggling outposts. Before that, fishermen told stories about spirits in the rocks. Ghosts of drowned sailors. Women who walked into the sea and never came back.

I don't believe in ghosts. But I believe in narrative. And this island has the perfect narrative architecture for what I'm about to do.

My phone vibrates against the teak desk. The notification I've been waiting for.

She's confirmed.

I close my eyes and let the cortisol build. Controlled. Measured. The good kind of fear — the kind that makes your senses crystalline. I learned this from a psychology textbook I stole from the Malvan public library when I was seventeen: the amygdala response. The way fear sharpens cognition before it overwhelms it. You have to ride that edge — the moment before panic, when everything feels electric but you're still in control.

Tomorrow the boat arrives. Tomorrow the chef walks into a weekend that will destroy her life.

She doesn't know it yet. She thinks she's coming here to cook a birthday dinner. To make ₹2 lakhs and save her failing restaurant and prove to her father that dropping out of her MBA wasn't a mistake.

Poor thing.

I check the cameras on my tablet. Fourteen wireless feeds throughout the mansion. Kitchen. Drawing room. Bedrooms. The tunnel entrance in the study. Even the guest cottage where Arya sleeps, oblivious.

All the pieces are in place.

Tapsee thinks she's poisoning my father. Crushing her antidepressants into his raita every meal, building the dosage slowly, waiting for his heart to give out so she can inherit ₹450 crore and run away with her pharmacist boyfriend Dhruv.

My father thinks he's poisoning Tapsee. Grinding extra pills into her evening gimlet, accumulating the toxicity, waiting for the cardiac arrest that will look exactly like her existing medical condition.

And neither one of them knows I swapped Tapsee's pills with sugar tablets two weeks ago.

They're both executing murder plans that will never work. They're both so focused on each other that they haven't noticed the third player.

Me.

Sayali Shrivastav. The rejected daughter. The screenwriter he dismissed as a dreamer. The one he cut from his will three years ago because I wanted to write films instead of joining his cybersecurity company.

Filmmaking is timepass,* he'd said. *Do something real with your life.

Well, Father. I'm about to write the most real story you've ever lived.

I stand up from the desk. Walk to the window. Press my palm against the rain-cold glass.

Tomorrow the chef arrives. The clock starts ticking. And in seventy-two hours, when the coast guard finds the bodies and the fabricated evidence and the perfect narrative that explains everything, I'll be the only one walking off this island alive.

The rain intensifies. Thunder cracks — not the rolling kind but the sharp kind, like a bone breaking.

I smile.

She doesn't know it yet. But I've already written the ending.




  
    CHAPTER 2

    
    
  
  OJASWINI

The notification came at 11:47 PM.

I was elbow-deep in kadhai chicken prep for tomorrow's lunch service when my phone lit up on the stainless steel counter. Instagram DM. The blue checkmark made me look twice.

@TapseeShrivastav — 2.3M followers. Delhi socialite. Married to some tech billionaire whose face I'd seen on Economic Times covers.

Hi Ojaswini! Loved your saffron shrikhand reel — 2M views is incredible! Are you available for a private chef booking this weekend? Husband's 51st birthday. Just 2 guests + you. Location is our private island near Sindhudurg. I can offer ₹2 lakhs for 3 days. Please say yes! — Tapsee

I read it three times.

Two lakhs. Three days.

My hands were shaking. Turmeric paste under my fingernails, Bangles & Spices by Falguni Pathak playing from my cracked phone speaker, the ceiling fan doing absolutely nothing against Bandra's June humidity.

Two lakhs would cover:

- Three months' rent (₹55K/month for 450 square feet with a landlord who texted at 8 AM on the 1st) - The fucking Swiggy commission I owed from May (₹38K — 35% of every order, every single day) - The walk-in fridge repair (₹25K, due yesterday) - My parents' loan repayment (₹40K, overdue two months)

I screenshot the message. Sent it to Riddhi, my sous chef slash best friend slash the only person who understood what drowning in restaurant debt actually felt like.

Me: Is this real or am I hallucinating from fridge coolant fumes

Riddhi: HOLY SHIT

Riddhi: Ojju this is INSANE

Riddhi: Wait is this a scam

Riddhi: Google her RIGHT NOW

I Googled.

Tapsee Shrivastav née Malhotra. Delhi University, then married Deven Shrivastav seven years ago. He founded Sentinel AI — cybersecurity firm with contracts in three state police departments. Net worth: ₹450 crore (estimated). She ran a boutique in Juhu. Posted a lot of photos at art gallery openings. Looked bored in most of them.

The DM was real. The checkmark was real. The money was—

Two lakhs.

Three days.

I typed: Can I ask what the menu expectations are?

Her reply came in seconds.

Nothing crazy! Just good food. Contemporary Indian with your signature style. I trust you completely. My husband is low-maintenance — he'll eat anything that isn't boring. Can you do it?

My brain went into autopilot math:

Three days = six meals (breakfast, lunch, dinner × 2 days + departure breakfast).

Two guests = small portions, high presentation.

Island location = I'd need to bring 90% of ingredients because no way they had black garlic or edible flowers or Japanese yuzu on a Konkan island.

Doable.

Absolutely doable.

But also: I didn't know this woman. I'd never cooked on a private island. I didn't even own a car — how was I supposed to transport ₹30K worth of ingredients and equipment seven hours down the coast?

Me: When would you need me to arrive?

Tapsee: Tomorrow afternoon? I know it's last minute but my previous chef canceled (food poisoning, terrible timing). I'm desperate. I can send a car to pick you up from Bandra at 8 AM. You'd be back by Sunday evening. Please Ojaswini. I'm begging you.

Please.

I stared at the word.

Riddhi's text came through: Don't do anything stupid

But two lakhs wasn't stupid. Two lakhs was three months of breathing room. Two lakhs was my father not calling me every Sunday asking if I was "sure about this restaurant thing" in that voice that meant I told you commerce degree wasn't enough.

Two lakhs was proof I wasn't failing.

I typed: I'll do it. Send me the address and any dietary restrictions.

Her reply was instant.

THANK YOU!!!!! No restrictions. Address: Shrivastav Estate, Island No. 7, off Devbagh, Sindhudurg district. Car will be at your restaurant at 8 AM sharp. Driver's name is Kiran. I'll transfer ₹50K advance right now as good faith. You're a lifesaver!!!!

My phone buzzed.

IMPS CREDIT ₹50,000 FROM TAPSEE SHRIVASTAV

Fifty thousand rupees. Just like that.

I sat down on the kitchen floor. The tiles were still wet from where I'd mopped an hour ago. My forearms smelled like ginger-garlic paste and sweat. My bun had come loose. I was twenty-eight years old, running a restaurant with a 3.2 star Zomato rating, and some socialite just Venmo'd me fifty thousand rupees because she liked my saffron shrikhand video.

Riddhi called.

"Ojju."

"I know."

"Ojju, you don't know this woman."

"I Googled her."

"You Googled her Instagram. That's not—"

"Riddhi. Fifty thousand rupees just hit my account."

Silence.

"I saw."

"I can pay my rent."

"I know."

"I can fix the fridge."

"Ojju—"

"Three days. I cook six meals. I come home ₹2 lakhs richer. What's the worst that can happen?"

Riddhi's laugh was sharp. "Famous last words."

But she didn't stop me.

At 1:30 AM I was still awake, lying on my mattress on the floor of my 200-square-foot Bandra studio, listening to my upstairs neighbor's TV blaring some Salman Khan movie. My phone glowed in the dark.

I opened my banking app.

Current Balance: ₹51,340

It had been ₹1,340 six hours ago.

I Googled Shrivastav Estate Sindhudurg.

Nothing came up. No photos. No reviews. Just a listing on some luxury real estate forum from 2019: Portuguese-era mansion, 12 bedrooms, private island, ₹18 crore (negotiable).

I Googled Deven Shrivastav Sentinel AI.

His LinkedIn had 47K followers. His company's website was sleek — all black backgrounds and white sans-serif font. "Protecting India's digital infrastructure with next-generation AI-powered threat detection." There was a Forbes India article from 2023: "The Man Making Indian Cybersecurity Bulletproof."

He looked like every other tech bro in his 50s. Expensive watch. Graying temples. The kind of smile that didn't reach his eyes.

I put my phone down.

Riddhi was right. I didn't know these people.

But I knew debt. I knew my landlord's WhatsApp typing indicator at 7 AM on the first of every month. I knew the Swiggy rep's voice when he called about late commission payments. I knew my mother's careful silence when I told her the restaurant was "doing fine."

Two lakhs.

Three days.

I set my alarm for 6 AM and closed my eyes.




  
    CHAPTER 3

    
    
  
  OJASWINI

I woke at 5:47 AM — thirteen minutes before the alarm — and immediately started packing.

The ingredient prep had taken me until 3 AM. My kitchen was a wreck: containers stacked by temperature requirement, dry ice packed into two insulated boxes I'd borrowed from Riddhi's sister who worked catering. The good knives were rolled in their leather case — German steel, Wüsthof Classic, the one luxury I'd allowed myself when I opened the restaurant. Everything else I could compromise on. Not the knives.

I'd planned the menu in the shower at 2 AM, standing under cold water because the geyser was broken again:

Friday dinner: Dal tadka. Bhindi masala. Jeera rice. Cucumber raita. Comfort food for arrival night — nothing flashy, just clean flavors that say I'm professional and I'm not trying too hard.

Saturday breakfast: Appam with Kerala-style stew. Poha on the side for the husband in case he was North Indian-palate.

Saturday lunch: Sol kadhi with Malvani fish curry. Rava-fried surmai. Bhakri. Showcase the geography — we'd be on the Konkan coast, the food should match.

Saturday dinner — the birthday: Seven courses. My entire career on one table. I'd been designing this menu in my head since midnight. The kind of meal that made people remember your name. The kind that could change a Zomato rating, get you featured in Condé Nast Traveller, make strangers DM you asking are you available for my wedding?

Sunday breakfast: Simple. Poha again, or upma. Departure morning — nothing heavy.

I packed my backpack with three days of clothes. One nice kurta for the birthday dinner. Everything else functional — cotton, dark colors, nothing that would show stains. A chef's wardrobe is a war wardrobe: everything designed to survive.

The car arrived at 8:02 AM.

Black Mercedes. E-Class. The kind of car my father pointed at in Pune traffic and said, "See? That's what you could have had with an MBA." The driver — Kiran — was a thin man in a white shirt who didn't say a word. He loaded my insulated boxes into the trunk with the efficiency of someone who'd been doing this for years. Opened the rear door. Waited.

I climbed in. The leather seats smelled new. The AC was arctic. After my 200-square-foot studio with the broken geyser and the ceiling fan that wobbled, this car felt like a different planet.

We pulled onto SV Road. Bandra to Sindhudurg: seven hours, give or take. I watched Mumbai dissolve into highway, highway into countryside, countryside into the first glimpses of the Western Ghats turning violent green from monsoon rains. The sky was the color of old bruises — purple and yellow and swollen.

My phone buzzed.

Riddhi: Still alive?

Me: On the road. Driver's silent. Feeling very true crime podcast.

Riddhi: If you die I'm selling your knife set

Me: Bitch those are Wüsthof

Riddhi: EXACTLY

I grinned. Put my phone down. Watched the rain start — gentle at first, then heavier as we climbed through the Ghats. The Konkan highway was beautiful in monsoon: waterfalls appearing from nowhere, red laterite earth soaking into orange mud, jackfruit trees heavy with fruit, temple spires emerging from mist like fingers pointing at heaven.

We stopped once — a petrol pump outside Chiplun where I bought a terrible coffee from a stall that also sold batteries and bananas. The coffee was instant Nescafé made with too much sugar and not enough water. I drank it anyway. Bought a packet of Parle-G for the road because some things from childhood never change, and eating Parle-G dunked in bad coffee while watching rain fall on the Western Ghats was one of those things.

Kiran filled the tank. Didn't ask if I wanted anything. Didn't make eye contact. He had the studied blankness of a man who'd been instructed not to engage.

I Googled Devbagh Sindhudurg while I waited.

Devbagh Beach. Tarkarli. Transparent water, white sand, completely dead in monsoon season because the sea turned violent and the tourists stayed home. The islands offshore were mostly uninhabited — old Portuguese forts crumbling into the sea, abandoned smuggler outposts from the 1700s when Kanhoji Angre's Maratha fleet controlled this entire coast. Angre had been a naval commander under the Maratha empire — the British called him a pirate, the Marathas called him a hero. He'd built forts on these islands, stored weapons, intercepted British trade ships.

Island No. 7 didn't show up on Google Maps.

That should have been my first warning.

By the time we reached the coast it was 1 PM and the rain was coming down in solid walls — not individual drops but curtains of water that turned the windshield into abstract art. The road narrowed. Turned to red mud. Coconut palms bent sideways by wind that sounded like a woman keening. Kiran navigated like he'd done this a thousand times — no hesitation at the unmarked turns, no slowing for the potholes that could swallow a scooter.

We pulled into a small marina — just a concrete dock, a wooden shack with a faded Brixton & Sons Marine Services sign in peeling blue paint, three boats tied to the pier with ropes that strained against the swell.

A man stepped out of the shack.

Late twenties. Dark skin slick with rain. Faded blue shirt clinging to his chest in a way that made me notice his chest which was not what I was here for. He had a scar through his left eyebrow — a thin white line like a lightning bolt — and the kind of forearms that came from pulling nets and tying ropes and doing real work, not lifting weights in Cult.Fit.

He saw me. Smiled.

Not the polite smile you give customers. Not the servile smile you give people with money. The smile that says I see you and is genuinely, unreasonably happy about what it sees.

Fuck.

Kiran popped the trunk. The man jogged over, rain streaming down his face, shoes squelching in the mud.

"You're the chef?"

His voice was low. Coastal Marathi accent softened by something else — education, maybe. Or books. The kind of voice that had been shaped by the sea but refined by something quieter.

"Ojaswini," I said. "Ojju."

"Sameer." He picked up both insulated boxes like they weighed nothing — forty kilos of ingredients and dry ice, one in each hand, biceps barely registering the effort. "Boat's this way. Watch your step — the dock's slippery."

I followed him down the pier. My sneakers squelched. Rain soaked through my dupatta in seconds — the cotton clinging to my shoulders, my hair plastered to my neck. He loaded my gear onto a mid-sized motorboat — white hull, blue tarp strung across a metal frame, the name Saavli painted in Devanagari on the side in red.

"Shadow," I said, reading the name.

He turned. Raised an eyebrow. "You read Marathi?"

"I'm from Pune."

His grin widened. "Pune girl on a Konkan island. You're going to love it."

"How far is the island?" I asked.

"Forty minutes in calm water. Sixty in this." He gestured at the grey apocalypse surrounding us — waves crashing against the breakwater, the horizon invisible behind rain. "Maybe seventy."

He offered his hand. I took it.

His palm was rough. Warm despite the rain. Callused in the way that comes from rope and metal and saltwater. He pulled me onto the boat like I weighed nothing — a smooth motion, one arm, no strain.

"You've done this before?" I asked. "Ferried people to islands in monsoons?"

"All the time." He grinned. "Though usually they look less terrified."

"I'm not terrified."

"You're gripping the rail like it owes you money."

I looked down. I was white-knuckling the metal railing. I let go. My palms had imprints.

He laughed. Untied the boat. Started the engine — a deep, guttural sound that vibrated through the hull. We pulled away from the dock.

The rain swallowed the mainland whole. Within minutes, Devbagh was gone. The coast was gone. Everything was grey — grey sea, grey sky, grey rain connecting them like a curtain. We were alone on the Arabian Sea, and the only thing between us and the horizon was forty minutes of bad weather and Sameer's steady hands on the wheel.

"So," he shouted over the engine and the rain. "Private chef for the Shrivastavs. That's a big deal."

"You know them?"

"Everyone on this coast knows Deven Shrivastav. He bought the island eight years ago. Pays well, doesn't talk to anyone, acts like he owns the ocean." He paused. "Which, technically, he thinks he does."

"And his wife?"

"Tapsee madam?" He shrugged. "Nice enough. Tips well. Looks like she wants to be anywhere else."

Something in his tone made me file that away.

"What about the island itself?" I asked. "Any history?"

His eyes lit up. "History? That island IS history. Portuguese colonial mansion from the 1820s. Before that, Kanhoji Angre used it as a naval outpost — there are tunnels under the house, smuggling routes to the eastern shore. During the British Raj, it was a quarantine station for ships coming from the Gulf. In the 1940s, the independence movement used it to hide weapons." He was grinning now. "I could give you a three-hour lecture but we'd be on the island by then."

"You sound like you've read every history book in Sindhudurg."

"I have. There's a library in my marina office. Three hundred books. My mother thinks I'm crazy." He adjusted the throttle as a wave lifted the bow. "But this coast — this is where India's naval history happened. Shivaji's navy. Angre's fleet. The Marathas who fought the Portuguese and the British and the Dutch and won."

He said it with pride. Not the chest-thumping kind — the quiet kind. The kind that comes from knowing exactly where you stand in the world and being okay with it.

The island appeared through the rain like something from a gothic novel.
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The sea was grey and furious.

I sat on the bench under the tarp, arms wrapped around myself, watching Sameer navigate swells that looked big enough to flip us. The boat rose and dropped and rose again — not the gentle rocking of a lake but the violent, purposeful movement of an ocean that wanted us dead. Spray hit my face. Salt stung my eyes. My stomach was somewhere near my throat.

Sameer didn't flinch. His hands on the wheel were steady, his body moving with the boat like he was part of it. He adjusted the throttle, rode the waves, read the water with the casual expertise of someone who'd been born doing this.

"You okay?" he shouted over the engine and the wind.

"Define okay!"

He laughed. "First time on the water?"

"First time on the water in a cyclone!"

"This isn't a cyclone! This is June! Cyclones come in November!" He flashed that grin — the one with the scar through his eyebrow. "This is just a mild disagreement between the sky and the sea!"

"I'm from Pune! We don't have oceans! The closest thing to water we have is a lake that dries up in April!"

He turned. Rain dripping off his nose, eyes bright with an energy that had nothing to do with weather. "You're gonna love this place then!"

I wanted to argue but a wave hit the hull broadside and I grabbed the railing and forgot how to form sentences.

The crossing took fifty-three minutes. I know because I counted every one.

In that time I learned three things about Sameer Naik:

One — he talked when he was comfortable. About the coast, mostly. About the Koli fishing community that had worked these waters for centuries. About how his grandfather had built the first motorboat in Malvan from salvaged teak and a diesel engine he'd bartered for with dried bombil. About the declining fish stocks and the trawler regulations and the way the monsoon was getting more unpredictable every year. He talked about these things the way other people talked about cricket or movies — with an intimacy that suggested he'd spent more time thinking about the sea than about himself.

Two — he wasn't just a boatman. There was a degree somewhere in his past, or at least the ghost of one. He used words like "ecosystem" and "infrastructure" alongside "nets" and "tides." He referenced a marine biology course he'd taken at Goa University before his father's fishing business needed him back. He'd come home. Hadn't gone back. Didn't seem bitter about it — just practical, the way people are when duty isn't a concept but a reflex.

Three — he kept looking at me when he thought I wasn't looking.

The island appeared at minute forty-seven.

It rose out of the grey like a fever dream. Cliffs of red laterite, jagged and ancient, the rock face streaked with black where centuries of rain had carved channels. Coconut palms bent horizontal by the wind, their fronds whipping like flags of surrender. Dense green vegetation climbing the slopes — mango trees, cashew, wild hibiscus. And perched on the highest point, commanding the western cliff like a colonial governor surveying stolen territory — the mansion.

Portuguese colonial. Three stories of whitewashed walls turning grey in the rain, terracotta roof tiles the color of dried blood. Wraparound verandas on every level with carved wooden railings. Arched windows with green wooden shutters, some closed, some banging in the wind. A stone tower on the north side that looked like it belonged to a lighthouse or a watchtower — some structure built for looking outward, for seeing danger before it arrived.

"Holy shit," I breathed.

"Yeah," Sameer said. He cut the throttle. The engine dropped to a purr. "First time I saw it I thought someone was fucking with me. Like someone had picked up a building from Goa and dropped it on a rock in the middle of the Arabian Sea."

"How old is it?"

"1823. The Portuguese built it as a trading post. Then it became a residence for some minor colonial official. Then the Marathas took it back after independence. It was abandoned for decades — squatters, smugglers, a brief period in the 1970s when some hippies from Goa tried to turn it into a commune." He grinned. "Then Deven Shrivastav bought it in 2018 for ₹18 crore and restored it."

"Eighteen crore for an island?"

"For the house. The island was a separate land deal with the state government. He basically paid the Maharashtra Tourism Board enough money to look the other way." Sameer shrugged. "Welcome to India."

We pulled into a small harbor — just a stone breakwater built from the same red laterite as the cliffs, and a wooden dock that looked recently repaired. Two kayaks were tied to the pilings. A corrugated metal boathouse sat at the end of the dock, its roof streaked with rust.

Sameer killed the engine. The silence was immediate and oppressive — no engine, no traffic, no city hum. Just the rain. The wind. The waves hitting the breakwater. And underneath it all, the deep, constant sound of the sea breathing against the cliffs.

I climbed out. My legs shook. My hands were numb from gripping the railing for fifty-three minutes. My kurta was soaked. My hair was plastered to my skull.

"You good?" Sameer asked, already hauling my insulated boxes onto the dock.

"I'm great. Love being on an island with no escape route during monsoon season."

He set my knife roll on the dock. Straightened up. Looked at me.

"I'll be back Sunday to pick you up." He pulled a business card from his back pocket. Soggy but legible. Sameer Naik. Brixton Marine Services. Boat Charters & Repairs. His phone number was handwritten at the bottom in blue ink that had started to bleed.

"And if you need anything before then—"

"Anything?" I asked.

His eyes held mine. Not joking now. No grin. Something steady and serious behind the rain-slicked face.

"Anything," he said.

I took the card. Tucked it into my jeans pocket where the denim would keep it dry.

The mansion door opened.

A woman stepped out onto the veranda. Mid-thirties. Gorgeous in that Delhi way — the kind of beauty that came from good genetics amplified by expensive maintenance. Silk salwar kameez in deep maroon with gold embroidery at the neckline. Hair pulled back in a sleek bun. Diamond studs in her ears. She had the kind of face that looked good in dim lighting — sharp cheekbones, dark eyes, mouth that defaulted to "bored" but could pivot to "charming" in half a second.

"Ojaswini!" she called. "You made it!"

Tapsee Shrivastav. In person.

She was shorter than I expected. Her Instagram made her look six feet tall. In reality she was maybe 5'3" — tiny, bird-boned, the kind of woman whose husband could wrap one hand around both her wrists.

I climbed the stone steps. They were slick with rain and moss. She pulled me into a hug that smelled like Chanel No. 5 and jasmine and something else underneath — something medicinal. Hand sanitizer, maybe. Or the faint chemical tang of medication.

"Thank god you're here," she said. Her hands gripped my shoulders. Her fingers were ice cold despite the June humidity. "I was so worried the weather would stop you."

"The driver was great," I said. "And Sameer got me here safely."

She glanced past me at Sameer, who was carrying my boxes up the steps. Her smile tightened. Just a fraction. A micro-expression — the kind you miss unless you spend your professional life reading faces across a kitchen counter, gauging whether someone actually likes your food or is just being polite.

"Yes. Sameer. He's very... reliable."

Something in her voice made my skin prickle. Not the word. The pause before it. Like she'd considered several other adjectives and settled on the most neutral one available.

Sameer set my boxes on the veranda. Straightened up. "All set, Mrs. Shrivastav."

"Thank you, Sameer." She didn't look at him. "We'll call when we need you."

He nodded. Looked at me. Held the look for a beat longer than necessary.

"Remember," he said. "Anything."

Then he was gone. Down the steps, across the dock, into the boat. The engine coughed to life. The rain swallowed him in seconds — one moment he was there, solid and real, and the next he was a shadow dissolving into grey.

Tapsee watched him go. Her jaw was tight. She was holding something back — something she wanted to say about Sameer or about the island or about the weekend. I could feel it radiating off her like heat from a tawa.

Then she turned to me. The smile returned. Perfect, practiced, not quite reaching her eyes.

"Come," she said. "Let me show you the kitchen. You're going to love it."

I followed her inside.

The entrance hall was cool and dark and smelled like old teak furniture and rain-dampened stone. Paintings lined the walls — Portuguese colonial portraits, Maratha warriors on horseback, a faded map of the Konkan coast in a gilt frame. The floor was original — wide teak planks worn smooth by two centuries of footsteps, the wood so dark it was almost black.

The door closed behind us.

The lock clicked.

A heavy, brass, colonial-era lock. The kind that didn't click by accident.

And I realized I hadn't asked Sameer how to reach him if the cell signal was dead.
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The kitchen was a dream.

Not the kind of dream you have in a 450-square-foot restaurant in Bandra where the exhaust fan rattles and the tandoor hasn't been serviced since 2023 and the walk-in fridge sounds like it's having a midlife crisis. This was the other kind. The kind where you walk in and your hands go still and your brain recalibrates everything it thought it knew about what a kitchen could be.

Marble countertops — not the cheap Rajasthani marble they sold at Hinduja Hardware in Bandra but something European, white with grey veins, cool to the touch. A Wolf range — six burners, two ovens, the kind of stove that cost more than my restaurant's entire equipment budget. A Sub-Zero refrigerator humming quietly in the corner, the interior organized with military precision. A copper pot rack hanging from the ceiling, each pot polished to a mirror finish.

And the spice rack. My god, the spice rack.

Floor to ceiling, built into the wall like a library. Glass jars with brass lids, each one labeled in neat handwriting. Not just the basics — not just turmeric and chili powder and coriander. This was curated. By someone who understood food at a cellular level. Fresh curry leaves, still glossy with oil. Whole nutmeg, the shells intact. Mace — the crimson webbing still clinging to the nutmeg seed. Dried kokum from the Konkan coast, the dark purple slices curled like sleeping butterflies. Black cardamom pods the size of my thumbnail. Star anise. Long pepper. Dagad phool — stone flower, the lichen that gave Maharashtrian goda masala its earthy, prehistoric depth.

I picked up a jar. Opened it. Dagad phool. The smell hit me like a memory — my grandmother's kitchen in Kolhapur, the stone grinding wheel where she made goda masala from scratch every Diwali, the way the house smelled for days afterward.

"My husband's mother was very particular," Tapsee said from the doorway. She was watching me with an expression I couldn't quite read — amusement, maybe. Or recognition. The look of someone who understood what it meant to find the right spice in the wrong place.

"She passed three years ago. Dev inherited the island. She used to spend every monsoon here, cooking for whoever visited. Fishermen. Neighbors from the mainland. Temple priests. Anyone."

"She sounds wonderful," I said. And meant it.

"She was." Tapsee's voice went soft. "The only good thing about this family."

Before I could ask what she meant, she straightened. Rearranged her face into the socialite mask.

"I'll let you settle in. Your room is upstairs — second door on the left. Dinner is at eight. Just my husband and me. Something simple? We've been eating rich food all week in Mumbai. Restaurants. Parties. I'm tired of being impressed."

"I can do simple."

She smiled. "I knew I liked you."

Then she left. Her footsteps faded down the hallway — light, quick, the footsteps of someone who moved through this house like she was trying not to disturb it.

I stood in the kitchen for a long moment. Listening to the rain drum against the windows. The house groaning around me — the sound of old wood expanding and contracting with the humidity, of joints and joists that had been absorbing moisture for two hundred years. The sea crashing against the cliffs below, a steady, rhythmic violence that made the floor vibrate under my feet.

I ran my hand along the marble countertop. Cold. Smooth. The kind of surface that forgave mistakes — no scratches, no stains, no history of failures baked into the stone.

Not like my countertop in Bandra, which had a burn mark from the time Riddhi left a hot pan unattended and a chip from the time I slammed a meat tenderizer too hard during a panic attack about Swiggy commissions.

My phone had one bar of signal. Barely. The kind of bar that flickered like it was deciding whether to exist.

I pulled up Riddhi's number.

Me: Made it. Place is gorgeous. Hosts seem fine. Kitchen is literally porn.

Sending...

Sending...

Failed.

I tried again.

Failed.

The signal bar disappeared. Not flickered — disappeared. Like someone had reached into the sky and pulled the plug.

"Fuck," I whispered.

I tried Wi-Fi. Nothing came up. No networks. The island was a dead zone — no cell towers, no fiber optic, no satellite internet that I could find. Just the rain and the sea and two hundred years of silence.

I climbed the stairs. The wood creaked under my feet — not the pleasant creak of a lived-in house but the deep, resonant creak of a structure that was talking back. Warning me, maybe. Or just complaining about the weight of another body in a house that had carried too many.

The walls were covered in old paintings — Portuguese nobles with starched collars and suspicious eyes, Maratha warriors on horseback with swords raised against an invisible enemy, ships in storms that looked like they'd been painted by someone who'd actually drowned. Between the paintings, sconces with half-melted candles. The electricity was on — I could see the yellow glow of a bulb at the end of the hallway — but the house felt like it preferred fire.

My room was on the second floor. Small by this house's standards, which meant it was roughly the size of my entire Bandra studio. A four-poster bed with white mosquito netting draped like a wedding veil. A window overlooking the western cliffs — rain-streaked glass framing a view of grey sea and grey sky merging at the horizon. A writing desk. A wooden wardrobe with a brass latch. A bathroom with an ancient claw-foot tub that could fit three of me and a mirror with spots of corrosion eating the mercury.

I dropped my bag on the bed. Sat down.

The mattress was firm. The sheets smelled like naphthalene and lavender — the combination of someone who cared about preservation but not quite enough to update the method. My grandmother used the same combination. Mothballs and flower essence. The smell of old things being kept alive by stubbornness.

The silence was so heavy I could taste it. Not the absence of sound — the island was loud with rain and wind and sea. But underneath that, in the spaces between the noise, a quality of stillness that felt deliberate. Watchful.

I pulled Sameer's business card from my pocket. The ink had run but the number was readable. His handwriting was neat — small, even letters, no flourishes. The handwriting of someone who'd been taught precision by a father who tied knots for a living.

I saved the number in my phone. Then stared at it.

If I couldn't call. If I couldn't text. If the signal never came back.

What exactly was this number worth?

I put the phone down. Went back downstairs. Started prepping dinner.

The kitchen was mine now. Whatever this weekend was — whatever Tapsee was hiding, whatever this island was keeping quiet — the kitchen was the one place where I was in control. Where my hands knew what to do without my brain's permission. Where the world made sense in increments of heat and salt and time.

I turned on the Wolf range. The flame caught instantly — blue and clean, nothing like the sputtering gas burner at East to West.

I started cutting onions.
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I made dal tadka. Bhindi masala. Jeera rice. Cucumber raita with mint from the garden.

Simple. Comfort food. The kind of meal that says I'm competent but not trying too hard. The kind that lets the ingredients do the talking instead of the technique.

The dal was my grandmother's recipe — yellow toor dal, pressure-cooked until it dissolved into silk, then hit with a tadka of ghee, cumin seeds, mustard seeds, dried red chilies, hing, and garlic sliced so thin it turned to gold lace in the hot fat. The bhindi I cut into coins, salted, left to dry on a towel for twenty minutes so the slime evaporated, then shallow-fried with turmeric and amchur until each piece was crisp enough to shatter. The jeera rice was aromatic with whole cumin bloomed in ghee, each grain separate, basmati that had been soaked for exactly thirty minutes.

And the raita — simple cucumber, whisked yogurt, roasted cumin powder, a handful of fresh mint from the garden out back that Tapsee had pointed out. The mint was wild, not cultivated — smaller leaves, more potent, the kind that stung your tongue with menthol.

I set the table in the dining room at 7:30. The room was enormous — a long teak table that could seat twenty, under a chandelier dripping with crystal that caught the light and scattered it across the ceiling like trapped starlight. The walls were dark wood paneled, hung with oil paintings of ships and storms and Portuguese merchants counting money. Silver candelabras on the sideboard. A grandfather clock in the corner that ticked with the authority of something that had been counting time since before India's independence.

At 7:45 I heard footsteps on the stairs.

Heavy. Confident. The footsteps of a man who owned every surface his shoes touched.

He appeared in the kitchen doorway.

Fifty. Maybe fifty-one — the birthday was tomorrow. Expensive watch. Not a smartwatch but an Omega, the kind that cost what I made in a year, the metal catching the kitchen light. Graying temples that somehow made him look more distinguished rather than old. Linen shirt — white, expensive, rolled to his elbows to reveal tanned forearms with a gold bracelet on his right wrist.

A gold bracelet.

My heart stopped.

Not metaphorically. Literally. I felt it stutter, miss a beat, then restart with a thud that vibrated through my entire chest. My hands, which had been arranging raita in a serving bowl, went rigid.

No.

No no no no—

He smiled.

"You must be Ojaswini."

I knew that smile.

I'd seen it across a table at Suzette in Bandra, over cortado coffees and sourdough toast. Six weeks of coffee dates that turned into dinner dates that turned into one disastrous night at a restaurant in Lower Parel where he'd told me his name was Rohit and he was thirty-eight and he ran a small startup in Andheri — something about data analytics, he'd said, waving his hand vaguely, the gold bracelet catching the candlelight.

Six weeks. Forty-two days. During which he'd listened to me talk about my restaurant with what I'd thought was genuine interest. During which he'd held my hand across the table and told me I was the most passionate person he'd ever met. During which he'd kissed me once, outside Suzette, in the rain, his lips warm and his hands on my waist and the taste of coffee between us.

All lies.

Every moment. Every word. Every carefully performed gesture of intimacy.

Because I'd found out. A friend of Riddhi's had seen his photo on my phone and said, "Wait — isn't that Deven Shrivastav? The Sentinel AI guy? My cousin works there." And I'd Googled the name and seen the face and the wife and the company and the ₹450 crore net worth and realized that Rohit, 38, small startup was actually Deven, 50, married tech billionaire.

I'd confronted him at our next dinner. He'd tried to explain. I'd taken the gold bracelet he'd given me as a gift — a ₹75,000 bracelet that I'd thought was from some Andheri boutique but was actually from Tanishq — and dropped it into his dal makhani.

The look on his face. The splash. The waiter's expression.

I'd walked out. Blocked his number. Blocked his LinkedIn. Tried to delete six weeks of memory from my brain the way you delete a bad Zomato review — by pretending it never existed.

"I'm Deven," he said now. Extended his hand. "Thank you so much for coming on such short notice."

My brain was white noise. Static. The sound of every warning siren I'd ever ignored firing simultaneously.

This was Tapsee's husband.

The tech billionaire.

The man I'd dated for six weeks under a fake name.

The man whose gold bracelet was probably still somewhere at the bottom of a dal makhani bowl in Lower Parel.

The man whose face I'd tried to forget and couldn't because he was standing in front of me in a kitchen on an island in the middle of the Arabian Sea and there was nowhere to run.

"Ojaswini?" Tapsee appeared behind him. Her hand on his shoulder. Her wedding ring catching the light — a diamond the size of a pea. "Everything okay?"

I forced my throat to work. Forced my face into the professional smile I'd practiced a thousand times across the counter at East to West. The smile that said everything is fine even when the kitchen is on fire.

"Yes. Sorry. Long day. The drive, the boat — I'm just tired."

Deven's smile didn't flicker. "Of course. Well, everything smells incredible." He inhaled. "Is that jeera rice?"

"And dal tadka. Bhindi masala. Raita."

"Perfect." He clasped his hands. "Simple and beautiful. Just like my mother used to make."

He didn't recognize me.

Or he was pretending not to.

He was wearing the same cologne. That's the detail that nearly broke me — the same expensive, woody cologne he'd worn on our dates, the scent that had clung to my kurta after he'd kissed me outside Suzette. It flooded my sinuses now, mixed with the smell of ghee and cumin from the kitchen, and my stomach turned.

I served dinner in the dining room. The long teak table under the crystal chandelier. Candles lit. Tapsee had changed into a cream silk top. Deven poured wine — a Sula Chenin Blanc, like they were at a Bandra restaurant and not on a rock in the middle of the Arabian Sea.

They ate. Complimented the food. Tapsee asked about my restaurant — how long I'd been open, what my most popular dish was, whether Zomato was "killing small restaurants the way everyone says." Deven asked how I'd learned to cook. Who taught me. Where I grew up.

I answered on autopilot. Polite. Professional. The well-rehearsed answers I gave every customer who asked.

The entire time my brain was screaming.

He knows. He must know. He's sitting ten feet away eating my food and pretending we've never met and either he's the best actor in India or he genuinely doesn't recognize the woman he dated for six weeks three months ago.

They didn't touch each other. Not once during the entire meal. No hand on the arm. No shared glance. No accidental brush of fingers. They sat at opposite ends of a table designed for twenty and ate my food in a silence that felt less like companionship and more like a ceasefire.

At 9 PM I excused myself. Cleared the dishes. Washed up in the kitchen — the rhythmic scrub of steel wool against the dal pot, the hot water scalding my wrists, the simple violence of cleaning as therapy.

Went upstairs. Locked my door. The brass lock clicked into place with a sound that should have been reassuring but wasn't.

Sat on the bed.

Pulled out my phone.

No signal. No Wi-Fi. No connection to anyone or anything outside this island.

I was trapped.

On an island with no escape route, no phone signal, no way to contact anyone.

With my lying ex-boyfriend and his wife.

And no one in the world knew where I was.

I stared at the ceiling. The mosquito netting swayed in a draft I couldn't feel. The rain hammered the window. The house breathed around me — creaking, settling, the sound of old wood holding old secrets.

Get through the weekend. Get paid. Get out.

I said it like a mantra. Repeated it until the words lost meaning.

But somewhere underneath the mantra, in the part of my brain that counted onions and measured salt and knew — always knew — when something was wrong with the balance of a dish, a question was forming.

Why was I really here?
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She's here.

I watched through the cameras as she unpacked her knives. Good ones. German steel — Wüsthof Classic, the same line I saw in the Crawford Market kitchen store when I was sixteen, when I still thought being a chef was a reasonable ambition before my father crushed that along with everything else. She laid them out on the marble countertop with the precision of a surgeon prepping instruments: longest to shortest, handles aligned, each blade facing the same direction.

It told me everything about who she is. A planner. Methodical. Someone who believes the world responds to preparation and order and the right tool for the right moment.

Poor thing.

She doesn't know that the most dangerous situations are the ones you prepare for with the wrong map. She's planned for a cooking weekend. She's prepared for difficult clients and rainy weather and maybe a bad kitchen. She hasn't prepared for me.

Nobody ever does.

I checked the weather forecast on my tablet. The room I'm in — fourth floor, behind the linen closet, through a door disguised as wall paneling — is invisible. My father's mother showed it to me when I was eleven, the summer after my parents' divorce was finalized. This is my secret room, she'd said. For when the world is too loud. You can use it whenever you need to disappear. She'd died three years ago without telling anyone else it existed.

Monsoon intensifying. Wind speeds climbing to 65 kmph. The ferry services between Malvan and Devbagh suspended operations this morning. Sameer's weather app confirms: the crossing will be dangerous until Monday at the earliest.

Forty-eight hours.

That's all I need.

I switched camera feeds. Kitchen — empty now, Ojju's knives gleaming under the pendant lights. Drawing room — Deven pouring himself a Glenfiddich, swirling it like it's a personality trait, like the amber liquid and the cut crystal glass are extensions of his identity rather than props. He does this every evening. Tapsee on the veranda, pretending to read a Jhumpa Lahiri novel she's held open to the same page for twenty minutes, one ear tilted toward the kitchen.

I know what she's listening for. The sounds of routine. Of normalcy. She needs to believe this is a normal birthday weekend so she can execute her plan — the crushed pills, the raita, the slow poisoning she thinks is working.

It isn't.

I switched those pills eight weeks ago. Replaced her clontriptyline with lactose tablets that look identical. Cost me ₹3,000 at a compounding pharmacy in Pune — walked in, said I needed placebo pills for a medical study, paid cash, no questions asked. The pharmacist was a third-year student who didn't even check my ID.

So Tapsee has been feeding my father sugar for two months. And she doesn't know.

And my father has been feeding Tapsee real clontriptyline — extra doses, ground into her evening gimlets with a mortar and pestle he keeps in his bedside drawer. He thinks he's the only one with a plan. He thinks the chef is just a convenient scapegoat.

Two predators circling the same prey.

And neither one knows I'm the one who drew the circle.
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I didn't sleep.

Not a minute. Not a second of that merciful blackness where the brain stops replaying and starts resting. I lay on the four-poster bed with the mosquito netting draped around me like a shroud, staring at the ceiling, listening to the rain, and running the same reel over and over:

Deven's face across the table at Suzette. The cortado coffees. The way he'd said Hi, I'm Rohit with that self-deprecating smile, like he was apologizing in advance for being boring. The way he'd asked me about my restaurant and actually listened — not the performative listening of someone waiting for their turn to talk, but the leaning-forward, eye-contact, asking-follow-up-questions kind of listening that made you feel like the most interesting person in Mumbai. The way he'd touched my wrist when I told him about my grandmother's puranpoli, his thumb pressing the thin skin over my pulse point, and said, "You don't just cook. You remember."

All of it calculated. All of it a performance. Every question designed to extract information. Every touch calibrated to build trust. The entire six-week courtship was a con job — and I'd fallen for it because I was lonely and broke and twenty-eight and nobody had looked at me like that in years.

The humiliation was worse than the betrayal. The betrayal I could rationalize — married men lie, water is wet, the sun rises in the east. But the humiliation? That was mine. I'd let myself believe. I'd told him about the restaurant debt and my father's disappointment and the Swiggy commissions eating me alive. I'd given him ammunition.

And now I was on his island, in his house, cooking his food, and the ammunition was loaded.

I got up at 5 AM. The sky was still dark — that pre-dawn darkness that in Mumbai would be broken by streetlights and auto headlights and the glow of a million phones, but here was absolute. Complete. The kind of darkness that existed before electricity, when people navigated by the feel of walls and the memory of rooms.

I went downstairs. The staircase creaked under my bare feet. Every step sounded like a confession — here I am, here I am, here I am. The house was dark and silent except for the rain, which had eased from last night's assault to a steady, persistent drizzle. The kind that feels permanent. The kind that makes you wonder if the sky forgot how to stop or simply decided not to.

The kitchen was my safe space. Always had been.

When my parents fought about money — which was every Sunday after my father checked the bank statement and found another Swiggy bill, another Amazon order, another ₹500 my mother had given to the temple without asking — I cooked. When my first boyfriend, Akash, left me for a girl from his CA coaching class who was "more serious about her career" — I cooked. When I dropped out of my MBA program at Symbiosis, two semesters in, ₹4 lakhs of tuition already spent, and my father didn't speak to me for three weeks — I cooked.

Cooking was the only thing that had never betrayed me. Heat is honest. Salt doesn't lie. The Maillard reaction happens at 140°C whether you're heartbroken or not.

I pulled out flour, ghee, cardamom from the pantry. Found the chana dal in the glass jars on the spice rack. Started soaking it in warm water.

Puranpoli. The Maharashtrian flatbread stuffed with sweet chana dal paste, flavored with cardamom and nutmeg, the dough enriched with turmeric and a thread of saffron if you had it (and this kitchen had it — the real Kashmiri kind, not the fake Iranian stuff they sold at Crawford Market). My aaji — my grandmother — used to make puranpoli on Ganesh Chaturthi in her Kolhapur kitchen, the stone floor cool under my bare feet, the brass lamps lit in the puja room next door, the smell of jaggery melting into the dal filling so sweet it made my eyes water.

I pressure-cooked the chana dal. Three whistles. Drained it. Mashed it with jaggery — not refined sugar, never refined sugar, my aaji would have disowned me — until the mixture was smooth and fragrant, the jaggery caramelizing slightly against the heat of the dal. Cardamom. A pinch of nutmeg. A thread of saffron dissolved in warm milk.

The dough was simple: wheat flour, turmeric, salt, oil, warm water. I kneaded it until it was soft and pliable, the kind of dough that forgives bad technique — you can roll it too thin or too thick and it still works, still puffs on the tawa, still holds the sweetness inside without breaking.

I rolled. Filled. Sealed. The rhythm was meditative — ancient, repetitive, the muscle memory of a hundred Ganesh Chaturthis. Roll the dough into a circle. Place a ball of filling in the center. Fold the edges over. Seal. Roll again — gently, gently, the filling wants to escape but you hold it in, flattening with steady pressure until the circle is thin enough to see light through but thick enough to hold.

Fry on the tawa with ghee. The sizzle when the dough hits the hot surface. The bubbles forming, browning, the smell of ghee and jaggery and cardamom filling the kitchen until the air itself tasted sweet.

By 6:30 I had a stack of twelve puranpolis — golden, fragrant, each one slightly different in shape because handmade things carry the signature of the hands that made them. A pot of masala chai — Assam tea, boiled with ginger sliced thick, crushed cardamom, a cinnamon stick, milk, sugar. And a plan.

The plan was: cook. Get paid. Leave. Never speak of this weekend again.

I heard footsteps. Light ones. Hesitant. The footsteps of someone who wasn't sure they wanted to be where they were going.

Tapsee appeared in the doorway. She was wearing silk pajamas — pale blue, clearly expensive, the kind that had a matching robe you were supposed to wear but she hadn't bothered. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, dark and thick, not the sleek blow-dried curtain from yesterday but the real thing — slightly wavy, slightly frizzy from the humidity. Without makeup, she looked younger. And older at the same time. Tired. Dark circles that concealer usually hid were visible now, purple-grey shadows under her eyes like bruises.

"Is that chai?" she asked. Her voice was small. Morning-voice small.

"Fresh. Want some?"

She sat on the kitchen stool. Folded herself onto it — knees tucked up, arms wrapped around herself, making herself as small as possible. I poured her a cup. Our fingers touched on the handoff — hers were ice cold. Not cool, not room temperature. Ice cold. Despite the June heat. Despite the kitchen warmth from the tawa.

"Can't sleep," she said. "I never can in this house. The noises."

"What noises?"

"The house talks." She blew across the surface of her chai, her breath making tiny ripples in the brown liquid. "Old wood. The sea underneath the cliffs. Sometimes I think I hear footsteps upstairs when no one's there. Moving through the empty bedrooms. Back and forth. Back and forth."

I watched her. The way she held the cup — both hands wrapped around it, fingers interlaced, like she was praying to the chai for warmth.

"Have you been coming here long?"

"Seven years. Since Dev bought it." She sipped. Winced. "He loves it. Says it's his sanctuary. I hate it. Too far from everything. No signal. No people. No restaurants. No galleries. No life. Just him and the sea and this—" She gestured at the walls, at the ceiling, at the entire two-hundred-year-old colonial edifice surrounding us. "This monument to his ego."

Something flickered across her face. Not boredom. Not annoyance. Contempt. Pure, concentrated contempt, the kind that takes years of marriage to distill.

"Why host his birthday here then?"

Tapsee smiled. It was the smile of someone who'd been rehearsing. The smile you practice in the mirror before a party where you'll see your husband's ex-colleagues and have to pretend you're happy.

"Because he asked. And I'm a good wife."

The silence between us was filled with things she wasn't saying. I could feel them — the words pressing against the inside of her throat like steam in a pressure cooker.

"These are wonderful," she said, biting into a puranpoli. Her eyes closed. "My god. The sweetness. It's not sugar?"

"Jaggery and chana dal. My grandmother's recipe."

"You're Maharashtrian."

"Pune. Born and raised."

"That explains it." She looked at me properly for the first time — not the quick social scan from yesterday but a real look, the kind that takes in more than appearance. "You have that Pune thing. That... stubbornness. That refusal to pretend things are fine when they're not."

I almost laughed. "My mother calls it pagalpan."

"My mother calls it survival." Tapsee's eyes softened. For a moment — just a moment — the mask slipped and underneath was someone I recognized. Not a socialite. Not a billionaire's wife. Just a woman drowning in something she couldn't name, reaching for the surface with fingers that were too cold to grip.

Then Deven walked in.

"Good morning." His voice preceded him — rich, confident, the voice of a man who'd never entered a room wondering if he belonged there. He was in a crisp white kurta, hand-stitched, probably Fabindia's premium line. Hair combed. Face freshly shaved. Smelling like expensive aftershave — the same woody, spiced scent from last night. From three months ago. From six weeks of lies.

"Is that puranpoli? I haven't had proper puranpoli since—"

He stopped.

His eyes locked on mine. And this time there was no pretending. No performance. No billionaire smoothness. For one second — one raw, unguarded second — I saw recognition. Not surprise. Not confusion. Recognition. The slow, settling awareness of a man who is looking at something he expected to find exactly where he put it.

"Since my mother used to make it," he finished. But the pause had been too long. The sentence had cracked in the middle, and what leaked through the crack was the truth.

He knew who I was.

He'd known all along.
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The morning passed in a fog. Not the romantic Konkan mist that rolls in off the Arabian Sea at dawn — this was the fog inside my skull. Dense. Grey. The kind that makes you walk into doorframes and forget why you opened the refrigerator.

I prepped lunch on autopilot.

Sol kadhi first. The coconut milk needed to be thick — full-fat, pressed from fresh coconut, not the thin watery stuff they sell in tetrapaks at D-Mart. I cracked four coconuts against the granite counter, scooped the white flesh, grated it by hand because there was no mixer-grinder in this kitchen that I trusted. The gratings went into a muslin cloth. I squeezed — both hands, forearms burning — until thick, ivory milk pooled in the steel bowl below. Two extractions. The first press: rich, creamy, almost oily. The second press: thinner, used for the base.

Kokum went in next. Dried kokum rinds — dark purple, almost black, with that sour-sweet fragrance that smells like the Konkan itself. I soaked them in warm water until the water turned deep magenta, the color of bruises. Crushed garlic. Green chilies slit lengthwise. A tempering of coconut oil, mustard seeds, curry leaves — the leaves sputtering and curling in the hot oil, releasing that sharp, herbaceous perfume.

Mixed the kokum water with the coconut milk. Salt. A pinch of sugar to balance the sour. The sol kadhi turned a pale, rosy pink — the color of dawn, the color of new skin under a scab. I tasted it. Adjusted. More kokum. More salt. Tasted again.

He knows.

The thought hit me mid-sip and the sol kadhi went down wrong. I coughed. Wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.

Surmai fish next. Six fillets — fresh, Sameer had brought them in a cooler box that morning, caught yesterday off Devbagh, the flesh firm and pink with that sweet, clean smell that ocean fish has when it's truly fresh, before it starts to oxidize and turn metallic. I checked each fillet with my fingertip: firm spring-back, no mushiness, clear eyes on the ones that still had heads. Good.

Rava coating: fine semolina, salt, turmeric, red chili powder, a pinch of ajwain for that faint thyme-like note that cuts through the fishiness. I dredged each fillet — both sides, pressing the rava into the flesh so it adhered. The oil went into the heavy iron kadhai — enough to shallow-fry, not deep-fry, the temperature right when a single grain of rava dropped in sizzled immediately and floated to the surface.

Each fillet went in with a hiss. The kitchen filled with that sound — the aggressive, confident sizzle of protein meeting hot oil, the sound that meant something was being transformed. Three minutes per side. Golden. Crispy. The rava crust crackling when I lifted each piece onto the wire rack.

My hands moved through the motions with the precision of a decade of practice. My brain spiraled through a different kind of calculation entirely.

The question wasn't whether Deven recognized me. Of course he recognized me. The question was why I was here.

I played it back while I rolled bhakri dough — jowar flour, salt, warm water, no oil, the dough drier and stiffer than wheat, requiring different pressure, different patience:

Tapsee's DM came three weeks ago. She'd said her previous chef canceled last minute, food poisoning ironically. She'd found my Instagram through a friend-of-a-friend recommendation. She'd offered ₹2 lakhs for the weekend plus expenses.

But what if there was no previous chef? What if I was always the target? What if Tapsee hired me because Deven told her to?

No. That didn't track. Tapsee's hatred of this island was genuine — you can't fake that specific, tired contempt that comes from seven years of weekends spent in a place you despise. Her exhaustion wasn't performed. The dark circles under her eyes, the ice-cold hands, the way she'd softened over chai this morning — those were real.

Unless Deven had orchestrated the whole thing without telling Tapsee. Found my Instagram himself. Forwarded it to Tapsee as a "recommendation from a colleague." Used the birthday as cover.

But why?

I'd thrown a bracelet into his dal makhani three months ago. That was embarrassing, not criminal. He was a tech billionaire worth ₹450 crores. I was a twenty-eight-year-old nobody with a failing restaurant, ₹55K monthly rent I could barely cover, and Swiggy commission debt that kept me awake at night. What did he want from me? Revenge? For what — a ruined bowl of dal? He could buy the entire restaurant that served it and still have enough left for a thousand gold bracelets.

The bhakri dough cracked. I'd been pressing too hard. I gathered the pieces, added a splash of water, started again.

The knife in my hand — the 8-inch santoku I used for vegetables — trembled when I picked it up. I set it down. Pressed my palms flat against the cool marble counter. Breathed.

Get through the weekend. Get paid. Get out.

The green mango pickle I'd brought from Mumbai — my mother's recipe, raw mangoes salted and dried in the sun for three days, then mixed with mustard oil, red chili powder, fenugreek, and a spice blend that she refused to write down because she measured everything in andaaz, by feel — went into a small ceramic bowl.

At 1 PM I served lunch on the veranda. The rain had paused. The clouds had lifted just enough to reveal the sea — vast, flat, the color of hammered pewter, stretching to a horizon where sky and water merged into the same grey. Islands dotted the waterline like the backs of sleeping animals. Fishing boats, tiny at this distance, bobbed in the swells.

The veranda itself was spectacular and terrible — red oxide floor, white-painted columns draped with bougainvillea that the rain had beaten into submission, wicker chairs with faded cushions, and a teak dining table that looked out over a fifty-foot cliff drop to the rocks below. The kind of view that would be on a real estate listing as breathtaking. The kind of view that reminded you, every time you looked at it, how far you were from anything.

Tapsee ate the sol kadhi first. Slowly. Her spoon moving through the pink liquid with the deliberation of someone who is tasting not just food but memory. "This tastes like Ratnagiri," she said. "My college roommate was from Ratnagiri. She used to make this."

Deven ate quickly. Efficiently. The surmai fish disappeared in four bites. He ate like a man who considered meals an interruption rather than an event.

They didn't speak to each other. Not once during the entire lunch.

I stood in the kitchen doorway, watching through the frame of the door, a dishcloth in my hands, performing the role of the attentive chef while actually conducting surveillance.

They moved like two people who'd memorized each other's choreography but forgotten why they were dancing. She passed the pickle without being asked — her hand reaching across the table at the exact moment his fingers twitched toward it. He poured her water without looking — the glass filling to precisely her preferred level, two-thirds full. Their efficiency was devastating. It was the efficiency of two people who'd stopped caring enough to argue, who'd replaced intimacy with logistics, who ran their marriage like a supply chain — inputs, outputs, no wasted motion, no emotion.

My phone still had no signal. I'd checked it eleven times since breakfast.

After lunch, I cleared the table. Stacked the steel plates. Carried the sol kadhi pot back to the kitchen. Tapsee went upstairs. Her footsteps on the stairs were slow, heavy, the footsteps of someone carrying more weight than her body.

Deven lingered. He sat at the veranda table, whiskey glass appearing from somewhere — it was 1:30 in the afternoon and he was already drinking, which told me more about this marriage than anything Tapsee had said.

"The food is excellent," he said.

"Thank you."

"You're very talented, Ojaswini."

The way he said my name. Slowly. Each syllable given space. O-jas-wi-ni. Like he was tasting it. Like he was reminding me that he knew it — that he'd always known it — that the fiction of Rohit, 38, small startup was over and we were in a different story now.

"I should start prepping for dinner," I said. My voice was steady. Professional. The voice I used with difficult Zomato reviewers who complained about wait times during the lunch rush.

"Of course." He stood. Adjusted his kurta. "One thing. My birthday dinner tomorrow — I was hoping for something special. My mother used to make this dish. A chicken preparation with green masala, the kind they make in Malvani homes, with fresh coconut and—"

"I'm not your mother's cook." The words came out sharper than I intended. A blade of a sentence, cutting through the pretense.

He blinked. For half a second, the mask slipped and I saw something underneath — not anger, not surprise, but interest. The way a predator's ears perk up when prey does something unexpected.

"I'm sorry," I said. Dialed it back. "Long day."

"No, no. You're right." He put his hands up. Palms out. The disarming smile. The same disarming smile he'd used at Suzette when the waiter brought the wrong wine and he'd said it's fine, we'll drink whatever you've opened with such grace that I'd thought he was genuinely kind. "You're the artist. I'll eat whatever you make."

He left. His footsteps were confident. Unhurried. The footsteps of a man who owns the floor he walks on.

I stood in the kitchen. The surmai oil was cooling in the kadhai, going from clear gold to cloudy white. The bhakri dough sat on the counter, waiting.

My heart was hammering so loud I could feel it in my jaw. In my temples. In the tips of my fingers.

He knows.

And he was playing a game I couldn't see the board of. A game where I was a piece, not a player. A game that had started three weeks ago with a DM from Tapsee's account, or maybe three months ago with a cortado at Suzette, or maybe years before that when Deven Shrivastav first learned that the best way to destroy someone is to make them trust you.

The oil in the kadhai had congealed completely now. I scraped it out. Washed the kadhai. Started prepping for dinner.

Because that's what I do. When the world is falling apart, I cook.




  
    CHAPTER 10

    
    
  
  NOT OJASWINI

She's figured out he knows.

Smart girl. Took her seven hours, which is five hours longer than I expected, but the isolation is working on her exactly the way the textbooks said it would. Fear slows cognition. The amygdala hijacks the prefrontal cortex — floods it with cortisol, shuts down the rational-thinking centers, triggers the survival response that makes humans do stupid, predictable things. Fight or flight. Freeze or fawn. I read all of this in a psychology textbook I stole from the Malvan district library last summer — a dog-eared copy of Emotional Intelligence that someone had donated, the margins annotated in pencil by a previous reader who clearly had their own reasons for studying the architecture of fear.

I know the architecture well.

I've been building inside it for three years. Since I was nineteen. Since the night my father told me — casually, over dinner, while Tapsee poured herself a third glass of wine — that he was removing me from his will because I'd "chosen my mother's side" in the divorce. He said it the way you'd announce a change in the weather. Oh, it might rain tomorrow. Also, you're no longer my daughter.

The rain is picking up again. Wind speeds hitting 60 kmph according to the weather app on the tablet. The satellite internet connection up here is stable — 12 Mbps, enough to stream the camera feeds in real-time, enough to run the voice synthesis software when I need it. The ferry services won't resume until Monday at the earliest. I confirmed this by monitoring the Malvan port radio frequency — Sameer's boat is the only vessel still making crossings, and even he stopped at noon today after a wave nearly capsized his bow.

Good. Everything is closing in.

I adjust the camera angle on the kitchen feed. Pan left. Zoom. Watch her standing at the counter, palms flat on the marble, head bowed, breathing like someone who's just finished running. The knife she set down is a 10-inch Wüsthof chef's knife — Classic line, forged steel, full-tang handle. She grips it when she's scared. Did it three times today. Her fingers wrap around the handle and her knuckles go white and she holds it for exactly four seconds before she realizes what she's doing and puts it down.

Four seconds. Every time.

She doesn't know about the tunnel yet. My father will tell her — he tells everyone about the tunnel, he's proud of it, the same way he's proud of the house and the island and the whiskey collection and every other acquisition that proves he's a man of substance. He'll frame it as history — Kanhoji Angre, the Maratha naval commander, the smuggling routes, the Portuguese escape passages. He'll make it sound romantic.

If he doesn't tell her, Sameer will. Sameer tells everyone about the island's history — it's the only thing he talks about with genuine passion, the fishing heritage, the Maratha naval history, the colonial layers. He's proud of this coast the way people are proud of their families.

Either way, she'll know about the tunnel by tomorrow morning. And she'll remember it. Because when you're trapped, you memorize every possible exit the way you memorize the location of fire extinguishers in a hotel — automatically, unconsciously, the survival brain cataloguing escape routes while the conscious mind pretends everything is fine.

That's fine. The tunnel is part of the plan.

Everything is part of the plan.

I pull up the second camera feed — the bedroom wing, third floor. Tapsee's room. She's sitting at her vanity, grinding something with a small mortar and pestle she keeps in her makeup bag. From this angle I can see the label on the bottle beside her: Clontriptyline 50mg. She thinks she's grinding real pills. She's grinding lactose tablets that I switched eight weeks ago.

Third feed. My father's study. He's at his desk, laptop open, the blue-white glow of the screen reflecting off his reading glasses. I can't see the screen from this angle, but I know what he's doing. He's been working on something for weeks — something involving video files and audio recordings and a piece of software his AI team built for Sentinel. Something he doesn't want Tapsee to see.

I know what it is.

I found it on his backup drive three months ago. The deepfake files. The synthetic audio of Ojju's voice — sampled from her Instagram cooking videos — saying things she never said. The fabricated chat logs between Ojju and a fictional lover, describing in detail how they would poison someone. The metadata carefully edited to look authentic.

He's building a frame.

He's going to kill Tapsee and make it look like the chef did it.

Funny thing is — Tapsee is trying to kill him. And he's trying to kill her. And neither one knows that I've been watching both of them plan their murders for months, adjusting their plans from the shadows like a puppeteer who learned that the best stories require the characters to believe they're writing the plot themselves.

I check the time. 4:47 PM.

Thirty-six hours.

The rain hammers the window. The cameras glow. The house hums with secrets it doesn't know it's keeping.

And I wait.
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At 4 PM I found the library.

I wasn't looking for it. I was looking for the bathroom — the second-floor one with the claw-foot tub and the window that faced the sea, because my stomach was cramping from stress and I needed five minutes alone with cold water on my wrists and no one watching. This house had twelve bedrooms and each one connected to a corridor that connected to another corridor that connected to a staircase I hadn't seen before. The layout was designed by someone who either loved labyrinths or hated guests — every turn led to a door you weren't expecting, every door opened onto a room you hadn't anticipated.

Third floor, east wing. I opened a door expecting porcelain and plumbing and instead found floor-to-ceiling books.

The room smelled like old paper and wood polish and something else — something dusty and organic, like dried flowers or very old leather. The shelves were teak, carved with the same ornate Portuguese motifs I'd seen throughout the house: saints and sea creatures and sailing ships, their details blurred by two centuries of fingerprints. The ceiling was coffered — dark wood panels divided by beams, a single brass lamp hanging in the center, its light turning the spines of the books to amber and gold.

Old ones. Portuguese titles I couldn't read — Os Lusíadas, Peregrinação, religious texts with gilt crosses on their spines. English novels from the 1950s — Graham Greene, Somerset Maugham, a complete set of Kipling that looked like it hadn't been opened since Independence. A whole shelf of maritime law textbooks. Navigational charts. Tide tables from 1962.

And maps. Framed on the walls, behind glass, the paper yellowed and spotted with age. The Konkan coastline rendered in ink — meticulous, hand-drawn, each island numbered and named in both Portuguese and Marathi. The cartographer had included depth soundings, reef locations, and tiny illustrations of the forts that dotted the coast.

Island No. 7 was circled in red. Someone had written next to it in faded Marathi, in a hand that was small and careful: कान्होजीचा किल्ला — Kanhoji's Fort.

I knew that name. Everyone from Maharashtra knew that name.

Kanhoji Angre. The Maratha admiral — Sarkhel, they called him — who controlled this entire coast in the 1700s. He'd built forts on these islands. Stored weapons. Ran supply lines to the Maratha navy. He'd intercepted British East India Company ships, Portuguese trade vessels, anyone who tried to navigate his waters without permission. The British called him a pirate because it was easier than admitting they'd been outmaneuvered by a naval commander from a land they considered "uncivilized." The Marathas called him a hero because he was one.

I traced the map with my finger. The glass was cool and slightly dusty. The island was bigger than I'd thought — the mansion sat on the western cliff, facing the open ocean, but the eastern side was dense forest. Paths were marked in dotted lines, snaking through the vegetation, converging at a point on the northern shore where the mapmaker had drawn a small symbol — a circle with an X through it. I couldn't read the annotation beside it. The ink had faded to a pale rust, the color of old blood on fabric.

"Fascinating, isn't it?"

I jumped. My heart slammed against my ribs. My hand jerked away from the map.

Deven stood in the doorway. Glass of whiskey in his left hand. The afternoon light from the window behind me was on his face, and in that light I could see the grey at his temples more clearly, the fine lines around his eyes, the way his skin had begun to lose the elasticity of youth. He was fifty. He'd told me he was thirty-eight.

He was watching me the way you watch an animal in a zoo — with interest, but without urgency. He knew the glass was between them.

"The history of this place," he continued, stepping into the room. His shoes — leather, Italian, completely inappropriate for an island in the monsoon — made soft sounds on the teak floor. "Kanhoji Angre used these islands to intercept British and Portuguese trade ships. There are tunnels under this house. Escape routes. Storage chambers for weapons and gold."

"Tunnels?"

"From the cellar." He moved to the map beside the one I'd been studying. Pointed to a series of lines beneath the island's surface, rendered in a lighter ink. "The Portuguese added them when they took the island in the 1820s. They were worried about Maratha retaliation — the memory of Kanhoji was still fresh, still dangerous — so they built an underground passage to the eastern shore. In case they needed to escape by boat."

He took a sip of whiskey. The ice clinked. I counted the seconds of silence — four.

"My mother used to say the house was haunted by Kanhoji's men. Footsteps at night. Doors opening on their own. Cold spots in the corridors where the temperature dropped ten degrees for no reason." He smiled. The smile didn't reach his eyes. "It's just the wind, of course. Old houses breathe. The tunnels create air currents. Physics, not paranormal."

I kept my face neutral. The way I kept it neutral when a Zomato reviewer gave me two stars and said the biryani was "too dry." "Is the tunnel still accessible?"

"There's an entrance behind the bookshelves in the study downstairs. Ground floor, west side. A lever hidden in the woodwork — you pull the third book from the left on the second shelf and the panel swings open. Very dramatic." He swirled his whiskey. The amber liquid caught the light from the brass lamp. "I showed it to my daughter once when she was little. She was eight or nine. Fascinated by the house. Knew every room, every passage, every creaking floorboard. But when I opened the tunnel entrance she screamed and ran. The darkness, I think. Or the smell — it smells like wet stone and something older. She never went down there again."

"Your daughter?"

"Sayali." Something shifted in his expression. The muscles around his mouth tightened. His eyes, which had been warm with nostalgia, went flat. "She doesn't visit anymore."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't be. She made her choices." He said it the way you'd say the market went down — cold, factual, stripped of sentiment. The voice of a man who'd decided that emotional attachment was a vulnerability he couldn't afford. "She lives with her mother. In Pune. We haven't spoken in—" He stopped. Took a breath. "It doesn't matter."

The way he cut himself off — cold, final, like closing a ledger that would never be reopened — made my stomach clench. Because I recognized that tone. It was the same tone my father had used when he stopped speaking to me after I dropped out of Symbiosis. The tone of a man who experiences his child's independence as betrayal.

"I should start on dinner prep," I said.

"Ojaswini."

I stopped. One foot already pointed toward the door. My body wanting to leave before my brain could process whatever came next.

"I know who you are."

The room contracted. The books on their shelves. The maps behind their glass. The rain hammering the windows in staccato bursts. Everything narrowed — the edges of my vision darkening, the center sharpening — until there was nothing in the world except his face and the glass of whiskey in his hand and the four feet of teak floorboard between us.

"I've known since Tapsee showed me your Instagram page three weeks ago," he said. His voice was calm. Conversational. The voice of a man discussing dinner plans, not detonating a bomb. "The restaurant. The cooking videos. That photo of you at Kala Ghoda with the knife roll. I recognized you immediately."

"Then why—"

"Why didn't I stop her from hiring you?" He leaned against the doorframe. Crossed one ankle over the other. The posture of a man who owns the doorframe. Who owns the room. Who owns the island the room is on. "Because it doesn't matter. You're here to cook. I'm here to celebrate my birthday. What happened between us was—"

"A lie."

"A misunderstanding."

"You told me your name was Rohit."

"Yes."

"You said you were thirty-eight."

"I'm aware."

"You said you were single."

He took a long sip. The ice had mostly melted. The whiskey was the color of old honey. "I was. In all the ways that mattered."

I wanted to throw something at him. The whiskey glass. The Marathi map. The entire bookshelf. I wanted to pick up the brass lamp and swing it at his head and watch the expression on his face change from smug certainty to surprise. I wanted him to feel even a fraction of the humiliation I'd felt when Riddhi's cousin had said Wait — isn't that Deven Shrivastav? and the floor of my world had opened up.

Instead I said: "I'll cook your meals. You'll pay me. We'll pretend we don't know each other. And on Sunday I'm leaving and we never speak again."

"Agreed."

"Good."

"One condition."

My jaw tightened. The muscles in my neck. The tendons in my hands. Everything tightened, like a wire being wound to its breaking point.

"Don't tell Tapsee," he said. "About us. She has a... fragile disposition. She's been under considerable stress. Finding out her husband dated the woman she hired to cook his birthday dinner — well. It would not end well."

"For who?"

"For you."

He said it simply. Factually. Like reporting a weather forecast. Like saying it will rain tomorrow or the ferry isn't running. A statement of fact, not a threat. Which made it worse. Threats you can fight. Facts you can only accept.

Then he left. His footsteps receded down the corridor. The whiskey glass clinked faintly with each step.

I stood in the library for a long time. The rain against the windows. The smell of old paper and wood polish. The map of Island No. 7 with its circled fortress and its dotted paths and its mysterious symbol on the northern shore.

The tunnel entrance in the study downstairs. Behind the bookshelves. Third book from the left, second shelf. The panel swings open.

I memorized that.

I memorized it the way I'd memorized the location of every fire exit in the first restaurant I'd worked in — the one in Koregaon Park, before I moved to Mumbai, before East to West, before everything. My first chef had taught me: Always know how to get out. The kitchen is full of fire and sharp things and people who don't always wish you well.

I hadn't understood what he meant then.

I understood now.
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That evening I made mushroom biryani.

Not the usual kind. Not the restaurant version I served at East to West — the one optimized for speed and consistency, the one that could feed forty covers in a night and still taste good enough for a four-star Zomato review. This was the other version. My version. The one I made on Sundays when the restaurant was closed and I cooked only for myself, with music playing and no clock ticking and no Swiggy driver waiting at the counter.

The mushrooms: porcini and shiitake, dried, rehydrated in warm water for thirty minutes. The soaking liquid — dark, fragrant, tasting of forest floor and umami — I saved for the masala. Fresh button mushrooms sliced thick, pan-seared in butter until their edges turned golden and their centers went from spongy to silky. The butter had to be real — Amul, unsalted, not the margarine substitute I used at the restaurant when costs were tight.

The rice: basmati aged eighteen months, from a shop in Crawford Market that my grandmother had bought from for forty years. Aged basmati is different from fresh — the grains are drier, harder, and when cooked they elongate without breaking, each grain separate and distinct, like tiny ivory pillars. I soaked it for exactly thirty minutes. Not twenty-five. Not thirty-five. Thirty. Because soaked too little and the grains crack when they hit the boiling water. Soaked too long and they absorb too much moisture and turn to mush.

Saffron: real Kashmiri, the threads dark red and fragrant, soaked in warm milk for exactly forty-five minutes. The milk turned the color of sunset — that specific shade of orange-gold that exists for three minutes each evening and then disappears. I measured the saffron by weight — 0.3 grams, roughly fifteen threads — because saffron is expensive and powerful and too much turns a dish from luxurious to medicinal.

Fried onions: three large onions, sliced thin, fried in oil on medium heat for forty minutes. You can't rush this. The first twenty minutes the onions go translucent. The next ten they start to color — pale gold, then amber. The last ten minutes is where the magic happens: the sugars caramelize, the edges darken to cherrywood brown, the kitchen fills with a sweetness that sits on the border between savory and confection. I spread them on paper towels. They'd keep their crunch for hours.

Whole garam masala: dry-roasted that morning in a cold pan — no oil, just heat and patience. Green cardamom pods, three. Cloves, six. A three-inch stick of true cinnamon (not cassia — true cinnamon is thinner, more delicate, rolls into itself like a scroll). A blade of mace, the color of dried blood. Two star anise, perfect eight-pointed stars that smelled like licorice and old wood.

I layered the pot — a heavy-bottomed degchi I'd found in the kitchen, the kind with a tight-fitting lid — with geometric precision. First: a layer of mushroom masala at the bottom, the gravy thick with coconut milk and the porcini soaking liquid. Then: rice, parboiled to 70% done, each grain distinct. Then: dots of saffron milk, creating islands of gold in a sea of white. Then: rose water — three drops, no more — the perfume ancient and sweet. Then: fried onions, scattered like confetti. Then: more rice. More masala. More saffron. More onions. Sealed the lid with dough — wheat flour and water kneaded into a rope and pressed around the rim, creating an airtight seal.

Dum. The lowest flame the stove could manage. The pot on a tawa to diffuse the heat further. Forty-five minutes. You don't open it. You don't check. You trust the process — the steam building inside, circulating, cooking the rice through, infusing every grain with saffron and rose and the deep, earthy sweetness of the mushrooms.

The kitchen filled with steam that leaked around the dough seal — steam that smelled like a Lucknowi wedding. Like the best memory you've ever had of food. Like someone else's grandmother's kitchen that you've never been to but somehow recognize.

Cooking is control. When everything else falls apart — when the man across the dinner table is someone who lied to your face for six weeks, when the island has no escape route and no phone signal, when the rain sounds like it's trying to dissolve the house from the outside in — you can control the flame. The seasoning. The exact moment the onions transform from translucent to gold. You can control the temperature of the oil and the thickness of the slice and the precise instant the saffron has steeped long enough. In a world that is chaotic and terrifying and full of married men who call themselves Rohit, the kitchen is the one place where the rules are fixed and the outcomes are predictable and your skill actually matters.

At 8 PM I carried the biryani to the dining room.

Tapsee had changed into a peacock-blue Banarasi sari, the zari work catching the chandelier light in threads of gold. Her hair was up. Pearl earrings. She looked like she'd dressed for a photograph — or a funeral, with different accessories. Deven wore a dark blazer over a white shirt, no tie, the collar open. His whiskey had been replaced with red wine — a Sula Shiraz, the label facing outward as if he wanted me to see the brand.

The chandelier — crystal, probably Venetian, probably worth more than my car — cast warm, amber light that softened every edge in the room. The dark wood panels. The oil paintings. The silver candelabras with new white candles. Everything looked like a painting. A painting of a dinner party where everyone is smiling and no one is telling the truth.

I placed the degchi on the table. The dough seal was golden and firm.

"Shall I?" I asked.

Tapsee nodded.

I cracked the dough seal with a spoon. The crust broke with a satisfying snap. The steam rose in a column — thick, white, fragrant — and the room filled instantly with saffron and rose and cardamom and that deep, mushroom-earth sweetness that you can't fake or shortcut. It's the smell of time. Of patience. Of forty-five minutes of dum where the cook stands in the kitchen and trusts that something beautiful is happening inside a pot she can't see into.

Tapsee closed her eyes. Her nostrils flared. Her lips parted.

"My god," she whispered.

Even Deven was quiet. His wine glass stopped halfway to his mouth. For one second, the mask dropped and I saw something genuine on his face — not appreciation exactly, but recognition. The recognition of someone who grew up with a mother who cooked.

I served them. The rice came out in layers — white, gold, brown — each grain separate, the mushrooms glistening. Raita with boondi and fresh mint from the garden. Mirchi ka salan on the side — the Hyderabadi green chili curry, peanut-sesame gravy, tangy and rich. A simple kachumber salad: raw onion, tomato, cucumber, a squeeze of lemon, a pinch of salt. The simplicity next to the complexity. The raw next to the cooked. The contrast that makes both halves better.

They ate in silence for three full minutes. Just the sound of spoons against china. The rain against the windows. The grandfather clock ticking in the hall.

"This is the best biryani I've ever had," Tapsee said. "And I've eaten at ITC Dum Pukht in Delhi. Twice."

I allowed myself a small smile. The smile of a chef who has done something worthy and knows it. "Thank you."

"Where did you train?" Deven asked. His voice had changed — softer, less performed. The food had done something to him. Food does that. Even to liars.

"I didn't. Not formally. My grandmother taught me the basics — the technique, the instinct, the andaaz. Everything else I learned by burning things and starting over."

Tapsee laughed. Real laughter — not the rehearsed social laugh from yesterday but the unguarded kind that starts in the belly and shakes the shoulders. For a moment the dining room felt warm. Safe. Like a real dinner party with real people who enjoyed each other's company.

Then Deven's phone buzzed.

Not the phone on the table — that one was silent, screen down. A different phone. From his blazer pocket. He pulled it out — a small black device, not an iPhone, something older or more utilitarian — and glanced at the screen.

His face changed. Not dramatically. A micro-expression — the kind that most people wouldn't notice but that I'd learned to read during my years of feeding people. His jaw tightened. His eyes went flat. The softness the biryani had put there evaporated like steam from an open pot.

"Excuse me," he said. Stood. Left the room. The black phone already at his ear before he cleared the doorway.

Tapsee watched him go. Her laughter evaporated with him.

"He's always doing that," she said quietly. She was staring at the empty doorway. At the space where he'd been.

"Work?"

"Who knows." She poured herself more wine. The bottle was almost empty. She'd had three glasses during dinner. "Dev has three phones. Business. Personal. And one I'm not supposed to know about."

She said it lightly. The way you say things you've said so many times they've lost their edges. But her hand was trembling. The wine sloshed in her glass.

"Tapsee—"

"Don't." She smiled. The rehearsed smile. The one she practiced. "It's fine. It's always fine. More biryani?"

I served her another portion. She ate mechanically, her eyes on the empty doorway, her jaw working through the food without tasting it. The biryani was wasted on her now. She was eating grief.

After dinner I cleaned the kitchen. Scrubbed every surface. Washed every pot. The rhythmic work of cleaning — steel wool against stainless steel, hot water scalding my forearms, the squeak of the wet cloth on marble — was meditative. Necessary. My brain needed the repetition the way a racing engine needs a lower gear.

Tapsee went to bed at 10. I heard her footsteps on the stairs, slow and uneven. The wine, probably.

Deven hadn't returned.

At 11 PM I was scrubbing the biryani pot — the degchi, heavy, copper-bottomed, the remnants of rice and masala crusted onto the sides — when I heard it.

Footsteps.

Above me. On the second floor.

Not Tapsee's room — that was on the west side. These footsteps were on the east side. Where the empty bedrooms were. The bedrooms with the locked doors and the dust on the handles and the mothball-and-lavender smell of rooms that hadn't been lived in for years.

Step. Step. Step.

Slow. Deliberate. The pace of someone who knows exactly where they're going.

Then silence.

I dried my hands on the dishcloth. Stood very still. The kitchen clock ticked. The rain tapped the windows. The house creaked around me — the sound of old wood settling, of stone and mortar adjusting to the temperature, of a building that had been standing for two hundred years and intended to stand for two hundred more.

Nothing.

Just the house breathing, I told myself. Old wood. Wind. The tunnels creating air currents that moved through the walls like the building's own circulatory system. Physics, Deven had said. Not paranormal.

But the footsteps had been real. I'd heard them — the specific, unmistakable sound of a heel striking a wooden floor, the weight transfer, the creak of a floorboard under a body. Not wind. Not the house settling. Footsteps.

I finished cleaning. Dried the degchi. Hung it on the rack. Wiped the counters one more time. Turned off the lights.

Went upstairs. The corridor was dark. My room was at the end — the last door on the left. I walked quickly. Didn't look at the other doors. Didn't think about the east wing.

Locked my door. The brass lock. The heavy, colonial-era mechanism that clicked into place with a sound like a small bone breaking.

Checked my phone.

No signal. The weather app — which had been working on cached data — showed the storm intensifying. Wind speeds 70 kmph. Rainfall 15 cm expected. The ferry wasn't running.

I put Sameer's business card on the nightstand. His handwriting. Neat, small letters. A phone number I couldn't call.

I stared at it until I fell asleep.

The last thing I thought before the darkness took me was: Who was walking in the east wing at 11 PM?

And the answer my brain offered, unbidden and unwelcome: Nobody. Because nobody else is on this island.

But that wasn't true. Was it?
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  OJASWINI

I woke to screaming.

Not human screaming — the wind. The monsoon had escalated overnight from a storm into something primal, something that sounded like the sky itself was being torn apart. Rain came sideways, hammering the windows with a force that rattled the glass in the frames. The sound was relentless — not the gentle patter of a Mumbai rain shower but the full-throated roar of the Arabian Sea monsoon, the kind that sinks fishing boats and strips leaves from trees and turns dirt paths into rivers within minutes.

My room was dark. The power had gone out sometime during the night — the digital clock on the nightstand was dead, its face blank. I checked my phone: 6:14 AM. Battery at 34%. No signal. No Wi-Fi. Nothing.

A palm tree outside my window was bent almost horizontal, its fronds whipping in the wind like the hair of something drowning. Through the rain-streaked glass I could see the sea — or rather, I could see the absence of the sea, the place where yesterday there'd been a flat grey expanse was now a churning, frothing chaos of white water and dark swells. The horizon had disappeared. Sky and sea had merged into the same furious grey.

I got out of bed. The stone floor was cold under my bare feet — colder than it should have been in June, as if the storm had reached into the house and stolen its warmth. I pulled on jeans and a kurta. Splashed water on my face from the bathroom tap — it came out icy, the pipes carrying the chill of the monsoon.

I went downstairs.

The staircase was dark. The windows on the landing let in a grey, watery light that made everything look like an old photograph — desaturated, slightly blurred, as if the house existed in a different time zone from the rest of the world. My footsteps on the wooden stairs sounded hollow. Echoey. Like the house was empty, even though I knew it wasn't.

The kitchen was already occupied.

A woman stood at the counter — small, wiry, dark-skinned, maybe fifty or fifty-five. She had the compact build of someone who'd spent her life doing physical work — the kind of strength that comes not from gyms but from carrying water pots and sweeping stone floors and climbing hills to collect firewood. She wore a simple cotton sari — dark green with a pale border, the pallu tucked into her waist — and her hair was pulled back in a tight bun that showed the grey at her temples. She was making tea. The kettle was on the gas stove — the gas still worked, thank god — and the kitchen smelled like ginger and cardamom and the sharp, tannic bite of strong Assam leaves.

She moved with the efficient, confident motions of someone who'd worked in this kitchen before. Who knew which drawer held the strainer and which shelf had the sugar and where the good cups were kept — the steel ones with the brass rims that the family used, not the cheap ceramic ones in the back.

She turned when she heard me. Her eyes were dark, quick, intelligent — the eyes of a woman who notices things.

"Oh! You must be the chef." She wiped her hands on her pallu. Her smile was warm but cautious — the smile of someone who works in other people's homes and has learned to be friendly without being familiar. "I'm Arya. I take care of the house when the family isn't here."

"Ojaswini." I shook her hand. Her grip was firm. Her palm was calloused — rough skin on the heel of her hand, the calluses of someone who scrubs and sweeps and wrings. "I didn't know there was a caretaker."

"Sameer brought me over yesterday afternoon. Came in on the last crossing before the weather turned really bad." She measured tea into the strainer with the precision of someone who'd made ten thousand cups. "Madam Tapsee wanted fresh flowers for the dining table and someone to handle the cleaning. I usually stay in the guest cottage — the small building on the east side, behind the kitchen garden. Stone walls, tin roof. It leaks in the monsoon, but—" She shrugged. "Everything leaks in the monsoon."

"How long have you been working here?"

"Fifteen years. Since Deven sahib's mother was alive. Kamala-tai." Her hands slowed on the tea. The name carried weight. "That woman could cook. Not as fancy as you, I'm sure — no molecular this or deconstructed that. But honest food. Real food. Rice cooked in an earthen pot. Surmai fish curry with fresh coconut. Ambapoli — the raw mango leather she'd dry on the terrace in summer, each sheet laid out on cotton cloth, turning from green to gold in the sun."

She poured chai into two steel cups. The liquid was dark, almost mahogany, with a layer of cream on top.

"Kamala-tai knew every plant on this island. Which leaves cured stomach pain. Which roots brought down fever. Which mushrooms were safe and which would kill you." Arya handed me a cup. "She said the island teaches you, if you listen."

The chai was strong and sweet, with ginger that burned the back of my throat and left a warmth in my chest that the monsoon morning had stolen.

"You knew Sayali?" I asked.

Arya's face softened. The cautious professionalism melted away and underneath was something tender — the expression of a woman remembering a child she'd loved.

"Since she was six years old. She used to come here every summer — two months, June and July, monsoon season. Her mother would drop her off and go back to Pune. Sayali and Kamala-tai and me — we were the women of this house." She smiled into her chai. "I braided her hair every morning. Taught her to catch crabs on the beach at low tide — you have to approach from behind, grab the shell, not the claws. She was terrified the first time. Screamed so loud the birds scattered from the trees. By the end of that summer she could catch five in ten minutes."

"She called me Arya-aai." Arya-mother. "She'd follow me around the house while I cleaned, asking questions about everything — why the portraits had sad faces, why the doors creaked, why the tunnel smelled like wet stone. She knew this house better than anyone. Every room. Every passage. Every hiding place."

"She doesn't come anymore?"

"No." Arya looked at her chai. Her thumb traced the rim of the cup. "Dev sahib and Sayali had a... disagreement. About her career. She wanted to write films — screenplays, she said, stories about women and the sea and the Konkan. He wanted her in his company. Sentinel AI. Said she had a head for numbers, for business. She refused. He..." She paused. Chose her words. "He changed his will."

"Cut her out?"

"I don't know the details. I'm the caretaker, not the lawyer. I just know she stopped coming three years ago. The summer after the divorce was finalized. And the house got quieter. Kamala-tai's kitchen garden started growing wild. The crabs came back to the beach because nobody was catching them anymore."

She set her cup down. The steel rang softly against the marble.

"This house needs children in it. Without children it's just... stone and wood and memories that nobody wants."

I drank my chai. Thought about Deven's face when he'd mentioned his daughter in the library yesterday. She made her choices. The way he'd said it — like she was a stock that had underperformed. Not a child who'd tried to follow her own path and been punished for it.

"Arya. Is there any way to get phone signal here?"

"Sometimes from the tower." She pointed upward, past the ceiling, past the second and third floors. "The old watchtower on the north side of the house. It was built for watching ships — the Portuguese used it to spot Maratha raiders. Now it's the only place high enough to catch a cell tower on the mainland. Third floor, then a ladder to the roof platform. During clear weather you can get one or two bars. Enough for a text. Maybe a short call if you stand very still and hold the phone above your head."

"And during monsoon?"

She shrugged. The shrug of someone who'd lived with monsoons for fifty years and had made peace with what they take away. "Pray."
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Deven's birthday.

I woke at 5:30 AM with a plan so clear it felt like a physical object — something I could hold in my hands, turn over, examine from every angle. The plan had three components:

One: make the best food of my career. Not good food. Not impressive food. The kind of food that makes people stop mid-sentence. The kind that makes a billionaire's wife cry and a lying tech mogul go quiet. The kind that justifies a seven-hour drive and a boat crossing in monsoon weather and two days trapped on an island with a man who called himself Rohit.

Two: collect my money. ₹2 lakhs. The amount that would cover three months of rent, pay off the Swiggy commission debt, fix the broken geyser, and maybe — maybe — let me sleep through the night without doing mental arithmetic at 3 AM.

Three: get on Sameer's boat tomorrow morning and never come back.

By 7 AM I was in the kitchen. The generator had kicked in overnight — the hum was constant now, a low vibration I could feel in the soles of my feet through the stone floor. Arya had been up earlier. She'd left fresh lemongrass from the kitchen garden on the counter — pale green stalks, fragrant, the outer layers peeled back to reveal the tender core. Next to it: galangal root, knobby and pink-tinged, smelling like ginger's more exotic cousin. A bundle of curry leaves, still wet with rain. Three coconuts.

Breakfast first. I made appam — the Kerala rice-flour pancakes, fermented overnight with a touch of toddy (I'd substituted with a tablespoon of coconut water and a pinch of yeast), ladled into a small, curved pan and swirled so the batter climbed the sides while the center stayed thick and spongy. Each appam came out lace-edged and golden, the center soft as a cloud.

The stew: Kerala-style, coconut milk base — two extractions again, thin milk for cooking, thick milk stirred in at the end for richness. Potatoes cut into perfect cubes, boiled until just tender. Cashews, whole, toasted in ghee until they turned the color of sand. Green cardamom. Cloves. A cinnamon stick. Sliced shallots, softened in coconut oil, their sweetness dissolving into the milk. The stew simmered on low heat, the kitchen filling with that warm, creamy, cardamom perfume that makes people close their eyes when they take the first bite.

I served breakfast at 8:30. Tapsee ate three appams. Deven ate two and asked for coffee.

Lunch: I had the surmai fish fillets in the cooler — the ones Sameer had brought fresh from Devbagh. I'd make them Malvani style, the Sindhudurg coast specialty that this island demanded. The masala: fresh coconut, ground with dried red Kashmiri chilies, coriander seeds, cumin, turmeric, tamarind, and a full head of garlic. The paste went into hot coconut oil with curry leaves and sliced onions. The fish went in last — each fillet nestled into the fiery red gravy, simmered gently so the flesh stayed intact, flaking at the touch of a fork but not falling apart. Served in coconut shells I'd halved and cleaned — a presentation detail that honored the geography. This was Konkan food, served the Konkan way.

Bhakri. Sol kadhi from yesterday's leftover kokum water, freshened with new coconut milk. Koshimbir — a simple cucumber-peanut salad with a tempering of mustard seeds and green chilies.

Let the food match the place. Let the coast speak through the plate.

Dinner — the birthday meal — would be my masterpiece.

I'd been planning it since I accepted the job. Lying in my Mumbai apartment with the ceiling fan wobbling overhead and Riddhi's voice on speakerphone walking me through Tapsee Shrivastav's Instagram — the restaurants she'd tagged, the dishes she'd photographed, the food vocabulary she used in her captions — I'd reverse-engineered her palate. She liked bold flavors but elegant presentation. She appreciated Indian food that didn't apologize for being Indian. She photographed desserts more than main courses, which meant she had a sweet tooth she was slightly ashamed of.

Seven courses. Each one designed to build on the last, to take them on a journey from playful to profound. Each one rooted in Indian tradition but executed with the precision and creativity of fine dining.

First: amuse-bouche — tiny paani puri shots. The puris: handmade, fried to translucent crispness, small enough to eat in one bite. The filling: vodka-infused jaljeera — I'd steeped the jaljeera spice mix in premium vodka overnight, straining it through muslin until it was clear and potent — with a cube of compressed watermelon that I'd vacuum-sealed (using a makeshift setup with ziplock bags and a bowl of water) to intensify its sweetness. One bite. Three flavors. The entire history of Indian street food in a shell the size of a walnut.

Second: kokum consommé — clear, deep purple, the color of a Konkan sunset, served in a white porcelain cup. A floating island of coconut foam on top — coconut cream whipped with a hand whisk until it held soft peaks, seasoned with a thread of lime zest. The consommé was pure flavor — sour, sweet, faintly spiced — and the foam dissolved on the tongue like a cloud made of coconut.

Third: tandoori prawns, king-size — the ones I'd brought from Crawford Market in Mumbai, packed in ice, each one the length of my palm. Marinated overnight in hung curd, Kashmiri chili, garam masala, mustard oil, and a paste of charcoal-roasted garlic that gave them a smoky depth. Grilled in the oven at maximum heat until the edges charred and the flesh stayed succulent. Served on a bed of green chutney pearls — coriander, mint, green chili, and lime juice set with agar-agar into tiny, jewel-like spheres that burst on the tongue.

Fourth: palate cleanser — aam panna sorbet. Raw mango, boiled and pulped, sweetened with jaggery, spiced with black salt and roasted cumin. Churned by hand (no ice cream maker in this kitchen) using the salt-and-ice method my grandmother had used for kulfi. The sorbet was tart and cold and cleansing — it reset the mouth the way a monsoon resets the air.

Fifth: lamb shank nihari — the centerpiece. I'd started it at 6 AM. The shanks went into a heavy pot with onions fried to deep brown, ginger-garlic paste, and the nihari masala I'd ground myself — fennel, ginger powder, green cardamom, black cardamom, mace, nutmeg, the warmth of a hundred Lucknowi kitchens compressed into a single spice blend. Covered with water. Sealed with dough. Eight hours on the lowest flame the stove could manage, the kind of patience that separates cooks from chefs. By dinner, the marrow would have melted into the gravy, the meat would separate from bone at the touch of a spoon, and the gravy would be thick and unctuous with gelatin and fat and spice.

Roomali roti: I'd make it fresh, minutes before serving. The dough — maida flour, a touch of oil, warm water — stretched over an inverted tawa with my bare hands, the heat searing my fingertips as I pulled the dough thinner, thinner, until it was translucent. You should be able to read a newspaper through proper roomali roti.

Sixth: my signature — the deconstructed shrikhand. Hung curd, strained for twelve hours until it was thick as cream cheese, sweetened with sugar and saffron, flavored with cardamom and a whisper of nutmeg. Set in a perfect circle on a white plate. Alphonso mango reduction — fresh Alphonso pulp (the last of the season, ₹800 per dozen at Crawford Market) cooked down to a concentrated essence, drizzled across the surface in a spiral pattern I'd learned from a Japanese plating video that had 4 million views. Pistachio crumble — ground pistachios mixed with a touch of butter and sugar, baked until crisp. A single edible gold leaf, placed with tweezers, catching the candlelight like a tiny sun. This was the dish that got 2 million views on my Instagram. The dish that had made Tapsee DM me in the first place.

Seventh: masala chai crème brûlée with jaggery snap. Chai-infused custard — I'd steeped Assam tea, cardamom, ginger, and cinnamon in the cream before making the custard base. Set in ramekins. Chilled. The topping: a thin layer of ground jaggery, caramelized with a blowtorch (borrowed from Arya's toolbox — she used it for soldering pipes, but a blowtorch is a blowtorch). The snap of the jaggery crust, the warm chai custard underneath — it was the last thing you'd taste tonight, and it would taste like home.

Seven courses. Two guests. One birthday. The kind of meal that makes people remember your name long after they've forgotten why they hired you.

I was scoring the lamb shank — deep cuts into the flesh, down to the bone, so the marinade and heat could penetrate — when Tapsee came in.

She looked worse than yesterday. Significantly worse. Her skin was pale under her makeup — not the fashionable pallor of someone who avoids the sun but the grayish, waxy pallor of someone whose body is fighting something. Her hands were shaking. Not a tremor — actual shaking, the cup of ginger water she carried rattling against its saucer. Her eyes were glassy, unfocused, and the dark circles from yesterday had deepened to purple-black crescents that no amount of concealer could hide.

"Ojju," she said. Nobody had called me that except Riddhi and my grandmother. The intimacy of the nickname startled me. "Can I ask a favor?"

"Of course."

"Do you have any ginger? I feel... off."

Off was an understatement. She looked like she'd been poisoned.

The thought hit me like a slap. I pushed it away.

I made her fresh ginger-honey-lemon in hot water — grated ginger, a tablespoon of raw honey, the juice of half a lemon, boiling water poured over. The steam rose fragrant and sharp. She wrapped both hands around the cup, her knuckles white, her fingers interlaced, and held it against her chest like a shield.

She was cold. In June. On the Konkan coast. Where the ambient temperature was 32°C and the humidity was 90%.

"Tapsee, are you okay?"

"Fine." The word came out too fast. Automatic. The reflexive response of someone who's been asked that question too many times and has learned that the truth is never the right answer. "Just stomach. It happens when I'm here. This place makes me—" She stopped. Looked at the ginger water. Looked at me.

"Makes you what?"

She looked at me. For a moment — a real moment, not a social moment — the socialite mask slipped. And underneath was someone terrified. Not anxious. Not worried. Terrified. The wide-eyed, tight-jawed terror of someone who knows something is wrong but can't identify what or why or how to stop it.

"Sick," she said. "This place makes me sick."

She took her ginger water and left. Her footsteps on the stone floor were unsteady. She put one hand on the wall for balance.

I stood in the kitchen holding a scoring knife, the lamb shank bleeding pale pink onto the cutting board, and wondered if she meant the island or the marriage.

Or something else entirely.
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At 2 PM someone knocked on the kitchen window.

Three quick raps — knuckle against glass, a pattern that suggested familiarity rather than formality. I was elbow-deep in lamb marinade, the yogurt-and-spice paste coating my forearms to the wrist, and the sound made me jump. My nerves had been stripped raw since last night — the footsteps outside my door, the wet prints leading to the east wing, the hours I'd spent lying in the dark with a knife under my pillow, counting the minutes until daylight.

I wiped my hands on a kitchen towel and turned.

Sameer.

He was drenched. Absolutely soaked through — his cotton shirt plastered to his chest, his hair streaming water down his face, his cargo shorts dark with rain. He was standing in the garden between the frangipani bushes, grinning like a boy who'd caught his first fish. Behind him, the monsoon was doing its worst — sheets of grey water falling at a 45-degree angle, the wind bending the coconut palms until their fronds touched the ground, the sky so dark it could have been evening.

I opened the window. Rain blew in immediately — warm droplets hitting my face, the counter, the stack of clean plates I'd laid out for the evening. The wind carried the smell of the sea — salt and kelp and something mineral, the deep-ocean smell that comes only during monsoon when the waves churn up sediment from the seabed.

"What the hell are you doing here?"

"Brought supplies for the Shrivastavs. Generator fuel. Also—" He held up a brown paper bag, soggy at the bottom but still intact. "Modak from the Malvan temple. The coconut-jaggery ones. My mother made them this morning."

I reached through the window and took the bag. Our fingers brushed. His were freezing — the cold of someone who'd been in the open sea for forty minutes — and rough with salt and calluses. The roughness of a man who pulled ropes and tied knots and hauled boats for a living. I held on a second too long. Half a second. Just enough for him to notice.

"You crossed the sea in this weather for modak?"

"And generator fuel. The modak was a bonus." He pushed wet hair off his forehead with the back of his wrist. Water ran down his temple and caught in the stubble along his jaw. "Also I wanted to check on you."

"I'm fine."

The word came out flat. Dead. The vocal equivalent of a wall with no windows.

"You look like you haven't slept."

"I'm a chef. We never sleep."

He didn't laugh. He was studying my face with an intensity that made my chest tight — the kind of looking that bypasses your social defenses and goes straight to the thing you're trying to hide. His eyes were dark brown, almost black in the monsoon light, and they held a steadiness that reminded me of something I couldn't place. A deep-water anchor. The kind that holds even when the surface is chaos.

"Ojju. Is everything okay here?"

I opened my mouth to say yes. To perform the fine-I'm-fine routine I'd perfected since childhood — since the first time a teacher asked why I had a bruise and I said I fell, since the first time a landlord asked if I could afford the rent and I said of course, since every time anyone asked anything the answer was always fine, fine, I'm fine because showing weakness in Mumbai is like bleeding in shark water.

Instead I said: "How soon can you get me off this island?"

His expression shifted. The grin — the easy, confident, I-crossed-a-monsoon-sea-for-modak grin — vanished. In its place was something focused. Alert. The face of a man who navigates storms for a living and has just spotted one forming.

"What happened?"

"Nothing happened. I just—" I gripped the windowsill. The wood was damp under my fingers, swollen with moisture. "The host. Deven. I know him. From before. He's—"

"He's what?"

I couldn't say it. Couldn't say he's my ex who dated me under a fake name and lied about everything and now I'm trapped cooking his birthday dinner on a private island while his wife has no idea I exist and last night someone stood outside my door breathing and this morning someone was in my kitchen and I'm scared, Sameer, I'm scared in a way I haven't been scared since I was fifteen and my father came home drunk and I hid in the kitchen cabinet because the kitchen was always the safest place.

"It's complicated," I said.

"Okay." Sameer leaned against the window frame. Rain dripped from the overhang onto his shoulder but he didn't seem to notice. "Here's what's not complicated. The sea is too rough for a crossing right now. Wind's at 70 kmph and climbing. I checked the IMD forecast on the way over — there's a secondary depression forming off the Goa coast. I can't safely make the run until the wind drops below 40. Best case that's tomorrow morning, 5 or 6 AM. Worst case, Monday."

"Monday."

"If the wind holds."

My throat closed. Monday was thirty-six hours away. Thirty-six hours on this island with Deven and his dead eyes and his whispered Hello, Ojaswini and the wet footprints and the perfume in my kitchen and the feeling — growing stronger by the hour, settling into my bones like monsoon damp — that something terrible was building.

"But." He put his hand on the windowsill. His pinky touched mine. The contact was electric — not a metaphor, actual electricity, the static charge of two bodies in humid air connecting. "If you need me. If anything happens. There's a VHF radio in the boathouse — the small building at the dock, the one with the blue corrugated roof. Channel 16. The maritime distress frequency. I monitor it 24/7 from the marina. You press the talk button and speak. Doesn't matter the time. Doesn't matter the weather. I'll hear you."

"VHF radio."

"It's how fishermen talk. How the Koli community has communicated on this coast for decades. Doesn't need cell signal. Doesn't need internet. Doesn't need satellites or towers or Jio recharge. Just radio waves. Electromagnetic radiation traveling at the speed of light across the water."

I looked at his hand. The calluses on his palm — thick ridges of skin along the base of each finger, the kind that only comes from years of rope and wood and salt water. A thin white scar across his knuckles, healed clean, the kind of scar that comes from a fist hitting something it shouldn't.

"Sameer."

"Yeah."

"Thank you."

He smiled. Not the cocky grin from the dock yesterday — the one that said I know I'm charming and I know you know it. Something quieter. Something private. The smile of a man who means what he says and doesn't need you to believe him because the truth doesn't require your faith.

"I'll be here at first light tomorrow. Sea or no sea." He pulled his hand back. The absence of his warmth was immediate. "The modak are best warm. If the microwave works, thirty seconds. If the power's still dodgy, wrap them in a banana leaf and hold them over the stove flame for a minute. My mother says the banana leaf is actually better — gives them a smokiness."

Then he turned and jogged back down the stone path toward the dock. His footsteps splashed in the puddles. His shirt clung to the muscles of his back. He didn't look over his shoulder. He just went — steady, confident, a man returning to the sea because the sea was where he belonged.

I stood at the window, holding the bag of his mother's modak, the paper damp and warm against my palms. Inside, I could feel the round shapes — six of them, each one pressed by hand, the coconut-jaggery filling fragrant even through the wet paper.

I opened the bag. The smell hit me like a memory I didn't know I had — warm jaggery, fresh coconut, cardamom, the faintest trace of ghee. My grandmother used to make modak on Ganesh Chaturthi. She'd sit on the kitchen floor, cross-legged, the dough in a brass paraat, her fingers working the rice flour into perfect cone-shaped shells. She'd hum while she worked. Always the same song. A Marathi abhanga about Vitthal — Vitthala, Vitthala, Vitthala re — and the kitchen would smell exactly like this bag.

I ate one modak standing at the window. The outer shell was soft and slightly chewy — steamed rice flour, the kind that dissolves on your tongue. The filling was perfect: fresh coconut shredded fine, cooked in jaggery until the sugar melted into the coconut and turned it dark gold, spiked with cardamom and a tiny crunch of poppy seeds. It was sweet without being cloying. It was comfort in a shape you could hold.

I felt something I hadn't felt in a long time.

Safe.

Which, on this island, was the most dangerous feeling of all.
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The birthday dinner started at 8 PM.

By 7:30 I was vibrating. Not nerves — focus. The laser-sharp, everything-else-disappears focus that only cooking produces. The focus that turns a woman with ₹55K rent and a lying ex into something else entirely: an artist with fire and steel and twenty years of taste memory at her command.

I'd set the dining table myself because no one else would do it right. The mahogany surface gleamed under beeswax — I'd found a tin in the pantry and polished the wood until my reflection stared back at me. White linen placemats, ironed with a hot pan because there was no iron in this house. Tapsee's fine china — bone-white plates with a gold rim so thin it looked painted by a single brush hair. Crystal glasses. Sterling silver cutlery, each piece polished with baking soda paste until the tarnish surrendered.

Arya had brought frangipani flowers from the garden — white and yellow, their petals thick and waxy, their sweetness cutting through the rain-damp air like a soprano note in a bass chord. I arranged them in a brass urli with floating diyas — cotton wicks soaked in sesame oil, the flames steady and warm, reflected a hundred times in the polished brass. The chandelier above the table caught the flame light and scattered it across the ceiling like a private constellation. For a moment, standing back, surveying the table, I felt what I always feel before a big service: this impossible combination of terror and pride, the knowledge that I am about to feed people something they will remember, and the knowledge that any single element — a burnt spice, a collapsed custard, a overcooked prawn — could ruin everything.

Tapsee came down the staircase at 8:02 PM. Red Sabyasachi lehenga — the kind that costs more than my annual rent, hand-embroidered with gold zardozi work, the fabric catching light like embers. Diamond choker tight against her throat. Hair in a French twist secured with pearl pins. She looked like she'd walked off the cover of Vogue India — the December issue, the one they photograph in Rajasthani palaces with natural light.

But underneath the couture, she was faltering. I could see it. The careful way she held the banister. The deliberate placement of each foot on the stairs, like someone walking on ice. Her smile was immaculate but her eyes were glazed, and when she reached the bottom step, her hand lingered on the newel post for a full three seconds before she let go.

Deven wore a black bandhgala. Nehru collar. No tie. The top button undone to show his collarbone. He carried a glass of whiskey like an extension of his hand — Old Parr 18, I'd noticed the bottle earlier — and moved through the dining room with the proprietary ease of a man surveying his territory.

"Happy birthday," Tapsee said. Kissed his cheek. The kiss landed on air — not quite his skin, not quite a miss. The geometry of a marriage measured in millimeters of avoidance.

"Thank you, jaan," he said. The endearment was a performance. I could hear the quotation marks.

I served the first course.

The paani puri shots sat on a slate board lined with banana leaf — seven tiny puris, each one no bigger than a marble, fried until they were golden and translucent and so crisp they shattered at the slightest pressure. I'd filled each one minutes before serving: the vodka-infused jaljeera — cold, sharp, alive with cumin and black salt and crushed mint — pooled in the hollow shell, and on top, a cube of compressed watermelon so intensely red it looked like a jewel.

I set the board between them.

"One bite each," I said. "Don't think. Just eat."

Tapsee picked one up. The shell cracked between her fingers. She tipped it into her mouth.

The jaljeera hit first: cumin — warm, earthy, the flavor of every chaat stall on Juhu Beach. Then black salt — that faintly sulfurous tang that makes your tongue sit up. Then mint — cold, bright, a green flash. Then the vodka burn — sudden, unexpected, making her eyes widen. Then the watermelon — sweet, cool, quenching — rolling across her palate like cold water after a long run.

"Oh my god," she said. Her hand went to her mouth.

Deven said nothing. But he reached for a second. And then a third. Which was all the validation I needed.

I served the kokum consommé — deep purple, clear as stained glass, served in white porcelain cups. The coconut foam floated on top like a tiny cloud. Tapsee sipped and closed her eyes. Deven sipped and went very still.

The tandoori prawns — each one the length of my palm, charred at the edges, the flesh inside pink and succulent, the Kashmiri-chili marinade leaving a residual heat that built with each bite. The green chutney pearls burst on the tongue — tiny explosions of coriander, mint, lime, green chili — like flavor grenades scattered across the plate.

The aam panna sorbet — tart, icy, sharp with black salt and roasted cumin, served in a tiny glass bowl with a single mint leaf. A palate cleanser that worked like a monsoon — wiping everything clean, leaving the mouth fresh and ready.

Each course landed exactly as I'd designed. The flavors building. The textures shifting — crisp to smooth to tender to crunchy. The temperatures alternating — hot prawns, cold sorbet, warm nihari — keeping their palates alert, their senses engaged, their brains releasing dopamine with each new surprise.

By the lamb shank nihari, they'd stopped talking entirely. Just eating.

The nihari arrived at the table in the heavy copper degchi I'd been cooking it in since 6 AM. Eight hours of low flame. The marrow had melted into the gravy, giving it a body — a richness, a viscosity — that coated the back of a spoon like velvet. The meat was impossibly tender, separating from bone at the touch of a spoon, the collagen converted to gelatin, the fibers so soft they dissolved on the tongue. I'd finished it with a fistful of fresh ginger julienne — cut so fine the strands were translucent — and a squeeze of lemon that brightened the whole dish, cutting through the richness like sunlight through fog. A scattering of fried shallots on top, crisp and brown, adding a crunch that made the texture sing.

The roomali roti was so thin it was translucent — you could see the candlelight through it, the flame distorted and warm like light through a cathedral window. I'd made each one fresh, minutes before serving, stretching the dough over the inverted tawa with my bare hands. The heat seared my fingertips. I had three small burns across my right hand — red welts that throbbed when I pressed them. Worth it. Every one.

Tapsee tore a piece of roti and dragged it through the nihari gravy. The bread soaked up the rich, spiced liquid. She ate it. Put her hand flat on the table.

"I can't—" she said. "This is—"

She couldn't finish the sentence. Deven glanced at her. For one unguarded moment, his face showed something that might have been pride — or possessiveness. The look of a man who owns beautiful things and expects them to perform.

Then the shrikhand.

I brought it out on a white plate — the hung curd set in a perfect circle, saffron threads visible through the surface like gold wire suspended in cream. The Alphonso reduction spiraled across the surface in a pattern I'd learned from a Japanese plating tutorial — a logarithmic spiral, nature's favorite curve, the same shape as a nautilus shell. Pistachio crumble scattered along one edge like green sand. A single edible gold leaf, placed with tweezers, catching the candlelight so it glowed like a tiny sun.

Tapsee took a bite.

She closed her eyes.

When she opened them, they were wet.

"This is—" She put her spoon down. Her lower lip trembled. "This is the most beautiful thing I've ever eaten."

I felt it. That heat behind my sternum. The reason I cook. Not for money — money is what my landlord wants. Not for Zomato stars — stars are what algorithms want. For this — the moment someone tastes something and their face changes. The moment the armor drops. The moment food becomes memory, becomes emotion, becomes the thing words can't reach. The moment a woman in a Sabyasachi lehenga with a diamond choker and a dying marriage and a body full of poison tastes hung curd and saffron and Alphonso mango and remembers — what? Her grandmother's kitchen? Her wedding day? Some meal from childhood that she'd forgotten until now? I don't know. I never know. That's the mystery of feeding people. You give them flavor and they give you back a piece of their life you'll never understand.

Deven watched his wife cry over my shrikhand.

His expression was unreadable. No — not unreadable. Calculated. He was processing. Running variables. Adjusting his model of the evening. I could almost see the algorithm behind his eyes.

"Extraordinary," he said. Quietly. Like the word cost him something. Like admitting my talent was a transaction he hadn't budgeted for.

I served the masala chai crème brûlée last. The ramekins arrived at the table — the custard set perfectly, a gentle wobble when I placed them down, the surface covered in a thin layer of powdered jaggery. I'd borrowed Arya's blowtorch and caramelized the jaggery until it formed a glass-smooth top, amber and glistening.

"May I?" I held the back of a spoon over Deven's ramekin.

He nodded.

I cracked the jaggery top. The sound was perfect — a sharp, crystalline snap that echoed in the silent dining room. The sound of sugar surrendering. The sound of heat made permanent. Tapsee's followed — another clean crack — and underneath, the warm chai custard waited, fragrant with Assam tea and cardamom and cinnamon and ginger, tasting like every cup of chai I'd ever drunk, concentrated and transformed and elevated into something that was both humble and extraordinary at the same time.

At 10 PM they'd finished. Seven courses. Two hours. The kind of meal that makes people go quiet afterward, not because they have nothing to say but because the food has filled the space where words usually live.

Tapsee stood. Crossed the dining room. And hugged me.

Actually hugged me. Her thin arms wrapped around my shoulders. Her perfume — Chanel No. 5, warm on her skin — filled my nose. She was trembling. Her body against mine was all bone and silk and heat, and she held on too long. Much too long. The hug of someone who is drowning and has found something solid.

"Thank you," she whispered into my hair. "You have no idea what you've given me tonight."

A meal*, I thought. *I gave you a meal.

But looking at her face — the tears still glistening on her cheekbones, the raw vulnerability that the food had cracked open — I knew it was more than that. I'd given her two hours where nothing was wrong. Two hours where the only thing that mattered was the next bite, the next flavor, the next surprise. Two hours of truce in whatever war she was fighting.

I went back to the kitchen. Started cleaning. The steel wool against the copper degchi. The hot water turning my forearms pink. The methodical scrubbing that is both labor and meditation — the only prayer I know.

At 10:30 Tapsee called from the drawing room: "Ojju? Can you make Dev a nightcap? Whiskey sour, he likes it with jaggery instead of sugar."

"Of course!"

I made the cocktail. Old Parr whiskey, fresh lemon juice, a syrup I'd prepared by dissolving Kolhapur jaggery in warm water — the dark, unrefined kind that tastes like caramel and earth and sugarcane fields at dawn. Egg white — shaken hard without ice first, then shaken again with ice, double-strained into a rocks glass. The foam on top was smooth and white, the jaggery syrup turning the liquid a deep amber.

I carried it to the drawing room.

Tapsee was on the sofa. Her lehenga pooled around her like spilled wine. She was staring at nothing — the middle distance, the wall, some point between here and wherever her thoughts had gone. The glass of wine in her hand was mostly empty. Fourth glass tonight. Maybe fifth.

Deven was by the window, staring at the rain. His reflection in the glass was translucent — a ghost version of himself, superimposed on the monsoon darkness outside. He didn't turn when I entered.

I set the whiskey sour on the side table. The glass made a soft sound against the wood.

"Thank you, Ojaswini," Tapsee said. Her voice was drowsy. The wine and the food and the accumulated toxicity of whatever was in her system — though I didn't know that yet — pulling her toward sleep. "Go rest. You've earned it."

I went upstairs. Washed my face. Changed into my cotton kurta. The burns on my fingertips throbbed under cold water — a good pain, an earned pain, the kind that means you gave everything you had.

At 11:15 PM I was in bed, reading the only book in my room — a water-stained copy of The White Tiger by Aravind Adiga, left in the nightstand drawer by some previous guest — when I heard a sound at my door.

Not knocking.

Breathing.

Low. Steady. The kind of breathing you do when you're trying not to be heard — controlled inhalations, measured exhalations — but the house was so quiet and the walls so old that every sound traveled through the wood like a whisper through cupped hands.

Someone was standing outside my room.

The hair on my arms rose. Not a gradual thing — an instantaneous response, every follicle contracting at once, the ancient mammalian alarm system that predates language, predates thought, predates everything except the fundamental imperative to survive.

I reached for my phone. Turned on the flashlight. The beam was too bright — it lit up the room like a flare, throwing shadows that lurched and swung. I dimmed it. Crept to the door. Bare feet on the cool stone floor.

Pressed my ear against the wood.

Breathing. Right there. Inches away. I could feel the warmth of another body through the door — or imagined I could. The breathing was steady. Patient. The breathing of someone who had nowhere else to be. Someone who was exactly where they intended to be.

"Hello?" I said.

The breathing stopped. Immediately. Like a switch flipped.

Footsteps. Retreating down the hallway. Not running — walking. Measured. Unhurried. The footsteps of someone who had completed a task and was moving to the next one.

I opened the door.

The hallway was empty. Dark. The only light was a window at the far end, a tall arched frame of grey-black glass, illuminated by lightning in staccato bursts.

In one flash I saw: wet footprints on the wooden floor. Bare feet. Small — a woman's, or a teenager's. The prints glistened in the strobe of lightning, each one perfectly formed, the toes and arch and heel pressed into the moisture like a stamp.

Leading from my door toward the east wing.

Where the empty bedrooms were.

Where no one was supposed to be.

I stood in the doorway for a long time. My hand on the doorframe. My heartbeat in my throat. The Wüsthof chef's knife on the nightstand behind me, and the dark hallway ahead of me, and somewhere in this house — in a room I didn't know about, behind a door I couldn't see — someone was watching. Waiting. Breathing.




  
    CHAPTER 17

    
    
  
  NOT OJASWINI

She heard me.

Clumsy. Careless. The excitement is building — has been building for months, actually, ever since February when I first watched Tapsee crush a pill between two spoons in her Juhu kitchen and mix the powder into Deven's afternoon raita — and the excitement is making me sloppy. I stood at her door too long. I wanted to hear her breathing change. I wanted to know the exact moment her nervous system registered my presence — the shift from sleeping-breath to alert-breath, the acceleration of the heart, the cortisol flooding the amygdala. I know these rhythms because I've studied them. Six months of reading neuroscience papers while my father's company built AI systems and my stepmother crushed pills and my life narrowed to a single point of purpose.

I retreat to the east wing. My room — the one nobody knows about. Fourth floor, behind the linen closet, through a door that looks like wall paneling. The wood grain is continuous — you can't see the seam unless you know where to press. Deven's mother showed it to me when I was eleven. Kamala-tai. She was the only person in this family who understood secrets. She kept them the way other women keep jewelry — polished, organized, locked away but always accessible.

The room is small. Six feet by eight. A single cot with a thin mattress. A folding table. My laptop — charged from the generator before I drained the fuel tank. And the monitor array: four feeds, split-screen, each one showing a different room in the mansion. Wireless cameras hidden in smoke detectors and picture frames and ventilation grilles. Fourteen cameras total. I installed them over three visits in the last year — each visit supposedly to "pick up my things" from the storage room, each visit actually a surgical insertion of another eye into the walls.

I check the cameras. Feed one: Ojju's hallway. She's standing in her kurta — cotton, block-printed, the kind they sell at Fab India for ₹1,200 — her phone flashlight sweeping the floor in slow arcs. She sees the wet footprints. I watch her face. The way her jaw tightens. The way her free hand curls into a fist at her side. She's scared but she's not panicking. Good. Panic is useless to me. What I need is sustained dread — the low-grade, constant hum of cortisol that keeps the body in fight-or-flight for hours, that degrades judgment, that makes people do things they wouldn't normally do.

Let her wonder.

Let the cortisol build.

I switch to the drawing room feed.

Tapsee is alone. Deven went upstairs twenty minutes ago — I tracked his footsteps through the first-floor hallway camera. He went to his study, not the bedroom. He's on his encrypted phone. Making arrangements. He thinks he's the architect of this weekend. He thinks the deepfake evidence and the planted pills and the elaborate frame-up of the chef is his design, his narrative, his masterpiece of calculated cruelty.

He has no idea he's a character in my script.

Tapsee is sitting on the sofa in her Sabyasachi lehenga, the red fabric pooling around her like spilled wine. Her phone is in her hand. She's been typing a message for six minutes. I watch her thumbs move on the screen — hesitant, starting and stopping, deleting and retyping. The body language of a woman composing something she knows she shouldn't send.

I zoom in. The camera resolution is sharp enough to read text at three meters.

The message is to Dhruv.

It's done. I put it in the raita. He'll feel it by morning. Three more doses and we're free.

She stares at the message. Her thumb hovers over the send button. Then she deletes it. Character by character, watching each letter vanish. Types again.

I love you.

Deletes that too. Faster this time. Like the words burned.

She puts the phone face-down on the cushion. Picks up her wine — the Sula Rasa Shiraz that Deven ordered specially for the weekend. Drinks. Her hand is trembling. Not the pill-tremors — the emotional kind. The hand of a woman who has just poisoned her husband's raita and is waiting for it to work.

Poor Tapsee. She thinks she's running the show. She doesn't know I swapped her antidepressants with placebos two weeks ago — drove to her Juhu penthouse while she was at a charity luncheon, used the spare key I'd copied from Arya's ring, opened the bathroom cabinet, and replaced sixty clontriptyline tablets with identical-looking lactose pills I'd had a compounding pharmacy in Vashi prepare. ₹3,400 for a bottle of sugar pills that look, taste, and weigh exactly like the real thing. The pharmacist didn't ask questions. In Mumbai, pharmacists never ask questions if you pay in cash.

The crushed pills Tapsee has been slipping into Deven's food — into his raita, his dal, his morning smoothie — are sugar. Pure lactose.

He's not being poisoned.

He's fine.

But she doesn't know that. And when I kill her tomorrow night — when I stop her heart with a real overdose, administered in the dark, while the chef sleeps upstairs with planted evidence in her bag — the story will be: the chef poisoned the wife, the wife was poisoning the husband, the chef was the hired killer all along. The police will find Tapsee's crushed pills, Deven's fabricated WhatsApp messages, Arya's body in the cottage, and a chef from Mumbai with a motive written in fake text messages and drugs in her luggage.

Three bodies. One survivor. And the only story that makes sense is the one I've written.

I lean back on the cot. The mattress is thin and the springs creak. Above me, the ceiling is low — I can touch it with my fingertips if I raise my arm. The room smells like old linen and dust and the faint chemical residue of the cleaning solutions Arya used to maintain the closet outside.

Arya.

I don't think about Arya. Not yet. That's tomorrow. That's the hardest part of the script — the scene I've rewritten a hundred times in my head, looking for a version where she lives. There isn't one. The math doesn't work. She knows this house. She knows the cameras. She knows the hidden room. She knows me. She'd recognize me in a heartbeat — the girl she braided hair for, the girl she taught to catch crabs, the girl she called Sayali-baby until I was thirteen. She'd tell the police everything. And the story falls apart.

I check the time on my laptop. 11:52 PM.

Twenty-four hours.

The script enters its final act.




  
    CHAPTER 18

    
    
  
  OJASWINI

I didn't go back to sleep.

I sat on my bed with the door locked — the old-fashioned iron bolt, the kind that slots into a bracket in the doorframe with a sound like a bone setting — and the Wüsthof chef's knife across my thighs. The blade was eight inches of German carbon steel, hand-forged in Solingen, and I'd sharpened it that morning on the whetstone I always carried. The edge could split a hair. It could also split skin, muscle, tendon. I'd never used a knife on anything except food. But the weight of it on my legs was a comfort — the only comfort available in a dark room on a dark island where someone had just been breathing outside my door.

I tried to think. My brain felt like a kitchen during a bad service — too many tickets coming in, not enough hands, the orders blurring together into a wall of noise.

The wet footprints. Small. Bare. A woman's feet. Someone had been outside my door. Someone who'd been in the rain — which meant someone who'd been outside the house and come back in. Through which door? The front door was heavy teak with iron fittings — you couldn't open it silently. The back door, the one off the kitchen, had a latch that creaked. The servants' entrance on the west side was bolted from inside — I'd checked it myself.

So how had they gotten in wet?

Unless they hadn't gone out at all. Unless they'd been inside the whole time, and the wet footprints were from something else — a bathroom, a leak, water from one of the cracks in the old walls where the monsoon found its way in.

But the footprints led from my door to the east wing. Not from a bathroom. Not from a leak. From my door. Someone had stood there, breathing, and then walked — not run, walked — to the empty rooms in the east wing.

Options:

1. Deven. Checking on me. Testing me. Playing whatever sick psychological game he was playing — the kind of game a man who builds deepfake detection systems for a living would play, because when your entire career is about separating truth from fabrication, eventually you start to enjoy fabricating truths of your own. 2. Tapsee. Sleepwalking? She was on antidepressants and had been drinking wine all evening. Tricyclic antidepressants plus alcohol can cause parasomnias — I knew this because my Pune roommate had sleepwalked twice during the first month of her medication, once into the hallway and once all the way to the building lobby. But Tapsee was also genuinely sick. Could she even walk that far? 3. Arya. Coming from the guest cottage through the rain? But the footprints were bare feet. Arya wore chappals everywhere — I'd never seen her barefoot. And why would she come to my door at 11 PM and stand there breathing instead of knocking? 4. Someone else.

Option four made my stomach lurch. A physical thing — the muscles of my abdomen contracting, my diaphragm spasming, the taste of bile rising in the back of my throat.

There's no one else on this island.

Three people lived here: Deven, Tapsee, Arya. I was the fourth. Sameer had left yesterday afternoon. The next boat wasn't until morning.

Unless there was a fifth person. Someone I hadn't been told about. Someone who knew the house well enough to navigate it in the dark. Someone who knew about the east wing — the empty rooms, the locked doors, the hidden spaces of a mansion that had been hiding things since the Portuguese built it three hundred years ago.

I sat with this thought for a long time. The rain on the windows. The darkness pressing against the glass. The knife on my thighs.

At 5 AM the sky lightened from black to dark grey — not sunrise but the monsoon's version of dawn, a grudging acknowledgment that somewhere above the clouds the sun existed. The rain had downgraded from apocalyptic to merely torrential. Still heavy enough to blur the view from my window, to turn the garden into a watercolor, to make the path to the dock invisible.

I went downstairs.

The staircase was cold under my bare feet. The stone steps had absorbed the night's chill and the moisture in the air had condensed on them — a thin film of water that made each step treacherous. I held the banister with one hand and the knife with the other and descended floor by floor, listening. The house was quiet. The kind of quiet that isn't silence but an accumulation of tiny sounds — the tick of cooling wood, the drip of water somewhere inside the walls, the distant moan of wind finding its way through cracks in the old masonry.

The kitchen smelled wrong.

Not bad — not spoiled food or gas leak or burnt oil. Just different. A disruption in the olfactory signature of a room I'd spent three days in, whose smells I knew the way a musician knows their instrument's tuning. There was a trace of something that didn't belong. A perfume. Not Tapsee's Chanel No. 5 — I'd know that warm, aldehydic blend anywhere. This was something sharper. Younger. More synthetic. A department-store fragrance, the kind marketed to college students — fruity top notes, a chemical sweetness, no depth. The kind of perfume a twenty-something would buy at a Shoppers Stop in Pune or Mumbai.

My skin prickled.

I checked the spice rack. The knives. The pantry door. The walk-in cooler.

Nothing missing. Nothing visibly moved. The spice jars were in the order I'd arranged them — turmeric, chili, cumin, coriander, garam masala, left to right, large to small. The knife roll was on the counter where I'd left it. The cooler temperature was steady at 4°C.

But the feeling stayed. A violation. My space — the only space on this island that felt mine, the only territory I'd claimed in this borrowed, hostile house — had been breached. Someone had been in my kitchen while I slept. They'd touched my air. Breathed my oxygen. Left their scent on my counter.

I made chai. Strong — three spoons of Assam loose leaf in a small pot, boiled hard until the water turned the color of dark wood. Two sugars. Ginger that I grated fresh, a thumb-sized piece, the fibers catching on the grater, the juice running sharp and pungent — ginger strong enough to strip paint, as Riddhi would say. Boiled the milk until it rose and fell three times, each rise building the flavor, concentrating the tannins, turning the chai from a drink into a weapon.

Drank it standing at the window, both hands wrapped around the steel tumbler, the heat almost unbearable against my palms but necessary. The chai burned my tongue. The ginger burned my throat. Good. Pain meant I was still here. Still awake. Still thinking.

Outside, the sea threw itself against the cliffs — grey water against grey rock, the spray rising twenty feet, the sound a constant boom-hiss-boom that was both terrifying and oddly rhythmic, like the heartbeat of something ancient and indifferent.

Today was Sunday. Sameer was coming. He'd promised — first light, sea or no sea. I could leave.

I just had to survive twelve more hours.

Twelve hours. Seven hundred and twenty minutes. Forty-three thousand two hundred seconds. I counted them the way I counted prep time before a big service — breaking the impossible into increments, making the overwhelming manageable, one task at a time.

First task: breakfast.

Feed the people. Stay alive. Get on the boat.




  
    CHAPTER 19

    
    
  
  OJASWINI

At 8 AM I made breakfast. Poha — the Maharashtrian kind, the only kind that matters.

The process was muscle memory, the kind of cooking you do when your hands know the recipe better than your brain. Heat oil in a heavy kadhai. Mustard seeds first — they hit the hot oil and erupted, jumping and popping like tiny firecrackers, the sound sharp and percussive in the morning quiet. Then curry leaves — a fistful, fresh from the bunch Arya had brought, thrown into the oil where they hissed and sputtered and released their fragrance: a green, peppery, citrus smell that is the signature of every Maharashtrian kitchen in the world. Then peanuts — raw, skin-on, stirring until they turned golden and crunchy. Then turmeric — a half teaspoon, the powder staining the oil a deep yellow, the color of marigolds, the color of prayer. Diced onion. Green chilies, slit. Then the flattened rice — soaked for exactly three minutes in cold water, drained, light and fluffy — folded into the tempering with a gentle hand. Salt. A squeeze of lemon that made the whole thing glow like morning sunlight on a brass plate.

Simple. Familiar. The food equivalent of a hug from someone who doesn't ask what's wrong.

I garnished it with fresh coriander and a scatter of sev — the thin, crunchy chickpea noodles that add texture and salt. Served it on the stainless steel plates I'd found in the pantry, with a side of green chutney and a wedge of lemon.

Arya appeared at 8:30. She came through the back door, her cotton sari damp at the hem from the morning dew that had replaced last night's rain. She looked tired. Distracted. Her usual purposeful energy was muted — she moved through the kitchen slowly, like someone wading through water.

"Did you come to the main house last night?" I asked. Tried to make it casual. Failed.

"No. Why?"

"Nothing. Just heard footsteps."

She gave me a look — the long, steady look of someone who's lived in this house for fifteen years and knows all its sounds and most of its secrets. "I told you. The house talks. The wood expands and contracts with the humidity. The monsoon makes everything creak." She paused. Poured herself chai from the pot I'd left on the stove. "But if you're hearing things that worry you, dikra, trust your ears. A woman's instinct is worth more than a man's logic."

At 9 AM Tapsee came down. She looked terrible — worse than yesterday, worse than the day before, a visible deterioration that was now impossible to ignore. Grey skin — not pale, grey, the color of wet ash. Trembling hands that she tried to hide by pressing them flat against her thighs as she walked. A sheen of sweat on her upper lip despite the morning chill. Her eyes were bloodshot and sunken, the dark circles so deep they looked like bruises.

"Tapsee, you should see a doctor."

"I'm fine." The word again. That automatic, reflexive, meaningless word that women use as armor. She sat at the table. Looked at the poha. The bright yellow, the green coriander, the golden peanuts. Beautiful, honest food. "Actually, I don't think I can eat."

"Can I make you something else? Toast? Just rice and dal? Something light?"

"No. I—" She pressed her hand to her stomach. Her fingers splayed across the silk of her nightgown. Her knuckles were white. "Excuse me."

She left the room. Fast. Not running but close. I heard her in the downstairs bathroom — the door slamming, then retching. Violent, convulsive retching. The sound of a body rejecting something. The sound of a body at war with itself.

I stood in the kitchen doorway and listened and felt the first cold certainty form in my stomach: Tapsee was not fine. Tapsee was very, very sick. And it was getting worse.

Deven came down at 9:30. He looked perfectly fine. Better than fine — rested, bright-eyed, his hair damp from a shower, wearing a fresh linen shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows. He moved through the dining room with the easy confidence of a man whose morning was going exactly according to plan.

"Is Tapsee okay?" I asked.

"Stomach bug," he said. The words came out smooth and practiced. A line delivered. "She gets them. Especially in monsoon. The humidity does something to her digestion."

He sat down at the table. Pulled the plate of poha toward himself. Ate it with the focused efficiency of a man fueling his body, not enjoying his food. He didn't ask about his wife. Didn't check on her. Didn't even glance toward the bathroom where she was still retching.

The contrast was so stark it was almost cinematic — the healthy husband eating breakfast while his sick wife vomited in the next room. If I'd been watching this scene in a movie, I'd have known immediately: he's the one doing it to her.

But this wasn't a movie. And I didn't know. Not yet.

At 10 AM I was cleaning the kitchen — wiping down the counters with hot water and vinegar, the way my grandmother taught me, the acidic smell sharp and clean — when Deven appeared in the doorway.

He filled the doorframe. Not physically — he was average height, lean build. But his presence filled it. The way certain men occupy space not with their bodies but with their intention.

"Ojaswini. We need to talk."

My hand tightened on the dish towel. The cotton bunched in my fist.

"About?"

He closed the kitchen door. The click of the latch was precise. Final. The sound of a room being sealed.

"Sit down."

"I'll stand."

Something passed across his face — a flicker of annoyance, quickly suppressed. He wasn't used to being refused. He studied me for a moment — the way you'd study a variable that wasn't behaving as predicted — then sat at the kitchen island himself. Crossed his arms. Leaned back.

"I need you to understand the situation you're in."

"I'm a chef. On a job. On your island. The situation is straightforward."

"No." His voice was gentle. Patient. The voice of a professor explaining something to a particularly slow student. "You're a woman I dated under a false name. You're on my property. My wife doesn't know about us. And—" He pulled out his phone — the black one, the one I'd seen him use in the hallway, not his regular iPhone. "I have these."

He turned the screen toward me.

WhatsApp messages. Screenshots. A conversation between me and someone called "Deven Shrivastav." My profile picture — the one from my Instagram, the one where I'm in my chef's whites at the restaurant. My phone number. And messages I'd never sent.

I can't stop thinking about you.

When can I see you again?

I know you're married. I don't care.

Your wife doesn't deserve you.

I'll do anything to be with you.

Please let me cook for you again. I'll come anywhere. Anytime.

I love you. I've loved you since that first night in Bandra.

The messages were timestamped over the last three months. January through March. Consistent timing — late night messages, 11 PM, midnight, 1 AM. The pattern of someone obsessive. Someone unstable. Someone who couldn't let go.

The profile picture was mine. The phone number was mine. The writing style was close enough to mine — short sentences, direct language, the kind of texting a young chef from Mumbai would do.

But I had never written a single word of it.

"I didn't write these," I said. My voice was steady — the steadiness of shock, not calm. My hands were not steady at all. They were trembling behind my back where he couldn't see them.

"I know."

"Then what—"

"My company builds AI systems for law enforcement," Deven said. He said it the way you'd say I work in IT. Casual. Factual. "Sentinel AI. We create deepfake detection tools for police departments, intelligence agencies, courts. But deepfake detection requires deepfake creation. You have to build the weapon to build the shield. I know how to fabricate digital evidence — text messages, voice recordings, video, metadata — that passes forensic analysis. Level 5 verification. The kind that holds up in court. The kind that even CBI cyber forensics can't distinguish from authentic communication."

The kitchen was very quiet. The only sound was the drip of water from the tap I hadn't fully closed and the distant crash of waves against the cliffs.

"What do you want?" I asked.

"I want you to cook. Smile. Finish the weekend. Serve lunch. Serve dinner. Be charming, be professional, be the brilliant chef that Tapsee hired. And leave tomorrow morning without saying a word to anyone — not Tapsee, not Sameer, not Riddhi, not your Instagram followers — about our history."

"Or?"

"Or these messages go to Tapsee. To the police. To every one of your forty-seven thousand Instagram followers." He pocketed his phone with the casual finality of a man putting away a weapon he doesn't currently need but wants you to know he has. "An obsessive stalker chef who fabricated a relationship with a tech CEO. Who got herself hired under false pretenses to get close to him. Who—"

"That's insane. No one would believe—"

"Everyone would believe." His voice was still gentle. Still patient. Still conversational. That was the most terrifying part — the absence of anger, the absence of heat. Cold. Calculated. Algorithmic. "Because the evidence is flawless. Because you're a struggling nobody with a 3.2-star restaurant and ₹55K rent and a Swiggy commission debt, and I'm a public figure with a Forbes profile and a Padma Shri nomination. Because in this country — in any country — the algorithm always believes the person with more money. Always. Every single time."

I felt the blood drain from my face. A physical sensation — warmth leaving my skin, my cheeks going cold, the room tilting like a ship in a swell. The counter edge pressed into my hip. I gripped it.

"Go cook lunch, Ojaswini," he said. He stood. Adjusted his cuffs. The casual gesture of a man who has finished a business meeting and is moving on to the next one. "And stop looking at me like I'm the villain. I'm doing you a favor. You'll leave tomorrow with your two lakhs and your reputation intact. All you have to do is behave."

He left. The kitchen door clicked shut behind him.

I stood in the kitchen for a long time. The tap dripped. The waves crashed. The clock on the wall — an old Portuguese clock with Roman numerals and a brass pendulum — ticked with a sound like a tongue clicking.

My hands were shaking. Not trembling — shaking. Full-body tremors that started in my fingers and traveled up my arms and into my chest. I pressed my palms flat on the cold granite counter and breathed. In. Out. In. Out. The way Riddhi taught me.

Then I pulled Sameer's business card from my pocket. Dog-eared. Damp. The ink slightly smeared.

Brixton Marine Services. Sameer Naik. Devbagh Marina.

And in his handwriting, added yesterday: VHF Channel 16. 24/7.

I memorized the route from the kitchen door to the dock. Out the back. Down the stone path — 112 steps, I'd counted them. Past the frangipani garden. Left at the banyan tree. Down the slope. Through the gate. The boathouse with the blue corrugated roof.

Two hundred meters.

If I needed to run, I could cover it in ninety seconds.
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Lunch was mechanical.

I cooked the way you cook when your body remembers what your brain has abandoned — hands moving through sequences they've performed ten thousand times, muscle memory carrying the weight that consciousness couldn't bear. Rice: basmati, soaked, rinsed three times until the water ran clear, cooked in a pot with a tight lid, the steam building, the grains swelling. Dal: toor dal, pressure-cooked with turmeric and a pinch of asafoetida, tempered with cumin seeds and dried red chilies and a clove of crushed garlic that sizzled and turned golden in the hot ghee. The surmai fish from the cooler — the last of the Malvani preparation, the remaining fillets simmered in yesterday's leftover coconut masala, the gravy reduced and thickened, the fish flesh flaking.

I don't remember tasting any of it. I don't remember plating it. I remember the sounds — the hiss of the tempering, the click of the burner, the clatter of the steel ladle against the pot — but the flavors were gone. My palate had shut down. Fear does that. It hijacks the senses it doesn't need and redirects everything toward survival: hearing sharpens, vision narrows, but taste and smell — the senses of pleasure, the senses of a chef — go dark.

Tapsee didn't eat. She stayed in her room. I could hear her moving around — slow, unsteady footsteps, the creak of the bed frame — but she didn't come down. I left a tray outside her door: plain rice, dal, a glass of nimbu pani with extra salt. The food of convalescence. The food you feed someone whose body is fighting.

Deven ate alone in the dining room. Reading something on his iPad, scrolling with one finger, eating with the other hand. He looked like a man enjoying a holiday — relaxed, unhurried, comfortable in his space. He didn't comment on the food. Didn't ask where Tapsee was. Didn't look up when I cleared his plate.

I washed the dishes. Scrubbed the counters. Swept the kitchen floor. The mechanical tasks of cleaning — the hot water, the soap, the repetitive motion — bought me time to think without looking like I was thinking.

At 2 PM I told Arya I was going for a walk.

"In this rain?" She was sitting at the kitchen table, nursing a cup of chai, her reading glasses perched on the end of her nose. She'd been going through the household accounts — a thick ledger bound in cloth, the pages yellowed, the entries written in Arya's neat Devanagari script.

"I need air."

She looked at me with those knowing eyes — dark, steady, the eyes of a woman who had spent fifteen years watching this family and understood more than she said. "The boathouse has a covered porch. You can sit there. There's a bench."

I walked down the stone path to the dock. Counted the steps — 112, just as I'd estimated. The rain was warm and relentless — monsoon rain, not the cold European rain I'd experienced once on a culinary trip to London, but thick, tropical, body-temperature rain that hit your skin and merged with your sweat until you couldn't tell which was which. By the time I reached the boathouse my kurta was plastered to my body, my hair streaming, the fabric of my salwar heavy with water and clinging to my thighs.

The boathouse was small — ten feet by twelve, maybe. Corrugated metal roof that amplified the rain into a continuous roar. A wooden bench along one wall, the wood grey and salt-bleached. Two kayaks stacked against the opposite wall — plastic, sun-faded, the kind used for recreational paddling. A coil of rope. A life jacket hanging from a nail. A kerosene lantern. And in the corner, mounted on a wooden shelf at shoulder height, a VHF radio.

Old model. Heavy. The casing was grey metal, dented and scratched. Dials on the front — frequency selector, squelch, volume. A handheld microphone on a coiled cord, the kind that bounces when you pick it up. The brand name was worn away but the model number was still visible: ICOM IC-M700. A marine transceiver. The same model I'd seen in the background of Sameer's marina office.

I picked up the microphone. The cord stretched. The radio hummed — it was already on, drawing power from a 12-volt battery mounted underneath the shelf.

Channel 16. 156.800 MHz. The international maritime distress frequency. The frequency that every fisherman on the Konkan coast monitors. The frequency that Sameer said he listened to 24/7 from his marina.

I turned the frequency dial. The numbers clicked past — 14, 15, 16. Static hissed from the speaker, a wall of white noise punctuated by distant ghost voices — fishermen, coast guard patrols, cargo ships — all of them too far away, too fragmented to understand.

I pressed the talk button. The static went silent.

"Sameer? It's Ojju. Are you there?"

Released the button. Static flooded back.

Nothing.

"Sameer. Please."

My voice cracked on the second word. I pressed my forehead against the cold metal housing of the radio. The metal was damp with condensation. Rain hammered the corrugated roof — a sound like a thousand small fists beating against tin, relentless, deafening.

A crackle. A break in the static. Then his voice — distant, broken by interference, but unmistakable. The voice of someone who had promised to listen.

"Ojju? I hear you. Copy. What's wrong?"

Relief hit me like a physical blow. My knees buckled. I sat on the bench, the microphone pressed to my mouth.

"I need to leave. Today. Now. Can you come?"

Silence. Then: "The sea's still bad. Winds at 55 kmph, gusting to 70. Waves three to four meters. I can try but—"

"Please."

"—but it's dangerous. Crossing in these conditions, I'd be risking both our lives. A boat my size — a 32-foot fishing trawler — can handle two-meter swells. Three meters is the limit. Four meters..." He paused. "What happened?"

I pressed my forehead harder against the radio. The metal edge bit into my skin. Rain hammered the roof. Through the open side of the boathouse I could see the sea — grey, angry, the waves cresting white and smashing against the dock pilings with a force that sent spray ten feet into the air.

"I can't explain right now. Just — is there any way?"

"At first light tomorrow. The IMD forecast shows the low-pressure system moving northeast overnight. Wind dropping to 35 kmph by 4 AM, waves down to 1.5 meters by dawn. I'll be there at 5:30 AM. First light. Can you hold on until then?"

Dawn. Twelve more hours.

Twelve hours in this house with Deven and his dead eyes and his fabricated evidence and his gentle, patient, algorithmic voice explaining how he was going to destroy my life.

"Yes," I said. "I can hold on."

"Ojju." His voice changed. Dropped the casual maritime cadence. Became something else — firm, direct, personal. The voice of a man making a promise he intended to keep with his life. "Lock your door tonight. Stay in your room after dark. Don't open the door for anyone — not Deven, not Tapsee, nobody. And if anything happens — anything — if you hear something wrong, if someone comes for you, if you feel unsafe for even one second — get to this radio. Press the button and talk. I monitor Channel 16 on a receiver next to my bed. You speak and I will hear you. And I will come. Sea or no sea. Waves or no waves. I'll come."

"Okay."

"Promise me."

"I promise."

"I'll be there at dawn, Ojju. I promise too."

Static swallowed his voice. The connection dissolved into white noise, the radio hissing and crackling, the ghost voices of the Konkan coast murmuring in frequencies I couldn't decode.

I hung up the microphone. Sat on the bench. The rain blew in through the open side of the boathouse and soaked my feet. My sneakers were already ruined — waterlogged, the canvas dark and heavy. I didn't care. I sat and watched the sea throw itself against the dock and counted the hours.

Twelve hours.

Seven hundred and twenty minutes.

I could survive twelve hours. I'd survived worse. I'd survived my father's drinking. I'd survived the first year of the restaurant when I couldn't make rent and had to choose between paying the electricity bill and eating dinner. I'd survived the night Riddhi called from the hospital after a bad allergic reaction and I drove across Mumbai at 2 AM on a scooter in the rain.

I could survive this.

I had to survive this.

Because somewhere on the mainland, a man with rough hands and a library full of books was going to wake up at 4 AM and check the wind and start his engine and cross three kilometers of monsoon sea because I'd asked him to.

And I was not going to make him cross that sea for a dead woman.
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At 6 PM the power went out.

Not a flicker. Not a gradual dimming. A sudden, absolute severance — like someone had reached into the house's nervous system and pulled the plug. The kitchen lights died. The refrigerator's hum stopped. The digital clock on the microwave went dark. The exhaust fan over the stove wound down with a descending whine, the blades slowing to nothing, and then: silence.

The mansion plunged into a darkness so complete it felt physical — a weight on my skin, a pressure against my open eyes. This wasn't Mumbai darkness, where the city's ambient glow leaks through every window, where the neighbor's TV casts blue light on your ceiling, where the streetlamps and phone towers and illuminated billboards mean you're never truly in the dark. This was island darkness. Primordial. The kind of darkness that existed before electricity, before fire, before the first human opened their eyes and saw nothing.

The generator should have kicked in. Sameer had delivered twenty liters of diesel fuel yesterday — I'd heard the jerry can clanking as he carried it up the path. The generator was a Kirloskar 15kVA diesel unit, housed in a concrete shed behind the main building. Arya had shown it to me on my first day. "If the power goes, wait sixty seconds. The generator has an auto-start."

Sixty seconds passed. Nothing. No rumble of the diesel engine. No click of the transfer switch. Just the sound of rain — harder now, punishing, like the monsoon was trying to erase the island from existence — and wind that found every gap in the old masonry and moaned through it.

I was in the kitchen. I'd been prepping a simple dinner — khichdi and kadhi, comfort food for a night when comfort had left the building and taken everyone's appetite with it. The moong dal was soaking in warm water. The rice was measured. The kadhi batter — yogurt thinned with besan, seasoned with turmeric and a pinch of sugar — sat in a steel bowl on the counter.

The darkness was total. I couldn't see my own hands.

I found my phone by touch — it was on the counter next to the cutting board. Battery at 22%. No signal. No Wi-Fi. The screen's blue-white light was painful after the absolute dark, making me squint. I used the flashlight to locate candles in the pantry — thick white pillars, dusty, stored in a cardboard box behind the rice bags. I found six. Lit them with the gas lighter from the stove.

The kitchen filled with trembling orange light. Shadows danced on the walls — my shadow, the shadows of hanging ladles and the copper degchi and the bottles on the spice rack. The candlelight made everything unfamiliar. The kitchen I'd spent three days in — my territory, my country — became a stranger's room, all wrong angles and deep pools of darkness in the corners where the candlelight couldn't reach.

The smell of paraffin wax mixed with the lingering spice-steam from the kadhi prep.

Arya appeared at the back door. Breathless. Her cotton sari soaked dark, her hair undone from its bun and streaming water. She'd run from the guest cottage — fifty meters through torrential rain. Her face in the candlelight was sharp with alarm.

"The generator," she said. "Someone drained the fuel."

"What?"

"The tank was full this morning. I checked at noon when I went to reset the voltage regulator. Twenty liters. Full. Now it's empty. The tank is bone dry."

We stared at each other. The candle flames wavered between us, throwing our faces in and out of shadow.

"Could it have leaked?" I asked. Knowing the answer.

"A full tank doesn't leak to empty in six hours. The tank is sealed. Welded steel. No corrosion. I maintain it myself." She shook her head. Water dripped from her hair onto the stone floor. "Someone opened the drain valve and let the fuel out. Deliberately."

The candlelight made shadows dance on the walls. Outside, thunder cracked — not the rolling kind that builds and recedes like a wave but the sharp kind, the explosive kind, like a bone breaking inside the sky. The sound was so close the windows rattled in their frames.

"I'm going back to the cottage," Arya said. Her voice was steady but her hands were gripping the doorframe. "I have a torch there. And a kerosene stove. And a lock on my door."

"Arya. Be careful."

She crossed the kitchen. Squeezed my hand. Her palm was rough and warm — the hand of a woman who'd spent fifty years working, cleaning, maintaining, building. A hand that knew how things were supposed to be and could feel when they were wrong.

"You too, dikra." She held my hand for a beat too long. Her eyes in the candlelight were dark and knowing. "Keep your knife close."

She disappeared into the rain. I watched her torch beam bobbing through the garden — getting smaller, fainter, swallowed by the monsoon darkness until it was gone.

I was alone in the house.

Not alone. Deven was upstairs. Tapsee was in her room. But functionally alone — the only person in this dark, creaking, three-hundred-year-old mansion who wasn't either a predator or dying.

I served dinner by candlelight. The khichdi — moong dal and rice cooked together with turmeric and ghee, simple and golden, the consistency of a thick porridge — and kadhi — the yogurt-besan gravy tempered with mustard seeds and curry leaves, sweet and tangy and warm. I served it in steel bowls on the dining table. Two candles in the center. The chandelier above was dead — dark crystal, no sparkle, just shapes in the dark.

Deven appeared. White shirt. Dry. He'd been in his study.

Tapsee did not appear.

"She's sleeping," he said. Pulled his chair out. Sat. "Feeling worse."

"Should we be worried? She needs a doctor, Deven. She's been sick for three days."

"She'll be fine." He picked up his spoon. Ate the khichdi with mechanical efficiency. Candlelight carved his face into planes of light and shadow, the cheekbones and jaw sharp, the eye sockets deep and dark. He looked like one of those Portuguese portraits in the hallway — colonial nobles surveying their stolen kingdoms with flat, proprietary eyes.

"The generator," I said. "Someone drained the fuel."

"Probably a leak."

"Arya says the tank was full six hours ago."

He set his spoon down. Looked at me. The candlelight caught his irises and turned them amber. His expression was perfectly calm. Perfectly composed.

"Ojaswini. Do you understand how old this island is? Equipment fails. Generators leak. Power goes out. The wiring is sixty years old. The plumbing is Portuguese. This isn't a conspiracy. It's infrastructure."

But his eyes were wrong. Too steady. Too calm. The eyes of a man who'd expected this exact moment. The eyes of a man who'd drained the fuel himself — or had someone drain it for him.

After dinner I went upstairs. Locked my door — the iron bolt, seated and solid. Put the knife under my pillow. Changed into my kurta. Lay in the dark.

The house groaned and creaked around me — the sounds of old wood contracting as the night cooled, the stone walls settling, the wind finding its way through gaps in the window frames. Rain found its way through cracks I couldn't see — I heard dripping somewhere inside the walls, a persistent tap... tap... tap that came from no identifiable direction. A rhythm that almost sounded like footsteps. Almost. But not quite.

At 11 PM I heard something else.

Music.

Coming from downstairs. Faint. A woman's voice, singing. Something old and Marathi — a lavani, the folk songs they performed in village tamasha troupes. I recognized the melody. My grandmother used to sing it. Mala jau dya na ghari — "Let me go home." The voice was plaintive and sweet and liquid, the kind of singing that comes from the chest and the stomach and the earth beneath your feet. And it was completely, impossibly wrong for an empty house at midnight in a monsoon.

I pressed my ear to the floor. The cold stone against my cheek. The music was coming from below me. Directly below. The study. The room where the bookshelves hid the tunnel entrance.

Every rational cell in my body said: Don't.

Don't go down there. Lock the door. Stay in bed. Wait for dawn. Wait for Sameer. Don't be the girl in the horror movie who hears a sound and walks toward it.

I put on my shoes. Grabbed the knife. Opened my door.

The hallway was dark — absolute, total, cave-dark. My phone light cut a white circle in the black, the beam wavering as my hand trembled. I moved toward the stairs. Each step deliberate. Each footfall placed on the stone with the precision of someone walking through a minefield.

Don't go down there.

But I went. Because the alternative was lying in bed listening to a dead woman sing, and that was worse.

The study door was ajar. Candlelight leaked from inside — warm, amber, flickering — a single candle on the teak desk, the flame guttering in a draft from somewhere I couldn't see. The music was louder here. Not a recording — no speaker crackle, no digital compression. Someone humming. The lavani melody rising and falling like breath, like a heartbeat made audible, intimate and close.

I pushed the door open with the flat of the knife blade.

The study was empty.

The candle flickered on the desk. A glass of whiskey sat next to it, half-full, the liquid catching the candlelight like liquid amber. The bookshelves lined the walls — floor to ceiling, old teak, the leather-bound spines of Portuguese-era volumes and Hindi novels and English mysteries lined up like soldiers.

The humming stopped. Abruptly. Mid-note.

I stood very still. The candle flame wavered. My heartbeat was so loud in my ears it seemed impossible that anyone in the room couldn't hear it.

Then I saw it.

The bookshelf on the far wall — the one directly opposite the desk, the tallest one, reaching from floor to ceiling — was cracked open. Just an inch. A thin vertical line of absolute darkness where the shelf met the wall. A gap. A seam. The opening of a door disguised as furniture.

The tunnel entrance.

Someone had opened it.

And from behind the shelf, from somewhere in the darkness below — from the cold stone throat of the Portuguese smuggler tunnel that ran beneath this island — I heard breathing.

Low. Steady. Patient.

Not mine.

I ran.
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Back in my room. Door locked — the iron bolt rammed home so hard the bracket creaked. Knife in my hand. The Wüsthof's handle was slick with palm-sweat and I kept adjusting my grip, the German steel catching the faint lightning glow through the window every time the sky splintered.

Heart trying to break out of my ribcage. Not a metaphor. I could feel it — each contraction slamming against the inside of my sternum, a trapped animal throwing itself against a cage. My pulse was in my ears, in my fingertips, in the balls of my feet where they pressed against the cold stone floor. My body was an alarm system and every signal was screaming: danger, danger, danger.

Someone was in the tunnel.

Someone was in the house who wasn't supposed to be here. Someone who breathed in the dark below the study. Someone who hummed a lavani my dead grandmother used to sing. Someone who knew where the tunnel entrance was, how to open it, how to move through this three-hundred-year-old house without triggering a single creak in the floorboards.

I went through the options. Systematically. The way I went through a prep list before service — item by item, nothing skipped, nothing assumed.

Deven — playing mind games. Psychological warfare. Making me paranoid, fraying my nerves, so when something happened my story would sound insane. The chef was hearing voices. The chef was seeing figures. The chef was unstable. He had the motive. He had the skill. His entire career was built on fabricating evidence that passed forensic analysis. Why not fabricate a haunting?

Tapsee — but she was sick. Genuinely, visibly sick. Could barely stand at breakfast. Her hands shook when she held a cup. Her skin was the color of wet ash. Could she physically climb stairs, walk through a dark hallway, descend into a tunnel? Could she hum a lavani with lungs that struggled to breathe? No. The body doesn't lie like that.

Arya — in the guest cottage. Fifty meters away across the rain-battered garden. She had a kerosene stove, a torch, a locked door. No reason to be in the tunnel at midnight. No reason to hum a folk song in the dark. Unless she was checking something. Unless she knew something about this tunnel that she hadn't told me.

Someone else.

The thought was a physical sensation — cold spreading through my stomach like swallowed ice water. Someone else. A fifth person on an island where there were supposed to be four. A person who wasn't on any guest list, any manifest, any record. A person who knew this house — its hidden rooms, its disguised doors, its Portuguese secrets — well enough to move through it like a ghost.

My breathing was too fast. Hyperventilating. The edges of my vision were sparkling — those warning signs of a panic attack, the ones I'd learned to recognize in my second year at the restaurant. I forced it to slow. In through the nose — four counts, the air cold and damp, tasting of stone and old wood. Hold — seven counts, my chest tight, the muscles between my ribs aching. Out through the mouth — eight counts, slow, controlled, the exhale making the nearest candle flame dance. A technique Riddhi had taught me during my first panic attack — the night after I signed the restaurant lease and realized I'd committed to ₹55K monthly rent on a 3.2-star Zomato dream and no savings.

The panic receded. Not gone — it never goes, it just moves to the edges of your awareness, crouching, waiting. But manageable. Functional. The way stage fright is manageable — you learn to cook with it, to plate with shaking hands, to present food while your stomach is trying to digest itself.

I checked the time. 11:47 PM. The phone screen was painfully bright in the dark room.

Dawn was at 5:30 AM. Sameer would come.

Five hours and forty-three minutes. Three hundred and forty-three minutes. Twenty thousand five hundred and eighty seconds. I counted them the way I counted prep time before service — breaking the impossible into increments. Making the unbearable merely difficult.

I didn't sleep. I sat on the bed with my back against the headboard — the old teak pressing against my spine, the carved wood pattern imprinting itself into my skin through the kurta. The knife across my lap. My eyes open. Watching the bedroom door. Watching the thin strip of darkness beneath it where someone's shadow might fall.

The house talked to me through the hours. The Portuguese walls expanding and contracting with the humidity, making sounds like an old man's joints. The wind changing direction — I could track its rotation by the way it hit different windows, first the north-facing bedroom, then the east-facing hallway, then back. The rain intensifying and easing in cycles, like breathing.

At 2 AM the footsteps came again.

This time they didn't stop at my door.

They went past. Soft. Deliberate. The pad of bare feet on stone — I recognized the sound now, had catalogued it, knew the difference between shoes and bare feet, between walking and creeping. These footsteps were confident. Unhurried. The footsteps of someone who knew exactly where they were going and what they were going to do.

Down the hallway. Toward the stairs. Descending — the sound fading with each step, the stone swallowing the echo.

I heard the front door open. The massive teak door with its Portuguese iron fittings, the hinges that Arya kept oiled but that still groaned under the door's own weight. The wind screamed in — a blast of cold wet air that I felt even upstairs, even through my closed bedroom door.

Then the door closed. Heavy. Final.

Whoever it was had gone outside. Into the monsoon. At 2 AM.

I went to the window. Pressed my face against the glass. The glass was cold and damp with condensation, my breath fogging a circle that I kept wiping with my palm. Lightning strobed the landscape — freeze-frame images, each one lasting a fraction of a second but burning into my retinas: the garden, the stone path glistening like a river, the frangipani trees bent sideways by wind, the cliffs beyond, the sea a white chaos of spray.

A figure.

Small. Dark-clothed. Moving fast through the garden — not running but walking with purpose, bare feet on the stone path, rain hammering down on them. They weren't hunched against the weather. They were moving through it like it wasn't there.

Moving toward the guest cottage.

Where Arya was.

I pressed both palms against the cold glass. My breath stopped. The lightning flickered and went dark and the figure disappeared into the black and I stood there for ten seconds, twenty seconds, a minute — waiting for the next flash, waiting to see the figure return, waiting for anything.

The next lightning flash showed an empty garden.

The figure was inside the cottage.
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It's time.

I've rehearsed this moment forty-seven times in my head. I know the count of steps from the back door to the guest cottage — sixty-three, if I take the stone path, forty-eight through the garden where the grass deadens sound. I know the cottage door opens inward. I know the hinges are on the left. I know Arya sleeps on the right side of the cot, facing the wall, because I watched her through the cottage window on three consecutive nights to confirm the pattern.

Arya was always the loose thread. The one variable in my script that I couldn't write around. She knows the house too well — every room, every corridor, every hidden space behind the paneling that the Portuguese builders carved into the walls for smuggling opium and gold. She knows the cameras because she dusted the smoke detectors and picture frames where I hid them. She knows the hidden room on the fourth floor because she cleaned it when I was a child — vacuum and damp cloth, once a month, even though nobody used it, because Arya cleaned everything, maintained everything, kept this crumbling colonial mansion breathing long after it should have been left to the termites and the monsoon.

She knows me.

Not the me I've become. The me I was. The girl with the long braid and the scraped knees who spent summers on this island catching crabs and eating Arya's sol kadhi — the coconut milk and kokum drink, pink and sweet and sour, served in steel glasses on the veranda while the Arabian Sea crashed against the rocks below. She would recognize my face in a heartbeat. My walk. The way I tilt my head when I'm thinking. The birthmark on my left wrist shaped like a cashew nut. One look and the entire narrative collapses.

The rain covers every sound. Not muffles — covers. Erases. The monsoon is a wall of white noise, a static roar so complete that I could fire a gun and the cottage wouldn't hear it. I cross the garden in bare feet — the mud is warm between my toes, body-temperature, monsoon-heated earth that squishes and gives, and the grass is sharp, the wild Konkan grass that grows ankle-high between the flagstones, each blade a tiny serrated edge that nicks the soles of my feet.

The guest cottage is dark. No glow from the kerosene lamp. No movement behind the curtained window. Arya sleeps early — 9:30 PM, every night, fifteen years of the same pattern. She wakes at 5 AM. She drinks her chai with two sugars and a piece of stale rusk. She is the most predictable person I have ever known, and that predictability is what makes this possible and what makes it unbearable.

She sleeps like the dead.

Not a metaphor. Not yet.

The door isn't locked. It never is. Arya trusts this island the way she trusts the sunrise — as a fact, not a choice. She's been here fifteen years. She braided my hair when the monsoon humidity made it impossible to manage — tight French braids, pulling hard enough to make my eyes water, her rough fingers working through the tangles with the same efficiency she brought to scrubbing the kitchen floor. She taught me to find crabs under rocks on the beach — flip the rock, wait for the scuttle, grab from behind so the pincers can't reach your fingers. She taught me to crack coconuts with a single strike of the back of a machete. She fed me puran poli when I cried.

She called me Sayali-baby until I was thirteen.

I stand in her room. The darkness is total but I don't need light. I know this room by feel — the dresser on the left wall, two steps from the door, the chair by the window where Arya sits to read her Marathi newspaper, the cot against the far wall, the thin mattress, the cotton sheet she uses even in winter because she runs warm. The air smells like her — coconut oil and phenyl floor cleaner and the faint sweetness of the supari she chews after meals. The room smells like safety. Like childhood. Like every summer I spent on this island before my father decided I was worthless.

She's on the cot. Breathing slow. Deep. The breath of dreamless sleep — a woman who has nothing on her conscience, nothing keeping her awake, nothing to fear from the darkness.

I could make this painless. I should make this painless. She deserves that.

But I learned from my father that mercy is a luxury of people who can afford consequences. And I can't afford Arya waking up tomorrow, seeing the chaos — the blood, the bodies, the chef running — and telling the police: Sayali was here. I know Sayali. I recognize her. She has a birthmark on her left wrist shaped like a cashew nut.

One sentence. That's all it would take. One sentence from a fifty-five-year-old housekeeper and my entire script — six months of planning, four months of surveillance, two months of psychological manipulation — dissolves like sugar in hot water.

The pillow is soft. Goose-down. One of the old ones from the main house that Arya salvaged when Tapsee redecorated. It smells like Arya's coconut oil.

I press it down.

Arya doesn't struggle long. Her body convulses — an involuntary reflex, the diaphragm fighting for air that isn't there, the legs kicking against the sheet. Her hands come up — I feel them against my forearms, her rough fingers gripping my wrists, the grip strong at first then weakening, then gone. Her heels drum against the mattress — fast, then slow, then still.

Sixty seconds. Maybe less. I count.

One. Two. Three.

A scriptwriter counts everything. Structure. Beats. The rhythm of a story. The precise duration of a suffocation scene — I researched it. Four to six minutes of oxygen deprivation causes brain death. But unconsciousness comes in thirty to sixty seconds. The body gives up before the brain does. The fight goes out of them like air from a punctured tire — not all at once but in a slow, terrible deflation.

Forty-seven. Forty-eight. Forty-nine.

Her hands fall from my wrists. Her feet stop. The mattress stops creaking.

Fifty-six. Fifty-seven.

I hold for another sixty seconds. To be certain. Because certainty is the only currency that matters now.

When it's over — when the body beneath the pillow is still and cooling and the breathing has stopped and the room is silent except for my own heartbeat and the rain — I arrange the room. Pillow back in position. Sheet straightened. Arya's hands folded on her stomach. I close her eyes with my thumb and forefinger. The lids are warm. Soft. The skin of a woman who put coconut oil on her face every night for fifty years.

I close the door. Walk back through the rain. Forty-eight steps through the garden. The mud is warm. The grass is sharp. The monsoon hammers my skull and shoulders and I open my mouth and let the rain fill it because my throat is so dry I can't swallow.

The mud swallows my footprints.

By morning, there will be nothing left of me in this garden except the monsoon and a woman who called me baby and whose last conscious sensation was the smell of her own coconut oil pillow pressed against her face by the hands she used to braid my hair.
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At 5 AM the rain stopped.

Not eased. Not tapered. Not the gradual diminishing I'd grown used to over four days of monsoon — the cycles of heavy and heavier, the pauses that were only the storm gathering breath before hitting harder. This was absolute. Instantaneous. Like someone had reached up and turned off a tap in the sky. One second: the hammering of water on stone, on glass, on the old terracotta roof tiles, the continuous roar that had become the island's heartbeat. The next second: silence.

The silence was so sudden, so total, so wrong that it woke me. I'd fallen asleep sitting up — my back against the headboard, my chin dropped to my chest, the knife still across my knees. My neck was locked in a cramp that sent electric pain down my left shoulder when I moved. My fingers were still curled around the Wüsthof's handle, the grip so prolonged that my hand had seized — I had to pry the fingers open one by one, the joints cracking, the palm printed with the texture of the handle's rivets.

My first thought: Sameer.

My second thought: The figure. The cottage. Arya.

I grabbed my bag. Shoved my phone — battery at 9%, no signal, the screen dim from power-saving mode — my wallet with ₹2,300 in cash and a maxed-out HDFC debit card, Sameer's dog-eared business card with Channel 16 handwritten on the back. Left the knife roll — twelve knives, too heavy to carry and run. Took only the chef's knife. Eight inches of German carbon steel. The weight of it in my hand was the only thing that kept my breathing steady.

I opened my door. The hallway was grey with pre-dawn light — that particular shade of grey that exists only between 5 and 5:30 AM, when the sky has decided to be light but hasn't committed to color yet. Empty. Quiet. The stone floor was cold under my bare feet — I'd kicked off my shoes at some point during the night.

I went downstairs. Each step measured. The knife held low at my side, blade angled back along my forearm the way you hold a knife when you're moving through a kitchen during rush — ready but not threatening, an extension of the arm rather than a weapon.

The drawing room. Empty. The Portuguese furniture casting long shadows in the grey light. The dining room. Empty. The steel bowls from last night's khichdi still on the table, the kadhi congealed to a thick yellow skin. The kitchen. Empty. My kitchen. The candles had burned to nubs — puddles of white wax on the counter, on the windowsill, hardened into smooth translucent pools. The house smelled like old smoke and rain and the ghost of turmeric.

I went to the back door. Opened it.

The morning was surreal. The sky was white-grey, a uniform ceiling of cloud so low it seemed to press down on the treetops. The air was so thick with moisture it felt like breathing through wet cloth — every inhale was an effort, the humidity coating my lungs, my skin, the inside of my nostrils. The garden was devastated — branches torn from the frangipani trees, leaves scattered across the stone path like green confetti, puddles the size of small ponds filling every depression in the earth. The sea was still rough — whitecaps visible through the gaps in the treeline, the waves crashing against the cliffs with a deep rhythmic boom that I could feel through the soles of my feet.

But the wind had dropped. I could feel it. The violence was leaving.

I started down the path toward the dock. Toward Sameer. Toward the boat that would take me off this island and back to Mumbai and back to my terrible restaurant with its ₹55K rent and its 3.2-star rating and its kitchen that was mine, mine, mine — the only place on earth where I was competent, where I was in control, where the worst thing that could happen was a bad review on Zomato and not a dead woman in a tunnel or a tech billionaire framing me for murder.

Then I stopped.

The guest cottage.

The door was open. Not ajar — wide open, swinging gently in the residual breeze, the hinges creaking with each oscillation. A rhythmic, almost musical sound — creak, pause, creak, pause — that was wrong in a way I couldn't immediately articulate.

Arya's door was never open. Arya closed doors. Arya locked doors. Arya was the kind of woman who checked the gas twice before bed and made sure every window latch was seated.

"Arya?"

My voice sounded thin and strange in the post-storm silence. Like shouting into cotton wool.

No response. Just the creak of the door.

I walked over. My shoes sank into the mud — the garden path had become a swamp, ankle-deep in places, the red laterite earth turned to a thick sucking clay that grabbed at my sneakers with every step. The cottage was small — one room, one bathroom barely bigger than a phone booth, a tiny kitchen with a two-burner kerosene stove and three steel vessels.

I pushed the door wider. The hinges groaned.

Arya was on the cot.

On her back. Eyes open. Staring at the ceiling with an expression that wasn't surprise or fear or pain but simply — absence. The expression of someone who had left. The cotton sheet was pulled up to her waist. Her hands were folded on her stomach — arranged, I realized. Placed there by someone else. Her hair was loose on the pillow, the grey strands fanned out around her head.

A pillow was on the floor beside the cot. Not where it had fallen naturally. Placed. Set down carefully, the way you set down something you no longer need.

She wasn't breathing.

I pressed my fingers to her neck. The skin was cold. Not cool — cold. Room temperature. The warmth gone from her for hours. No pulse. Nothing. The neck was slack under my fingertips, the tendons relaxed, the muscles that had spent fifty-five years holding up a head and turning it and nodding and shaking — all slack. All done.

No no no no—

The word repeated in my head like a stuck record. Not a thought. A reflex. The verbal equivalent of pulling your hand back from a flame. No no no no—

I backed out of the cottage. My legs were shaking so badly I couldn't stand. The ground tilted — not really, but my vestibular system had given up pretending it was processing reality normally. I sat in the mud. The red clay soaked through my salwar, cold and wet against my skin. The rain started again — light this time, almost gentle, a mist more than a rain, the kind that settles on your skin in tiny droplets that don't run but just accumulate until you're soaked. It soaked through my kurta, my hair, ran down my face in thin streams that mixed with the salt water already there — not tears, not yet, my body hadn't caught up with what my eyes had seen, but some preparatory fluid, some chemical precursor to grief.

Arya was dead.

Someone had killed her. Smothered her with her own pillow while she slept. While I sat in my room with a knife across my lap listening to footsteps, someone had walked across the garden and pressed a pillow over the face of a woman who made sol kadhi and braided a child's hair and called her dikra.

The figure. At 2 AM. Moving through the rain toward the cottage. I'd watched from the window. I'd seen it happen — not the act itself but the approach, the preparation, the walk across the garden by someone who moved through the monsoon like it wasn't there.

And I had done nothing.

And the only people on this island were me, Deven, and Tapsee.

And now Arya.

I forced myself to stand. The mud released my legs with a sucking sound. I forced myself to think. Not feel — thinking was what would keep me alive. Feeling would come later, would come in waves, would come at 3 AM in my Mumbai apartment when I was safe and the door was locked and Riddhi was asleep in the next room and I could finally afford the luxury of grief.

Sameer. Boathouse. Radio.

I ran.
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I was fifty meters from the boathouse when the voice came from behind me.

"Going somewhere?"

The words landed on my back like thrown stones. I stopped mid-stride — one foot forward, one foot planted in the mud, my body frozen in the posture of someone who'd been running and had been caught.

Deven. Standing on the path behind me. He was wearing a white kurta — immaculate, impossibly crisp, as though he'd pressed it with an iron five minutes ago. The rain that soaked everything on this island — the trees, the earth, the clothes on my body, the stones, the air itself — seemed to have an arrangement with his clothes. His hands were in his pockets. He was smiling. Not the social smile he used at the dining table. Not the calculating smile he wore when explaining how his technology worked. This was a private smile. The smile of a man watching his chess game enter the endgame.

"Arya's dead," I said. The words came out flat. Factual. The voice of someone reporting a kitchen inventory discrepancy — we're out of coriander — not the voice of someone who had just found a dead woman on a cot with her eyes staring at a ceiling she would never see again.

"I know."

Two words. No shock. No horror. No gasp, no widened eyes, no involuntary hand-to-mouth gesture. Just: I know. The way you'd say I know when someone tells you it's raining. When someone tells you water is wet. When someone tells you a fact so familiar it doesn't even register as information.

"She was dead when I found her. Someone—"

"You killed her."

The world tilted. Not a figure of speech — the actual physical world, the stone path and the trees and the grey sky and the cliffs and the sea, all of it rotated fifteen degrees on an axis I couldn't see. My inner ear rebelled. My stomach lurched. The backs of my knees went liquid.

"What?"

"You killed Arya. Just like you're going to kill my wife." He stepped closer. One step. The distance between us closing from three meters to two. "Just like you planned when you took this job."

"Deven, I didn't—"

"Here's what happened, Ojaswini." His voice was the gentle, patient voice of a professor explaining a theorem to a first-year student. No anger. No accusation. Just the calm, measured cadence of a man who had rehearsed this speech until every syllable sat right, until the rhythm was conversational and the tone was compassionate and the content was a perfectly constructed lie. "You're an obsessive stalker who fabricated a relationship with me. You got yourself hired as our chef to get close to me. When my wife found out — when Arya confronted you — you panicked. You killed Arya. And then you'll kill Tapsee."

"That's INSANE—"

"Is it?" He pulled out his phone. Not his regular iPhone — the black phone, the one he'd shown me in the kitchen. The screen glowed in the grey morning light. The WhatsApp messages. My face — my actual face, my profile picture from Instagram, the one in chef's whites with the restaurant kitchen behind me. My phone number. Months of fabricated conversations — hundreds of messages in both directions, a complete manufactured history of obsession. Love declarations. Jealous outbursts. Detailed plans. Timestamps spanning January through March, consistent late-night patterns of someone unstable, someone fixated, someone dangerous. "Because the evidence says otherwise."

"You MADE that evidence! Your company—"

"My company detects deepfakes. We don't create them." He said it with the patient certainty of someone stating the company line for the thousandth time. "That's what I'll tell the police. And they'll believe me. Because—"

"Because you're rich."

"Because I'm thorough."

The rain was falling harder now — the brief respite over, the monsoon reasserting itself with thick curtains of water that reduced visibility to twenty meters. His white kurta was soaked through, the fabric turning translucent, the outline of his body visible beneath — lean, controlled, the body of a man who ran six kilometers every morning and ate measured portions and treated his physical form with the same engineering precision he applied to everything else. His eyes were flat. Dead. The eyes of a man who'd already calculated every variable in this equation and arrived at a solution that included my destruction as a line item.

"Here's what else I have," he said. The rain ran down his face. He didn't blink. "Your bag. In your room. I placed crushed clontriptyline tablets in the side pocket this morning while you were cooking breakfast. That's the same drug Tapsee takes for depression. The same drug that, in sufficient doses, causes cardiac arrest. The same drug that will show up in her blood work when they do the autopsy."

My vision was narrowing. Tunneling. The peripheral world going dark, everything contracting to a point — his face, his mouth moving, the words coming out of it like bullets, each one landing with physical impact.

"Tapsee's been feeling sick all weekend," I whispered.

"Tapsee has been taking her antidepressants as prescribed. But the police won't know that. They'll test her body. Find elevated clontriptyline levels — three, maybe four times the therapeutic dose. Find the same drug in your bag. Find the WhatsApp messages on my phone. Find Arya dead in the cottage with your fingerprints on her neck — yes, I saw you check her pulse. Very touching." He spread his hands. Palms up. The gesture of a man presenting something obvious. "The story writes itself."

"You poisoned her."

"I supplemented her medication. Her daily prescribed dose is 150mg. I've been grinding extra tablets — an additional 200mg per dose — into her evening gimlet for three days. Vodka masks the bitterness. Lime juice covers the texture. She thinks the graininess is the jaggery syrup." His tone was clinical. Explanatory. The tone of a man who had spent his career analyzing how lies are constructed and was now demonstrating his mastery from the other side. "By tonight, the accumulated dosage will push her into serotonin toxicity. Cardiac arrhythmia. Seizure. Arrest."

He stopped himself. Smiled. That private smile again.

"Well. You don't need the chemistry lesson."

"Why?" My voice cracked on the word. A sound like a dry twig snapping. "Why are you doing this?"

"Because Tapsee's prenup entitles her to sixty percent of my assets in a divorce. Four hundred and fifty crore rupees, Ojaswini. That's not a wife. That's a hostage situation. That's a woman who holds my entire life's work in her hands every time she walks past a divorce lawyer's office." He straightened his cuffs — the habitual gesture, the compulsive alignment of fabric, the man who needed everything in order. "And because you exist. A perfect stranger with a perfect motive. A stalker obsessed with a married man. A chef with access to her food, to her kitchen, to her life. You're not a person to me, Ojaswini. You're a plot device."

The word hit me like a physical blow. Like a slap delivered with an open palm — the sound of it ringing in my ears, the sting spreading across my face.

Plot device.

Not a person. Not Ojaswini Kulkarni, 28, chef, daughter, friend, woman who made biryani that made strangers cry and poha that tasted like home and masala chai that could restart a dead heart. Not a human being with a mother who lit diyas at the temple and a best friend who drove a scooter through monsoon rain and a restaurant that was failing but was hers. A plot device. A narrative convenience. A character written into someone else's story to serve someone else's purpose and then be discarded.

"Now," he said. "Go back inside. Cook something. Be the chef you were hired to be. Smile. Be brilliant. And at midnight, when Tapsee's heart stops in her sleep, you'll be in your room with crushed pills in your bag and fabricated messages on your phone and a dead housekeeper in the garden cottage. I'll call the coast guard at dawn. I'll be distraught. Inconsolable. The police will arrive from Malvan on the first boat. They'll find everything arranged. And I'll be a grieving husband whose wife was murdered by a deranged stalker who got herself hired as the family chef."

"I'll tell them everything."

"Tell them what?" He tilted his head. Genuine curiosity in the gesture, as if he truly wanted to hear my answer. "That a tech billionaire with a Forbes profile and a Padma Shri nomination fabricated WhatsApp messages and planted drugs? That Sentinel AI — the company that the CBI and RAW and Interpol use to detect digital fraud — is actually run by a man who commits it? That you — a 28-year-old chef with a 3.2-star Zomato rating and ₹55K in unpaid rent and a Swiggy commission debt and no savings — that you are telling the truth and I am lying?" He laughed. Softly. The sound of it was almost gentle. "Who do you think they'll believe, Ojaswini?"

He turned. Walked back toward the house. His bare feet left prints in the mud — large, confident prints that didn't slip or slide. The prints of a man walking on his own property, in his own time, with his own plan unfolding exactly as designed.

"Oh," he called over his shoulder. Not turning around. "I took the VHF radio from the boathouse this morning. And your phone — it's in my safe now. The combination is a twelve-digit code, if you were wondering. Along with Arya's phone. And Tapsee's iPad. And the satellite phone that Sameer doesn't know I have."

His figure receded up the path. The rain swallowed him. The white kurta disappearing into the grey like a ghost returning to its element.

I stood in the rain.

No phone. No radio. No way to call Sameer. No way to call anyone. No way to send a message, a signal, an SOS. The nearest inhabited island was three kilometers across monsoon-churned sea. The nearest police station was in Malvan, fourteen kilometers by water.

No way off the island.

And Tapsee was dying upstairs in a four-poster bed in a Portuguese mansion, her body slowly poisoned by the man who had promised to love her, and the only person who knew the truth was a chef with a knife and no phone standing in the rain on a path that led nowhere.
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I went back inside.

Not because Deven told me to. Not because I was obedient, not because I was defeated, not because I had accepted his narrative or my role in it. I went back inside because Tapsee was upstairs — in a four-poster bed in a room with peeling wallpaper and a view of the monsoon sea — dying. Her body slowly accumulating a drug that her husband was grinding into her evening cocktails with the same precision he applied to corporate mergers. And the only person on this island who knew, the only person who could help, was a 28-year-old chef with a knife and no phone and a 3.2-star Zomato rating.

The kitchen. My kitchen. The one room in this house that was mine.

Think. Think.

I pressed my palms flat on the granite countertop. The stone was cold. Grounding. I could feel the texture under my fingertips — the fine crystalline surface, the tiny pits where the stone had been polished, the seam where two slabs met. This was what I knew. Surfaces. Ingredients. Chemistry — the chemistry of cooking, which is the chemistry of survival, which is the chemistry of keeping people alive through the transformative application of heat and acid and salt and time.

If Deven was telling the truth — and his calm certainty suggested he was, suggested he had no reason to lie because the truth was more devastating than any fiction — if Tapsee had been getting extra doses of clontriptyline in her evening gimlet for three nights, then the symptoms tracked perfectly. The nausea — the body's first alarm, the gut rejecting what the brain hadn't yet identified. The trembling hands — peripheral nervous system disruption, the drug interfering with neurotransmitter reuptake. The grey skin — cardiovascular stress, blood pressure dropping, the heart working harder to pump blood that was carrying its own poison. Classic tricyclic antidepressant overdose: serotonin syndrome building slow and silent, cardiac arrhythmia waiting in the wings like an understudy who knows the lead is about to collapse.

I knew this because my roommate in Pune — Meghna, second-year hospitality management, a woman with a laugh like a car horn and an eating disorder she hid behind loose kurtis — had been on tricyclics. She'd accidentally doubled her dose once, taking her morning pill twice because the alarm hadn't registered, and by noon she was on the floor of our shared flat shaking like a stripped wire. I'd been the one who drove her to Sahyadri Hospital at 2 AM on the back of my Activa, her arms around my waist, her forehead against my shoulder blade, the rain soaking both of us. The emergency doctor — a woman my age with dark circles and steady hands — had said: activated charcoal within the first hour absorbs the drug in the stomach. After that, we're managing symptoms. After that, pray.

I didn't have activated charcoal. This was a private island off the Konkan coast, not a pharmacy in Pune.

But I had a kitchen. And a kitchen is a pharmacy if you know what you're looking at.

I pulled open the pantry. Scanned the shelves — the familiar inventory, the landscape I'd mapped on day one: basmati rice, toor dal, moong dal, red masoor dal, sugar, jaggery in a steel tin, salt, cooking oil, ghee, coconut oil, spice rack (turmeric, chili, cumin, coriander, garam masala, hing, mustard seeds, curry leaves dried), tamarind block, kokum, dried coconut, desiccated coconut, peanuts, cashews, raisins, sev, papad, atta, besan, rice flour.

Coconut.

Coconut husk. When burned at high temperature — above 300 degrees Celsius — coconut husk and shell produce a crude form of activated carbon. The carbon is porous, riddled with microscopic cavities that trap organic compounds the way a sponge traps water. My grandmother used it to filter well water in her Kolhapur village — she'd char coconut shells in the chulha, crush the charred remains with a stone pestle, wrap the powder in a muslin cloth, and pour water through it. Paani saaf hotat, Ojju — "the water becomes clean." Not medical grade. Not pharmaceutical quality. Not the fine-ground activated charcoal that hospitals stock in sterile packaging. But if Tapsee had ingested more pills last night — if the clontriptyline was still in her stomach, still being absorbed through the intestinal lining — the coconut carbon might bind enough of the drug to slow the absorption. To buy time. Hours, maybe. Enough for the poison to stop accumulating. Enough for her body to begin clearing what was already in her bloodstream.

I found coconut shells in the garden shed — a pile of them, brown and fibrous, left from the copra Arya had been drying on the cottage roof. I carried six shells back to the kitchen. Lit the tandoor — the clay oven that squatted in the corner of the kitchen like a temple bell, its interior already black from days of cooking. Fed it with dried coconut husks and newspaper until the temperature was climbing, the air above the opening shimmering with heat. Placed the shells directly on the coals.

They burned slow. The outer fiber catching first — orange and smoking, filling the kitchen with a thick sweet-acrid smell, the smell of copra-drying season in every Konkan village, the smell of coconut and carbon. The shells blackened. Cracked. Turned from brown to grey to the matte black of charcoal.

I pulled them out with tongs. Let them cool for sixty seconds — the shells hissing when I dropped them on the wet granite counter. Then crushed them with the bottom of a steel mortar, the pestle grinding circles, reducing the charred shells to a fine black powder. The powder stained my fingers, my palms, the front of my kurta. It got under my nails. It smelled like smoke and earth and the raw mineral scent of carbon that had been living wood an hour ago.

I mixed the powder with warm water — boiled, cooled to drinking temperature — and a fistful of jaggery from the steel tin. The jaggery dissolved in the warm water, turning it dark brown, the sweetness masking the gritty bitterness of the charcoal. The final mixture looked terrible — a murky black-brown liquid with particles settling at the bottom — but it would do what it needed to do.

At 6:30 AM I went upstairs. The cup in one hand. The knife in the other.

Tapsee's door was unlocked. I turned the brass handle slowly — the mechanism clicking with a sound that seemed enormous in the silent house — and pushed the door open.

She was in bed. The four-poster mahogany bed with its faded canopy, the mosquito net pushed aside. Pale — not the pale of someone who hasn't slept but the pale of someone whose blood has decided to leave the surface, to retreat to the vital organs, to the heart and brain and kidneys. Sweating — a fine sheen on her forehead and upper lip, the sweat not from heat but from the body's desperate attempt to regulate a system that was being chemically dismantled. Her lips were blue at the edges. Not dramatically blue. Not movie-blue. Just a tinge, a suggestion, the faintest lavender shadow that said: the oxygen isn't getting where it needs to go.

"Tapsee."

Her eyes opened. Glassy. The pupils dilated, the irises a muddy brown that should have been clear and sharp. She focused on me slowly, like a camera adjusting its lens.

"Drink this." I sat on the edge of the bed. Held the cup to her lips with both hands because my own hands were shaking. "Trust me."

"What—"

"It'll help your stomach. It'll help the nausea. Please, Tapsee."

She drank. The first sip. Coughed — the gritty texture hitting her throat, the charcoal particles scratching. Made a face — the face of someone being asked to consume something that every taste bud is rejecting, the grimace of disgust that's also somehow surrender.

"Tastes like—"

"I know. Like drinking a construction site. Drink all of it."

She drank. The whole cup. Her throat working with each swallow, the liquid going down in gulps, her body accepting what her tongue was protesting.

I sat on the edge of her bed. The silk sheets were damp with her sweat. I took her pulse — pressed two fingers against the inside of her wrist, feeling for the radial artery. The beat was there. Fast — ninety, maybe a hundred beats per minute, a heart working twice as hard as it should. Irregular — every fourth or fifth beat skipping, the rhythm stuttering, the electrical system of her heart misfiring under the drug's interference. But there. Alive. Fighting.

"Tapsee. Listen to me carefully. How many gimlets did you have last night?"

"Two." Her voice was a whisper. "Dev made them. He always makes my drinks."

"Did they taste different? Bitter? Grainy? Anything unusual?"

She frowned. The effort of thinking was visible — her brain swimming through the toxic fog, reaching for memory. "A little. The second one. I thought it was the jaggery syrup. He uses Kolhapur jaggery. It's grainy."

Fuck.

Two gimlets with crushed clontriptyline. On top of her prescribed 150mg daily dose. On top of two previous nights of supplemented cocktails. She was running on accumulated toxicity — three days of extra dosing layered on top of therapeutic levels, the drug building in her blood and liver and brain tissue like sediment in a river, each day adding another layer.

"Tapsee. Don't eat or drink anything Deven gives you. Nothing. Not water. Not chai. Not a gimlet, not a glass of juice, nothing that has passed through his hands. Do you understand?"

"Why?" The word was a croak.

"Because your husband is poisoning you."

Her eyes sharpened. For a moment — one crystalline, fleeting moment — the fog lifted and something fierce looked back at me. Not the trembling sick woman in the sweat-soaked silk nightgown. Something older. Something that had been watching, calculating, keeping its own terrible accounts.

"I know," she whispered.

I stared at her.

"I know he's poisoning me." Her voice was barely audible — a sound I had to lean forward to catch, my ear inches from her lips. "Because I've been poisoning him."
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The words landed on my chest like a brick thrown from close range.

I've been poisoning him.

My hands were still black with charcoal dust. Tapsee's pulse was still fluttering under my thumb where I'd been checking it — ninety-six beats per minute, irregular, the skipped beats arriving every eight or nine contractions like a drummer losing count. The room smelled of vomit and carbon and the sour chemical tang of medication sweated through skin. And this woman — this grey-faced, trembling, dying woman — had just told me she was a murderer too.

"What?" My voice came out flat. Not a question — more like a door slamming.

Tapsee pushed herself up against the pillows. The effort made her arms shake — I could see the tendons straining in her wrists, the muscles twitching under skin that had gone the color of wet newsprint. But her eyes were different. For the first time since I'd arrived on this island, Tapsee Shrivastav's eyes were completely, terrifyingly clear.

"Six months ago," she said. Her voice was low, controlled — the voice of someone who'd been rehearsing this confession in the privacy of her own skull for weeks, months, testing each word against her teeth before releasing it. "I found out Dev was planning to have me killed."

The charcoal-stained cup rattled against the nightstand when she shifted. I caught it before it fell. Reflex. Chef's hands — always catching things before they broke.

"I was at our Juhu penthouse. February. Late afternoon — the light was coming through the blinds in stripes, I remember that, the way the light made patterns on the marble floor. Dev was in his study. The door was closed but not latched — the lock on that door has been broken since we moved in, he always promised to fix it, never did. I was bringing him chai. Assam. Two sugars. The same chai I'd brought him every afternoon for seven years."

She paused. Swallowed. The act of swallowing was visibly painful — I could see her throat working, the muscles clenching and releasing, the tendons tightening under the slack skin of her neck.

"I heard his voice first. Then his lawyer's — Kedia. Mukesh Kedia. The one who drafted our prenup. I stood outside the door with the chai in my hands and I heard Kedia say: If she dies while the marriage is intact, the prenup is void and everything stays with you. The ₹450 crore, the island, the Juhu property, the company shares. Everything. Clean."

"Tapsee—"

"Dev said: And what would that look like, practically?" She imitated his voice — low, thoughtful, the way you'd ask a contractor about renovations. What would that look like, practically. As if my death was a spreadsheet problem. A line item. An optimization.

"Kedia said: We'd need it to look medical. Pre-existing condition. Her depression, the medication — if the dosage were to become... unsustainable..."

She stopped. Her hands were gripping the bedsheet — both fists, knuckles white, the tendons standing out like cables under the papery skin. The sheet had torn slightly where her nails dug in.

"I stood outside that door for eleven seconds. I counted. Eleven seconds with a cup of chai cooling in my hands while two men discussed how to murder me for money. The chai spilled on my left hand. The burn left a mark — here." She turned her wrist. A faded pink scar, the size of a thumbprint, on the soft skin above her pulse point. "I didn't feel it. Not then. I felt it later that night, lying in bed next to him, while he snored — that particular snore he does after his third whiskey, wet and heavy — and my burned hand throbbed under the duvet and I thought: This man is going to kill me. This man I share a bed with. This man whose snore I know better than my own heartbeat."

The rain had intensified outside. Hammering the windows in irregular surges — building, cresting, easing, building again. The rhythm of a monsoon storm, which is nothing like a heartbeat and everything like panic.

"I called Dhruv the next morning." Her voice dropped — not whispering but compressing, the words squeezed smaller, as if making them quieter could make them less real. "He's a... friend. He was more than that, before Dev. We were at DU together. Pharmacology department. He works at Cipla now — formulations. Knows medication dosages the way your grandmother knows spice ratios."

The comparison hit me physically. My grandmother. Spice ratios. Tapsee didn't know she was quoting my life back at me — she was just reaching for a metaphor. But the specificity of it landed in my sternum like a fist.

"Dhruv said: Tricyclic antidepressants in sufficient doses cause cardiac arrhythmia. You already take clontriptyline, 150mg daily. If Dev dies of clontriptyline toxicity and you're already on the same medication, the investigation will conclude he had access to your pills. Accidental ingestion. Or deliberate — the husband who was depressed and took his wife's medication. Either way, the dosage is traceable to your prescription, not to you."

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. The charcoal had left a dark smear across her chin that looked like a bruise.

"I've been crushing my extra pills into his raita. Every evening meal. Small doses — 25mg at first, then 50mg, then 75mg. Building the plasma level slowly, the way Dhruv explained. Two months of careful, measured poisoning." She laughed — and the sound was the worst thing I'd ever heard. Not bitter. Not hysterical. Tired. The laugh of someone who has run out of every other response. "But the doses aren't working. He's fine. Better than fine. Energetic. Sharp. Sleeping well. Eating well. Like he's — like he knows and he's mocking me by being healthy."

"He knows."

The two words left my mouth before I could think about whether I should say them. But there was no unsaying them now. They hung in the air between us like the smoke from a blown-out candle — visible, acrid, dissolving into everything.

Tapsee's face changed. Not white — that's too simple. The color drained from her skin in stages, like watching a developing photograph run in reverse. The flush of confession fading first. Then the pink of effort. Then the undertone of warmth that skin carries when blood moves through it at a normal rate. What was left was grey. Not the grey of illness — she was already that. The grey of understanding. The grey of a woman who has just been told that the universe is not what she thought it was, and that the ground she's been standing on is not ground.

"He knows everything, Tapsee. And he's been doing the same thing to you. Grinding your pills into your evening gimlets. The cocktails. Every night."

The silence that followed was not silence. The rain hammered. The old house groaned. Somewhere below us, a shutter banged in the wind — a metronome counting time that neither of us was ready to spend. But between Tapsee and me, in the narrow space between the bed and the chair where I sat with charcoal-black hands and a heart that wouldn't stop accelerating — between us, there was a void. An absence of sound so complete it had weight.

"We're both poisoning each other," she said. Her voice was almost admiring. "And we're both failing."

"No." I leaned forward. My elbows on my knees. The charcoal dust transferring from my palms to my cotton kurta — black fingerprints on white fabric, evidence I wasn't thinking about yet. "You're failing. Because he swapped your pills with placebos weeks ago. The ones you've been crushing into his food are sugar — lactose tablets, identical in shape and weight. But the ones he's been putting in your drinks are real. Full strength. Every dose accumulating in your bloodstream while you thought you were winning."

"How do you know this?"

I didn't. Not for absolute certain. But the math only worked one way — Deven was healthy because the pills Tapsee fed him were inert. Tapsee was dying because the pills Deven fed her were real. Someone had swapped them at the source. And only one person on this island had the technical sophistication to manufacture identical-looking placebo tablets.

"Because he told me." I watched her face as I said it — watched the comprehension arrive like weather, the clouds building on the horizon of her expression. "He told me his entire plan. In the study. Last night. The fake WhatsApp messages, the AI-generated voice recordings, the clontriptyline planted in my bag. He thinks I'm going to take the fall for all of it."

Tapsee's mouth opened. Closed. Opened again — not to speak but because her body had decided it needed more air, the way a fish on a dock opens and closes its mouth, pure reflex, pure survival.

"The chef who stalked him," she said. "The obsessive fan. The ex-girlfriend who showed up on the island to—"

"That's his narrative. His script. I'm the villain in his story. The rejected woman who couldn't let go. He's been building the evidence for months — planted texts, faked screen recordings, deepfake audio. All generated by his own AI systems."

"And Arya?" Tapsee's voice had gone very small. The voice of someone who already knows the answer and is asking only because the ritual of the question delays the grief by a few more seconds.

"Someone killed her last night. In the cottage." I couldn't soften it. There was no softening it. "I saw a figure going to the cottage at 2 AM from my window. By morning — she was gone."

Tapsee's face crumpled. Not dramatically — not the cinematic collapse of a woman in a film. Quietly. Her lower lip pulled inward, caught between her teeth. Her eyes filled but the tears didn't fall — they sat on the lower rims, trembling, held by surface tension and pride. Her hands gripped the bedsheet until the fabric tore — a small sound, a ripping whisper, like the last thread of pretense giving way.

"Arya used to make me chai when I couldn't sleep," she whispered. "She'd sit with me in the kitchen at 2 AM and tell me stories about the village she grew up in. Malvan. The fishing boats. The monsoon rituals. She never asked why I was awake. She just — she just made the chai and sat with me."

We sat with that for a moment. The rain. The grief. The insanity of what we now understood — two women on an island, both targets, both poisoned by the same man, one of them also a poisoner, the other framed for crimes she didn't commit, and somewhere in this house a dead woman whose only fault was loyalty.

"We have to get off this island," Tapsee said. Her voice had changed — harder now, the softness burned off by the heat of what she'd learned. "Now. Before he realizes the charcoal worked."

"There's no phone. No radio — he took the VHF unit from the boathouse, the sat phone is locked in his study. The boats are at the dock but—"

"I can drive them."

I stared at her.

"My father was in the merchant navy," she said. And for the first time, I saw something beneath the Delhi socialite, beneath the poisoner, beneath the victim — something older and tougher, forged in a childhood of port cities and engine rooms and the particular competence of people who grow up around water. "I grew up on boats. I've navigated the Konkan coast in worse than this. The Yamaha outboard on the tender — I can have it running in ninety seconds." She swung her legs off the bed. Her feet hit the cold stone floor and she swayed — her center of gravity tilting, her hand shooting out to catch the nightstand, the lamp wobbling, the empty charcoal cup rattling like a bone in a jar. She steadied. Drew a breath that cost her visible effort — her ribs expanding, the muscles between them straining against the chemical damage in her bloodstream. "I just need to not collapse before we reach the water."

"Can you walk two hundred meters?"

"I can try."

I put her arm over my shoulder. She was devastatingly light — not thin in the way of fashion but thin in the way of illness, the body consuming itself from the inside, the bones close to the surface, the hip joint pressing against my side through the silk nightgown. Her skin was cold where it touched mine — not room temperature but below it, as if her circulatory system had started withdrawing from the extremities, pulling the blood inward to protect the organs that still mattered.

"The back door," I said. "Downhill path to the dock. Two hundred meters. If we move fast and he's still in the study—"

The bedroom door opened.

Not crashed. Not burst. Opened. The handle turning with the slow, deliberate precision of a man who has all the time in the world because he owns the time and the world and the door and the room and the two women inside it.

Deven stood in the doorway.

He was backlit by the grey pre-dawn light from the hallway windows — a silhouette, featureless, the edges of his body blurred by the dim. But I could see his posture. Relaxed. Shoulders back. Feet planted. The posture of a man who has walked into a room and found exactly what he expected to find.

He looked at his wife in my arms. At the empty cup on the nightstand with its ring of charcoal residue. At my hands — black with carbon, streaked across Tapsee's nightgown where I'd been holding her. At the torn bedsheet. At the two of us, standing, preparing to run.

"Well," he said. His voice was conversational. Almost warm. The voice he'd used to order the whiskey sour on his birthday night, the voice he'd used to tell me the food was extraordinary, the voice that never matched what was happening behind his eyes. "This is inconvenient."




  
    CHAPTER 28

    
    
  
  OJASWINI

He was holding a gun.

My body registered it before my brain did — that instant full-body contraction, every muscle tightening at once, the diaphragm locking, the breath stopping mid-inhale as if the air itself had turned solid. The gun was small and black — compact, the kind of weapon that lives in desk drawers and glove compartments, designed to be forgotten until it's needed, designed to fit in a hand without looking like a threat. A Glock 19, maybe. Or something Indian — the INSAS pistol, the kind that state police carried. I didn't know guns. I knew knives. I knew the weight of steel in a hand and the different intentions that weight could carry. And I knew, from the way Deven held this weapon — loosely, at his side, the barrel pointed at the floor, his trigger finger resting along the frame rather than curled through the guard — that he'd held it before. Many times. The way I held a santoku. Familiar. An extension of the body rather than an addition to it.

"Sit down," he said.

Tapsee's weight shifted against me — her knees giving way, her body surrendering to a gravity that was suddenly much stronger. I lowered her onto the bed. The mattress sighed under her weight. The bedsprings creaked — a domestic sound, a normal sound, absurd in the context of a man standing in a doorway with a firearm.

"Dev—" she started.

"Don't." The word was a door slamming shut. His voice had changed — the warm baritone, the conversational ease, the studied charm, all of it stripped away like varnish under acid, revealing the material beneath. Cold. Dense. The voice of a man who'd run boardrooms and government contracts and the systematic poisoning of his wife with the same managerial efficiency. "You don't get to speak. You've been trying to kill me for six months. Grinding pills into my raita like I'm a fool. Like my entire company — a company that detects manipulation for a living, that builds AI to catch exactly this kind of deception — doesn't exist."

Tapsee's mouth closed. Her lips pressed together — a thin line, colorless, the blood retreating.

"I switched your prescriptions eight weeks ago." He stepped into the room. Each step deliberate. The floorboards didn't creak under him — he knew where to place his feet, which boards were silent, the way I knew which burners ran hot on my stove. "Every dose you thought you were feeding me was lactose powder pressed into the same tablet mold. I had them manufactured at a lab in Navi Mumbai — ₹14,000 for a hundred tablets. Less than the cost of one of your Sabyasachi blouses." He let that land. The economics of betrayal reduced to a line item. "Meanwhile, I've been putting the real thing in your evening gimlets. Your dosage is now approximately 400mg per day — 250mg more than the maximum safe threshold. Your heart is running on electrical signals that are increasingly confused about the timing of their own rhythm. That's called QT prolongation. It means your heart is forgetting how to beat."

The clinical precision of his explanation was the most terrifying thing about it. Not rage. Not desperation. Information. Delivered the way he'd deliver a quarterly earnings report. Here are the numbers. Here are the projections. Here is the timeline of your death.

"Deven," I said. My voice came out steadier than I expected — but I could feel the steadiness was thin, a sheet of ice over deep water, and beneath it my whole body was vibrating at a frequency I could hear in my teeth.

He looked at me. The candlelight caught his face from below — the hollows of his cheeks deepened, the shadows under his eyes turned his sockets into dark wells, the planes of his jaw sharpened. He looked like a mask of himself. The handsome billionaire from the Forbes cover, rendered in shadow and bone.

"The police will know," I said. "Gunshot wounds don't look like cardiac arrest. Forensics will—"

"Forensics will find exactly what I've prepared them to find." He smiled — the same smile from the Suzette bar, from the veranda, from every moment of practiced warmth. But now I could see the machinery behind it. The calculated arrangement of muscles. The deliberate crinkling at the corners of the eyes. A manufactured expression, tested and refined like a product before launch. "The chef-stalker — the obsessive woman who tracked her ex-lover to his private island — breaks into the master bedroom at dawn. Confronts the wife. A struggle. The wife dies — clontriptyline toxicity, accelerated by physical stress. The husband hears the commotion. Grabs the gun from his desk. Shoots the intruder in self-defense."

He paused. Let the narrative breathe. The way a screenwriter would.

"Tragic," he said. "Heroic. The cybersecurity billionaire who couldn't save his wife but avenged her. The press will run it for two weeks. My stock will dip three percent, then recover. And I'll be the widower who testified through tears at the CBI inquiry."

"That's insane."

"That's narrative, Ojaswini." He said my name the way he always did — slowly, each syllable weighted. "The best narrative wins. I've spent my entire career understanding this. AI doesn't detect truth — it detects the most convincing pattern. Police don't discover facts — they assemble stories. And the story I've built is airtight."

He raised the gun. Not at me.

At Tapsee.

Her breath caught. I heard it — a small, wet gasp, the sound of air hitting a closed throat. Her hands came up — not defensively but instinctively, palms out, fingers spread, as if she could stop a bullet with her bare skin. The gesture was ancient. Pre-verbal. The body's first and last vocabulary: please.

Something detonated inside my ribcage. Not a thought — thoughts are slow, deliberate, they travel through neural pathways at measurable speeds. This was faster. This was the thing underneath thought — the thing that makes a mother's hand shoot out to catch a falling child before the eyes have registered the fall, the thing that makes a chef pull her hand off a hot tawa before the burn signal reaches the brain. Pure kinetic instruction from a part of me that wasn't waiting for permission.

I threw the cup.

The ceramic — the same cup that had held the activated charcoal I'd made from coconut husks, the charcoal that had saved Tapsee's life, the cup still ringed with black residue — caught Deven on the inside of his right wrist. The gun jolted sideways. His fingers spasmed — an involuntary release, the metacarpal nerves firing a pain signal that overrode the conscious instruction to grip. The gun hit the stone floor with a sound like a tooth knocked loose.

Tapsee screamed. A single, bright note that cut through the room like a knife through foil.

I dove.

My body went horizontal — shoulder first, arms extended, the same trajectory I'd use diving for a falling pan in the kitchen, except the pan was a loaded weapon and the floor was cold stone and the stakes were not a ruined service but two women's lives. My fingers reached the gun — cold metal, textured grip, lighter than I expected — and then Deven's foot came down on my hand.

The pain was a white flash. Not gradual — instantaneous, total, a nova of sensation that started in my knuckles and radiated upward through my wrist, my forearm, my elbow. I felt small bones shift under his weight — the metacarpals grinding against each other, the joints compressed beyond their design tolerance. The sound my hand made was not a crack but a crunch — wet and intimate, like biting into something that should have been soft.

He picked up the gun. Stepped back. His breathing was faster now — the first sign of effort, the first crack in the composure.

"That," he said, "was very stupid."

My hand was a planet of pain. I cradled it against my chest — the fingers already swelling, the knuckles disappearing under inflammation, the skin turning colors I could see even in the candlelight: red to purple in real time. I tried to flex and the pain sent my vision white at the edges.

He pointed the gun at my face.

The barrel was a black circle. A period at the end of a sentence. The pupil of an eye that saw nothing and judged nothing and would deliver its verdict at 370 meters per second. From this distance — two meters, maybe less — I could see the rifling inside the barrel. The spiral grooves that would spin the bullet, give it stability, ensure it hit what it was aimed at. I could see the front sight — a small white dot, centered on the bridge of my nose.

My body did something I didn't ask it to do. It went still. Completely, unnaturally still — not the stillness of calm but the stillness of prey. The freeze response. The third option that nobody talks about because fight and flight sound heroic and freeze sounds like failure, but freeze is what the body chooses when the math doesn't work, when there's no tawa to grab and no door to run through and the only remaining option is to become invisible, to stop moving, to hope the predator's eye is drawn to motion and misses the statue.

"Deven." My voice was a whisper. "If you do this, Sentinel AI dies. Your company. Your legacy. Everything you built. The board won't survive a murder investigation — even one you win. The stock will crater. The government contracts will evaporate. You'll be acquitted and bankrupt."

Something moved behind his eyes. Not doubt — calculation. The numbers running. The cost-benefit analysis of a man who thought in spreadsheets even while holding a gun.

And then the candle went out.

Not flickered. Not guttered. Went out. Killed. The flame that had been the only light in the room — the single point of yellow warmth in the dark house — was extinguished in an instant. Not by wind — there was no wind, the windows were shut, the curtains still. Someone had leaned across the darkness and blown it out. A deliberate, focused exhalation. Close enough to the nightstand to reach the flame. Close enough to us to touch.

The darkness was total. Absolute. The kind of darkness that has texture — you can feel it on your skin, heavy and damp, pressing against your open eyes like cloth. My pupils dilated so fast it hurt — a physical ache behind the eyeballs, the iris muscles straining open, searching for any photon, any reflection, any source. Nothing.

In the darkness, Deven said: "What—"

A sound. Wet and heavy and precise. Not a crash — more intimate than that. The sound of a blade entering flesh. I'd heard that sound before. Not on a person — never on a person — but on meat. In the kitchen. The specific resistance of muscle fiber parting around a sharp edge. The initial pressure, then the give, then the soft wet slide as the blade seats itself. I'd heard it a thousand times when I plunged a knife into a lamb shoulder or pierced the skin of a whole fish or drove a boning knife along a rib. I knew that sound in my sleep.

The difference was the breath. Meat doesn't exhale. Meat doesn't make a sound like the air being punched out of a body — a compressed, involuntary gasp, all consonant, no vowel. Deven made that sound. A guttural expulsion. Hhhk. Then a thud. Something heavy hitting the floor — not a fall but a collapse, the difference between a tree cut down and a building demolished.

Then silence.

Not real silence — the rain still hammered, the house still groaned, my own breathing was so loud it sounded like someone else was in the room — but the silence of a thing stopping. A presence subtracted. A voice that would not speak again in this particular room at this particular hour.

"Tapsee?" I whispered. My voice was the smallest sound I'd ever made.

"I'm here." She was on the bed. I could hear the springs shift. "I'm here. I didn't move."

"Deven?"

Nothing.

The darkness was a living thing. I could feel it breathing. Not Deven — something else. Someone else. A presence that had been in this room before the candle died, that had moved through the pitch black with the confidence of someone who could see without light, or who knew the room so completely that sight was unnecessary.

I crawled across the floor. My injured hand screamed when I put weight on it — the swollen knuckles compressing against cold stone, the pain traveling up my arm like electricity through a wire. I used my left hand instead. Felt the stone under my palm — smooth, worn, three centuries of feet. Felt the edge of the rug — wool, damp. Felt something wet. Warm. Not water. Thicker than water. The viscosity of oil but the temperature of blood, because it was blood.

My right hand found my phone in my kurta pocket. I fumbled the flashlight on. One press. The screen lit. The beam was a white lance through absolute darkness, so bright it made my eyes clench.

Deven was on the floor. Face down. His white kurta turning red in a spreading bloom — the blood flowing outward from his body in a slow, inexorable tide, filling the gaps between the stone tiles like grout, creeping toward the rug, toward the bed, toward my knees. A kitchen knife — my knife, the 8-inch Wüsthof chef's knife from the leather roll I'd brought from Mumbai, the blade I'd honed every morning on the ceramic rod, the blade that had diced ten thousand onions and julienned a hundred kilos of ginger — was buried to the bolster in his back. Between the shoulder blades. Angled upward. Placed with the precision of someone who knew anatomy, who'd studied where the ribs made a gap and the lung sat vulnerable beneath.

My knife. My fingerprints. My career on that handle.

Someone had taken it from my roll. Carried it through the dark house. Entered this room while we fought. Waited. Killed the light. And driven it into a man's back with the accuracy of a surgeon and the coldness of someone who had rehearsed this exact motion many times.

I looked at Tapsee. She was on the bed — huddled against the headboard, her hands over her mouth, her eyes wide and white in the flashlight beam. She shook her head before I could ask. Violent shaking. No words necessary.

The bedroom door was open.

I pointed the flashlight down the hallway. The beam reached maybe ten meters before the darkness swallowed it — the corridor turning left toward the staircase, the ancient walls closing in.

Empty.

But on the floor, in the white circle of light: footprints. Bare feet. Small — a woman's feet, narrow, the arch high, the toes leaving distinct impressions in the dust that coated the stone. The prints were clean — no blood, which meant whoever had stabbed Deven had done it without stepping in the pooling blood, had retracted and retreated in the instant after the blade seated, backing away with the practiced efficiency of someone who planned their exit before their entry.

The footprints led toward the stairs.

And disappeared into the dark.
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Beautiful.

The timing was perfect. The knife entered between the third and fourth ribs — I practiced on coconuts behind the cottage for a week. The human torso is surprisingly similar to a coconut when you account for bone density.

I didn't expect the chef to go for the gun. That was impressive. Stupid, but impressive. She has more fight in her than I calculated.

No matter. Deven is bleeding on the floor of the master bedroom. Not dead — the knife missed the heart by two centimeters, which was intentional. I need him alive for forty more minutes. Long enough for the clontriptyline in his bloodstream to reach critical levels. Long enough for the story to crystallize.

Tapsee's pills in his system.

The chef's knife in his back.

The fake WhatsApp messages on his phone.

Arya dead in the cottage.

When the police arrive, the narrative will be: the wife and the stalker-chef conspired to kill the husband. The housekeeper discovered the plot and was silenced. The husband fought back but couldn't survive the combined assault.

Three dead. One survivor.

And the survivor — the one who walks away with ₹450 crore in assets, the insurance policy, and the uncontested will — is me.

Sayali Shrivastav.

His daughter.

The one he cut from his life like a gangrenous limb.

I check the cameras on my phone. The chef is kneeling next to my father. Checking his pulse. Stupid girl — she should be running. Every second she spends touching his body is another second her DNA is on the murder weapon.

Tapsee is in shock. Good. The clontriptyline in her system will accelerate now — cortisol raises absorption rates by 40%. I learned that from a pharmacology textbook I stole from Dhruv's apartment.

Oh yes. I know about Dhruv. I've known since February. I bugged Tapsee's phone the same week she started her pathetic assassination attempt.

My stepmother tried to murder my father.

My father tried to murder my stepmother.

And I — the scriptwriter, the one they both dismissed as a dreamer — am the one who wrote the final act.

Twenty minutes.

Then Ojju runs. And I hunt.
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"We need to move."

The words came out of my mouth before my brain had finished processing what my eyes were seeing. Deven on the floor. The blood — dark, almost black in the flashlight beam, spreading across the stone floor in a slow expanding lake that crept toward the baseboards, toward the bed legs, toward the rug. The knife in his back — my knife, my Wüsthof, the handle I'd held ten thousand times, the blade I'd honed every morning on the ceramic rod until it could split a hair, now buried between his ribs to the bolster, the German steel disappearing into his body like it had been designed for this all along.

Tapsee was catatonic. Sitting on the bed where I'd set her down, her hands in her lap, her face emptied of expression, staring at her husband's body with the blank fixity of someone watching a screen that has lost its signal. The blood had spread close enough to reflect my flashlight — a dark mirror that showed the ceiling, the canopy frame, the underside of the world.

"Tapsee. Tapsee."

She looked at me. But her eyes were somewhere else — some internal room where the facts she'd just witnessed were being filed and processed and rejected and re-processed. Her husband had pointed a gun at her face. Someone had stabbed her husband with a chef's knife. The candle had gone out and someone had been in the room — a third person, a presence that had moved through the darkness with the precision of someone who could see without light.

"There's someone else on this island," I said. Speaking slowly. Clearly. The way I spoke to new kitchen staff during their first rush — direct, no ambiguity, every word chosen for function not feeling. "Someone who just stabbed your husband with my knife. Someone who was in this room thirty seconds ago. They're still in the house. We need to leave. Now."

"He's dying."

I looked at Deven. His breathing was shallow — each inhale a wet, labored sound like cloth tearing slowly, the air bubbling through blood in his punctured lung. His face was turned to the side, pressed against the stone floor, his eyes half-open, unfocused. The knife was still in his back — the blade lodged between the third and fourth ribs, angled upward. Pulling it out would release the pressure that was holding the wound partly sealed. He'd bleed faster. He'd die faster.

"I can't help him," I said. And heard the truth of it — the terrible, specific truth. "I'm a chef, not a doctor. I know how to cut meat. I don't know how to put it back together. The best I can do is leave the knife in and keep pressure on the wound. But whoever did this is still in this house. And they used my knife — the knife from my roll, with my fingerprints on the handle, from the kitchen that I've been working in for four days. Do you understand what that means?"

She understood. I watched the comprehension arrive — not all at once but in stages, like a developing photograph, the image emerging from the chemical bath of shock. First: the knife was mine. Second: my fingerprints. Third: someone had taken it from my roll, which meant someone had been in my kitchen. Fourth: the frame-up. The WhatsApp messages. The planted drugs. The fake evidence. And now a dying man with a chef's knife in his back and a chef standing over him.

The frame wasn't just Deven's anymore. Someone else had been building it. Someone else had been planning this. And we were all pieces on a board that none of us had ever seen.

"Can you walk?"

"Yes." She stood. Wobbled — her knees buckling, her hand catching the nightstand, the empty charcoal cup rattling against the wood. She steadied. Drew a breath. Her face was grey-white in the flashlight, the charcoal residue still dark on her lips. "Where?"

"The tunnel."

Her eyes widened. Something primal — not surprise but recognition. The recognition of a plan's final piece clicking into place.

"The smuggler tunnel? Under the study? The Portuguese one?"

"Behind the bookshelves. There's a lever in the woodwork — a hidden knot. It leads to the eastern shore." I was already moving, already calculating — the study was on the ground floor, the hallway between us and the stairs was dark, the person who'd stabbed Deven had gone toward the stairs. We'd be walking toward them. Through them. "Deven told me about the tunnel. He told me a lot of things."

"How do you know it's safe?"

"I don't. But whoever stabbed Deven came from the hallway and went down the stairs. They're between us and the front door. And the back door opens onto the garden, which is open ground — fifty meters to the tree line with no cover. The tunnel is the only way out that doesn't put us in someone's line of sight."

Tapsee looked at her husband one more time. The blood on the floor had reached the Persian rug — the edge of the weave darkening, the centuries-old fibers drinking the stain. His breathing was slower now. Wetter. The sound of a body deciding whether to fight or surrender.

"Okay," she said.

We went downstairs. Tapsee's arm over my shoulder, her weight against my side, her bare feet whispering on the stone stairs. The flashlight in my free hand, the beam cutting through the absolute darkness of the house — no power, no candles, no moonlight through the rain-battered windows. The house was breathing around us. Settling. Making sounds that could have been wood contracting or someone moving on the floor above.

The study was exactly as I'd left it hours before — the candle on the desk burned down to a flat pool of white wax, the whiskey glass still half-full, the amber liquid catching my flashlight beam and glowing like a trapped ember. The bookshelves lined the walls. And the far shelf — the tallest one, floor to ceiling — was still cracked open that inch. That thin vertical line of darkness where the shelf met the wall. Someone had been here. Multiple times. Coming and going through the Portuguese smuggler tunnel like a ghost using a door that everyone had forgotten existed.

I ran my hands along the bookshelf edge. Teak. Old. Three hundred years of hands had smoothed this wood until it was silk under my fingertips. I found it — a knot in the grain, slightly raised, slightly different in texture from the surrounding surface. I pressed.

A click. Deep in the mechanism. The sound of a latch releasing — metal on metal, the engineering of men who'd needed secret passages to move contraband past the Maratha navy. The shelf swung inward on concealed iron hinges, the movement smooth despite the centuries, the mechanism maintained by someone who knew it was there.

Behind it: darkness.

Not the darkness of a room without lights. The darkness of the earth itself. A stone staircase descending into the ground at a forty-five degree angle, the steps carved from raw laterite rock — reddish-brown, pocked with age, gleaming wet with condensation that seeped through the soil above. The air that rose from below was cold — ten degrees cooler than the house, a subterranean cold that smelled like mildew and salt and iron and something older. The mineral smell of rock that had been underground since the Portuguese governors walked these halls and their ships anchored in the cove below.

"I can't see," Tapsee whispered. Her grip on my arm tightened.

I pointed my flashlight down the stairs. The beam illuminated twelve steps before the staircase curved and the light was swallowed by stone. Spider webs caught the beam like silver thread strung across the passage — old webs, thick with dust, the spiders long gone or hiding in the cracks.

"Stay behind me," I said. "Hold the back of my kurta. Don't let go."

Her fingers closed on the fabric between my shoulder blades. A grip like iron.

We descended. Into the earth. Into the dark. Into the tunnel that the Portuguese had carved three centuries ago for reasons that had nothing to do with us and everything to do with the fact that this island had always been a place where people ran from each other.
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The tunnel was worse than I'd imagined.

Not because it was dark — I had the flashlight, the beam jittering with every step because the hand holding the phone was the injured one, the swollen knuckles throbbing in time with my heartbeat, the bruised metacarpals sending bolts of pain up my forearm every time the phone shifted. Not because it was narrow — we could walk single file without turning sideways, though only just, my shoulders brushing the walls with every step, the laterite scraping through my kurta like sandpaper. But because it was alive.

Water ran along the floor in a thin stream — not flowing from anywhere visible but seeping through the rock itself, the monsoon rain filtering through six meters of earth and stone and root system and emerging here, in the bowels of the island, as a cold trickle that soaked through my sneakers in the first thirty seconds. The walls breathed — actually breathed, the stone expanding and contracting with micro-movements as the wind above found fissures in the rock cap, the air pressure shifting in pulses that I could feel against my eardrums. The sound of the breathing was low, almost subsonic — a bass note that lived in the chest rather than the ears, like standing next to a subwoofer in a club. And things moved in the darkness ahead of my flashlight — quick scuttling sounds, the click of chitin on stone, the papery rustle of something retreating from the light. Crabs, I told myself. Land crabs. The Konkan coast was full of them — the ones that lived in burrows and came out at night, their shells the color of the laterite they burrowed through, orange-red and clicking.

I told myself that. I didn't believe it.

The smell was geological. Not rotting — nothing was decaying down here; the air was too cold, the stone too clean. But mineral. Iron in the laterite turning the water rust-orange. Salt from the sea that was maybe twenty meters away through solid rock, the waves' pressure transmitted through the stone as a faint rhythmic vibration in the floor. And something else — a sweetness, almost floral, that I couldn't identify. Mushrooms, maybe. Or the roots of the trees above, broken through the ceiling in thick, pale tangles that my flashlight caught and transformed into white fingers reaching down from the dark.

The ceiling lowered as we went deeper. From standing height to a crouch — my head ducking, my spine curving, the vertebrae in my lower back protesting as the posture compressed them. Then lower — almost a crawl, the ceiling pressing down until I could feel the cold stone against the top of my skull when I forgot to duck. The flashlight caught roots that had broken through — not just mangrove but banyan, the massive aerial roots of the banyan trees that must be growing on the surface above, their root systems penetrating the tunnel's ceiling like the fingers of something enormous reaching down to touch the earth's core. One root was as thick as my wrist, pale and smooth, weeping moisture from its broken tip. I ducked under it. Felt the cold drip hit the back of my neck and run down my spine under my kurta — a single, deliberate line of ice.

Tapsee's breathing was ragged behind me. Each inhale was an effort — I could hear the wheeze, the way the air caught in her throat before reaching her lungs, the sound of bronchial tubes narrowing under the clontriptyline's assault on her nervous system. Her hand gripped the back of my kurta between my shoulder blades — her fingers had been ice when we started and now they were something beyond ice, something that didn't have a temperature at all, as if the blood had simply stopped visiting her extremities. Every few steps she stumbled — her toe catching a ridge in the stone floor, her weight lurching against my back, a small involuntary gasp that she tried to swallow.

"How far?" she gasped. The words came out in pieces, syllables separated by breaths that weren't enough.

"I don't know. Deven said it comes out on the eastern shore."

"The eastern shore is six hundred meters from the house."

Six hundred meters. Half a kilometer. Underground. In the dark. With a dying woman on my back and a killer somewhere above us and a phone flashlight at 7% battery and an injured hand that was turning colors I didn't want to look at.

I did the math the way I did menu math — break the impossible into portions. Six hundred meters was six hundred steps if each step was a meter. Call it eight hundred because we were half-crouching and my steps were short. Eight hundred steps. I could count eight hundred steps. I'd counted more than that on a Saturday night service when the orders came so fast I had to count my plating movements to stay sane — two hundred covers, four courses each, eight hundred plates, each one carried from the pass to the runner with the precision of a metronome.

I started counting. One. Two. Three. The numbers were an anchor. Four. Five. Six. The stone under my feet was slick with water and something else — a kind of film, organic, probably algae that grew in the perpetual damp.

At step forty-seven the tunnel branched.

Left or right. No signs. No markings. No helpful Portuguese inscription carved into the stone. Just two black mouths in the rock, identical in width, identical in height, identical in the quality of darkness they offered. A coin flip made of stone.

I swept the flashlight into the left tunnel. It curved downward — a noticeable grade, the floor tilting away from us, the water on the ground running left, pooling, deepening. The light reflected off the surface — ankle-deep at the near end, and further in I could see the glint of water that was deeper, shin-deep maybe, the current moving sluggishly toward whatever outlet the Portuguese had carved for drainage.

Right tunnel. Level. Dry — or drier, at least. The floor was uneven stone but clear of standing water. But narrower. Significantly narrower. My shoulders would scrape both walls simultaneously. Tapsee could fit — she was thin enough, illness had seen to that — but it would be tight.

"Right," I said. The logic: dry means higher ground, higher ground means closer to the surface, closer to the exit. Kitchen logic — heat rises, steam rises, solutions rise.

We took the right branch. The walls closed in immediately — not gradually but in a single constriction, like entering the neck of a bottle. The laterite pressed against both shoulders. Cold through the fabric. Rough — the stone was unfinished here, not smoothed by centuries of passage like the main tunnel. This was a secondary route. Maybe a dead end. Maybe a ventilation shaft. Maybe a smuggler's storage alcove that went nowhere.

Tapsee's hand tightened on my kurta. Her fingers were beyond cold — they were rigid, the joints locked, the grip mechanical rather than muscular. The grip of someone whose body is running on instructions issued hours ago, the muscles following the last command because the brain has moved on to more urgent matters, like keeping the heart beating.

Something dripped on my neck. I flinched — the full-body flinch of prey, every muscle contracting, the skin on my scalp tightening. Just water. Just condensation. The ceiling sweating in the humid underground air.

But it felt like a finger. A cold, deliberate finger pressing against the knob of my C7 vertebra, right where the neck meets the back. The precise point where a lover places their hand. Or a killer.

The tunnel turned sharply — a ninety-degree bend to the left that I didn't see until my flashlight hit the wall. Stone. The beam bounced back at me, the laterite glowing orange-red in the light.

Dead end.

"No," I breathed. The word came out as pure exhalation, no voice behind it.

I pushed the wall. Both palms — even the injured hand, the pain flaring white and hot, the swollen fingers protesting. Stone. Solid. Cold. Immovable. Three hundred years of geological patience. I pushed harder. Felt my shoes slip on the wet floor, my weight transferring forward, my forehead pressing against the rock. The stone was damp and rough against my skin. It smelled like iron and time.

"No no no—"

"Ojju." Tapsee's voice was thin. A wire pulled to its breaking tension. "Ojju, I can't—"

I spun. Pressed my back against the dead end. Pointed the flashlight at her.

Tapsee was on her knees. She'd gone down the way buildings go down — not a collapse but a controlled demolition, each joint folding in sequence, knees first, then hips, then the torso sagging forward until her forehead almost touched the ground. Her face was grey-blue in the flashlight beam — the color of twilight, the color of a body that is not receiving enough oxygen. Her pulse was visible in her neck — the carotid artery twitching under the translucent skin, fast and irregular, the rhythm of a drummer who's lost the beat and is trying to find it and can't, the skipped beats coming every three or four contractions now instead of every eight.

Her lips were moving. Not speaking. Counting. She was counting her own heartbeats.

"We have to go back," I said. "Take the left branch."

"I can't." Two syllables that cost her a visible effort — her ribs expanding, the intercostal muscles straining, the breath coming in like a whistle through a cracked reed.

"You can."

"Ojju, my heart is—" She pressed her hand against her chest. Flat-palmed. Fingers spread. Feeling for the organ that was failing her. "It's doing something wrong. It's — skipping. Pausing. Like it forgets to beat and then remembers and beats twice to catch up. I can feel it stopping and starting and stopping and—"

"I know." I crouched in front of her. Put my hands on her shoulders — one good hand, one ruined hand, the fingers purple and swollen, but both hands on her because she needed the pressure, the contact, the physical fact of another human being in this stone throat underground. I could feel her shaking. Not shivering — shaking. A deep, tectonic tremor that started in her core and radiated outward, the body's temperature regulation failing as the cardiovascular system faltered.

"I know your heart is doing something wrong. And I know you're scared. And I know this tunnel smells like death and the walls are closing in and the ceiling is pressing down and you want to stop. You want to lie down on this cold wet stone and close your eyes and let the drug in your blood finish what your husband started."

Her eyes found mine. In the flashlight beam, her irises were almost colorless — the brown leached out, the pupils enormous, black holes that took in light and gave nothing back.

"But if you stop here, you die here. In the dark. In a tunnel that nobody knows about under an island that nobody lives on. And your mother will never know what happened. And Dhruv will never know. And the story that your shithead husband wrote — the story where you die of your own depression and he inherits everything and the chef takes the blame — that story wins. His narrative wins. His spreadsheet wins. He wins."

"I can't—"

"And I am not going to let you die in a Portuguese smuggler tunnel under a Konkan island because Deven fucking Shrivastav decided you were too expensive to divorce. I am a chef. I don't let food burn and I don't let people die in tunnels. Not today. Not you. Get up."

She stared at me. The flashlight between us like a torch in a cave painting — two women crouched in the earth's gut, one dying, one refusing to let her.

Then she laughed.

A real laugh. Cracked and desperate and completely inappropriate and real — the laugh of a woman who has just heard the most absurd sentence of her life spoken with total conviction in a three-hundred-year-old tunnel by a chef with a broken hand and charcoal under her fingernails.

"Too expensive to divorce," she repeated. Her voice was stronger. Not by much — a candle flame in a hurricane — but enough. "That's what this is, isn't it? A cost optimization."

"Help me up," she said.

I pulled her to her feet. She was so light it frightened me — the upward motion should have required effort and it didn't, she rose like paper, like ash, like something that had already left its weight behind. I put her arm over my shoulder again. Felt her ribs against my side, each one distinct, countable.

We turned around. Went back to the branch point. Took the left tunnel.

The water was ankle-deep and rising. Cold — not mountain spring cold but sea cold, the bone-deep cold of water that has traveled through rock from the ocean floor, carrying the temperature of depths where sunlight has never reached. My sneakers were submerged in seconds — the cold piercing through canvas and sock and skin, reaching the small bones of my feet, the metatarsals contracting, the toes going numb. Each step was a negotiation with the uneven stone floor — the underwater terrain invisible, mapped only by the soles of my feet, each ridge and depression a potential ankle-turner.

I slipped once. My foot finding a smooth stone, the sole of my sneaker finding no traction on the algae-slicked surface. My knee hit the floor — a jolt that traveled up my femur and detonated in my hip. The flashlight swung wildly, painting the tunnel in frantic arcs of light. My injured hand slapped the wall for balance and the pain was so immediate, so complete, that my vision went white and I tasted metal — the taste of pain itself, copper and iron and adrenaline.

My palms came away from the wall red. Laterite dust or blood — in the orange-tinted flashlight beam, they looked the same.

The tunnel climbed.

Gradually at first — a gentle incline that my calves registered before my eyes did, the muscles working slightly harder, the water running past my ankles now instead of pooling around them. Then steeply — a grade that forced us to lean forward, to use our hands on the walls for support, to climb rather than walk. The water thinned to a trickle, then to damp stone, then to almost-dry. The air changed — warmer. Fresher. The mineral smell of deep earth giving way to something organic, vegetal. The smell of roots and humus and rain-soaked soil. The smell of the surface.

And then — light.

Not flashlight. Not phone screen. Real light. A square of it, grey and dim and impossibly beautiful — daylight filtering through a gap in the earth above us, the kind of light that has traveled through cloud and canopy and soil and still arrives, diminished but present, the most welcome photons I had ever seen.

"I see it," Tapsee whispered. Her grip on my shoulder tightened — not weakening, for once, but strengthening. The body responding to hope the way it responds to food after fasting — with a surge of energy that comes from nowhere, that borrows against reserves that don't exist, that is the body's final investment in its own survival.

I pushed through the last meters. The ceiling rose — from crawl to crouch to standing, the stone peeling back like the walls of a birth canal, the tunnel widening and brightening. It ended at a wooden hatch — teak, rotting at the edges, the surface covered in moss and leaf litter, set into the ground at an angle like a cellar door. Iron hinges, green with oxidation. A latch that was rusted shut.

I hit it with my good hand. Once. Twice. The latch crumbled — three centuries of iron submitting to three centuries of salt air. The hatch swung open on hinges that screamed like seabirds.

Daylight. Real, full, grey, magnificent daylight.

We were in the forest. The eastern side of the island. Coconut palms — their fronds thrashing in the wind, the trunks bending at angles that looked impossible, the fibrous bark shedding in the gale. Cashew trees with their twisted limbs. Wild grass — knee-high, sharp-bladed, bending flat in the gusts and springing back. And the sea — grey and rough and beautiful — visible through the gaps in the trees, fifty meters away, the waves crashing against a rocky shoreline with a sound like continuous applause.

I pulled Tapsee up through the hatch. She collapsed on the wet grass. Breathing hard. Her lips were still blue.

"The kayaks," she said. "There should be kayaks on the eastern beach. The Shrivastavs kept them for—"

She didn't finish. Her eyes rolled back. She slumped.

"Tapsee!"

I checked her pulse. Weak. Thread-like. But there.

She was unconscious. The clontriptyline was winning.

I closed the tunnel hatch. Covered it with leaves and branches. Then I lifted Tapsee over my shoulder — she weighed nothing, less than a bag of flour — and started toward the beach.
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The kayaks were there.

Two of them, stacked against a rock wall near the waterline — upside down, hull-up, the way you store boats that you intend to use again. Polyethylene sea kayaks, two-person, built for the kind of rough coastal water that the Konkan was famous for. Sun-bleached — the original color had been red, maybe, or orange, but years of monsoon sun had faded them to a streaky salmon, the plastic oxidized and chalky to the touch. Barnacles crusted the keels where they'd sat in tidal pools. Dried seaweed hung from the bow handles like old garlands.

I set Tapsee down on the sand. She'd gone unconscious in the last twenty meters — her body simply shutting down, the way a phone screen goes black when the battery hits zero, no warning, no negotiation. She slumped against a palm trunk, her head lolling to one side, her mouth slightly open, a thin line of saliva running from the corner of her lip to her chin. But she was breathing. I could see the rise and fall of her chest — shallow, too fast, the respirations coming at maybe twenty-four per minute instead of the normal sixteen. Her pulse when I checked it was a chaos of rhythm — beats coming in clusters of three or four, then a pause that lasted long enough for my own heart to seize, then a flutter of rapid beats as if the heart was trying to catch up with itself.

She was alive. Barely. Running on the last fumes of whatever energy the activated charcoal had bought her.

I dragged the first kayak down to the waterline. It was heavier than I expected — the polyethylene saturated with moisture, the hull thick and rigid, designed to withstand impacts against rock. My injured hand screamed when I gripped the bow handle — the swollen fingers refusing to close fully, the knuckles grinding against each other inside their casing of inflammation. I used my forearm instead, hooking it under the handle, leveraging with my body weight.

The hull scraped across wet sand — a grating sound, fibrous, the sand particles leaving white scratches in the faded plastic. I flipped it. The interior was damp but intact — the seat, the foot pegs, the cargo area behind the cockpit. I ran my good hand along the hull, feeling for damage. Smooth. Smooth. Smooth.

Then not smooth.

A hole.

My fingers found it before my eyes did — a circular absence in the plastic, perfectly round, the edges clean and sharp. Not a crack from impact. Not erosion from sun and salt. A hole drilled into the hull. Neat. Precise. Two centimeters in diameter — the exact size of a standard masonry drill bit, the kind you'd find in a hardware store or a maintenance toolkit. Below the waterline by approximately fifteen centimeters. In exactly the position where the hull would be submerged once the kayak was loaded with two people and paddled into open water.

Sabotaged.

The word arrived in my brain with the weight of a stone dropped into still water. Not just damaged. Sabotaged. With tools. With intent. With the specific knowledge of where a hole would do the most damage — not in the deck where it would be visible, not in the bow where it might be noticed during inspection, but in the hull below the waterline where the kayak would fill slowly, steadily, fatally, the water rising around the paddler's legs over the course of maybe ten minutes, the kayak growing heavier and less responsive, and by the time you realized what was happening you'd be two hundred meters from shore in monsoon swells with no way to bail fast enough.

I checked the second kayak.

Dragged it down. Flipped it. Ran my hand along the hull with the methodical desperation of a doctor palpating for a tumor they already know is there.

Same thing. Same neat hole. Same below-the-waterline placement. Same drill-bit diameter. Same clinical precision. As if the person had done both in one session — flip, drill, flip, drill — the way you'd process two orders of the same dish. Efficient. Practiced. Without hesitation.

Someone had deliberately disabled both kayaks. Both escape routes from the eastern shore. Both options for reaching the mainland by water.

Someone who didn't want anyone leaving this island.

I sat on the wet sand next to Tapsee's unconscious body and stared at the sea.

The Konkan coast stretched before me — grey water meeting grey sky at a horizon that was barely distinguishable. The mainland was visible as a darker grey line, a smudge of land that might have been three kilometers away or five, impossible to judge through the rain and spray. In calm water — the flat, glassy water of a December morning, the kind I'd seen from Marine Drive during my morning runs — I could swim it. Maybe. I was strong enough. I'd swum at the Bandra pool three times a week for two years, lap after lap of the 25-meter lane, the chlorine stinging my eyes, building the endurance that every chef needs to survive a twelve-hour shift on their feet.

But this wasn't calm water. This was the Arabian Sea in full monsoon fury — swells that rose two meters and collapsed in explosions of white foam, the wave crests torn apart by wind, the water churning with crosscurrents and rip tides that could drag a swimmer sideways for a kilometer before they realized they weren't making forward progress. The waves hit the rocky shore with a sound like cannons — a deep, percussive boom that I could feel through the sand under my legs, through my hips, through my ribcage. Each wave carried the smell of deep ocean — salt and iodine and the particular metallic tang of water that has traveled thousands of kilometers from the open Indian Ocean.

In this water, with a dying woman on my back, I'd drown in the first hundred meters.

The rain started again. Hard and immediate, like the sky had been holding its breath and finally exhaled — fat drops that hit the sand with audible impacts, that hammered my shoulders and scalp and ran down my face in streams. Within thirty seconds I was soaked through — the cotton kurta clinging to my skin, the fabric heavy and cold, the water finding every gap in my clothing and filling it.

I thought about Sameer.

His face at the dock — the half-smile, the dark eyes that saw more than they said, the rough hands that had loaded my bags with the careful efficiency of someone who handled fragile cargo for a living. I'll come at first light, he'd said. The confidence in his voice. The certainty. The way he'd said it like a fact, not a promise — the way you'd say the tide will come in or the monsoon will end. Something inevitable. Something you could set your clock by.

But first light had been two hours ago. The sky had gone from black to grey to the pale, washed-out white of a monsoon morning. And there was no boat on the horizon. No engine sound cutting through the wind. No dark hull rising and falling on the swells.

I thought about Riddhi. Probably texting me right now — her particular brand of concerned panic, the messages escalating from where are you to answer your phone to I'm calling the police. But she didn't know where I was. I'd told her Sindhudurg — that was it. Not which island. Not which dock. Not which marina. The Sindhudurg coast had two hundred kilometers of shoreline and a hundred islands. She might as well search the entire Arabian Sea.

I thought about my mother. Sunday morning in Pune. She'd be at the Siddhivinayak mandir — the small one near their house, not the big one in Mumbai. Lighting a diya with ghee she'd made from Amul butter. Closing her eyes. Praying for her daughter's restaurant to succeed, for the Zomato rating to climb, for the EMI payments to stay on schedule. She did this every Sunday. She'd been doing it since I was seventeen and told her I wanted to cook instead of study engineering. She never argued. She just started praying harder.

The thought of my mother praying for my restaurant while I sat on a beach next to an unconscious woman with two sabotaged kayaks and a killer in the house behind me — the absurdity of it, the terrible cosmic irony — hit me so hard that I actually made a sound. Not a laugh. Not a cry. Something between — a compressed exhalation through clenched teeth, the sound a pressure cooker makes when the weight rattles.

Then I thought: the hole in the kayak is round.

Not jagged. Not irregular. Round. A perfect circle with clean edges. A drill bit.

Where did someone get a drill on this island?

The maintenance shed. Arya's toolbox — the metal toolbox I'd seen in the corner of the guest cottage when I'd gone there looking for Arya yesterday morning. The toolbox with the padlock that was never locked because Arya didn't believe in locking things. She maintained the entire property — the plumbing, the electrical, the dock, the garden. She'd have every tool a caretaker needed. Including a cordless drill.

Which meant whoever sabotaged the kayaks had been to the cottage. Had opened Arya's toolbox. Had used her own drill. Had then put it back. And had done all of this before killing Arya — because the timing required it. Disable the escape routes first. Then eliminate the only person on the island who would notice the kayaks were sabotaged.

They'd planned the escape route first. Then eliminated the witness.

This wasn't reactive. This wasn't the impulsive violence of a man with a gun and a prenup. This was scripted. Plotted. Outlined like a screenplay — each act building on the previous, each character's death serving the narrative arc, each escape route closed before the trap was sprung.

Deven was capable of this. He'd built an entire AI company on the principle that human behavior could be predicted and manipulated. But Deven was lying on a floor upstairs with a knife in his back. Deven was bleeding out from a wound that someone else had inflicted.

Which meant there was someone else. A third mind. A third plotter. Someone who had been on this island the entire time — watching, waiting, preparing — invisible because they were never on the guest list.

A chill ran through me that had nothing to do with the rain. It started at the base of my skull and traveled down my spine — not a shiver but a slow, deliberate wave of cold, as if my nervous system was updating its threat assessment and the new numbers were much, much worse.

I pulled Tapsee under the tree cover. A coconut palm — the trunk angled at thirty degrees from the vertical, bent by decades of monsoon winds, the frond canopy providing a partial shelter from the rain. I sat her upright against the trunk. Opened her kurta collar to ease her breathing. Checked her pulse again — still chaotic, still too fast, but still there. The activated charcoal was holding. Barely. She had hours, maybe. Without medical intervention — IV fluids, cardiac monitoring, the specific antidote that Dhruv would know and that I didn't — she had hours.

I wrapped my arms around her. Pulled her against my chest. Her body was cold — not cool, not chilled, but cold, the kind of cold that living bodies shouldn't be, the kind that belongs to stone and water and earth. I pressed my face against the top of her head. Her hair smelled like charcoal and sweat and the particular sweetness of a body running a low-grade fever. I held her the way I'd hold a pot of stock that needed to stay warm — close, constant, the heat of my body transferred through contact.

"Don't you die," I whispered into her hair. My voice was the voice of a woman who was running out of options and knew it and refused to accept it. "Don't you dare. I did not crawl through a three-hundred-year-old tunnel and patch your poisoned gut with burnt coconut shells to watch you die on a beach in the rain. I am not writing that ending. That is not the ending."

Tapsee didn't respond. Her breathing continued — shallow, fast, mechanical. The body running on autopilot. The pilot elsewhere.

The rain hammered down. The sea raged. The island waited.
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I plugged the kayak holes with coconut husk.

My hands knew what to do even when my brain didn't — the same hands that had braided dough and crimped samosa edges and sealed banana-leaf parcels for steaming. I tore strips from my dupatta — the cotton was heavy with rain, but when I wrung it tight the fibers compacted into a dense rope. I packed this into the first drill hole, using the heel of my good hand to compress it, then layered coconut husk fiber on top — the brown, stringy coir that I stripped from a fallen coconut, the same material that generations of Konkan fishermen had used to caulk their boats before fiberglass existed. The plug was ugly. Rough. It jutted from the hull like a scab. But when I pressed my palm over it, the water that seeped through was a trickle, not a flow.

The second hole was harder — slightly larger, the plastic splintered at one edge where the drill had slipped. I used more coir, more dupatta, and sealed it with wet sand pressed into a paste. Not waterproof. Not even close. But it might hold for twenty minutes — maybe thirty if I was lucky, if the waves didn't flex the hull too much, if I paddled fast and bailed with one hand and steered with the other and prayed to every god my mother had ever prayed to.

I was dragging the patched kayak to the waterline — the sand sucking at the hull, my injured hand throbbing, my shoulders burning with the effort of pulling sixty kilos of polyethylene across wet beach — when I heard the voice.

"Impressive."

A woman's voice. Young. Not Tapsee's — Tapsee was unconscious under the palm tree, her breathing shallow, her skin the color of wet cement. This voice was different. Clear. Controlled. With an edge underneath the control that sounded like a wire pulled to its snapping point.

I turned.

She was standing at the tree line. Maybe ten meters away. Twenty-six, twenty-seven — young enough that her face still had the softness of someone who hadn't stopped being a girl entirely. Sharp features — cheekbones that caught the grey light, a jaw that narrowed to a pointed chin, dark eyes set deep under brows that were thicker than fashion dictated. Dark hair cut short — not a bob but a crop, severe, practical, the kind of haircut you get when you don't want hair in your face while you work. She was wearing black — a kurta and jeans, both soaked through and clinging to a body that was lean in the way of runners or people who forgot to eat. Barefoot. Her toes were muddy — the red-orange laterite mud of the island's interior, the same mud I'd seen in the tunnel, the same mud that would have coated anyone who'd been walking through the forest.

In her right hand: a gun.

Deven's gun. The same compact black pistol I'd seen in the bedroom. The same weapon that had been pointed at my face forty minutes ago. There was blood on the grip — a dark smear, Deven's blood, transferred from the floor where the gun had fallen when the mystery person stabbed him.

My brain did the math in the time it takes a knife to drop from a counter to the floor.

The bare footprints in the hallway. A woman's feet. Small.

The candle blown out by someone standing close enough to touch us.

The knife — my knife — driven into Deven's back with anatomical precision.

The drill holes in the kayaks — done with Arya's tools, by someone who knew where Arya kept them.

The fourth-floor hidden room with the wireless cameras.

The perfume I'd smelled in the kitchen on the second night — not Tapsee's Chanel, something sharper, younger.

And now: this woman. Standing at the tree line. Holding a dead man's gun. Looking at me with an expression that was not rage and not calculation but something worse — recognition. The way you look at someone whose face you've studied through a camera lens for days.

"You are so much smarter than I thought," she said. Her voice was almost warm. Almost admiring. The way a chess player compliments an opponent who's lasted longer than expected before checkmate.

"You're Deven's daughter."

I didn't ask it. I said it. Because the face was there — underneath the short hair and the rain-soaked severity, the face was there. The cheekbones were Deven's. The jaw was Deven's. And the eyes — those dark, calculating eyes that could watch you and assess you and reduce you to a data point — those were Deven's eyes in a younger skull.

She tilted her head. The gun didn't move.

"You worked that out fast."

"Sayali." The name came from the family photo I'd seen in the study — the one face I'd noticed but hadn't asked about. The daughter who didn't visit. The gap in the family that everyone talked around. "The screenwriter."

Something shifted in her expression. Not surprise — she'd expected me to figure it out, eventually. But the speed had caught her off-guard. Her hand — the one not holding the gun — clenched at her side, the knuckles whitening, the tendons straining.

"The kayaks," I said. My voice was coming from somewhere outside my body — calm, analytical, the voice I used when diagnosing a failed dish. Too much salt? Not enough acid? What went wrong and when? "You drilled them. Before you killed Arya. Because you needed to close the escape routes before anyone knew they needed to escape."

"Yes."

"The cameras on the fourth floor. The wireless ones. You installed them."

"Fourteen." Her voice was flat. Factual. But her jaw was working — the muscles tightening and releasing, a tic she couldn't control. "Smoke detectors, picture frames, ventilation grilles. Consumer-grade. Same frequency as baby monitors. Dad's company builds military-grade surveillance systems and he never thought to sweep his own house for ₹2,000 Xiaomi cameras." A sound escaped her — not quite a laugh. Closer to the noise an animal makes when it's cornered. "That's my father. Can detect a state-sponsored cyberattack from six thousand kilometers away. Can't see his own daughter standing in his hallway."

"The pills," I said. "Tapsee's pills. You swapped them."

"Sugar tablets. Lactose pressed into the same shape. She'd been poisoning him with nothing for months." Her lip curled — and for a moment, just a moment, the mask cracked and I saw something underneath that was not the controlled young woman with the gun. Something raw. Feral. The face of a child who'd been left out of a game and had decided to set fire to the board. "She thought she was so clever. The Delhi socialite with the pharmacist boyfriend. Grinding pills into raita like she was making a — a fucking spice blend." She spat the words. Literally spat — saliva hitting the wet sand between us.

The rain was intensifying. I could feel it hammering my scalp, running down my neck, pooling in the hollow of my collarbone. The gun was maybe four meters away. Impossible distance. A bullet travels four meters in approximately ten milliseconds. I couldn't cross that gap in less than a full second. The math was not in my favor.

"And Arya," I said. My voice broke on the name. I couldn't help it — the image that rose was not strategic but personal. Arya's rough palm against my forearm. Arya's voice saying dikra with the warmth of a woman who had raised other people's children because her own life hadn't included them. Arya teaching me to wrap fish in banana leaves — tight, dikra, the steam must be trapped or the fish weeps.

Sayali's face changed again. The mask didn't crack this time — it shattered. The controlled expression, the calculated posture, the steady gun hand — all of it collapsed at once, like a building whose foundations had been quietly burning for hours. Her lower lip pulled inward. Her eyes filled. Her shoulders curled forward — the instinctive posture of a person trying to protect their chest from a blow that has already landed.

"Don't say her name." Her voice was a wire strung between two points that were pulling apart. "Don't — you don't get to say her name. You knew her for four days. Four days. I knew her for fifteen years. She braided my hair every morning before school. She — she made me kokum sherbet when I had a fever. She taught me to catch crabs on the rocks behind the cottage — the trick is you approach from behind, you pin the shell, you lift fast, she taught me that."

The gun was shaking now. Not just the hand — the whole arm. A tremor that started at the shoulder and amplified through the elbow and wrist until the barrel was drawing small circles in the rain.

"I held her while she died." Sayali's voice was barely audible above the rain. "I held her and she looked at me and she knew. She knew it was me. And she said — she said Sayali-baby —"

She stopped. Her mouth working. No sound coming out. The muscles of her face engaged in a war between the need to speak and the need to not exist.

"She said my name the way she always said it. Like I was still twelve. Like I was still the girl who sat in her kitchen and ate aamras and told her about school. And then she — she stopped. She stopped saying anything."

Silence. Except it wasn't silence — the rain was a roar, the sea was a roar, the wind in the palms was a roar. But between Sayali and me there was a space where sound didn't reach.

"Why?" I said. The word felt insufficient. A single syllable for a question that contained everything — why kill the woman who loved you, why orchestrate the death of your father, why frame a stranger, why destroy yourself.

"BECAUSE HE CHOSE HER OVER ME."

The scream split the air. Raw. Formless. The sound of a wound that had been bandaged for three years and had just been ripped open. She was pointing the gun but she wasn't aiming — the barrel was oscillating wildly, sweeping an arc that included me, the unconscious Tapsee, the sea, the sky.

"Three years ago. Three years. He changed his will. Everything — the company shares, the island, the Juhu penthouse, the ₹450 crore in liquid assets — everything to her. His wife of seven years. His second wife. And nothing — nothing — to me. His daughter. His blood. Because I told him I wanted to write screenplays instead of joining his — his FUCKING surveillance company."

She was pacing now. Short, violent steps in the wet sand, her bare feet leaving deep prints that the rain immediately began to fill. The gun hand swung with each step.

"He said I was wasting the Shrivastav name. He said filmmaking was timepass. He said: When you're ready to be serious, call me. And then he blocked my number. BLOCKED. His own daughter. Like I was a — a spam caller. Like I was an unknown number. Like I was nobody."

Her voice cracked on nobody. The word landed on the beach like a stone thrown into water — heavy, final, sinking into the sand between us.

"I sent him my scripts. Two. Both finished. Both polished. One was a psychological thriller about a woman who poisons her husband — funny, right? Funny. He never opened the emails. I checked. Read receipts. He. Never. Opened. Them."

She stopped pacing. Stood still. The rain running down her face in streams that could have been tears or could have been storm water — impossible to tell, which was maybe the point.

"So I watched. Through the cameras. For months. I watched him eat dinner. I watched him argue with Tapsee. I watched him plan to murder his wife. I watched Tapsee plan to murder him. Two people in a marriage, both trying to kill each other, and neither one of them smart enough to notice that their twenty-six-year-old daughter was living in the fourth-floor hidden room, watching everything on a laptop, writing the ending to both their stories."

She raised the gun. Not wildly this time. Deliberately. The tremor was still there but underneath it was a decision that had been made long ago, in a room I'd never seen, by a girl I'd never met, for reasons that were ancient and simple and devastating.

"You're the last piece, Ojaswini. The loose end. The character who wasn't supposed to be this smart." She swallowed. Her eyes were red-rimmed, swimming, but the aim was steadier now — the gun pointed at my center mass, the way someone who'd practiced would point it. "The story I wrote needs a specific ending. The chef killed everyone. The daughter arrived too late. Self-defense."

"That story has holes, Sayali."

"Every story has holes. That's what editors are for. The police are my editors." She almost smiled. The ghost of her father's smile — calculated, charming, dead behind the eyes. But hers was worse because hers was also sad. "Dad already planted the evidence. The fake messages. The drugs in your bag. The deepfake audio. All I did was add the knife — your knife — in his back. Your fingerprints on the murder weapon. Your motive — the rejected lover, the unstable chef, the woman who snapped."

"Sameer knows I'm here." I was reaching now — grabbing at threads, pulling at the edges of her narrative the way I'd pick apart a dish that looked plated but was structurally unsound. "He brought me. He has records. He'll tell the police—"

"Sameer is a fisherman in a boat." Sayali's voice was steadying — the tantrum passing, the executive function returning, the cold architecture of her plan reasserting itself over the ruins of her grief. "His word against the Shrivastav estate. Against fourteen cameras' worth of footage — my footage, which I control, which I can edit, which shows exactly what I want it to show."

"Your DNA is everywhere, Sayali. The cottage. The kitchen. The hidden room. The tunnel."

Something flickered. The first real crack in the logic — not the emotional cracks, which were fault lines in her psychology, but a structural crack. A flaw in the script.

"I grew up here," she said. But the confidence had thinned. "My DNA is supposed to be here. From years ago. Childhood visits—"

"Fresh DNA. Skin cells. Hair follicles. You've been living in that hidden room for weeks. CBI forensics will find cellular material that's days old, not years. They'll find your cameras. They'll find the laptop. They'll find the browsing history, the surveillance logs, the—"

"STOP." The gun jerked. "Stop — talking. Stop — analyzing. You're a chef. You're supposed to be the dumb variable. The easy frame. The—"

"I'm the woman who made activated charcoal from coconut husks in a tandoor oven and saved your stepmother's life with it." My voice was steady and I didn't know where the steadiness was coming from — some deep reserve of calm that exists only in extremis, the same calm that descends during the worst moments of a kitchen service when everything is falling apart and the only way through is pure, mechanical competence. "I am not the dumb variable."

Sayali stared at me. The gun between us like a held breath.

"Your script doesn't work," I said. "It never worked. Not because the evidence is bad — your father built great evidence. But because you're in it now. You're a character who wasn't supposed to exist in this story. And every minute you stand on this beach with that gun is another minute of exposure, another trace, another footprint, another strand of hair, another skin cell that puts you here, today, with a weapon, with a dying man in the house behind you and a dead woman in the cottage and a framed chef who's looking right at you."

The rain hammered between us. The sea roared. Tapsee's breathing continued its shallow mechanical rhythm under the palm tree.

Sayali's face was a war. The script — the beautiful, terrible, three-year script she'd written in her head — fighting against the reality of standing on a beach in a monsoon with blood on her hands and a chef who wouldn't stop picking her narrative apart.

"You know what the worst part is?" Her voice was small now. A child's voice. The voice of the twelve-year-old who sat in Arya's kitchen eating aamras. "My scripts were good. Both of them. The thriller — the one about the woman who poisons her husband — it was good. Tight. Original. The twist in the third act was something nobody had done before. I sent it to Netflix India. They rejected it in four days. Form letter. Not aligned with our current programming slate. Four days for a script I spent two years writing."

She lowered the gun slightly. Not dropping it — just the arm tiring, the adrenaline receding, gravity winning.

"My father was right about one thing." She raised the gun again. Final. Deliberate. The steadiest it had been. "The person with the best story wins. And my story is better than yours."

She pointed it at my chest.

"I'm sorry, Ojaswini. I actually am. You cook like someone who gives a shit. That's rare."




  
    CHAPTER 34

    
    
  
  OJASWINI

I was going to die on a beach in the rain because a twenty-six-year-old screenwriter couldn't get her father to read her emails.

The certainty of it was physical — not abstract, not philosophical, not the distant awareness of mortality that everyone carries. Physical. A pressure in my chest as if someone had placed a stone on my sternum. A weight on my lungs that made each breath feel like inhaling through wet cloth. The world contracting around the black circle of the gun barrel until everything else — the rain hammering my skin, the sea roaring behind me, Tapsee unconscious and grey under the palm tree — receded to the periphery of my awareness, blurred and irrelevant, background noise in a room where only one conversation mattered.

The gun. Sayali's hand. The four meters of wet air between us.

"I'm sorry," she said again. And meant it — I could hear it in the fracture of her voice, the way the consonants softened at the edges, the way the word sorry came out with too many syllables, stretched by the grief underneath.

Then she pulled the trigger.

The click was small. Metallic. The sound of a firing pin striking an empty chamber.

For one second — one second that lasted a geological age, that stretched across the entire history of my life from the first breath I took in a hospital in Pune to this moment on a Konkan beach with rain in my eyes — nothing happened. No explosion. No bullet. No pain. Just the click.

Sayali looked at the gun. Her face went blank — the blankness of total incomprehension, a system error, the expression of someone whose script has just deviated from the text.

She pulled the trigger again. Click. Again. Click.

The magazine was empty. Or the round was a dud. Or Deven had kept it unloaded — the paranoia of a man who kept a gun for show but didn't trust himself with live rounds in a house where he was methodically poisoning his wife.

It didn't matter why. It mattered that the gun didn't fire. And it mattered that Sayali was staring at it with the stunned confusion of an author whose climactic scene had just refused to happen.

I moved.

Not thought. Not decision. The body — my body, the body that had been trained by twenty years of kitchens to move before thinking, to reach for the falling knife, to pull the hand off the burner, to catch the toppling pot — launched itself forward. Four meters. I crossed them in something under two seconds — my legs driving through wet sand, my arms reaching, my center of gravity low, the way I'd been taught to tackle by my cousin Nikhil in the backyard in Pune when I was eleven and he was thirteen and we played rugby with a tennis ball because we couldn't afford a real one.

I hit Sayali at the waist.

The impact was total — my shoulder driving into her midsection, her body folding over mine like a jackknife, the gun flying from her hand and spinning through the rain in a high arc that I tracked with my peripheral vision. It landed in the sand six meters away. We went down together — a tangle of limbs and wet fabric and hair and the gritty abrasion of sand against skin.

She was stronger than she looked. The lean frame wasn't weakness — it was wire. Tough, fibrous, the strength of a body that had been surviving on adrenaline and rage for weeks. She twisted under me. Her knee came up — fast, aimed, connecting with my ribs on the left side. The pain was a bright white star that exploded behind my eyes. I gasped. Lost my grip. She rolled free.

We faced each other on the sand. Both on our knees. Both breathing hard. The rain between us like a curtain.

She lunged for the gun.

I lunged for her.

My good hand caught her ankle — the bare foot slick with mud and rain, the bones small and hard under my fingers. She went down face-first into the wet sand. Made a sound — not a scream but a grunt, the compressed sound of air forced through a clenched jaw. She kicked. Her free foot caught my injured hand — the swollen knuckles, the bruised metacarpals — and the pain was so sudden and so absolute that my vision went white and I heard myself make a sound I'd never made before, a sound that came from the animal basement of my nervous system, all vowel, no consonant.

My grip broke. She crawled toward the gun. Her fingers reaching. The black metal half-buried in sand, six inches from her outstretched hand—

I grabbed a fistful of sand and threw it at her face.

Not elegant. Not planned. The desperate improvisation of a woman with one working hand and a body full of pain. The sand hit her eyes — coarse beach sand, grainy, salted, the kind that stings even without force behind it. She flinched. Her hands came up to her face reflexively, the fingers clawing at her eyes.

I scrambled over her. Reached the gun. Picked it up — the grip slick with rain and Deven's blood, the metal cold, the weight wrong in my hand because I'd never held a gun and every atom of my being knew it.

I pointed it at Sayali.

She was on her knees. Blinking. Sand on her face, in her lashes, on her lips. Her eyes were red and streaming — the salt and grit doing their work. She looked at me. At the gun. At me.

"It's empty," she said. Almost laughing. "You know it's empty."

"I know."

"Then what are you going to do with it?"

I threw the gun into the sea.

It arced through the rain — a black shape tumbling end over end against the grey sky — and hit the water thirty meters out. A small splash. Gone. Swallowed by the Arabian Sea the way the Arabian Sea swallows everything — boats, ambitions, men's plans.

Sayali stared at where the gun had disappeared. Then at me.

"Now it's just us," I said. "No weapons. No scripts. Just two women on a beach."

Something shifted behind her eyes. The calculation engine — the inherited machine, her father's gift, the system that assessed and optimized and reduced human beings to variables — spinning up. Processing the new parameters. No gun. No leverage. A chef with a broken hand who'd just tackled her and thrown sand in her eyes. An unconscious woman under a palm tree. The house behind them. The sea in front.

She moved fast. Faster than I'd expected — the scream was still in my ears when her fist connected with the side of my head. Not a punch — she didn't know how to punch. A wild, swinging blow with the flat of her fist, aimed at my temple, connecting just above my left ear. The sound it made was inside my skull — a deep, resonant crack like a coconut hitting a stone floor. My vision went sideways. The horizon tilted forty-five degrees. The beach and the sky traded places.

I staggered. One step. Two. My feet finding sand that had suddenly become unreliable — shifting, tilting, refusing to be level.

She hit me again. This time with something — not her fist. Something hard. Something she'd picked up from the sand. A rock. A piece of driftwood. I never saw it. I felt it — a concentrated impact on the back of my skull, just above the neck, where the occipital bone meets the cervical spine. The point where consciousness lives. The point where a single well-placed blow can switch off the entire system like a hand reaching for a circuit breaker.

The world folded.

Not gradually — not a fade, not a dimming. A fold. As if reality were a sheet of paper and someone had creased it down the middle. The left half went dark. Then the right. The rain stopped having temperature. The sand stopped having texture. Sayali's face — streaked with tears and rain and sand — became a watercolor, the features running, dissolving into a wash of skin and dark hair.

My knees hit the sand. I didn't feel them hit.

My body went sideways. I didn't feel it go.

The last thing I registered was the smell. Not blood. Not rain. Not the sea. The sand under my cheek — coarse and wet and ancient, each grain a fragment of shell or rock that had been ground down by millennia of waves, and mixed into it the faint, persistent smell of fish. Dead fish. The smell of the Konkan coast. The smell of the ocean reducing everything — shells, rocks, bones, stories, lives — to sand.

My last thought was not poetic. It was practical. The thought of a chef: Sameer promised. First light. He's late. But he promised.

Then the fold completed. And there was nothing.
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  OJASWINI

I came back in pieces. The way a signal comes back on a dying radio — static first, then fragments, then coherence.

First: the taste. Blood. Not sweet, not metallic in the way people describe it in books — iron, they say, like pennies. This was different. Thicker. Warmer. The taste of the inside of my own mouth where my teeth had cut the tissue of my cheek during the impact. Mixed with sand. Gritty, salted, the grains lodged between my molars and under my tongue, each one a separate abrasion, a tiny geography of discomfort.

Then: the cold. I was lying on stone. Not sand — stone. The floor of a room. Wet stone, the moisture seeping through my kurta into the skin of my back, my shoulder blades, the backs of my arms. The cold was specific — not air cold but earth cold, the deep-seated temperature of a building whose walls are three feet thick and whose stone has been absorbing monsoon moisture for three centuries. The smell confirmed it — rain and old wood and kerosene and the faint, dusty sweetness of books. Leather-bound books. Aged paper. Ink.

The study. I was back in the mansion's study.

Then: pain. Not the sharp pain of the blow — that was gone, absorbed into the general background noise of my nervous system. This was the aftermath pain. The deep, ringing ache of bruised bone, centered at the back of my skull where the occipital ridge met the neck. The kind of pain that doesn't scream but hums — a low, constant vibration that colored everything, that made the light too bright and sounds too sharp and the stone floor too hard.

Then: my hands. I tried to move them and couldn't. They were behind my back — wrists crossed, bound with something that bit into the skin. Not rope. Thinner. Harder. An electrical cord, maybe — the rubberized kind, with the copper wire inside pressing against my pulse points. My fingers were numb. The injured hand had swollen further — I could feel the pressure of the binding against the engorged knuckles, the pain distant but present, like music playing in another room.

Then: the sound. Voices. Two of them.

One was Sayali's. High. Tight. The controlled frequency of someone whose control was failing — the words coming too fast, the pitch climbing, the consonants sharpening into blades.

The other was —

I opened my eyes.

The study was candlelit — three candles now, placed on the desk, on the bookshelf, on the windowsill. The warm light made the room feel smaller, more intimate, the shadows deep and shifting. Deven's desk was to my left. The bookshelves — including the one that concealed the tunnel entrance — lined the far wall. The tunnel shelf was closed, back in place, the books arranged as if no one had ever passed through.

Sayali was standing near the tunnel bookshelf. She was holding a knife — not my Wüsthof, which was still in her father's back upstairs. A different knife. Smaller. A utility knife from Arya's toolkit, maybe — the kind with a retractable blade, meant for cutting packing tape and scoring drywall. She held it the way someone holds a knife who doesn't know knives — overhand, blade down, the grip too tight, the wrist locked. The grip of fear, not skill.

She wasn't pointing it at me.

She was pointing it at someone in the doorway.

I blinked. The candlelight swam. I blinked again. Focused.

Sameer.

He was standing in the study doorway — the wide teak frame that opened onto the ground-floor hallway. Soaked through — his shirt plastered to his chest, his hair flat against his skull, water running from every surface of his body and pooling on the stone floor around his bare feet. He'd taken off his shoes somewhere — the dock, maybe, or the front door. Bare feet on stone. Silent entry. The instinct of a man who'd grown up on boats, where every footfall could wake a sleeping crew.

There was a cut above his left eye. Not deep — a surface wound, the blood mixing with rainwater and running down his cheek in a pink stream. His hands were raised. Not high — at chest level, palms out, fingers spread. The universal gesture of I am not a threat. But his forearms were taut, the muscles engaged, the tendons standing out. The hands of a man who was ready to move.

"Put the knife down, Sayali," he said. His voice was steady. Not calm — that would be wrong. Not the absence of fear. The presence of something that was larger than fear. The voice of a man who'd navigated monsoon swells at night in a thirty-two-foot trawler with a failing engine and a twelve-year-old cousin in the cargo hold. The voice of someone who'd met danger before and found that it responded to competence better than it responded to panic.

"Get out." Sayali's voice was the opposite of steady. It shook. The knife shook. The candlelight caught the blade and threw a jittering reflection on the ceiling — a small, bright shape that danced with the tremor in her hand.

"The coast guard is fifteen minutes out. I radioed them from my boat before I came up to the house." He spoke the way he'd taught me to use the VHF — clearly, without wasted words, each sentence a complete unit of information. "Channel 16. Distress frequency. They dispatched a patrol vessel from Malvan station."

"You're lying."

"I'm a licensed VHF operator. Certificate number MN-7743. Issued by the Directorate General of Shipping, Mumbai. The coast guard has my MMSI number, my vessel registration, and the GPS coordinates of this island. They are coming, Sayali. Fifteen minutes. Maybe twelve now."

"You can't—" She shifted her weight. The knife wavered between him and me and some indeterminate point in the middle distance. "You don't — this isn't your story. You're not in this story."

"I've been in this story since I dropped Ojju at your father's dock four days ago." He lowered his hands slightly — not dropping them, just easing the position, the way you'd lower the sails incrementally when the wind shifted. "And I know more than you think."

He stepped into the room. One step. Slow. Deliberate. His bare feet on the wet stone making no sound.

"I found the receiver frequency for your cameras this morning," he said. "From the boathouse. Your wireless cameras transmit on 2.4 GHz — consumer band. Same frequency as baby monitors, same frequency as half the marine electronics on the Konkan coast. I've been building and repairing maritime communication systems since I was sixteen. Your cameras were broadcasting on a frequency I scan every morning as part of my equipment check."

Sayali's face was changing. The calculation running — the same inherited engine, her father's engine, processing inputs and outputs. But the inputs were wrong now. The variables had shifted. A fisherman who understood wireless frequencies. A coast guard vessel en route. A witness she hadn't accounted for.

"I have footage," Sameer said. Not triumphantly. Quietly. The way you'd state a fact about the weather. "Fourteen camera feeds. All recorded on my equipment since 6 AM. I have footage of you entering Arya's cottage at 2 AM last night. I have footage of you in the kitchen at 3 AM. I have footage of you entering the master bedroom in the dark at approximately 5:50 AM — eight minutes before the candle went out."

"That's not—"

"And I was on the beach." He said this the way he said everything — like a fact. Like the tide schedule. "In the tree line. Fifty meters from where you confronted Ojju. Your back was to the forest and you didn't check the forest because your script didn't include a fisherman who comes early because the swells were navigable at 4 AM instead of first light."

He'd come early. He'd come early. The swells had been navigable and he'd come early because that's what Sameer did — he came when the sea let him, not when the clock told him to.

"I heard everything, Sayali." His voice softened now — not weakness but the particular gentleness of a man who understood that the person in front of him was not just a threat but a catastrophe. A human being mid-collapse. "I heard about Arya."

Something broke in Sayali's face. Not cracked — broke. The way ice breaks on a winter lake when something heavy steps on it — the fracture lines radiating outward from the point of impact, the structure holding for one impossible second, then giving way all at once.

"Arya was my mother's best friend." Sameer's voice was barely above a whisper. "They grew up together. Malvan. Koli community. Same galli, same school, same temple. My mother is the one who got Arya this job — fifteen years ago, she called Deven Shrivastav's household manager and said: I have a woman who can maintain a property and raise a child at the same time, because she's been doing both since she was twenty. My mother hasn't stopped crying since I radioed her from the boat."

The knife lowered. Not deliberately — Sayali's arm just lost the strength to hold it up. The muscles surrendering. The adrenaline finally, completely, spent.

"Put it down," Sameer said. "Please. There's no version of this story where you win. There never was. You're a twenty-six-year-old girl who wanted her father to be proud of her and he wasn't and it broke you and you broke everything else. That's the true story. Not the screenplay. Not the frame-up. The true story is that you were a child who needed something and didn't get it and the need turned into a wound and the wound turned into this."

She was shaking. The whole body. Not the controlled tremor of before — a deep, full-body shaking, the kind that comes when the body's thermostat has lost contact with the body's furnace, when the nervous system is running on empty and the muscles are firing without instruction.

She screamed. Not words. Just sound — a raw, formless exhalation that started in her diaphragm and rose through her chest and throat and mouth and filled the study like smoke. The sound of rage and grief and something older than both — the sound of a child who was never enough, who stood outside a closed door with a cup of chai and heard two men discuss the economics of her mother's death. Not her mother. Her stepmother. But also not — because Arya was her mother, in every way that mattered, and she'd killed her.

The scream ended. Sayali stood in the candlelight, panting, the knife hanging at her side.

Then she raised it.

Not at Sameer. Not at me.

At herself. The blade turning inward, the point aimed at the hollow of her throat — the soft triangle between the collarbones where the skin is thin and the veins run shallow.

I screamed. The sound ripped from my chest — not a word, not her name, just pure animal alarm. I threw myself forward. The cord around my wrists caught on the desk leg — a sharp jerk that wrenched my shoulders backward and stopped me mid-lunge. I was three meters away. Close enough to see the blade dimpling the skin of her throat. Close enough to see the bead of blood that formed at the point. Too far to reach her.

Sameer moved.

Not fast — precise. The difference between speed and precision is the difference between a cleaver and a scalpel. Three steps. His left hand closed around her wrist — the one holding the knife — and his right hand covered her fingers, not prying them open but holding them still, preventing the inward thrust. The knife point was still against her throat. The bead of blood had become a thin line, running down toward her collarbone, mixing with the rain on her skin.

"Let go," he said. His voice was the voice he used on the boat — the voice that told the sea what was going to happen. Not asking. Not commanding. Stating. "Let go, Sayali."

She fought him. Her body convulsing — the strength of desperation, the last expenditure of a system that had been running on grief and rage and now had nothing left to run on except the desire to stop. Her free hand clawed at his forearm. Her nails left red tracks in his skin. She screamed — the same formless scream, the same child's sound — and her body arched against his grip.

Sameer didn't let go. He held her wrist with the careful, immovable pressure of a man who'd held thrashing fish and fraying ropes and the hands of drowning swimmers pulled from monsoon swells. His fingers tightened — not crushing, but inevitable. The way the sea tightens around everything it holds.

The knife dropped. It hit the stone floor with a small, clear sound — metal on laterite — and bounced once and lay still. The blade retracted into the handle on impact.

Sayali collapsed against him. Not falling — folding. The way a sail folds when the wind stops. Her forehead against his chest. Her hands — empty now, the fingers opening and closing on nothing — pressing against his soaked shirt. She was sobbing. The sobs were not the controlled tears of before — they were the sobs of a body that had lost the ability to regulate anything, the heaving, full-body convulsions that come when the grief is bigger than the container.

He held her.

His arms came around her shoulders — not restraining, not comforting, something that was both. The hold of a man who understood that the person in his arms was both the danger and the wounded. He looked at me over her head. His dark eyes were wet — not rain. Something else. Something that looked like the sorrow of a man who had arrived in time to prevent one death but not in time to prevent the damage that made it necessary.

For a long time, the only sounds were Sayali crying and the rain on the windows and the distant growl of a marine diesel engine approaching through the monsoon swells — the coast guard, cutting through the grey water, getting louder with every passing second.
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The coast guard arrived at 7:42 AM.

I know the time because Sameer checked his watch — the waterproof Casio with the rubber strap, the dial scratched from years of saltwater and dock work — and said: "Twelve minutes. Not bad for monsoon conditions." As if he were reviewing a restaurant's delivery time. As if the last hour hadn't happened.

He'd untied me while Sayali was still crumpled against his chest. Cut the electrical cord with a kitchen knife he'd taken from the block on the ground floor — a cheap knife, stainless steel, the kind that comes in a set from DMart. The cord fell away from my wrists and the blood returned to my fingers in a rush of pins and needles, the sensation of circulation resuming after being cut off, the nerves firing complaints in rapid sequence. My injured hand was worse — the swelling had increased during the hours it was bound, the fingers thick and purple and nearly immobile, the knuckles the size of small plums.

"Can you stand?" Sameer had asked. His voice was the same voice — steady, factual, the voice of tide schedules and VHF protocols. But his hands were shaking. I noticed because he was holding my wrists while he cut, and the tremor transferred through his fingers into my skin. The first crack in his composure. The only one I'd see.

"Tapsee," I said. The word came out cracked — my throat was dry, my lips split, my tongue thick with dehydration and blood from the cut inside my cheek. "She's on the eastern beach. Unconscious. Clontriptyline overdose. She needs cardiac monitoring and IV fluids and—"

"I found her." He was already helping me to my feet. "Before I came inside. Put her in the recovery position. She was breathing. Pulse was irregular but present." He'd said this the way he'd say the tide is at 4.2 meters and the current is running east — data, not emotion. Actionable information. "I covered her with a tarp from the boathouse."

Then: two boats. The sound preceded the sight — twin marine diesel engines, the deep throb of displacement hulls cutting through monsoon chop, audible through the mansion's stone walls as a vibration more than a sound, the kind of bass note you feel in your chest before you hear it in your ears. Then the engines throttling down — the pitch dropping, the rhythm slowing — and then voices. Male voices. Authoritative. The Marathi of official India, crisp and procedural, the language of forms and protocols and jurisdiction.

Six officers. Two paramedics. They came through the front door in a formation that was not quite military but not quite civilian — the formation of men who'd been trained for emergencies and who recognized, immediately, that this was one. Their boots were heavy on the stone floor — the sound of authority arriving, of the state entering a space where the state had been absent. They carried equipment — medical kits, a stretcher, handcuffs, a radio that crackled with static and dispatch codes.

The paramedics took Tapsee first. Two of them, moving at a run toward the eastern beach with a stretcher between them, guided by Sameer's directions — follow the tree line, she's under the third palm from the hatch opening, the tunnel hatch is still open, watch your step. They brought her back fifteen minutes later on the stretcher — her face covered with an oxygen mask, an IV line running from a bag held high by one paramedic while the other monitored the portable cardiac monitor strapped to his belt. The beeping of the monitor was irregular — the same chaotic rhythm I'd felt in her pulse for hours, now translated into electronic sound, the machine confirming what my fingers had already known.

Then Deven — he was still alive. Barely. The Wüsthof knife was still embedded in his back, the paramedics leaving it in place because that's what you do with a penetrating wound, you stabilize the object and let the surgeons remove it. His breathing was a wet rattle — the sound of a punctured lung trying to inflate through fluid, the sound of a body fighting a battle it was losing centimeter by centimeter. They loaded him onto the second stretcher. An oxygen mask over his face. His eyes were closed. His skin was the color of old newspaper.

Sayali was handcuffed by two officers. She didn't resist. Didn't speak. Didn't look at anyone. Her face was blank — not the calculated blankness of her earlier performance, but the true blankness of exhaustion. The blankness of someone who'd used up every emotion — rage, grief, calculation, despair — and had nothing left. An empty vessel. A script that had run out of pages.

The thin cut on her throat from the utility knife — the line where she'd pressed the blade before Sameer stopped her — was still bleeding slightly. A paramedic cleaned it with iodine. She didn't flinch. Didn't register the sting. She was somewhere else — somewhere behind her eyes where the noise of the world couldn't reach.

An officer approached me. He was compact, mid-forties, a mustache that followed the precise contours of his upper lip, his khaki uniform dark with rain at the shoulders. His eyes assessed me the way a doctor assesses a patient — quickly, comprehensively, cataloging injuries.

"Ma'am? I'm Sub-Inspector Patil, Sindhudurg District Police. Are you the one who placed the distress call on Channel 16?"

"That was Sameer." I pointed. My hand — the good one — was shaking. I couldn't stop it. The adrenaline was finally metabolizing, the body's crisis chemistry giving way to the aftermath chemistry, the cortisol and norepinephrine breaking down into their component metabolites and leaving behind this — the shaking, the nausea, the strange floating sensation of a body that had been running on emergency reserves for six hours and was now, suddenly, safe. "Sameer Naik. He runs Brixton Marine Services at the Devbagh marina."

"We'll need a full statement from all parties."

"I'll give you everything. Every detail. From the beginning."

They took us to the mainland by boat. The crossing was rough — monsoon swells rolling the coast guard vessel in long, nauseating arcs, the hull slamming into wave troughs with impacts that I felt in my bruised ribs, the spray coming over the gunwale in sheets that tasted of salt and diesel. But I didn't care. I stood on the deck with my face in the rain and my hands gripping the rail and I watched the island shrink behind us — the grey cliffs, the green forest canopy, the mansion's roof barely visible through the trees — and every meter of water between me and that place felt like breathing again. Like the sea was washing the island off my skin.

At the Malvan coast guard station, I sat in a plastic chair in a fluorescent-lit room — the light was the harsh white of government buildings, the kind that hums and makes every surface look clinical, the walls painted that particular shade of institutional green that exists only in police stations and hospital corridors. The chair was hard — moulded plastic, the kind that makes your tailbone ache after twenty minutes. The room smelled like phenyl floor cleaner and old paper and the particular staleness of a space that is never quite aired out.

I told Sub-Inspector Patil everything. Three hours. Every detail. My voice was hoarse by the end — the throat raw from dehydration and the hours of screaming and talking in the tunnel and on the beach. From Tapsee's Instagram DM to Deven's fabricated WhatsApp messages to Sayali's confession on the beach. I left nothing out. Not the charcoal. Not the tunnel. Not the moment I threw sand in Sayali's face. Not the moment she hit me with a rock and the world folded.

Patil listened. Took notes in a ruled notebook with a government-issue pen — the blue ink that smears when you touch it. His face was professionally neutral — the face of a man who has heard confessions and complaints and the full spectrum of human catastrophe and has learned to receive them without expression. But twice I saw something flicker behind the neutrality — when I described the deepfake evidence, his eyebrows rose a millimeter. And when I described Arya's death — the word dikra on her lips as she died — something in his jaw tightened, and he stopped writing for three full seconds.

"The cameras," he said. "Mr. Naik mentioned wireless cameras throughout the property."

"Sayali installed them. Fourteen. Sameer found the receiver frequency from the boathouse using his marine electronics equipment."

"And the fabricated WhatsApp messages on Mr. Shrivastav's phone?"

"His company literally builds deepfake detection tools. He created AI-generated conversations to frame me for murder. WhatsApp messages, UPI transaction records, Instagram DMs — all fabricated using his own company's proprietary models."

Patil paused his pen. Looked at me over the notebook. "Ma'am, are you saying the victim used artificial intelligence to fabricate criminal evidence?"

"I'm saying a cybersecurity billionaire used his own company's technology to create evidence that would pass forensic analysis. Evidence designed to frame me — a chef — for the murder of his wife. And his daughter — who he hadn't spoken to in three years — used that same evidence as a foundation for a separate triple murder plot that he never saw coming."

Patil put his pen down. Rubbed his face with both hands — the gesture of a man whose Sunday morning had been commandeered by a case that was going to require resources and jurisdictions and expertise that a Sindhudurg district police station did not possess.

"I need to call the Cyber Crime division," he said. Then, almost to himself: "I need to call CBI."
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The hospital room at Goa Medical College smelled like phenyl and marigolds.

The phenyl was institutional — that sharp, pine-adjacent chemical that every Indian hospital uses to mop its floors, the smell that exists nowhere in nature but is so deeply associated with illness and recovery that a single whiff can transport you back to every waiting room you've ever sat in, every corridor you've ever walked down in slippers that weren't yours. The marigolds were my mother's — a garland of orange and yellow blooms draped over the IV stand like decoration at a puja, because my mother could not enter a hospital room without making it a temple, could not face her daughter's injuries without bringing flowers, as if the gods would be more attentive if the offering was beautiful.

I'd been here for six days. The injuries were catalogued on a whiteboard next to my bed in a doctor's handwriting — the particular illegibility of medical professionals, the letters compressed and angular as if written during a sprint between patients. Sprained ankle from the tunnel — the left one, the joint swollen to twice its size, wrapped in a compression bandage that I had to change every four hours. Mild concussion from the blow to the back of my skull — the rock, or driftwood, or whatever Sayali had grabbed from the beach in those last desperate seconds. Two fractured metacarpals in my right hand — the hand that had been slammed in a door by Deven, that had been stomped on during the fight on the beach, that now wore a plaster cast from fingertips to wrist, the fingers immobilized in a position that the orthopedist called "functional rest" and that I called "useless for chopping." A constellation of scrapes, cuts, and bruises that mapped the entire weekend onto my body — the laterite scratches on my palms from the tunnel walls, the sand abrasions on my knees and elbows, the deep purple bruise on my left ribs where Sayali's knee had connected.

But I was alive. The monitors confirmed it every second — the steady beep of the pulse oximeter clipped to my finger, the green line tracing my heartbeat across the screen in a rhythm that was, miraculously, normal. Regular. Healthy. The heart of a twenty-eight-year-old woman who had survived.

Riddhi had driven seven hours from Mumbai the day I was admitted. She'd walked into my room — her hair unwashed, her kurta wrinkled, dark circles under her eyes that told me she hadn't slept since my name had appeared on the news ticker — looked at me, and burst into tears.

"I TOLD you," she said. Her voice was the particular frequency of rage and relief that only your oldest friend can produce — the voice of someone who is furious with you for nearly dying and grateful that you didn't and incapable of expressing either emotion without the other. "I told you. Famous last words. You said what could go wrong and I said everything and you said it's just a catering gig and I said on a PRIVATE ISLAND and you—"

"Riddhi."

"—and I TOLD you that rich people are insane and islands are murder locations and that nothing good has ever happened to anyone who—"

"Riddhi. Come here."

She'd climbed into the hospital bed. Carefully — avoiding the IV line, the cast, the ankle, the bruises. She folded herself around me the way she'd folded herself around me on every terrible night since we were nineteen — the night I failed my practical exam, the night my first restaurant interview rejected me, the night my aaji died. Her arms around my shoulders. Her chin on top of my head. Her body warm and shaking and familiar.

We'd both cried for an hour. The kind of crying that has no words in it — just breath and salt and the convulsive release of everything that has been held tight for too long. The nurse came in once, saw us, and left without saying anything. Some things are more important than visiting hours.

My parents came the next day. The twelve-hour bus from Pune to Goa — the overnight sleeper, the one that stops at every town along the NH-4, Pune to Kolhapur to Belgaum to Panaji, the route my mother had taken a hundred times to visit her sister in Margao. My mother walked in carrying a steel tiffin carrier — four compartments, stacked, the kind that clips together at the top, the same carrier she'd packed my school lunches in for twelve years. She set it on the bedside table and began unpacking without a word — poha with peanuts and curry leaves, upma with the cashews toasted until they were the exact color of light honey, thepla wrapped in foil still warm from the morning, and a steel dabba of her special aamti — the Maharashtrian dal made with kokum and jaggery and a tadka of mustard seeds and curry leaves and asafoetida, the recipe that had been her mother's and her mother's mother's and that I hadn't tasted since I left Pune two years ago.

The first spoonful of aamti hit my tongue and I was thirteen years old and sitting at the dining table in our flat in Kothrud and my grandmother was standing at the stove telling me that the secret to good aamti is patience — you cannot rush kokum, Ojju, it releases its sourness on its own schedule, not yours.

My father sat in the chair by the window. He was a tall man — six feet, thin, the physique of someone who'd spent his career at a desk but walked five kilometers every morning before dawn. He was wearing the same shirt he always wore when he traveled — the pale blue cotton, button-down, the collar slightly frayed. He sat in the chair and looked out the window at the hospital courtyard — the neem trees, the ambulance bay, the chai vendor's cart at the gate — and he didn't say anything for twenty minutes.

My mother talked. She talked about the bus ride, about the traffic in Belgaum, about the weather in Pune, about the neighbor's daughter's wedding, about everything except the reason we were all in a hospital room in Goa instead of at the dining table in Kothrud. My mother's strategy for crisis had always been to surround it with normalcy — to build a wall of ordinary conversation around the extraordinary, to contain the damage with chai and thepla and gossip until it was small enough to address.

Then my father said: "I'm proud of you."

Four words.

Not are you okay — which would have been the expected question. Not what happened — which would have been the logical question. Not you should have listened to us — which would have been the parental question.

I'm proud of you.

The four words I'd been waiting twenty-eight years to hear. From the man who'd stood in the kitchen doorway when I was seventeen and told him I wanted to cook instead of engineering, and said nothing. Who'd driven me to the IHM entrance exam in silence. Who'd attended my graduation and clapped politely and driven home and never once said the words. Not because he didn't feel them — I know now that he felt them — but because he was a Marathi man of a certain generation, and Marathi men of that generation expressed pride through presence, not through language.

But this time he said it. Out loud. In a hospital room in Goa. To his daughter who was wrapped in bandages and plaster and the residual terror of a weekend that had almost killed her.

I cried again. Not the cathartic crying with Riddhi — this was different. Quieter. The crying of something that had been locked for a very long time and was finally open.

Sameer came on the third day.

He didn't call first. Didn't text. Just appeared in the doorway of my hospital room at 4 PM on a Tuesday — the time when the hospital was at its quietest, the afternoon visitors gone, the evening visitors not yet arrived, the corridor empty except for the shuffle of nurses in soft-soled shoes and the distant clatter of the chai vendor packing up his cart.

He was carrying two things. A brown paper bag — the same kind from the dock, the same kind that had held modak on my first day. And a book — paperback, well-read, the spine cracked, the cover showing a woman in a kitchen with a knife in her hand.

"What is that?" I asked from the bed.

"Kitchen Confidential." He set the book on the nightstand. "Anthony Bourdain. You remind me of him."

"Bourdain was six feet four and a heroin addict."

"He was also a chef who wrote the truth about kitchens. Who described food the way most people describe sex. Who believed that cooking was the only honest profession because you can't fake a good sauce."

I looked at the book. Then at him. He was standing at the foot of my bed — not sitting, not moving toward the chair, just standing there with his hands in his pockets and his weight on his heels, the posture of a man who wasn't sure if he was welcome.

"Sit down," I said.

He sat in the chair my father had occupied. The same chair. The same window. But different — everything about the room was different with Sameer in it. The light shifted. The phenyl smell receded. The beeping of the monitors became background noise instead of the soundtrack of my existence.

"How's the hand?" he asked.

I held up the cast. "Useless for six weeks. The orthopedist says the metacarpals need to set properly or I'll lose grip strength."

"And the concussion?"

"Getting better. Headaches in the morning. The doctor says I need to avoid screens, which means I can't check Zomato, which means I have no idea if my restaurant still exists."

"It exists. I called Riddhi. She says the Zomato rating is 4.3 and the fish vendor is cheating her on pomfret prices."

"She told you that?"

"She also told me that if I break your heart she'll poison my chai with rat poison and make it look like an accident." He paused. "Her exact words."

I laughed. The laugh sent a bolt of pain through my bruised ribs — the intercostal muscles protesting, the deep bruise from Sayali's knee flaring — and I pressed my hand against my side and laughed harder because the pain was ridiculous and the situation was ridiculous and Riddhi threatening a man who'd just saved my life was the most Riddhi thing in the world.

"Don't make me laugh," I said. "It hurts."

"Then stop being funny."

"I'm not being funny. You're being funny. You came all the way from Malvan to—"

"Devbagh."

"You came all the way from Devbagh to bring me a book and a—" I looked at the paper bag. "What's in the bag?"

"Open it."

I opened it with my good hand. Inside: two modak. Fresh. Still warm. The outer rice flour shell slightly translucent from the steam, the pleats pinched with the precision of someone who'd learned from a woman who took modak seriously.

"Your mother made these," I said.

"She made them this morning. Woke up at 5 AM to make the filling — coconut and jaggery, the ratio she won't tell anyone. She told me to tell you—" He stopped. Swallowed. "She told me to tell you that Arya would have been proud of what you did in that tunnel."

The modak blurred. My eyes filled. I blinked and the tears ran down my cheeks and fell onto the hospital bedsheet — dark spots on the pale blue cotton, growing outward in small circles.

"Hey." His voice was soft. Softer than I'd heard it — not the VHF voice, not the tide-schedule voice. A voice I hadn't heard before. "Hey. I'm sorry. I shouldn't have—"

"No." I wiped my face with the back of my good hand. "No, that's — that's the best thing anyone has said to me. That Arya would have been proud." I looked at him. Really looked, for the first time since the island — not through the lens of crisis, not through the haze of adrenaline and fear, but in the steady light of a hospital room on a Tuesday afternoon. His face was tired. The cut above his eye had healed to a thin pink line. His jaw was shadowed with two days of stubble. His eyes were dark and direct and contained something that I recognized because I'd been carrying its twin — the weight of having been inside something terrible and having come out the other side and not knowing yet what shape you were in.

"Sameer."

"Yeah."

"Are you okay?"

He blinked. The question had surprised him — the first time I'd seen surprise on his face. Not shock. Surprise. The expression of a man who'd been so focused on checking if everyone else was okay that nobody had thought to ask him.

"I keep hearing Sayali scream," he said. Quietly. Not a confession — a fact. The way he stated all facts. "The scream on the beach. And the one in the study. The sound a person makes when they're coming apart. I hear it when I'm on the boat. When the engine's off and it's just the water and the wind. I hear it."

"I hear it too."

"And Arya." His voice dropped. "My mother won't stop talking about her. Every night. Arya this, Arya that. The way they used to catch crabs together as girls. The time Arya fell off the jetty and my mother jumped in to save her even though neither of them could swim." He smiled — not the dock grin, not the half-smile. A sad smile. The smile of a man who was holding someone else's grief as well as his own. "My mother says Arya was the bravest woman she ever knew. And that you're the second."

I reached out. My good hand — the left one, the one without the cast. I didn't think about it. The hand moved the way hands move when they've decided something that the brain hasn't caught up with yet. It crossed the space between the bed and the chair and found his hand where it rested on his knee.

His skin was warm. The calluses were rough against my palm — the hardened skin of rope and rudder and years of salt water. The scar across his knuckles was raised and smooth, a different texture from the rest, like a line on a map marking where something had happened.

He looked at our hands. Then at me.

Neither of us moved. Neither of us spoke. The monitors beeped. The afternoon light through the hospital window was the color of old gold, slanting through the neem tree in the courtyard, casting leaf-shaped shadows on the floor that shifted in the breeze.

His fingers closed around mine. Not tightly — gently. The grip of a man who understood that the hand he was holding was injured and exhausted and belonged to a woman who'd been through something that most people only read about in newspapers. The grip of a man who was offering presence, not pressure.

We sat like that for twenty minutes. Maybe thirty. I lost track. The hospital hummed around us — the distant clatter of the dinner trolley, the murmur of nurses at the station, the perpetual low-grade anxiety of a building dedicated to the business of keeping people alive. But inside the room, inside the space between the bed and the chair, inside the circuit completed by two hands touching — there was something else. Something that didn't have a name yet but that my body recognized the way it recognized the smell of garam masala or the weight of a good knife or the sound of mustard seeds hitting hot oil. Something that felt like the beginning of something.

When he left — visiting hours ending, the nurse appearing in the doorway with the particular firmness of a woman who had heard every excuse and was immune to all of them — he stood and looked down at me and said: "I'll come back tomorrow."

"You don't have to drive four hours—"

"I'll come back tomorrow."

The way he said I'll come. Like a fact. Like the tide.

He came back the next day. And the next. And every day until I was discharged — four more days, each one a small chapter in something that was building between us with the slow inevitability of a Konkan monsoon. He brought books. He brought his mother's modak. He brought stories — about the fishing season, about his cousin who'd just bought a new trawler, about the pod of dolphins that had appeared off Devbagh lighthouse last week and stayed for three hours. He sat in the chair by the window and read while I slept, and when I woke up he was still there, the book open on his lap, his head tilted back, the afternoon light on his face.

On the fifth day — my last day in the hospital — I woke from a nap and found him asleep in the chair. His head had fallen to one side, his mouth slightly open, the paperback of Kitchen Confidential face-down on his chest. He looked younger when he slept — the lines of his face softened, the tension in his jaw released, the watchfulness gone. He looked like a man who was finally, briefly, not responsible for anything.

I watched him sleep for ten minutes. The monitors beeped. The marigold garland on the IV stand had dried — the petals brown and papery, curling inward, releasing a faint dusty sweetness that mixed with the phenyl and the afternoon heat. A crow landed on the windowsill and regarded us both with the absolute disinterest of a creature that has seen everything.

I thought: this is what it looks like when someone shows up.

Not with grand gestures. Not with speeches. Not with the calculated charm of a Deven or the desperate manipulation of a Sayali. Just — showing up. Every day. With a book and a bag of modak and the willingness to sit in a plastic chair for four hours and read while a broken woman sleeps.

This is what it looks like.

Over the next three weeks, the story came out in pieces — through the police investigation, the CBI (who took over because of the cyber evidence), and the relentless coverage by every news channel from NDTV to Republic.

The facts:

Deven Shrivastav survived. The knife had punctured his left lung but missed the heart. Emergency surgery at Goa Medical College. He was arrested in his hospital bed on charges of attempted murder (Tapsee), fabrication of digital evidence, and criminal conspiracy. His company, Sentinel AI, was raided by the Cyber Crime division. They found the deepfake generation tools on a private server. The AI-generated WhatsApp messages, the manipulated UPI records, the fake Instagram DMs — all of it traced back to his personal workstation.

Tapsee Shrivastav survived. The activated charcoal I'd made from coconut husks had absorbed enough of the clontriptyline to prevent cardiac arrest. She spent two weeks in the ICU. When she woke up, the first thing she said was: "Did the chef survive?"

She was arrested on charges of attempted murder (Deven) and conspiracy. Her boyfriend Dhruv was picked up in Juhu three days later.

Sayali Shrivastav was charged with murder (Arya), attempted murder (Deven and me), criminal conspiracy, and a list of charges that ran to two pages. Her lawyer — paid for by an uncle who'd been estranged from Deven for years — argued diminished capacity. The psychiatric evaluation was ongoing.

Arya Pawar was dead. Fifty-three years old. Fifteen years of service to the Shrivastav family. Survived by her mother in Malvan and a younger sister in Pune. I went to her funeral. Sameer's mother was there. She held my hand through the entire ceremony and said nothing.

The CBI forensics team confirmed everything:

- Sayali's wireless cameras were found throughout the mansion — fourteen in total, hidden in smoke detectors, picture frames, and ventilation grilles - Sameer's recordings from the camera feeds were authenticated and entered into evidence - The deepfake WhatsApp messages on Deven's phone were traced to Sentinel AI's proprietary generation model - The crushed clontriptyline tablets in my bag were fingerprinted — Deven's prints, not mine - Sayali's DNA was found in Arya's cottage, the kitchen, the hidden room on the fourth floor, and the tunnel - The kayak holes matched a cordless drill found in Arya's tool shed — Sayali's fingerprints on the drill

The case made national headlines. TRIPLE CONSPIRACY ON KONKAN ISLAND: BILLIONAIRE, WIFE, AND DAUGHTER ALL PLOTTED MURDER. Every news channel had an opinion. Every armchair lawyer had a theory.

Tapsee's prenup lawyer went public: Deven had been planning to void the prenup through murder for over a year. The ₹450 crore asset division was now frozen pending criminal proceedings.

Sayali's rejected Netflix scripts were leaked online. They were good. Really good. Dark, twisty, psychologically rich. The irony was devastating: the woman who couldn't get anyone to read her fiction had written the most famous crime plot in India.
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I left the hospital on a Tuesday. The discharge papers listed my injuries in clinical language — bilateral metacarpal fractures, grade 2 concussion, multiple contusions and abrasions — that made the weekend sound like a medical textbook entry instead of what it was. The nurse who processed my discharge looked at me over her reading glasses and said: "Ma'am, I've been working here seventeen years and I've never seen a patient's file that reads like a Bollywood script."

"It wasn't Bollywood," I said. "There was no song-and-dance sequence."

"The hero showed up, didn't he? With a boat?"

I thought about Sameer in the study doorway. Soaked. Barefoot. His hands raised. His voice saying put the knife down with the steady authority of a man who'd never been afraid of a storm he could see coming.

"He showed up," I said.

Sameer drove me to the train station. Not the marina — the actual Kudal railway station, the small junction where the Konkan Railway line stopped twice daily, where the platform was cracked concrete and the waiting room was a single bench under a tin roof and the only amenity was a chai vendor who'd been operating from the same spot since before the railway was built.

He carried my bag — the same bag I'd arrived with, packed by Riddhi eight days ago in a Mumbai apartment that felt like it belonged to a different person. I limped beside him — the ankle wrapped in a compression bandage, the orthopedist's instructions (no weight-bearing for two weeks) already violated because I'd decided that hobbling was better than being carried.

"Your ankle," he said. Not a question. An observation.

"It's fine."

"It's not fine. You're walking like a wounded flamingo."

"Flamingos are beautiful."

"They also stand on one leg. Which is what you're doing."

I laughed. It hurt my ribs but I didn't care. Laughing was the best thing my body could do right now — better than walking, better than breathing, better than anything the hospital had offered in its pharmacy of painkillers and anti-inflammatories.

The platform was nearly empty. Monsoon drizzle — the light kind, almost mist, the kind that doesn't fall so much as hang in the air, wetting everything it touches with a fine film of moisture that you don't notice until you're soaked. The smell of wet concrete and chai — the chai vendor's kettle perpetually simmering, the steam carrying the scent of boiled milk and cardamom and too much sugar, the smell that is the same at every railway station in India, from Kashmir to Kanyakumari, the olfactory constant of a country that runs on rail and tea.

Sameer set my bag down on the platform. Stood facing me. His hands in his pockets. His shirt damp from the drizzle. His face — I'd studied his face for five days from a hospital bed, and I knew it now the way I knew my kitchen. The lines at the corners of his eyes that deepened when he smiled. The scar above his left eyebrow, healed to a thin pink ridge. The jaw that was always slightly set, the muscles always slightly engaged, the face of a man who was permanently braced for the next thing the sea would throw at him.

"So," he said.

"So."

"You're going back to your restaurant."

"I'm going back to my life. The one where nobody tries to kill me and the only emergency is a burned risotto."

He nodded. Looked at his hands. Pulled them out of his pockets. The calluses. The scar across his knuckles. The hands that had held a dying girl's wrist and kept the knife from her throat.

"Sameer."

"Yeah."

"You saved my life."

"You saved Tapsee's life. With coconut charcoal." He shook his head — the slow shake of genuine bewilderment. "I've lived on this coast my whole life. My family has been burning coconut shells for fuel since before the Portuguese arrived. And I never once thought to use them for activated carbon. You — a Pune girl who's been on the Konkan coast for four days — you figured it out in fifteen minutes."

"My grandmother was a genius."

"Runs in the family."

The train was coming. I could hear it before I could see it — the distant rumble transmitted through the rails, a vibration in the concrete platform that traveled up through my shoes and into my bones. Then the horn — the long, mournful note of the Konkan Kanya Express, the sound that had been the soundtrack of my mother's childhood, of every journey between Pune and the coast, of every departure and return in the history of this railway line.

"Will you visit?" I asked. The question left my mouth before I'd decided to ask it — the voice acting independently of the brain, the way my hands acted in the kitchen, reaching for the spice before the recipe called for it.

"Mumbai?"

"My restaurant. I make very good vada pav."

He grinned. The full grin — the one from the dock on the first day, the one that started at the left corner of his mouth and traveled across his entire face like a wave crossing a bay. The grin that said: I know something you don't know yet, but you'll figure it out.

"I'll be there."

"When?"

"When the monsoon ends." He paused. The grin softened into something else — something that was not a grin and not a smile but a promise wearing the face of a joke. "Or before. Depending on how good the vada pav is."

The train pulled in. The brakes screaming — metal on metal, the sound that makes your jaw clench. The doors opening. The conductor leaning out, bored, checking his watch.

I picked up my bag with my good hand. Turned to face him.

"Sameer."

"Yeah."

"Thank you. For the modak. And the VHF radio lesson. And for Kitchen Confidential. And for not letting Sayali—" My voice caught. The image: the knife against her throat. The bead of blood. His hands closing around her wrist. "For not letting her hurt herself. And for coming early. For coming when the sea let you instead of when the clock told you to."

"Ojju."

"Yeah."

"Get on the train."

I got on the train. Found my seat — window side, the blue rexine cracked and faded. Pressed my face against the glass. The window was streaked with rain — the drops sliding sideways as the train idled, each one carrying a tiny reflected world.

He was standing on the platform. Hands back in his pockets. The drizzle settling on his shoulders like a blessing. He looked the way the Konkan coast looked after a storm — washed clean, still standing, essential.

He raised his hand. Not a wave — something simpler. His palm flat, held at shoulder height, fingers spread. I'm here. I see you. This is not goodbye.

I raised mine. The one without the cast. Palm flat. Fingers spread. The mirror image.

The train moved. Slow, then gathering speed, the platform sliding away, the station vendor's chai cart shrinking, the tin roof shrinking, Sameer shrinking — but not disappearing. He stood there until the platform curved away from the tracks and the angle of the train window couldn't hold him anymore, and even then, even after the geometry of departure had taken him from my sight, I could feel him standing there. The way you can feel a fire in the next room — not seeing it, but knowing it by the warmth that reaches through the wall.

I leaned back in my seat. Closed my eyes.

The Konkan Kanya Express rocked gently — the particular rhythm of Indian railways, the da-dum da-dum da-dum of wheels on jointed tracks, a heartbeat made of steel and distance. The rain on the window was a second rhythm, arrhythmic, tapping out a Morse code that said nothing and everything.

I was alive. I was going home. I was going back to my kitchen, my knives, my counters, my life.

And somewhere on the Konkan coast, a fisherman's son with rough hands and a library full of books and a mother who made modak at 5 AM was going to visit my restaurant.

I smiled.

For the first time in eight days, I smiled. And meant it.




  
    CHAPTER 39

    
    
  
  TWO MONTHS LATER

OJASWINI

He came on a Saturday.

September. The monsoon was still going — not the fury of July, not the relentless assault that had tried to drown the island and everyone on it. September monsoon was different. Gentler. The rain falling in long, patient curtains instead of horizontal sheets. The sky not black but pearl-grey, the clouds high and luminous, the light diffused and soft. Mumbai in September smelled like wet earth and jasmine and the particular sweetness of rain on hot asphalt — petrichor, the scientists called it, but the Marathi word was better: mitti chi vaas. The smell of soil. The smell of the earth breathing.

The cast had come off three weeks ago. My hand was — not healed. Not back to what it was. The metacarpals had set, the orthopedist said, within acceptable parameters, which meant the bones were back together but the muscles around them had atrophied from six weeks of immobilization, and the grip strength in my right hand was sixty percent of what it had been. Sixty percent. Enough to hold a knife. Not enough to hold it the way I used to — the rock-solid grip of a chef who could brunoise fifty onions without the blade shifting a millimeter in her hand. That would take months of rehabilitation. The physiotherapist had given me exercises — squeeze a tennis ball, flex the fingers against resistance bands, practice the chopping motion without a knife until the muscles rebuilt.

I practiced every night after service. Alone in the kitchen. The restaurant dark and empty, the chairs stacked on the tables, the floor still wet from mopping. I'd stand at the prep station with a tennis ball in my right hand and squeeze — five seconds, release, five seconds, release — until the tendons in my forearm burned and the reformed bone ached with the deep, dull protest of tissue that was still remembering how to be itself.

Sameer texted at 11 AM: Crossing Pune. Highway is clear. Should be there by 3.

Then at 1 PM: Lonavala. Stopped for chai. The vendor here makes it with lemongrass. Reminds me of my mother's.

Then at 2:30: Entering Mumbai. Where do I park?

I sent him the address of the pay-and-park near my apartment. Not the restaurant — the apartment. Because I'd thought about this, in the weeks since the hospital, in the long hours between service and sleep, in the quiet of my bedroom with the neem tree shadow on the ceiling. I'd thought about what I wanted and what I was ready for and what the distance between those two things looked like.

I wanted him in my space. Not the restaurant — that was work, that was public, that was the version of me that the world saw. I wanted him in the private space. The apartment with the Chor Bazaar couch and the granite counter and the window that overlooked the neem tree. The space where I was just Ojju. Not Chef Kulkarni. Not the woman who survived the island. Just the woman who drank chai in the morning and watched shadows move on the ceiling and was learning, slowly, to sleep through the night without waking at 3 AM with the sound of a tunnel breathing in her ears.

He knocked at 3:15.

I opened the door and the first thing I noticed was that he'd gotten a haircut. Shorter on the sides, longer on top, the kind of cut that someone had thought about rather than just letting happen. He was wearing a white shirt — not the work shirt from the dock but a clean one, pressed, the cotton so white it almost glowed against the brown of his neck. Jeans. Chappals — Kolhapuri chappals, the leather ones with the pointed toe, the kind that every Maharashtrian man owns and that look better with age.

He was holding a paper bag. Of course he was.

"Your mother's modak?" I asked.

"And fish. Surmai. My uncle caught it this morning." He held up a second bag — a plastic one, the kind that drips, the kind that smells of the sea. "Also pomfret. Because Riddhi told me your fish vendor is cheating you."

"You brought me fish."

"I brought you good fish. There's a difference."

I let him in. The apartment was small — even the bigger one, the two-room, was small by any standard other than Mumbai. But it was clean, and it smelled like the morning's chai and the coriander I'd been washing for tonight's prep, and the neem tree outside the window was doing its September thing — the leaves still green, the branches heavy with the season's growth, the light filtering through them and casting a moving pattern on the living room wall.

Sameer stood in the middle of the room and looked around the way he looked at everything — carefully, thoroughly, missing nothing. His eyes moved from the kitchen counter (the granite, the knife block, the spice jars arranged by frequency) to the bookshelf (mostly cookbooks, a few novels, the copy of Kitchen Confidential he'd given me in the hospital, the spine now cracked from re-reading) to the couch (the Chor Bazaar disaster, the broken springs, the faded brown fabric) to the window (the neem tree, the light, the shadows).

"This is yours," he said. Not a question.

"This is mine."

"It feels like you."

"What does that mean?"

"It means everything in this room has a reason. Nothing is decorative. Nothing is here because it's supposed to be. The knife block is next to the cutting board because that's efficient. The spices are arranged by use frequency because you don't want to waste a second reaching for something. The couch is ugly but comfortable because you'd rather sit in something real than something that looks good in a photo." He turned to face me. "That's you. Everything real. Nothing for show."

I didn't know what to say to that. So I did what I always did when words failed — I cooked.

The surmai was beautiful. Silver-skinned, firm-fleshed, the eyes clear and bright — the mark of fish that was caught hours ago, not days. I filleted it on the granite counter while Sameer sat on the ugly couch and watched. My right hand was slower than it used to be — the knife moving with care instead of the automatic velocity that had defined my cutting for a decade. Each slice was deliberate. Considered. The blade entering the flesh at the angle the fish dictated, not the angle my impatience preferred.

"Your hand," he said from the couch.

"It's getting better."

"You're compensating with your wrist."

I stopped cutting. Looked at him. "How do you know that?"

"I watch people work with their hands for a living. Fishermen, boat builders, net weavers. I can tell when someone's favoring a joint." He stood. Walked to the counter. Stood behind me — not touching, but close enough that I could feel the warmth of his body through the thin cotton of my t-shirt. Close enough that I could smell him — salt and diesel and something cleaner underneath, soap maybe, or just the particular scent of his skin, which I'd been cataloguing unconsciously since the first day on the dock.

"Show me," he said.

"Show you what?"

"How to cut fish. Your way."

I turned to face him. He was close — closer than the counter required, closer than instruction required. His face was twelve inches from mine. The afternoon light from the neem-tree window was on his skin — golden, warm, the September light that made everything in Mumbai look like a photograph from a better era.

"You've been cutting fish your whole life," I said.

"I've been cleaning fish my whole life. Gutting, scaling, heading. That's butchery. What you do—" he nodded at the surmai on the board "—is different. That's surgery."

I showed him. Stood at the board and placed the knife — the Misono, the Japanese blade, the one that sang when it moved — against the flesh and cut. The fillet separated from the bone in a single motion — the blade following the curve of the spine, the edge finding the cartilage joints and passing through them with no resistance, the fish opening like a book.

"Feel the bone," I said. "Don't look for it. Feel it. The knife tells you where the bone is if you listen."

He stood behind me. His right hand came around and rested on my right hand — the one holding the knife. His palm against my knuckles. His fingers over my fingers. The calluses of his hand against the still-tender skin of mine. The warmth of his body against my back — not pressing, not leaning. Present.

"Here," I said. I guided the knife to the next cut — the cross-section, where the fillet narrows near the tail. "The bone curves here. You have to follow it or you lose meat."

His hand moved with mine. The knife moved. The fillet separated — clean, precise, the flesh pink and glistening.

I was aware of everything. The knife in my hand and his hand on mine. The counter under the cutting board. The surmai's particular smell — ocean and mineral, the clean scent of fresh-caught fish. His breath on the back of my neck — warm, steady, the rhythm of a man who was focused on the task and on something else simultaneously. The September light. The neem tree. The distant sound of Mumbai traffic — horns and engines and the perpetual low roar of a city that never stops.

I put the knife down. Turned around.

We were close enough that turning brought our faces within inches. His hand was still on the counter beside me — one on each side, the counter behind me, his body in front of me, the geometry of two people who have run out of space between them.

"Ojju," he said. My name in his voice — the way he said it, the two syllables given equal weight, the way the j softened in his Malvani accent, the way it sounded like a word he'd been practicing.

"Yeah."

"Can I—"

I kissed him.

Not him kissing me. Me. I leaned forward and closed the distance — the last six inches, the space that had been between us since the dock, since the hospital, since the train platform — and pressed my mouth against his.

His lips were warm. Dry. The lower lip slightly fuller than the upper. He tasted like the chai he'd had at Lonavala — lemongrass and sugar and cardamom. He tasted like the road from the coast to the city. He tasted like arrival.

For a second he was still — the surprise of it, the body catching up with the event. Then his hands left the counter and came to my face. Both hands. The rough palms cupping my jaw, the callused thumbs on my cheekbones, the fingers in my hair behind my ears. He held my face the way you hold something you've carried a long distance and have finally set down safely.

The kiss deepened. Not frantically — not the desperate collision of two bodies acting on adrenaline, not the urgent fumbling of people who are afraid the moment will end. Slowly. The way a tide comes in. His mouth opening against mine, his tongue finding mine, the taste changing — from chai to something underneath, something that was just him, salt and warmth and a sweetness that had no source I could name.

My hands went to his chest. The white shirt was thin cotton — I could feel the heat of his skin through the fabric, the firmness of the muscle underneath, the rise and fall of his breathing, which had changed. Faster now. The steady rhythm breaking. My fingers found the collar. The buttons. The hollow of his throat where the pulse lived — I could feel it under my fingertip, fast and strong, the heartbeat of a man who was feeling something that his voice would never say but his body was saying clearly.

He pulled back. An inch. His forehead against mine. His breath on my lips.

"I've been thinking about this since the boathouse," he said. "Since you leaned on the railing and told me about your restaurant and your hands moved when you talked about food and I thought: this woman talks about cooking the way I feel about the sea."

"That's a long time to think about something."

"I'm a patient man."

"You're a fisherman. Patience is your job."

"Patience is what I do. This—" He kissed me again. Brief. Light. The kind of kiss that is both an answer and a question. "This is what I want."

I took his hand. The scarred one. The one with the knuckles that had held Sayali's wrist and kept the knife from her throat and steered a boat through monsoon swells and loaded my bag at the dock on a day that felt like another lifetime. I held that hand and led him across the small living room, past the ugly couch, past the bookshelf with his book on it, to the bedroom door.

The bedroom was small. A double bed — the mattress firm, the sheets white cotton, the kind that comes in sets from Reliance and goes soft after the third wash. A nightstand with my phone and a glass of water. The window — the neem tree again, closer here, the branches almost touching the glass, the September light filtering through the leaves and falling on the bed in a pattern of gold and green shadow.

He stood in the doorway. Looking at me. The look on his face was not what I expected — not desire, or not only desire. Something larger. Something that contained desire the way the sea contains waves — as one component of a much vaster thing.

"Are you sure?" he asked.

"I've survived a poisoning, a stabbing, a tunnel, a fistfight on a beach, and a three-year murder plot orchestrated by a rejected screenwriter." I pulled him through the doorway by his shirt. "I am sure about very few things in this world. But I am sure about this."

He laughed. The full laugh — the one I'd never heard before, the one that came from somewhere deep, the one that shook his shoulders and creased his eyes and made him look, for one second, like a boy who'd been told something wonderful and couldn't contain the joy of it.

Then his hands were on my waist. His fingers finding the hem of my t-shirt. Lifting. The cotton sliding up over my stomach, my ribs — the bruise was gone now, faded to a yellow memory — my chest. The air of the bedroom on my skin. The September warmth. His eyes on me — not scanning, not assessing, not the clinical gaze of a doctor or the acquisitive gaze of a man cataloguing assets. Looking. The way you look at a landscape you've traveled a long distance to reach.

I unbuttoned his shirt. Each button a small act of revelation — the collarbone, the chest, the flat plane of his stomach, the skin darker where the sun had reached it, lighter where the shirt had covered. He was lean — not gym-built but sea-built, the muscles shaped by work, by the daily physics of pulling nets and hauling anchor and steering against current. A body that had been made by its own use.

We lay down on the bed. The cotton sheets cool against my back. His weight above me — not pressing, supported on his forearms, his body hovering, the warmth of him radiating downward like sun through cloud. His mouth on my neck — the hollow below my ear, the pulse point where the skin is thin and the nerve endings are dense and the sensation of lips and breath is amplified into something that travels the full length of the spine.

I arched into him. My body making decisions that my mind was content to follow. My hands on his back — the muscles moving under my palms, the shoulders shifting, the spine flexing. The scar I found with my fingertips — a ridge on his left shoulder blade, three inches long, raised and smooth. I traced it.

"Fishing line," he said against my neck. His voice was rough. Lower than I'd heard it. The voice of a man who was paying attention to something other than words. "Snapped under tension when I was nineteen. Cut through my shirt."

"Occupational hazard."

"The sea takes a little piece of everyone who works on it."

I pulled him closer. The distance between us collapsed — the last gap, the final separation, the space that had been maintained by trauma and recovery and the careful choreography of two people learning to trust their bodies again after those bodies had been sites of violence.

And then: closeness. The kind that has no distance in it at all. The kind where you stop knowing where your skin ends and theirs begins. The kind that is not performance or conquest or transaction but communication — two bodies speaking a language that predates words, that lives in the nerve endings and the breath and the rhythm of two hearts finding the same tempo.

The neem tree light moved on the ceiling. The shadows shifted. Mumbai hummed outside — the traffic, the vendors, the trains, the ten million lives being lived simultaneously in a city that never asked permission to be extraordinary.

His hand found my face. Cupped my jaw. His thumb traced the line of my cheekbone — the same gesture from the counter, the same tenderness, now given its full expression.

"Ojju," he said. My name. Just my name. Two syllables that contained everything he wasn't saying because his body was saying it instead.

I held him. Arms around his shoulders. Face against his neck. The salt smell of his skin. The rhythm of his breathing — faster now, ragged at the edges, the control dissolving the way all control eventually dissolves when the body decides that feeling is more important than composure.

Afterward, we lay in the neem-tree light. His arm under my head. My face against his chest. The heartbeat under my ear — fast at first, then slowing, then steady. The heartbeat of a man coming down from altitude. The rhythm evening out like a sea after storm.

"Your heart is regular," I said.

"Should it not be?"

"After the island, I notice heartbeats. Tapsee's was all over the place. Arrhythmic. The clontriptyline was disrupting the electrical signals. I spent hours listening to her heart trying to decide if it was going to stop."

He was quiet for a moment. His fingers in my hair — light, absent, the gesture of a hand that has found its favorite thing to do.

"My heart is regular," he said. "It's been regular my whole life. Resting rate of fifty-eight. My mother says it's because I was born on a calm day. No wind. The sea flat. She says the sea you're born next to determines the rhythm of your heart."

"That's not scientifically accurate."

"My mother doesn't care about scientific accuracy. She cares about stories."

I smiled against his chest. The smile pressed into his skin. He felt it — I knew because his arm tightened around me, a fractional increase in pressure, the response of a body that has registered happiness and is holding on to it.

"Stay tonight," I said.

"I was planning to drive back—"

"Stay."

He stayed.




  
    CHAPTER 40

    
    
  
  FOUR MONTHS LATER

October.

The monsoon was gone. Mumbai had that post-rain shine — every surface washed clean, every tree absurdly green, the sky a shade of blue that felt apologetic for the months of grey.

East to West — my restaurant — had changed.

Not the food. The food was always good. But the attention was new.

After the island, after the news coverage, after a Times of India feature titled "The Chef Who Survived: How a Struggling Restaurateur Outsmarted Three Killers," the reservations exploded. Zomato rating: 4.7. Swiggy: sold out by 7 PM every night. A food critic from Condé Nast Traveller came and wrote: "Ojaswini Kulkarni cooks like someone who has stared death in the face and decided the best revenge is a perfect shrikhand."

I hired two more chefs. Raised Riddhi's salary. Fixed the walk-in fridge. Paid off my parents' loan.

My father called every Sunday now. Not to ask if I was "sure about this restaurant thing." Just to talk. About cricket. About the weather in Pune. About the kairi pickle my mother was making.

He never said "I'm proud of you" again. He didn't need to. I'd heard it once. That was enough.

Sameer had been making the drive every other weekend since September — the four-hour route from Malvan to Mumbai that he navigated with the same quiet competence he applied to monsoon swells. He'd arrive on Saturday with fish from his uncle's catch and his mother's modak and stay through Sunday evening, sleeping in my apartment with the neem tree window, his shoes by the door, his toothbrush in the cup next to mine. Each visit was a small act of construction — a relationship being built the way he built things: carefully, with good materials, with patience for the process.

But he'd never been to the restaurant during service. He'd seen it empty — Sunday mornings, when we'd walk past and I'd point through the window and say that's my prep station, that's where the walk-in is, that's where Riddhi stands when she's yelling at the fish vendor. He'd seen photos on my phone. He'd heard stories. But he'd never seen it full. Never seen what it looked like when the kitchen was firing on all cylinders and every table was occupied and the air was thick with the smell of tadka and the sound of plates and laughter and the particular energy of a restaurant at peak service — the energy that was the closest thing to the sea that I knew.

Tonight I'd invited him. Thursday. Not even a weekend. Full house.

I was in the kitchen — my kingdom, my country, the only place in the world where I felt completely in control — expediting orders and yelling at the new line cook about his pathetic tadka game when Riddhi appeared in the pass.

"Your fisherman is here." She was grinning — the grin that Riddhi reserved for moments when she knew something was going to happen and was already composing the WhatsApp message about it. "He brought a paper bag. I am not even surprised."

I wiped my hands on my apron. The right hand — the one that had been broken, that had been rebuilt, that was now at eighty percent grip strength and climbing — flexed against the cotton. The fingers opening and closing. Still sore at the end of a long service. Still mine.

I stepped out of the kitchen.

Sameer was sitting at the bar. He was wearing a white shirt — the same style he always wore, sleeves rolled to his elbows, the forearms brown and corded, the scar across his knuckles catching the warm light from the pendant lamps above the bar. He was looking around the restaurant the way he looked at everything — carefully, missing nothing. His eyes were moving from table to table, reading the room the way he read the sea — the currents, the weather, the mood.

On the bar in front of him: a brown paper bag.

I walked over. Leaned against the bar opposite him.

"You're early," I said. "I told you 9."

"It's 8:47. That's not early. That's maritime punctuality."

"You drove four hours to arrive thirteen minutes before schedule?"

"I drove four hours to see you in your element." He nodded at the kitchen, visible through the pass — the stainless steel, the steam, the organized chaos of a service in full swing. "You talked about this kitchen for months. I wanted to see it the way you see it. Full. Alive. Doing the thing it was built to do."

Something in my chest tightened. Not pain. The opposite of pain — the sensation of being seen by someone who understands what they're looking at.

He pushed the paper bag toward me.

I opened it.

Vada pav. Two of them. From the street vendor outside CST station — the one Sameer had discovered on his second trip to Mumbai, the one with the green chutney that made your eyes water and the garlic chutney that made you reconsider your entire understanding of what a condiment could be.

"You brought me vada pav," I said.

"You keep telling me yours is better. I keep thinking this man has a counter-argument."

I took a bite. The potato filling was perfectly spiced — garam masala, green chili, garlic. The pav was soft. The chutney was devastating.

"This is really good," I admitted.

"I know."

"Mine's still better."

"Prove it."

I went back to the kitchen. Made two vada pavs. My version — the potato mashed with roasted cumin and a pinch of amchur, the pav toasted on a tawa with butter, the green chutney made with fresh coriander and raw mango and a single bird's eye chili that I roasted over an open flame. I plated them on the black slate that I used for appetizers — because presentation matters, even when you're proving a point to a fisherman.

I brought them to the bar.

He took a bite. Chewed. His expression didn't change — the same face he wore when he was reading instruments on the boat, the face of someone processing data.

"Well?" I said.

"Yours is better."

"I know."

"But his has more heart."

"Heart doesn't win Zomato ratings."

"Heart wins everything else."

We looked at each other. The look that had been building since the dock — the look that had traveled through a hospital room and a train platform and a September afternoon in a bedroom with neem tree light on the ceiling — settled between us with the weight of something that had stopped being tentative and had become, instead, certain.

The restaurant hummed around us. Plates. Laughter. The sizzle of tadka from the kitchen. Riddhi's voice yelling at the line cook. The October evening warm through the open windows, the post-monsoon air carrying the smell of frangipani from the tree outside and the distant sound of an auto-rickshaw horn in its three-note pattern.

"So," Sameer said. He reached across the bar. His hand — the scarred one, the rough one, the one that knew ropes and rudders and the particular way to hold a woman's jaw when you're kissing her — found mine. "When do I get to meet your parents? Officially."

I blinked. "You've met my parents. They came to the hospital."

"That wasn't meeting them. That was your father staring at me for forty minutes while your mother force-fed me thepla. I want to meet them properly. In Pune. At your house. With the dining table and the aamti and the conversation about what exactly my intentions are."

"Your intentions?"

"My intentions are to drive four hours every two weeks to bring you fish and make you laugh and sit in your restaurant eating vada pav while you work." He squeezed my hand. "My intentions are permanent."

The word landed. Permanent. A word that meant something different now — after the island, after the temporary horror of three days that could have ended everything. Permanent meant: I choose this. Not as a crisis response. Not as trauma bonding. Not as the desperate attachment of two people who survived something together and mistook survival for love. Permanent meant: I've had two months to think about it and I'm still driving four hours and I'm still bringing fish and I'm still here.

"October," I said. "Come to Pune in October. Navratri. My mother makes puranpoli for Navratri that will make you cry."

"I don't cry."

"You will. Trust me."

He smiled. Not the cocky grin from the dock. Not the quiet smile from the hospital. The third smile — the one that had appeared in my bedroom in September, the one that started in his eyes and traveled all the way down to his hands, which were holding mine, and which tightened with the fractional increase of pressure that meant, in the language of his body: I'm not going anywhere.

"It's a date," he said.

"It's a date."

The kitchen called. Orders backing up. The line cook botching the tadka again. Riddhi's voice rising to the frequency that meant someone was about to get fired or promoted, depending on how the next five minutes went.

I squeezed his hand. Let go. Turned toward the kitchen.

"Ojju," he said.

I looked back.

"Your restaurant is beautiful." He said it the way he said everything — like a fact. Like the tide schedule. But his eyes were shining in the pendant light, and his voice had that roughness at the edges that I'd learned meant he was feeling something his vocabulary couldn't contain. "You built something beautiful."

I walked back into my kitchen. My hands found the knife — the Misono, the Japanese blade, the one that sang when it moved. The grip was firm. Not eighty percent anymore. Ninety. Getting there.

The orders kept coming. The kitchen kept firing. The night kept going.

And at the bar, a fisherman from Devbagh sat with a half-eaten vada pav and a full heart and watched me work.
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Sunday morning. December.

The light was different in December. Not the monsoon's grey oppression — not the weight of cloud that pressed the sky down until it sat on your shoulders like a wet towel. December light in Mumbai was thin and golden and came through windows at a low angle, casting long shadows across floors and walls and the faces of people who'd survived another monsoon season and emerged, blinking, into the cool dry months like animals coming out of a long hibernation.

I woke up in my apartment — still Bandra, but bigger now. Two rooms instead of one. A bedroom where I could close the door and not hear the refrigerator running, and a living room with a couch that Riddhi and I had found at a second-hand market in Chor Bazaar — the springs broken, the fabric faded to an indeterminate brown, but deep and soft and ours. A kitchen with actual counter space — granite, not the laminate that peeled at the edges in my old place, but real stone, cool under my palms in the morning when I pressed them flat and felt the solidity of something that wouldn't move. A window that overlooked a neem tree whose leaves turned gold in winter light, the branches casting lacework shadows on the floor that shifted with the breeze.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand. The screen lit up.

Riddhi: 4.8 on Zomato. WE'RE AT 4.8. FOUR POINT EIGHT. I AM NOT OKAY.

Me: shut UP

Riddhi: I'm not even lying. Check. RIGHT NOW. I'll wait.

I checked. The Zomato app loaded — the familiar interface, the red and white that had once been the source of my deepest anxiety, the number that had defined my worth as a chef and a human being and a person who deserved to exist in this city. 4.8. The number sat there on the screen like a small quiet miracle. The review that pushed us over was from a user called @foodwanderer_mumbai: "East to West is not a restaurant. It's a religious experience. The shrikhand alone is worth the 45-minute wait. Chef Ojaswini Kulkarni serves food that makes you remember things you've forgotten — your grandmother's kitchen, the taste of mango in May, the first time someone cooked for you with love. She is the most important chef in Mumbai right now, and she's only getting started."

I screenshot it. Sent it to my mother. Then sent it to Sameer. Then sent it to the group chat — Riddhi, three line cooks, the new sous chef Priya who I'd hired from the IHM in Aurangabad and who had hands like a surgeon and a temper like a monsoon squall.

My mother's reply came first: Very nice beta. But when are you coming home? Your aaji wants to teach you her puranpoli again. She says yours is good but not PERFECT. She also says you should eat more. You look thin on Instagram.

I laughed. The laugh came easy now — a physical thing, starting in the stomach and rising through the chest and out through the mouth, filling the bedroom with a sound I'd almost forgotten existed during those three days on the island. The therapist had said it would come back. The body remembers how to feel safe, Ojaswini. You just have to give it time and reasons. She'd been right. The reasons kept accumulating — the restaurant, the reviews, the mornings, the chai, the sound of Riddhi arguing with the fish vendor about the freshness of his pomfret.

My phone buzzed again.

Sameer: Leaving Malvan now. Should reach by 2. Bringing fish. Fresh surmai. My uncle caught it this morning off Devbagh. Also bringing my mother's modak. She insists.

Me: You're spoiling me

Sameer: That's the plan. Has been the plan since the boathouse.

Me: Don't be romantic before I've had chai. My brain can't process it.

Sameer: Drive safe. The highway is insane on Sundays

Sameer: I've navigated monsoon swells at 70 kmph in a 32-foot trawler with a dying woman and a chef in the cargo hold. Pune highway traffic doesn't scare me.

Me: Pune highway traffic should scare EVERYONE. Even you.

I put my phone down. The screen went dark and I lay there for a moment — thirty seconds, maybe a minute — in the quiet of a December morning in Bandra, the neem tree shadow shifting on the ceiling, the distant hum of the city waking up, and felt something that I'd spent months learning to name. Not happiness. Not peace. Not any of the abstract words that the therapist used and that I couldn't map to physical sensation. What I felt was: the absence of the need to be anywhere else. The specific, bodily sensation of being exactly where I was supposed to be, in a bed I'd paid for, in an apartment I could afford, in a city that knew my name.

I got up. Made chai. The ritual was the same as it had always been, the same as it had been on the island, the same as it would be until my hands stopped working — three spoons of Assam loose leaf into the saucepan, water from the filter, the leaves darkening as the water heated, turning it from clear to amber to the deep mahogany of properly brewed Indian chai. Two sugars. Ginger — grated fresh, a thumb-sized piece, the fibers catching on the grater, the juice running sharp and pungent, the smell that cleared sinuses and woke the brain and said: you are alive, you are here, this is morning. Milk — full fat, Amul, poured when the chai was boiling, the color lightening from dark wood to caramel. Three boils. Strain through the steel sieve into the steel tumbler. The heat of the tumbler against my palms — familiar, necessary, a daily calibration of what the body could tolerate and what it wanted.

I stood at the window. The chai burned my tongue and I let it.

The neem tree swayed in the December breeze — the leaves dry now, papery, making a soft rustling sound like pages turning. Somewhere in the distance, a train horn — the long mournful note of the Western Line local pulling into Bandra station, carrying a million people to a million destinations. The sound of Mumbai waking up — auto-rickshaw horns in three-note patterns, the chai-chai-chai of the vendor on the corner, temple bells from the Siddhivinayak direction, the percussive clatter of construction from the new building going up on Hill Road, the first argument of the day between neighbors, the first prayer.

My city. My life. My kitchen.

I thought about the island sometimes. The therapist said this was normal — the memories would come, unbidden, triggered by sounds or smells or the particular quality of light on a rainy afternoon. Not the fear — that was fading, dissolving like salt in warm water, each week a little less concentrated, a little less capable of making my hands shake or my heart accelerate. What remained was specific. Images. Sensations.

I thought about the tunnel. The cold laterite under my hands. The absolute darkness that was also somehow a kind of freedom — the freedom of having no choice, of moving forward because backward was death. The moment I told Tapsee I am not going to let you die in a Portuguese smuggler tunnel under a Konkan island because your shithead husband decided you were too expensive to divorce and meant it with every cell in my body.

I thought about Arya. Every day. Not getting less — getting different. The grief settling into a permanent room in my chest, a room I kept clean and visited daily, where the rough warmth of her palm lived, and the smell of coconut oil, and the word dikra spoken in a voice that expected nothing and offered everything. I'd named a dish after her on the restaurant menu — Arya's Sol Kadhi. Coconut milk and kokum. Pink and sweet and sour. The recipe was hers. The customers didn't know the story. They just knew it was the best sol kadhi in Mumbai.

I thought about Sayali. The scream — that animal sound when Sameer's trawler appeared through the rain, when she realized her script had a character she hadn't written. The knife turned against her own throat. The bead of blood on the hollow between her collarbones. The face of a twenty-six-year-old girl who wanted her father to say I'm proud of you and never heard it, and who had built an entire architecture of murder around that silence. She was in Arthur Road Jail now. Awaiting trial. The papers called her the Scriptwriter Killer. I didn't read the papers anymore.

I thought about Deven. Cold eyes in candlelight. Calculated smile over khichdi. You're not a person to me. You're a plot device. He'd survived — the knife had missed his heart by two centimeters, exactly as Sayali had intended. He was in Breach Candy Hospital for six weeks. Then house arrest. Then a trial that would last years. Sentinel AI's stock had crashed 73% in a single trading day when the arrest warrant leaked. His Forbes profile had been quietly removed.

He was wrong.

I was never a plot device. I was the one who burned coconut shells in a tandoor at dawn and crushed them with a mortar and mixed the powder with jaggery water and fed it to a dying woman because that's what you do when someone is dying in front of you and the only tools you have are the tools of your trade. I was the one who crawled through a three-hundred-year-old tunnel on hands and knees with a woman on my back. I was the one who patched a sabotaged kayak with coconut husk and a torn dupatta. I was the chef.

I was the one who survived.

I finished my chai. Washed the cup — the steel tumbler, rinsed under hot water, dried with the cotton cloth that hung from the hook by the sink. The same motions I'd performed ten thousand times. The motions of a life that continued.

Then I walked to the restaurant — three blocks down Hill Road, past the bakery that sold the best Shrewsbury biscuits in Bandra, past the ironing-wallah whose coal-heated press sent steam into the morning air, past the stray dog that slept outside the pharmacy and whom I fed scraps every evening. The restaurant's sign — East to West — hung above the door in brushed steel letters that caught the morning light. The logo was a compass rose with a rolling pin at its center. Riddhi's design.

I unlocked the door. Turned on the lights. The kitchen bloomed around me — the stainless steel counters, the burners, the exhaust hood, the spice rack arranged left-to-right by frequency of use, the knife roll hanging on the magnetic strip by the prep station. Everything in its place. Everything waiting for the day's first fire.

The surmai would be here by 2. Fresh from Devbagh. I'd make it Malvani style — the Sindhudurg coast specialty. Dried red Kashmiri chilies and fresh coconut ground to a paste with garlic and tamarind, the masala brick-red and fragrant, the fish simmered in a clay pot until the flesh was opaque and flaking and the gravy was thick enough to coat a spoon. Served in a coconut shell with steamed rice and a wedge of lime. The dish that tasted like the Konkan coast — salt air and fishing boats and the sound of waves against rock.

Sameer's favorite. Because it tasted like home. Because it tasted like the sea he'd crossed to save me.

The kitchen was quiet at 7 AM. Just me and the knives and the morning light coming through the window — that thin December gold, falling on the steel counters and the cutting boards and the produce crates that the vendor had left outside the back door. The tawa was heating on the burner, the cast iron warming slowly, the surface beginning to shimmer with the ghost of yesterday's oil. The mustard seeds were measured in a small steel bowl — a teaspoon, black and round, waiting.

I picked up my chef's knife. A new one — not the Wüsthof. I'd retired that set three months after the island. Donated all twelve knives to a culinary school in Dadar — the same school where I'd done my externship, the same kitchen where I'd first learned to brunoise an onion and chiffonade basil and make a roux without lumps. I couldn't look at German steel without seeing blood pooling on a stone floor in the beam of a phone flashlight.

The new knife was Japanese. Misono UX10. Carbon steel, hand-forged in Seki City, the blade so thin it was almost translucent at the edge. The edge was so sharp it sang when you drew it across the cutting board — a high, clean note, like a finger on the rim of a crystal glass. The handle was magnolia wood, light and warm, and it fit my hand like it had been carved for my grip.

I started chopping onions. The first cut released that sharp, sulfurous burn that made my eyes water — the compound syn-propanethial-S-oxide, released when the cell walls rupture, the same chemical reaction that had made me cry in every kitchen I'd ever worked in, that would make me cry in every kitchen I'd ever work in. The second cut was cleaner. Faster. By the third, my hands had found the rhythm — the steady rocking motion of the blade, the knuckles of my guide hand curled under, the tip of the knife never leaving the board, the onion falling into perfect translucent crescents that caught the morning light like stained glass.

This is what I know.

This is what I am.

A chef. A woman who transforms raw ingredients into something that makes strangers close their eyes and remember. A woman whose hands know things her brain has forgotten. A woman who survived a weekend on an island where three people tried to kill each other and one tried to kill her and the sea tried to kill everyone, and who walked back into her kitchen on a Monday morning and picked up a knife and started prepping for service because that's what chefs do. We cook. Through grief and fear and exhaustion and heartbreak and the slow accumulating weight of all the terrible things that happen to people who are just trying to pay their rent. We cook.

The rest — the island, the monsoon, the betrayal, the tunnel, the gun — that was a weekend. Three days. Seventy-two hours. A parenthesis in a life that stretches forward into years of mornings exactly like this one — December light and chai steam and the sound of mustard seeds about to pop in hot oil and the knowledge that someone is driving four hours through Sunday traffic to bring you fish because he promised, once, on a VHF radio in a monsoon, that he would come, and he is a man who keeps his promises.

The mustard seeds popped. Sharp. Percussive. Like tiny firecrackers. The sound that starts every Maharashtrian meal. The sound of home.

I smiled.

And started cooking.
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