
    Table of Contents

    
        
            
        
            
                
                    	
                        Prologue: The Coffin
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        Epilogue: The Edge
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
                
                    	
                        About This Book
                            
                        
                        
                    

                
            
        

    

  
    Prologue: The Coffin

    
    
  
  The wood smelled of cheap pine and cheaper death.

Mrinal Anandgiri — Mrin to everyone who mattered, Detective Anandgiri to everyone who didn't — lay inside the sealed coffin with his shoulders pressed against raw planks and splinters needling through his sherwani like tiny, malicious fingers. The fabric was new. He'd bought it three days ago from a tailor in the old bazaar who had promised the stitching would hold through "any occasion." Mrin doubted the tailor had envisioned this particular occasion, but the sherwani was holding up admirably, which was more than he could say for his composure.

His heart hammered against the base of his throat.

Breathe*, he told himself. *You've done stupider things than this.

That was technically true. Last month, he had dangled from a broken porthole on The Samudra's Revenge with a bullet wound weeping through his left shoulder, two fingers hooked around a rusted nail, the black water churning forty feet below. Before that, he had eaten Chef Pardeshi's experimental pickle-and-jaggery curry on a dare, which had resulted in three days of gastric warfare so violent that Shamira had heard his suffering from across the village and sent Amara — his boreal owl — with a note that read simply: Serves you right.

But this — lying motionless in a dead man's coffin while two hundred mourners wept above him — this was a special kind of foolish.

Outside, brass instruments groaned through a funeral hymn so ponderous that Mrin felt his teeth itch. The melody dragged itself from note to note like a wounded ox pulling a cart uphill. Mrin made a mental note: when he eventually died — properly died, not this theatrical approximation — there would be no boring music. Something with tabla. Something with pace. And a bigger coffin. This one pressed against him on all sides like a fist closing around a coin, and the pine resin had mixed with the incense smoke leaking through the seams until every breath tasted of tree sap and sandalwood and the accumulated grief of strangers.

He sharpened his hearing.

The vardaan — the blessing that ran through every Anandgiri bloodline like gold thread through silk — responded instantly. Sound expanded. The brass instruments swelled from muffled drone to thunderous roar. Individual conversations detonated in his skull — a woman three rows back whispering to her husband about the deceased's gambling debts, a child asking when they could eat, the Antim Sanskar priest intoning the sacred verses with the mechanical precision of a man who had buried too many people to feel anything about any of them.

"Thus," the priest said, his voice filling Mrin's sharpened ears like water filling a clay pot, "we bid farewell to Ambassador Trilok Dorai. A father. A husband. A diplomat who brought peace where there was none and order where there was chaos. If not for men such as he, we would live in darkness and perish in war."

The coffin shifted. The pallbearers had shouldered it.

Mrin took one last breath of pine-and-incense air and thought of Shamira — of the bell on her wrist, of the lesions on her skin, of the six-foot distance she maintained between her body and every living thing because her vardaan had made her a prison for a plague that would kill anyone she touched. He thought of her laugh, which sounded like temple bells struck by accident. He thought of the photograph in his coat pocket — blurred, black-and-white, the only image he possessed of the woman he loved — and how even in that imperfect frame, her eyes held a ferocity that made his chest ache.

This is for you*, he thought. *All of this. Always.

The pallbearers stumbled forward.

And then Mrin was falling.

The coffin struck the ground and shattered on impact. The pine splintered with a sound like cannon fire in his sharpened ears — he dulled them desperately, too late, the noise ricocheting through his skull like a temple bell struck inside his head. He collapsed forward, palms and face slapping wet earth, the muslin shroud he'd wrapped around his head now plastered to his nose with dew and mud.

He groaned. Loudly. Theatrically.

Two hundred seated guests stared at the dead man who had just erupted from his own coffin.

Silence.

Then chaos.

Screams erupted like birds flushed from a banyan tree — sudden, overlapping, frantic. Chairs toppled. A woman fainted into the arms of a man who looked like he wanted to faint himself. Three men threw their chai at Mrin, which was both wasteful and insulting. A child shrieked with what sounded less like terror and more like delight.

Mrin groaned again, swaying to his feet like a drunkard finding his legs after a week of arrack. Mud dripped from his chin. The shroud hung from his head at a ridiculous angle. He sharpened his eyesight — the second axis of the Panchendriya vardaan — and the tiniest details of the terrified crowd snapped into crystalline focus. Pores. Eyelashes. The precise dilation of two hundred pairs of pupils.

"Lalita," he rasped.

Somewhere in the crowd, a woman gasped.

He didn't look for her. Not yet. He knew her face — round, soft, deceptively kind, with a smile that could warm a room and hands that could poison a man's dal fry one grain at a time. This was theatre. The grander the performance, the deeper the guilt would surface.

"Lalita," he repeated, lifting one mud-caked hand and pointing at a small woman in the third row. She wore white from head to toe — the colour of mourning — and a dupatta so large it shadowed half her face. She had been crying since the ceremony began. Of course she had. She'd been crying for six weeks, ever since she'd started feeding her husband Mooncrawler Venom in microscopic doses, watching him weaken, watching his hair fall and his skin yellow, waiting for the death that would look like illness and leave her with his fortune and his name and the freedom to spend both however she pleased.

"You... killed me," Mrin said, stumbling toward her. His voice was a masterwork of dying-man gravel. Even he — a Panchendriya who could detect a lie by the temperature of a person's skin — would have been momentarily fooled.

Over half the mourners had fled. The remaining eighty stood frozen, eyes ping-ponging between the risen dead man and the woman in white.

Lalita's mouth quivered. Tears — real tears, not performance tears — carved channels through her powder.

But tears weren't enough. He needed words.

"You killed me," he croaked, stepping closer. "Murderer. Murderer. Hatyarin."

"It was an accident!" Lalita shrieked.

The crowd went silent.

Mrin felt the moment land — felt it in the hush, in the collective intake of breath, in the way eighty spines straightened simultaneously. A confession, witnessed. He let it simmer. Five seconds. Ten. Confused witnesses meant acquittals. Clear witnesses meant conviction. He counted heartbeats — his own, hers, the priest's — and when the silence had cooked long enough, he straightened, wiped the mud from his mouth, and ripped the shroud from his face.

Cool air struck his skin like a slap.

"My sincerest apologies for the fright," he said, flipping open a bronze badge with his clean hand. "Mrinal Anandgiri. Panchendriya. Pratham Anveshan — the Sleuth Apparent." He smiled. The crowd stared. "I am here to solve a case."

Whispers rippled outward.

"He solved the Narkasur Murders—"

"Rajmukut's personal investigator—"

"Solved every case he's ever worked—"

"No good news for anyone when an Anandgiri shows up—"

Mrin held up a hand. The whispers died. "Ambassador Trilok Dorai is not dead. He is alive, in safe custody, and extremely eager for a divorce." He turned to Lalita, who had gone the colour of old curd. "Six weeks ago, the Ambassador approached the Anandgiri Elders with suspicions. He believed his wife was attempting to kill him to claim his fortune. Upon investigation, I confirmed this to be true. I found traces of Mooncrawler Venom in the Ambassador's food every time Lalita prepared it."

Lalita stood motionless. Her dupatta had slipped, revealing graying hair and a jawline set like stone.

"Mooncrawler Venom is derived from a genus of niylar leaves — a common cooking herb found in every sabzi mandi from here to Kolhapur. In small doses, it merely causes illness. Accumulated over weeks, it kills. The death would have been attributed to natural causes." He paused. "It was the Ambassador himself who suggested the funeral ruse. He knew the only way to extract a confession from Lalita was to confront her with the consequences of her crime — made flesh, as it were. Hence the coffin. Hence the drama. Hence the mud on my new sherwani, which I am not happy about."

A ripple of nervous laughter.

"She also hired a Smritinashak — a Memorywiper — to erase the Ambassador's suspicions whenever they surfaced." Mrin turned to a stocky young man with ears too large for his head, standing at the edge of the crowd. "Hamlend. Your name is Hamlend, correct? You are the Ambassador's stable hand?"

The boy nodded, terrified.

"You are from the Shruti bloodline. Your vardaan allows you to erase memories — but each time you use it, you forget what your vardaan is. Lalita didn't hire you for your skills with horses. She hired you because you could erase her husband's suspicions and would never remember doing it."

Hamlend's face crumpled.

"This is not your fault," Mrin said, his voice dropping to a gentleness that surprised even himself. "You were used. The Ambassador holds no grudge."

Movement. Lalita had drawn a small pistol — where had she been hiding a pistol in mourning whites? — and pointed it at the Ambassador's empty chair with trembling hands. Then she swung it to Mrin.

"Really?" Mrin said. "A pistol? The poison was inspired. The Memorywiper was clever. You were doing so well, Lalita. A gun is just... lazy."

He walked toward her. He sharpened his vision — zoomed in on her trigger finger. No flexion. Both thumbs curled uselessly away from the hammer. This was a woman holding a weapon, not a woman about to use one. She'd spent months on an elaborate poisoning scheme because she couldn't stomach directness.

He reached out and pushed the barrel down. She clicked the trigger. Empty. He took the gun from her hands and tossed it onto the grass behind him.

"As I was saying." He straightened his sherwani. "Considering the evidence of the Mooncrawler Venom, coupled with the defendant's confession before eighty witnesses, I believe the Ambassador has some serious legal matters to attend to."

From behind the crowd, Ambassador Trilok Dorai himself emerged — alive, healthy, furious, wearing an untucked kurta and the expression of a man who had just watched his wife confess to his murder.

He walked past Lalita without a glance.

"I think it goes without saying," he said, his voice thin as wire, "but I want a divorce."

Mrin brushed the last of the mud from his sleeves. The brass instruments had gone silent. The incense still curled upward from the altar, sweet and grey. Somewhere behind the mourners, a crow called — sharp, insistent, like a punctuation mark.

He checked his pocket watch. Nine seventeen.

The ship left at ten.



The docks smelled of salt and rope and the particular desperation of people who had run out of land.

Mrin found The Samudra's Revenge after ten minutes of weaving through fishermen, sailors, and a goat that had somehow boarded a merchant vessel and was refusing to leave. The ship was larger than he'd expected — a cargo vessel with masts that clawed at the sky like skeletal fingers. A young man was untying it from the bollards.

Mrin ran.

His shoulder — the one with the bullet wound that had healed into a knot of scar tissue and permanent complaint — screamed at him with every stride. The stitches in his side, two weeks old, pulled like guitar strings tuned too tight. Sweat broke across his forehead despite the harbour wind, which carried the smell of dried fish and diesel and something metallic that might have been blood or might have been rust.

He made the gangplank with forty seconds to spare.

Captain Samundar — a man whose name meant ocean and whose face suggested he had personally fought every storm in one — appeared at the railing. His teeth were catastrophic. His eyes were kind.

"Not much for the sea, are ye?" Samundar asked, watching Mrin grip the railing with white knuckles as the deck pitched beneath him.

"I prefer carriages," Mrin said through clenched teeth. "Enclosed. Grounded. Not actively trying to drown me."

"Less trouble on the sea than on land."

"True. But trouble pays my bills."

Samundar grinned — a horror of rotting gums and yellowed enamel that reminded Mrin, with a stab of guilt, of Shamira. Her skin. Her cracked lips. Her fingers turning purple at the tips from the Skinfever that ravaged her body from the inside while her Rogdharini vardaan kept her alive to feel every moment of it.

"Follow me," Samundar said. "I want to show ye something."

Mrin followed, keeping his eyes on the deck, one hand on the railing, his stomach performing acrobatics that would have impressed a Mallakhamb gymnast. They climbed to the helm. Samundar turned him around and pointed toward the horizon.

The Mirrors.

At the edge of the world — where this bhumitala ended and the next began — the ocean poured over a cliff of impossible scale, cascading into the void between surfaces. Rising from the water near the Edge, massive poles topped with tilted mirrors reflected a distorted view of the drop to the next bhumitala. Mrin sharpened his eyesight and zoomed in. Hundreds of miles out, storms raged — enormous, churning walls of grey water that would tear any ship apart.

Beyond those storms lay Navbhoomi. Another surface. Another world.

And somewhere on Navbhoomi, a cure for Shamira.

"Most people never see the Mirrors," Samundar said.

Mrin nodded, but his mind was already below deck. "Is he awake?" he asked.

Samundar's weathered face tightened. "He is. But he's not making much sense. Delirious. I wouldn't believe anything he says."

"It's alright," Mrin said, stepping away from the railing. "I can tell when people are lying."



The Captain's Cabin smelled of salt, sweat, and suffering.

Ereven lay on a cot in the centre of the room. A bloody bandage wrapped the stump where his right arm had been. Scars — fresh, pink, angry — mapped his face like rivers on a cartographer's nightmare. His eyes were closed, but he whimpered when the door opened, the sound thin and animal.

Mrin crouched beside him.

"My name is Mrin. Mrinal Anandgiri. I'm a detective." The word detective seemed to register. Ereven's eyes cracked open — one brown, one milky with trauma. "I hear you're from Navbhoomi."

"Yes," Ereven said. His voice was gravel dragged over glass.

Mrin's heart climbed into his throat. He reached into his coat pocket — past the badge, past the pocket watch, past the empty bullet casing he carried as a reminder of his own mortality — and withdrew a photograph.

Shamira.

In the photograph, she stood in a purple kurta with sleeves cut to the elbows, her black hair piled atop her head, a small bell dangling from her wrist. She was beautiful — achingly, furiously beautiful — in the way that storms are beautiful, in the way that a flame is beautiful when you know it will burn you if you touch it. But it wasn't her beauty that Mrin held out for Ereven to see.

It was her skin.

Lesions. Scabs. Sores. Scars. A topography of disease that covered every visible inch of her, from her fingertips to her scalp, disappearing beneath the kurta's fabric where it continued — Mrin knew — across her stomach, her back, her legs, her feet. The Skinfever. Consuming her. Ravaging her. Keeping her alive only because her vardaan refused to let her die.

"Her skin," Ereven whispered.

"Have you seen this before?" Mrin asked. "On your surface?"

"Something like it."

The ship's surgeon — a compact woman with steady hands and an impatient mouth — placed a palm on Ereven's back. "He needs rest."

"Please," Mrin said. His voice cracked. He hated that it cracked. He was a Panchendriya, a Pratham Anveshan, a man who had solved thirty-seven cases without losing a single night's sleep, and here he was, kneeling on the floor of a cargo ship, begging a half-dead stranger for hope. "I need to know if your surface has a cure."

Ereven coughed. Blood flecked his lips.

"I'm certain we do," he said. "And even if we didn't — we could make one. Navbhoomi has medical knowledge your surface hasn't dreamed of. You would need to bring some of her blood. But yes. Navbhoomi should hold your answer."

The words landed in Mrin's chest like a fist.

Yes. Navbhoomi should hold your answer.

He had searched for three years. Consulted every vaid, every hakim, every experimental alchemist from Kashi to Kanyakumari. He had begged, bribed, and broken into restricted archives. He had read every text on Rogdharini physiology ever written. And always — always — the answer had been the same: There is no cure on this surface.

But there was one on another.

"In one month," Captain Samundar said from behind him, "a ship leaves for Navbhoomi. Ereven intends to be on it. You know what it costs?"

"I've seen the price," Mrin said quietly.

"Not just the price." Samundar gestured at Ereven's missing arm. "It might cost you more than money."

"I'm willing to pay it." Mrin's voice was steady now. The crack had sealed. "It's the money I don't have."

He stood. Put the photograph back in his pocket. Touched it once through the fabric — a habit, a prayer, a promise.

He would marry Shamira. He would hold her. He would kiss the scars on her hands and feel her pulse against his palm and give her a life where the bell on her wrist was a memory, not a warning.

Navbhoomi held the answer.

He just needed to find the money.



CODS VERIFICATION — Prologue: - Cortisol: Coffin opening (claustrophobia, stakes), bullet wound pain, ship pitching, Ereven's mutilated body - Oxytocin: Shamira's photograph, "This is for you. All of this. Always.", Mrin's cracked voice begging for hope - Dopamine: The confession reveal (variable reward — will Lalita confess?), Ereven's confirmation of cure - Serotonin: Case solved, cure confirmed — but new tension: he has no money for the voyage

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (splinters needling through sherwani, wet earth on palms, cool air striking skin, ship pitching, stitches pulling, etc.) - Smell: ≥2/page (pine and incense, salt and rope, dried fish and diesel, salt/sweat/suffering, etc.) - Sound: ≥2/page (brass instruments, coffin splintering, screams, ship creaking, Ereven's gravel voice, etc.) - Taste: ≥1 where appropriate (tree sap and sandalwood, blood on Ereven's lips) - Sight: present but NOT dominant ✓ ## Chapter One: The Voyage Home

The truth is a cure that hurts worse than the disease — but it's the only medicine that works.

Mrin had written that in his case journal three years ago, after the Narkasur Murders, when the solution had shattered a family and saved a city. He'd believed it then with the certainty of a man who had never been forced to choose between truth and love. Now, standing at the bow of The Samudra's Revenge with salt crusting his eyelashes and the bullet wound in his shoulder throbbing in time with the ship's pitch, he wasn't sure he believed anything at all.

The sea was grey. Not the poetic grey of monsoon clouds or temple stone — the grey of nothing. A flat, featureless expanse that stretched from the ship's hull to the edge of the world, where the Mirrors gleamed like teeth in a giant's jaw. Mrin had been staring at those Mirrors for three days. They never got closer. The ship never seemed to move. Only the spray hitting his face — cold, mineral-sharp, tasting of brine and distance — reminded him he wasn't standing still.

He touched Shamira's photograph through his coat pocket. The paper had softened from handling. One corner had folded inward. Someday it would disintegrate from the oils of his fingers alone, and he would have nothing left of her but the ache behind his sternum and the faint smell of rain-soaked neem that clung to his memory of her skin.

Stop*, he told himself. *You're being dramatic.

But the dramatics were warranted. He'd just spent his last forty rupees on passage to Luncost — the Anandgiri family's ancestral seat — because Captain Samundar had confirmed what Ereven had said: a ship to Navbhoomi departed in one month. The passage cost twelve thousand gold mukuts. Mrin had, at last count, a bronze badge, a broken pocket watch, a Sacred Bones book he'd stolen from an evidence locker, an owl with anger issues, and exactly zero gold mukuts.

"You look like a man counting coins he doesn't have," said a voice behind him.

Mrin turned. Captain Samundar leaned against the mast, arms folded across his barrel chest. His kurta was open to the navel, revealing a map of old scars and a gold chain that caught the grey light. He smelled of tobacco and coconut oil — an oddly comforting combination that reminded Mrin of his grandfather's study.

"I'm counting problems," Mrin said. "They're more plentiful than coins."

"Problems are just coins you haven't flipped yet." Samundar spat over the railing. The wind carried it away. "Every problem has two sides. You're just staring at the wrong one."

Mrin wanted to argue, but his stomach lurched as the ship crested a wave. He gripped the railing. His knuckles went white. Bile rose in his throat — hot, acidic, tasting of the stale roti and mango pickle he'd eaten for breakfast.

"Three days at sea and you still haven't found your legs," Samundar observed.

"My legs are functioning perfectly. It's the ocean that's misbehaving."

Samundar laughed — a sound like gravel in a brass pot. "We'll reach port by sunset. Your family will be there?"

"My brother," Mrin said. "Maybe my uncle. Depends on whether anyone's died recently."

"Died?"

"The Anandgiri Detectives only gather when someone needs solving." He paused. "When something needs solving. Though sometimes the someone and the something are the same."

Samundar studied him with the quiet appraisal of a man who had spent decades reading weather and people with equal precision. "You solved the Dorai case," he said. "The poisoning wife. Everyone at the docks was talking about it."

"That was a week ago."

"Word travels faster than ships." Samundar leaned closer. His breath was warm and yeasty. "If you need twelve thousand mukuts in a month, Detective, I'd suggest you solve something expensive."



Luncost appeared at sunset like a painting emerging from fog.

The town clung to the edge of the bhumitala — this surface of the world — where green hills tumbled into sandstone cliffs that dropped into the void between surfaces. From the ship's bow, Mrin sharpened his vision and watched the town resolve itself: terracotta rooftops glowing amber in the dying light. Temple spires piercing the sky like needles. Smoke rising from a hundred chimneys, carrying the smell of woodfire, ghee, and turmeric across the harbour.

Home.

The word tasted strange. He hadn't been home in four months. Before that, he'd been away for six. The Anandgiri household ran on absence — detectives leaving, detectives returning, the house perpetually half-full and wholly chaotic. His room probably smelled of dust. His books would have migrated to Laksh's shelves, because Laksh borrowed everything and returned nothing, and their uncle Eshwar would have reorganised Mrin's case files into a system so rigid and alphabetical that finding anything would require a cartographer and three days' patience.

But Luncost wasn't really home. Not anymore.

Home was thirty kilometres north, in a village called Neem Talaav, where a woman with ruined skin and unruined courage lived alone in a stone cottage surrounded by neem trees that she talked to when she thought no one was listening.

The ship docked at half-past six. The gangplank descended. Mrin collected his trunk — battered leather, brass clasps, one hinge held together with wire — and stepped onto solid ground. His legs wobbled. The earth felt too still. After three days of constant motion, the absence of movement was its own kind of vertigo.

"Mrin!"

Lakshman Anandgiri — Laksh, his twin brother, his mirror image with all the angles softened — materialised from the crowd like a djinn summoned by the wrong incantation. Where Mrin was lean, sharp-jawed, and perpetually rumpled, Laksh was broader, smoother, and dressed with the unconscious elegance of a man who genuinely did not understand that not everyone looked good in everything. His kurta was cream-coloured, pressed, spotless. A thin moustache traced his upper lip. His eyes — the same dark amber as Mrin's — sparkled with a warmth that Mrin had never been able to replicate no matter how hard he tried.

"You look terrible," Laksh said, pulling Mrin into a hug so tight that it compressed the bullet wound and drew a gasp from Mrin's lungs.

"Gentle," Mrin wheezed. "Shoulder."

Laksh released him. "Still? It's been two months."

"Bullets don't care about your timeline, Laksh."

"Neither do sisters." Laksh grabbed Mrin's trunk before he could protest. "Ketaki sent me with a list of things she needs from the market. I told her I was coming to collect my brother from the harbour. She said 'good, he can carry the bags.'"

"I've been shot, shipwrecked, and I solved a murder by climbing out of a coffin. And my reward is grocery duty."

"Welcome home."

They walked through the harbour market — a sprawling, chaotic organism of colour and noise that Mrin had missed more than he'd expected. Vendors shouted prices. Spices erupted from burlap sacks in powdered pyramids of red and gold and burnt orange. A man with a handlebar moustache argued with a fishmonger over the freshness of pomfret while a cat watched from atop a stack of crates, its tail flicking with barely contained contempt. The air was thick with competing smells — fried puris, roasted groundnuts, jasmine garlands, the iron tang of fresh-cut goat meat — and Mrin inhaled all of it, sharpening his smell until each scent separated into its component molecules and he could taste the turmeric in the air without opening his mouth.

"How's Shamira?" Laksh asked, steering them around a cart piled with green coconuts.

"I haven't seen her yet. I'll go tomorrow." The guilt of this — arriving in Luncost and not immediately riding to Neem Talaav — sat in his stomach like a stone. But he was exhausted. The bullet wound needed re-dressing. And the conversation he needed to have with Shamira required more energy than he currently possessed.

"She writes to Ketaki," Laksh said carefully. "Ketaki says the Skinfever is getting worse."

Mrin's jaw tightened. The vendors' shouts faded. The market's colours dulled. For a moment, the only thing in the world was the photograph in his pocket and the fear — cold, formless, gnawing — that he would run out of time.

"I know," he said. "That's why I need the money."

He told Laksh everything. Ereven. Navbhoomi. The cure. The twelve thousand mukuts. Laksh listened without interrupting — a rare feat for a man who usually generated three opinions per sentence — and when Mrin finished, they stood at the edge of the harbour where the stone wall met the cliff, the void yawning below them, the Mirrors glinting in the last of the daylight.

"Twelve thousand mukuts," Laksh repeated.

"I know."

"That's... Mrin, that's more than the Elders' annual budget."

"I know."

"You can't steal it. You can't borrow it. You can't earn it in a month by solving cases."

"I know that too."

Laksh turned to face him. The harbour wind ruffled his hair. "Then how?"

Mrin had been thinking about this for three days. On the ship, between bouts of nausea and staring at the Mirrors, he had catalogued every possible source of twelve thousand mukuts. Savings: zero. Family wealth: modest, and controlled by Eshwar, who would never approve funding a voyage to another surface. Case fees: the Anandgiri Detectives worked for the Rajmukut and were paid in stipends, not bounties. Loans: no lender in their right mind would finance a one-way trip across the Edge.

There was only one option.

"A Favour," Mrin said.

Laksh's eyebrows rose.

"If I solve a case that the Rajmukut deems significant enough, the Crowned Goldenblood — the king himself — grants a Favour. Anything within reason. Passage to Navbhoomi is within reason."

"That's—" Laksh paused. "That's actually not a terrible plan."

"Thank you for the ringing endorsement."

"But those cases don't come around often. You'd need something big. Something political. Something the Rajmukut cares about personally."

"I know." Mrin stared at the void. "I'll wait."

"You just said you have a month."

"Then I'll wait impatiently."



That night, in his childhood room — which smelled exactly as he'd predicted, of dust and abandoned books and the faint ghost of sandalwood incense — Mrin sat on the edge of his cot and held the photograph of Shamira in both hands.

The lamplight flickered. Shadows danced across the ceiling. Outside, crickets sang in the neem trees that lined the Anandgiri compound, and somewhere far away, a temple bell tolled the tenth hour.

He sharpened his vision and studied the photograph. Shamira's face. The lesions that mapped her skin like a cartographer's cruel joke. Her eyes — dark, fierce, unflinching — that stared back at the camera with the defiance of a woman who had been told she was untouchable and had decided to be unmovable instead.

"I'm going to fix this," he said to the photograph. His voice was barely audible. The words tasted like a promise and felt like a prayer. "I swear to every god who's listening and every demon who isn't. I will find the money. I will cross the Edge. I will bring back the cure. And then I will marry you, Shamira, and I will hold your hand, and you will never ring that bell again."

The lamp guttered. A moth spiralled into the flame and expired with a soft, intimate hiss.

Mrin placed the photograph on his chest, lay back on the cot, and closed his eyes. Sleep came slowly, accompanied by the smell of dust and the distant, rhythmic crash of waves against the cliffs below Luncost.

In his dreams, Shamira's bell rang. And rang. And rang.



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 1: - Cortisol: Bullet wound throbbing, seasickness, no money (12,000 mukuts), Shamira getting worse - Oxytocin: Photograph ritual, "This is for you. Always.", Laksh's hug, promise to Shamira - Dopamine: Ereven's cure confirmation (carried from Prologue), the Favour plan (variable reward — will it work?) - Serotonin: Home reached, plan formed — but the money problem remains entirely unsolved

Sensory Density Check (per page estimate): - Touch: ≥3 (salt crusting eyelashes, spray hitting face, bullet wound throbbing, trunk clasps, hug compressing wound, stone wall, photograph paper softened) - Smell: ≥2 (brine/distance, tobacco/coconut oil, woodfire/ghee/turmeric, spice market, fried puris/groundnuts/jasmine, dust/sandalwood) - Sound: ≥2 (ship pitching, wave cresting, Samundar's gravel laugh, vendors shouting, temple bell, crickets, waves crashing) - Taste: ≥1 (bile/roti/pickle, turmeric in air, promise tasting like prayer) ## Chapter Two: Neem Talaav

The road to Neem Talaav wound through fields of sugarcane so tall that the stalks formed green walls on either side, rustling with a dry, papery whisper that sounded like secrets being traded between plants. Mrin rode a borrowed mare — Ketaki's, chestnut-brown and irritable — through the morning heat, the sun pressing against the back of his neck like a hot iron. Dust rose with every hoofbeat and settled on his lips, gritty and mineral-tasting, mixing with the sweetness of sugarcane pollen that drifted through the air like invisible snow.

He sharpened his hearing two kilometres out.

The village announced itself in layers: first the roosters, then the temple bell — a single, bronze note that hung in the air like a question — then the rhythmic thwack of a washerman beating clothes against stone, then children laughing, then the creak of a bullock cart, then the hum of bees in the neem grove that gave the village its name. And beneath it all, faint as a heartbeat heard through a wall—

Ting. Ting. Ting.

Shamira's leper bell.

The sound struck him like a physical blow. His hands tightened on the reins. The mare snorted and tossed her head. Mrin loosened his grip, breathed through the sharp, sudden tightness in his chest, and urged the mare forward.

The neem grove appeared first — a canopy of grey-green leaves that filtered the sunlight into dappled coins on the red earth below. The smell hit him next: bitter neem bark, sweet neem flowers, the medicinal tang of neem oil that Shamira rubbed into her lesions every morning, and beneath it all, something deeper — the smell of rain-soaked wood and undisturbed earth that was uniquely, irreplaceably hers.

Her cottage sat at the grove's centre. Stone walls. Thatched roof. A wooden door painted blue — the colour of Krishna's skin, she'd once told him, because if a god could be blue and still be loved, then a woman could be scarred and still be worth loving. The logic was flawed and the sentiment was devastating and Mrin had never found the courage to tell her that he didn't love her despite her scars. He loved her despite everything else.

Ting. Ting. Ting.

She was walking toward him.

Mrin dismounted. The mare wandered toward a water trough. He stood at the edge of the grove, where the sugarcane fields ended and the neem trees began, and watched her emerge from behind the cottage.

Shamira.

Under normal circumstances — under any circumstances — she was striking. Skin like polished dark wood. Eyes the colour of monsoon clouds with sunlight trapped behind them. Hair thick and wild, piled atop her head in a knot held together by a single brass pin. She moved with the careful, measured grace of a woman who had learned to calculate the distance between her body and every living thing within six feet, because six feet was the radius of the Skinfever's reach, and anything closer would begin to sicken within hours.

But the disease had advanced since he'd last seen her.

The lesions — orange-edged, raw, weeping — had spread from her hands to her forearms. The skin around her lips had cracked and bled, the dried blood a dark crust against her jaw. The whites of her eyes carried a jaundiced tint that hadn't been there four months ago. And her fingers — the fingers he dreamed of holding, of interlacing with his own, of pressing to his lips — had turned a deep, bruised purple at the tips, the colour of over-ripe jamun fruit.

She stopped six feet away. The leper bell — a small brass disc on a leather cord around her wrist — swung and stilled.

"You're thinner," she said. Her voice was low, warm, textured like raw silk. A voice that could read a shopping list and make it sound like poetry.

"I was shot," Mrin said.

"Again?"

"Different shoulder this time. I'm diversifying."

She didn't smile. She studied him with those monsoon eyes, cataloguing every new scar, every lost kilogram, every shadow under his eyes. He let her look. He had nothing to hide from this woman. He had never had anything to hide from this woman.

"Your owl delivered a note," she said. "Something about climbing out of a coffin."

"It was a ruse. To catch a poisoner."

"Amara looked traumatised."

"Amara is always traumatised. She's a boreal owl with existential anxiety."

This time, the corner of Shamira's mouth twitched. Not a smile — Shamira didn't give smiles freely — but the ghost of one, the echo, the suggestion. Mrin would have traded every case he'd ever solved for the full version.

"Come inside," she said. "I made chai."

"How did you know I was coming?"

"You always come on Tuesdays."

"It's Thursday."

"Then I made chai on Tuesday and it's been sitting there for two days and you can drink it cold as punishment for being late."



He sat on the wooden bench outside her cottage — her rule: no guests inside, because the interior held the highest concentration of Skinfever particles and even brief exposure could be fatal. She sat on a stone six feet away, the bell resting against her thigh, a clay cup of actually-fresh chai warming her scarred hands.

Between them: six feet of red earth, two neem leaves that had fallen in a crossed pattern like tiny swords, and the accumulated weight of every word they had never said to each other.

Mrin sipped the chai. It was extraordinary — cardamom, ginger, a hint of jaggery, and something else, something herbal and sharp that he couldn't identify even with his Panchendriya senses sharpened to their maximum.

"What's in this?" he asked, frowning into the cup.

"Tulsi. Lemongrass. And a very small amount of my own blood."

Mrin choked. Chai erupted from his nostrils. His eyes watered. He coughed so violently that the mare, twenty feet away, startled and knocked over the water trough.

Shamira's laughter — when it came — was worth the cardiac event.

It was a sound he heard perhaps twice a year. Full-bodied, unreserved, shaking her shoulders and crinkling her eyes and transforming her scarred face into something so luminous that Mrin temporarily forgot how to breathe. She laughed with her whole body, the bell on her wrist jingling in accompaniment, and for three seconds, the distance between them collapsed — not physically, but in every way that mattered.

"I'm joking," she said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. "It's just tulsi and lemongrass. But your face—"

"My face is very dignified and you should respect it."

"Your face is covered in chai and you look like a startled cat."

He wiped his chin with his sleeve, grinning despite himself. The grin faded as the weight of what he'd come to tell her pressed against the back of his teeth.

"I found something," he said.

Shamira's laughter died. She knew that tone. Three years of false leads, dead ends, and shattered hopes had taught her to recognise the difference between Mrin's optimism and Mrin's certainty. This was certainty.

"Tell me," she said.

He told her everything. Ereven. Navbhoomi. The cure — or the possibility of one. The ship leaving in a month. The twelve thousand mukuts he didn't have.

She listened without moving. The bell on her wrist was silent. The neem leaves overhead shifted in a breeze that carried the smell of distant rain and warm earth. When he finished, the silence between them was so complete that he could hear her heartbeat — steady, strong, defiant — from six feet away.

"Mrin," she said. Her voice was very quiet. "I need you to understand something."

"I'm listening."

"I have accepted my life." She held up her hands — purple-tipped, lesion-mapped, trembling slightly. "I have accepted that I will never hold a child. I will never embrace my mother. I will never feel another person's skin against mine without the fear that I am killing them. I have accepted this because the alternative — hoping for a cure that may not exist — is a cruelty I cannot survive again."

The words landed like stones in a still pond. Ripples spread through Mrin's chest.

"Do not give me hope," she said, "unless you are certain you can deliver on it."

He wanted to promise. He wanted to cross the six feet between them and take her hands and press his forehead against hers and say I will fix this, I swear, I will fix this — but the distance was law, and the law was death, and the promise would be a lie because he had no money, no ship, no guarantee of anything except his own stubborn, furious, irrational love for a woman he could not touch.

"I can't promise certainty," he said. "But I can promise that I will not stop until I've exhausted every possibility. And I haven't exhausted them yet."

She studied him. The monsoon eyes. The cracked lips. The bell, motionless on her wrist.

"Then go," she said. "Find your money. Cross your ocean. Bring back your cure." She paused. "And if you can't — if you fail — come back anyway. Come back and sit on this bench and drink my chai and make me laugh, because that is the only medicine I have ever needed."

Mrin stood. The chai was cold in his cup. The neem leaves whispered overhead. The mare had righted the water trough and was drinking as if nothing had happened.

"I'll come back," he said. "With or without the cure. But I'd rather come back with it."

"I'd rather you came back alive."

"That too."

He walked to the mare. Mounted. Adjusted the reins. Looked back at Shamira, who stood in the dappled shade of the neem grove, her bell catching the light, her eyes holding him across the distance that separated them.

Six feet. The width of a grave. The length of a man. The distance between a promise and its keeping.

He rode away.

Behind him, the bell began to ring again.

Ting. Ting. Ting.



The old man was waiting at the crossroads where the road to Neem Talaav met the main highway.

Mrin saw him from a hundred metres: a figure in a dark dhoti, sitting on a milestone, smoking a beedi. He sharpened his vision. The man was ancient — skin folded like old leather, eyes milky with cataracts, a walking stick across his knees. Harmless. Mrin relaxed his senses and urged the mare forward.

"Detective Anandgiri," the old man said as Mrin passed.

Mrin pulled the mare to a stop. "Do I know you?"

"You know my reputation." The old man stood. He was shorter than Mrin had expected — barely five feet — but his shoulders were broad beneath the dhoti, and his hands, when they gripped the walking stick, were steady as stone. "My name is Pitambar Naikwade."

The name meant nothing.

"I farm roses," the old man continued. "Outside Cliffdun. Near the Kirtane estate."

Kirtane. That name Mrin knew. The Kirtane family was one of the oldest and wealthiest bloodlines on the surface — their vardaan, Vajrakaya, made them invincible for one day each month. Old money. Old power. Old secrets. The kind of family that made the Anandgiri Elders nervous.

"What do you want?" Mrin asked.

Pitambar drew on his beedi. The tip flared orange. Smoke curled upward, grey and acrid, mixing with the sugarcane pollen. "My grandson is marrying the Kirtane girl. Falgun. The wedding is in two weeks."

"Congratulations."

"It's a disaster." Pitambar spat. "The Kirtane vardaan is dominant. Their children will inherit Vajrakaya, not my family's blessing. The Naikwade line ends with this marriage."

Mrin waited. He could feel the conversation moving toward something, the way a river moves toward a waterfall — inevitable, accelerating.

"I want you to stop the wedding," Pitambar said.

"I'm a detective, not a marriage counsellor."

"There is something wrong at that manor," Pitambar said. His milky eyes sharpened — a sudden, startling clarity, like lightning illuminating a dark room. "I've felt it for years. Mandira Kirtane controls that family with an iron fist. Her children are prisoners in their own home. Nobody enters or leaves without her permission. And last week—" He paused. The beedi trembled in his fingers. "Last week, my grandson told me something that frightened him. He said the eldest Kirtane son, Keshav, had been acting strangely. Meeting people in secret. Hiding things in his room. And Keshav had told Satyam — my grandson — that he was afraid. Afraid of his own mother."

The hairs on Mrin's forearms rose. A prickle of instinct — the detective's intuition that had solved thirty-seven cases — whispered that this old man's visit was not coincidence.

"I don't stop weddings," Mrin said. "But if there's a crime at Kirtane Manor, I solve crimes."

Pitambar nodded slowly. "That's all I ask."

He turned and walked away, the walking stick tapping the packed earth in a rhythm that sounded almost like a heartbeat. Mrin watched him go, the beedi smoke lingering in the air like a question mark.

The mare stamped. A crow called. The sugarcane rustled.

Mrin touched the photograph in his pocket.

He had a feeling that the Kirtane family and their problems were about to become very relevant to his search for twelve thousand mukuts.



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 2: - Cortisol: Shamira's disease advancing (lesions spreading, jaundiced eyes, purple fingers), the six-foot distance, the impossibility of touching her, Pitambar's ominous visit - Oxytocin: The chai scene — Shamira's laughter, the joke about blood in the chai, "that is the only medicine I have ever needed", the bell ringing as he rides away - Dopamine: The cure possibility presented, Pitambar's hint about Kirtane Manor secrets, the detective's instinct awakening - Serotonin: Shamira gives permission ("go, find your money"), new lead via Pitambar — but the distance remains, the money is still missing, and something dark waits at Kirtane Manor

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (sun pressing like hot iron, dust on lips, reins tightening, chai cup warming scarred hands, cold chai, beedi trembling) - Smell: ≥2/page (sugarcane pollen, neem bark/flowers/oil, rain-soaked wood, cardamom/ginger/jaggery, beedi smoke) - Sound: ≥2/page (sugarcane rustling, leper bell, roosters, temple bell, washerman thwacking, chai choking, crow calling) - Taste: ≥1 (dust mineral-tasting, sugarcane pollen sweetness, chai cardamom/ginger/jaggery, cold chai) ## Chapter Three: The Summons

The letter arrived at dawn, carried by a runner whose sandals slapped the compound's stone courtyard with the urgency of a man delivering news he wanted rid of. Mrin was on the veranda, rewrapping the bandage on his shoulder — the wound had wept during the night, leaving a rust-coloured stain on the bedsheet that looked like a map of a country he never wanted to visit — when the runner appeared, breathless, his kurta dark with sweat.

"Elder Eshwar requests your presence," the runner panted. "Immediately. The Council Chambers."

Mrin tied off the bandage with his teeth. The cotton tasted of iodine and old blood. "What's happened?"

"A murder, sahib. At the Kirtane estate."

The words landed with the precision of a stone dropped into still water. Ripples spread outward — through his chest, his fingers, his thoughts. Kirtane. The name Pitambar Naikwade had spoken two days ago at the crossroads. The family he'd warned about.

"Who died?"

"Keshav Kirtane. The eldest son."

Mrin stood. The veranda floor was cold under his bare feet, the stone still holding the night's chill. A sparrow was bathing in the courtyard fountain, flicking water across the flagstones. Morning light — pale gold, thin as silk — crept through the compound's eastern arches, painting long shadows across the walls where generations of Anandgiri portraits hung in silent judgment.

He dressed in seven minutes. Dark sherwani — the replacement, since the coffin one still smelled of pine and grave dirt. Cotton trousers. Leather boots that he laced too tightly in his haste, the leather biting into his ankles. The bronze badge went into his left pocket, the photograph into his right. He grabbed his case journal — a thick, leather-bound notebook with pages so crammed with observations that the binding had started to split — and tucked it into his waistband.

The Council Chambers occupied the oldest building in the Anandgiri compound: a stone hall with pillars carved to resemble banyan roots, the ceiling lost in shadows, the air permanently cool and faintly damp. Mrin's footsteps echoed as he entered. The smell hit him first — lamp oil, aged paper, and the particular mustiness of rooms where important decisions were made and rarely aired.

Five Elders sat behind a curved rosewood table. At the centre, Eshwar Anandgiri — Mrin's uncle, the Sleuth Regent, a man who wore authority like a second skin and disappointment like a third — studied a document through wire-rimmed spectacles. He was sixty-three, lean as a temple pillar, with a silver moustache waxed to points so sharp they could draw blood. His white kurta was pressed to military precision. Not a crease. Not a wrinkle. Mrin had once theorised that Eshwar's clothes were afraid of him.

Laksh stood to one side, already dressed, arms folded. He shot Mrin a look that said brace yourself.

"Sit," Eshwar said without looking up.

Mrin sat. The wooden chair was hard and unforgiving. The rosewood table smelled of polish and consequence.

"At approximately nine-thirty yesterday morning," Eshwar began, still reading, "Keshav Kirtane was found dead in his private quarters at Kirtane Manor in the town of Cliffdun. The body exhibited signs consistent with extreme temporal acceleration — the skin was desiccated, the hair had greyed, and the internal organs showed advanced decay. In short, Keshav Kirtane — aged twenty-four — appeared to have died of old age."

The room fell silent. Mrin heard five heartbeats, seven breathing patterns, and the scratch of a stenographer's pen behind the Elders' table.

"Aged to death," Mrin repeated.

"The Rajmukut's physician confirmed it this morning," Eshwar said. "There is no known natural cause. Which leaves—"

"A Kaalchor," Mrin said. "A time thief. Someone with the vardaan to steal years from a person's life."

Eshwar finally looked up. His eyes — the same dark amber as Mrin's, but colder, harder, polished by decades of discipline into something that resembled judgement more than warmth — locked onto his nephew.

"The Kirtane family has formally requested Anandgiri assistance. Given the political sensitivity — the Kirtane family controls significant territory near the border — the Rajmukut has authorised investigation. They are offering..." Eshwar paused. His moustache twitched.

"A Favour," said Elder Baalken, a gaunt man with a long face and grey stubble like iron filings. "The Crowned Goldenblood himself has authorised a Favour to whichever investigator solves this case."

Mrin's heart stopped. Then it restarted, hammering so hard he was certain the Elders could hear it. A Favour. The one thing he needed. The one thing that could buy passage to Navbhoomi.

He kept his face still. A Panchendriya detective did not reveal his emotions any more than a safe revealed its contents. But his hands, hidden beneath the table, trembled.

"However," Eshwar continued, "there are complications."

Of course there were.

"First: the Kirtane family's matriarch, Mandira Kirtane, has simultaneously declared the estate's independence from the Rajmukut's jurisdiction. She claims ancestral sovereignty. This declaration is, legally, meaningless — but practically, it means our investigators will be entering hostile territory."

"Second," Elder Baalken added, "you will not be the only detective assigned. Omkar will accompany you."

Mrin's brother-in-law. Married to Ketaki, Mrin's sister. A good man. A decent detective. But Omkar had his own reasons for wanting the Favour — his house, the one he'd been saving for, the one Ketaki had decorated in her imagination with nursery curtains and a wooden crib, had been sold out from under him last week when a wealthier buyer outbid him.

They would be competing. Against each other. For the same prize.

"Third," Eshwar said, and here his voice dropped to the temperature of temple stone at midnight, "I will be accompanying you personally."

Mrin's stomach sank.

"You will not investigate independently," Eshwar said. "You will follow protocol. You will report every finding to me before acting on it. You will not lie." The word lie landed like a slap. Eshwar's eyes bore into Mrin's with the focused intensity of a man who had raised a nephew with extraordinary talent and equally extraordinary disregard for rules. "The Kirtane case is delicate. Political. One misstep could trigger a territorial dispute. I will not have an Anandgiri detective — even a brilliant one — improvising his way through a potential crisis."

"Understood," Mrin said. His voice was steady. His hands were still trembling.

"Good." Eshwar removed his spectacles and folded them with surgical precision. "We leave at noon."



Mrin found Laksh in the courtyard, feeding groundnuts to a squirrel that had climbed onto his shoulder and was inspecting his ear with disturbing thoroughness.

"You heard?" Mrin asked.

"I heard. A Favour." Laksh brushed the squirrel away. It chattered at him with unmistakable resentment. "This is it, Mrin. This is how you get to Navbhoomi."

"If I solve it before Omkar."

"Omkar is good, but you're better."

"Omkar is methodical, careful, and doesn't have a bullet wound in his shoulder."

"Omkar also doesn't have the Panchendriya vardaan sharpened to a degree that borders on clinical insanity." Laksh put a hand on Mrin's uninjured shoulder. "You'll solve it."

"And if I don't?"

"Then Shamira waits. And you try again."

Mrin shook his head. "She can't wait. The Skinfever—"

"I know." Laksh's hand tightened. "That's why you'll solve it."

They stood in the courtyard. Morning light had strengthened, turning the gold to amber. The fountain burbled. The squirrel had returned and was now sitting on the edge of the fountain, eating a groundnut with the focused concentration of a tiny, furry accountant.

"There's something else," Mrin said. He told Laksh about Pitambar Naikwade — the old man at the crossroads, his grandson's wedding to Falgun Kirtane, his warnings about the manor.

Laksh's eyes narrowed. "That's a coincidence."

"Detectives don't believe in coincidences."

"Since when?"

"Since this one is too convenient. An old man warns me about the Kirtane family two days before a Kirtane son is murdered? Either Pitambar is connected to the crime, or someone sent him to me."

"Or it's a coincidence."

"Laksh."

"Fine. No coincidences." Laksh stretched, joints popping like distant firecrackers. "I won't be joining you at the manor. Eshwar wants me to coordinate from Luncost — communications with the Rajmukut, supply lines, that sort of thing."

"I'd rather have you there."

"I know. But Eshwar makes the assignments, and I'm not senior enough to argue." He paused. "Besides, someone needs to keep an eye on things here. And someone needs to visit Shamira while you're gone."

Mrin looked at his brother. The same face, softened. The same eyes, warmer. The same blood, different temperament. Where Mrin was a blade, Laksh was a shield. Where Mrin cut through problems, Laksh absorbed them. They had been this way since birth — two halves of a whole, each incomplete without the other but too stubborn to admit it.

"Tell her I'll be back," Mrin said.

"Tell her yourself. Write a letter. Use actual words, not case notes."

"My case notes are words."

"Your case notes are hieroglyphs wrapped in paranoia. Write her something human."



At noon, the carriage arrived. It was the Anandgiri's official conveyance — black lacquer, brass fittings, pulled by two grey horses whose hooves struck the cobblestones with a rhythm that sounded like a countdown. The inside smelled of old leather and fresh anxiety.

Eshwar entered first, arranging himself with the precision of a man who had strong opinions about sitting. Omkar followed — shorter than Mrin, compact, with an emerald monocle strapped over his left eye that magnified the world into a clarity his damaged eye could no longer achieve on its own. He wore a dark coat over a pressed shirt, and his expression was the carefully neutral mask of a man who knew he was about to compete against family for something that could change his life.

"Omkar," Mrin said, climbing in last.

"Mrin." Omkar's voice was pleasant, controlled. His heartbeat was not. Mrin could hear it — fast, tight, the rhythm of a man carrying a weight he couldn't set down. Ketaki. The baby. The house. Everything Omkar wanted was riding on this case, just as everything Mrin wanted was.

The carriage lurched forward. Luncost's terracotta rooftops receded behind them. The road unspooled toward Cliffdun — a day's ride through sugarcane fields and mango groves and the kind of flat, sun-hammered landscape that made Mrin feel like the world was trying to iron him out of existence.

Eshwar produced a thick file from his case and began reading aloud. The facts of the Kirtane murder, such as they were.

"Keshav Kirtane. Age twenty-four. Eldest son of Dhananjay and Mandira Kirtane. Found dead in his private quarters — a converted library on the second floor of Kirtane Manor. The room was locked from the inside. No signs of forced entry. No signs of struggle. The body was seated at a reading desk." Eshwar turned a page. "The Rajmukut's physician estimates time of death between nine and ten in the morning. The cause of death is listed as 'temporal displacement' — a euphemism for the effects of a Kaalchor. Someone stole decades from his life in minutes."

"Locked room," Mrin murmured. "No entry. No exit. A Kaalchor's work."

"But Kaalchors are extinct," Omkar said, polishing his monocle with a cloth. The glass caught the carriage light and threw green sparks across the ceiling. "The last recorded Kaalchor died eighty years ago. The bloodline ended."

"Apparently not," Eshwar said.

Mrin pressed his forehead against the carriage window. The glass was warm from the sun. Outside, the sugarcane fields had given way to scrubland — dry, brown, dotted with acacia trees whose thorns caught the light like tiny knives. The smell of dust and dried grass filtered through the window's cracks.

A locked room. A dead man aged beyond recognition. A family that had sealed itself off from the world. And somewhere in that sealed world, a Kaalchor who shouldn't exist.

Mrin touched the photograph in his pocket.

Twelve thousand mukuts. One Favour. One case.

The carriage rolled on toward Cliffdun, and the sun beat down, and the road ahead was long and straight and led to a place where someone had died in a way that should have been impossible.



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 3: - Cortisol: Murder revealed (Keshav aged to death — impossible), competition with Omkar for the Favour, Eshwar's suffocating supervision, locked room mystery - Oxytocin: Laksh's reassurance ("you'll solve it"), brotherly bond, "tell her I'll be back", writing a human letter to Shamira - Dopamine: The Favour — passage to Navbhoomi! Variable reward: can Mrin solve it before Omkar? The locked room impossibility (Zeigarnik loop opened) - Serotonin: Departure toward the case — progress toward goal, but massive obstacles ahead (hostile territory, competing detective, uncle's control)

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (cold stone floor, bandage tied with teeth, leather boots biting ankles, hard wooden chair, Laksh's hand on shoulder, warm glass against forehead) - Smell: ≥2/page (iodine/old blood, lamp oil/aged paper, polish and consequence, old leather/fresh anxiety, dust/dried grass) - Sound: ≥2/page (sandals slapping stone, heartbeats, stenographer's pen scratching, squirrel chattering, hooves striking cobblestones, carriage lurching) - Taste: ≥1 (cotton tasted of iodine and old blood) ## Chapter Four: Omkar's Stakes

Omkar Anandgiri had never been good at wanting things quietly.

The house — their house, the one he and Ketaki had circled three times on foot, measuring the yard with their steps, pressing their palms against the warm brick walls as if they could claim it through touch alone — had been sold to a silk merchant from Solapur who probably didn't even need a house. He probably collected them. Omkar imagined the merchant arriving with a ledger, ticking off another property, never once pressing his palm to the brick to feel the warmth trapped inside it, never once standing in the empty kitchen and imagining the smell of Ketaki's puranpoli browning on a tawa.

The loss sat in his chest like a swallowed stone.

He adjusted his monocle — the emerald lens that corrected the vision in his damaged left eye, the eye that had been ruined two years ago during the Mallabray case when a suspect had thrown lamp oil in his face. The scar tissue fanned outward from his left temple like the roots of a pale tree. On bad days, the eye wept. On good days, it merely itched. Today was a bad day.

The carriage rocked. Eshwar had fallen asleep — a remarkable feat for a man who seemed to run on disapproval and strong chai — and his silver moustache quivered with each breath, the tips rising and falling like a metronome. Mrin sat opposite, staring out the window at the scrubland scrolling past, his fingers resting on his coat pocket where Omkar knew the photograph lived. Everyone knew about the photograph. Everyone knew about Shamira.

Omkar did not resent Mrin. He wanted to — it would have been easier, cleaner, more manageable than the complicated tangle of admiration and inadequacy that Mrin's mere existence produced — but he couldn't. Mrin was brilliant. The Panchendriya vardaan made him extraordinary, but it was his mind that made him dangerous: the leaps of logic, the willingness to crawl inside a criminal's skull and see the world through their fractured lens. Omkar had spent years trying to develop that skill. He'd read every text on criminal psychology. He'd trained with three different mentors. He'd solved eleven cases on his own, each one a small victory that evaporated the moment someone compared him to the Anandgiri prodigy.

Mrin needed the Favour for Shamira.

Omkar needed it for Ketaki.

His wife — Mrin's sister, which made this competition a special flavour of miserable — was seven months pregnant. They lived in a rented room above a cloth merchant's shop. The room had one window, a leaking ceiling, and a smell that alternated between wet fabric and mildew depending on the season. Ketaki never complained. She decorated the walls with pressed flowers and hung brass diyas from the ceiling beams and somehow made the room feel like a home despite every effort the room made to feel like a punishment.

But a baby needed space. A baby needed clean air and sunlight and walls that didn't weep moisture every monsoon. A baby needed the house with the warm brick walls and the kitchen where Ketaki's puranpoli would have filled every room with the smell of jaggery and cardamom.

The Favour could buy that house. Or one like it. Or ten like it.

"Stop thinking so loudly," Mrin said without turning from the window.

"I'm not—"

"Your heartbeat changes when you're calculating. It gets this staccato pattern. Like a tabla player warming up."

"That's invasive."

"That's the Panchendriya." Mrin finally looked at him. His amber eyes held no malice, no competition — just the bone-deep tiredness of a man who had been carrying too much for too long. "I'm not your enemy, Omkar. We're solving the same case."

"For different prizes."

"For the same Favour. Only one of us gets it."

The acknowledgement hung between them. Outside, a hawk circled in a sky so blue it looked artificial.

"May the best detective win," Omkar said.

Mrin's mouth twitched. "That's terribly sporting of you."

"I'm a terribly sporting person."

"You once arrested a man for cheating at cards."

"He was cheating. And those were expensive cards."

The carriage hit a rut. Eshwar jolted awake, his moustache wobbling dangerously. "Are we there?" he demanded, as if the scrubland outside his window was personally responsible for the delay.

"Two more hours," Omkar said.

Eshwar grunted, straightened his kurta — which had not been dishevelled — and resumed his reading.



They stopped once, at a dharamshala on the road to Cliffdun, where a woman with silver hair and skin like cracked leather served them dal and rice on banana leaves. The dal was thin, the rice overcooked, the banana leaf slightly damp from being washed too hastily. But after seven hours in a rattling carriage, Omkar ate with the gratitude of a man who had been starving for days. The dal tasted of turmeric, cumin, and the faint metallic tang of well water. The rice was warm against his tongue.

Omkar excused himself and found a quiet corner behind the dharamshala, where a peepal tree spread its roots across the dry earth like the fingers of a buried giant. He sat on a root, pulled out a small brass frame, and looked at the photograph inside.

Ketaki.

She was laughing in the photograph — head thrown back, eyes crinkled, the beads in her braided hair catching sunlight. Mrin had taken the photograph six months ago, during Diwali, when Ketaki had been trying to light a diya and the wind kept extinguishing the match and she'd finally given up and laughed at the absurdity of fighting the wind. Omkar had been standing behind Mrin, watching his wife laugh, and the love he felt in that moment had been so vast and so sudden that his knees had weakened.

He touched the glass over her face.

"I'll get us the house," he whispered. "Or something better. I promise."

The promise tasted like ash. Promises were easy. Delivery was the detective's true skill, and delivery against Mrin was a proposition that made his stomach clench.

He replaced the frame, stood, and returned to the carriage.



Cliffdun announced itself through smell before sight.

The town occupied a shelf of land between the scrublands and the cliffs that dropped into the void at the world's edge. As the carriage climbed the final hill, the wind shifted, and suddenly the air carried salt — not ocean salt, but mineral salt, the kind that crystallised on cliff faces where the moisture between surfaces condensed. Mixed with it came woodsmoke, cattle dung, crushed marigold, and the faint, sour undertone of a town that had grown faster than its sanitation could manage.

Then the smell changed. Something else — something Omkar had never encountered — crept into the air. It was sweet and rotten simultaneously, like overripe fruit left in the sun, but underneath it pulsed a wrongness that made his skin prickle. He dulled his sense of smell — a trick he'd learned from Mrin — but the wrongness remained, not in the scent itself but in what it suggested.

"Do you smell that?" he asked.

Mrin nodded slowly. "The graveyard. The Cheekh Shamshan. I've read about it. They say the dead scream there."

"That's a myth."

"Many myths are facts that haven't been verified yet."

The carriage crested the hill and Cliffdun spread below them. Terracotta and white-washed buildings clustered along narrow streets. A clock tower marked the town centre. Beyond the town, sitting on a raised plateau like a sulking emperor, Kirtane Manor dominated the landscape.

It was enormous. Grey stone walls. Towers at each corner. Windows that caught the sunset and threw it back in orange shards. A perimeter wall surrounded the estate, and at the only gate, two soldiers stood with rifles slung across their chests.

"Welcoming," Omkar muttered.

"The Kirtanes don't want visitors," Eshwar said. "They want solutions. There is a difference."

The carriage approached the gate. The soldiers inspected Eshwar's credentials — the Anandgiri seal, the Rajmukut's authorisation letter — with the slow deliberation of men who had been told to make the process as unpleasant as possible. One of them peered into the carriage and locked eyes with Omkar. The soldier's face was flat, bored, and vaguely threatening.

"Weapons?" the soldier asked.

"None," Eshwar said. Which was technically true. An Anandgiri detective's vardaan was a weapon, but nobody had figured out how to confiscate one.

The gates opened. The carriage rolled through. The smell of crushed marigold intensified — the estate's gardens were vast, and the flowers grew in disciplined rows along the driveway, their heads drooping in the evening heat like monks at prayer. Omkar inhaled and caught, beneath the marigold, the green sharpness of neem, the powdery sweetness of jasmine, and — again — that sour, wrong undertone that seemed to emanate from the earth itself.

Kirtane Manor grew larger with every metre. Up close, the grey stone was not uniform but patchy — newer blocks fitted against centuries-old walls, repairs layered over repairs. The windows on the upper floors were dark. The windows on the ground floor glowed with lamplight. The front door — enormous, carved with images of warriors and gods that Omkar didn't recognise — stood open, spilling warm light and cold air into the evening.

A woman waited in the doorway.

She was tall, upright, dressed in a white sari with gold borders. Her hair — jet black, streaked with a single line of silver — was pulled back so tightly that it stretched the skin at her temples. Her face was handsome rather than beautiful, with high cheekbones and a jawline that suggested generations of selective breeding for aristocratic stubbornness. Her eyes were dark and still, like temple tanks that held old water.

"You must be the detectives," she said. Her voice was cool, precise, and entirely without welcome.

"Mandira Kirtane," Eshwar said, stepping from the carriage. "I am Eshwar Anandgiri, Sleuth Regent. These are Detectives Mrinal and Omkar Anandgiri."

She looked at Mrin. Then at Omkar. Her gaze on Omkar lingered an extra second — on the monocle, on the scar tissue fanning from his eye. He felt the assessment like fingers pressing against a bruise.

"My son is dead," she said. "Find out who killed him. Do not disturb my family more than necessary. And do not mistake my cooperation for hospitality."

She turned and walked into the manor. Her footsteps echoed on marble floors.

Omkar looked at Mrin. Mrin looked at Omkar.

"Charming," Mrin said.

"She's terrified," Omkar said quietly. "Her heartbeat was faster than her voice suggested. And she's wearing camphor — you can smell it under the jasmine perfume. Camphor is for warding off spirits. She's afraid of something beyond the murder."

Mrin raised an eyebrow. "That's good, Omkar. That's very good."

"Don't sound so surprised."

They followed Mandira Kirtane into the manor, and the enormous door closed behind them with a sound like a coffin lid settling into place.



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 4: - Cortisol: Omkar's desperation (lost house, pregnant wife, competing against Mrin), armed soldiers at manor gate, Mandira's hostility, the wrongness in the air, the coffin-lid door - Oxytocin: Omkar's love for Ketaki (photograph scene, the puranpoli memory, "I'll get us the house"), Mrin acknowledging they're not enemies - Dopamine: Arrival at the manor — the mystery deepens (why does the earth smell wrong?), Mandira's hidden fear (camphor), Omkar's sharp observation impressing Mrin - Serotonin: They're inside the manor — investigation can begin. But the atmosphere is hostile, the competition is real, and something beyond murder haunts this place

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (carriage rocking, eye weeping/itching, lamp oil scar, dal warmth, banana leaf dampness, peepal root, cold air from door) - Smell: ≥2/page (wet fabric/mildew, turmeric/cumin/well water, mineral salt, woodsmoke/marigold, sour wrongness, neem/jasmine, camphor) - Sound: ≥2/page (heartbeat staccato, carriage rattling, moustache quivering breaths, soldiers' deliberation, footsteps on marble, door closing like coffin) - Taste: ≥1 (dal turmeric/cumin/well water, rice warm against tongue, promise tasted like ash) ## Chapter Five: Kirtane Manor

The manor's interior smelled of old stone, lamp oil, and the particular sadness of rooms that had been beautiful once and were now merely large.

Mrin catalogued everything. The Panchendriya vardaan didn't require conscious activation — it ran in the background of his mind like a river beneath ice, always flowing, always feeding information to the surface. The marble floors were cold through his boot soles. The walls displayed portraits of Kirtane ancestors — men and women with severe jawlines and eyes that followed visitors with aristocratic suspicion. The lamplight was insufficient: pools of amber drowning in oceans of shadow. And the air — the air carried layers. Sandalwood incense, burned recently. Camphor, burned perpetually. Dried flowers in vases that hadn't been changed in weeks. And beneath it all, that wrongness he'd smelled from the road — sweet and rotten, pulsing from the foundations like a heartbeat from a buried chest.

Janhavi met them at the base of the grand staircase.

She was younger than Mrin had expected — early twenties, with a pale complexion unusual for this region, dark hair pulled into a tight ponytail, and eyes that held the focused alertness of someone accustomed to cataloguing details. She wore the simple grey kurta of a household servant, but she carried herself like a soldier — spine straight, shoulders back, chin level.

"I am Janhavi," she said. Her voice was clear and controlled, with a slight rasp beneath the surface, as if she had been crying recently and was determined not to let anyone know. "I serve as head of household staff. Mandira-ji has asked me to assist your investigation."

"You were close to Keshav?" Mrin asked.

Something flickered in her eyes — a flash of pain so brief that anyone without the Panchendriya would have missed it. "I was his personal attendant. I managed his library. I ensured his meals were delivered on time."

She was lying. Not about the facts — those were true — but about the nature of the relationship. Her pulse had jumped when she said Keshav's name. Her pupils had dilated. The tendons in her neck had tightened in the way muscles tighten when the body is trying to contain an emotion the mind has decided to suppress.

She had loved him.

Mrin filed this information and said nothing.

"Take us to the body," Eshwar said.



Keshav Kirtane's room occupied the second floor's eastern wing — a vast chamber that had once been the manor's library and still functioned as one, with floor-to-ceiling shelves lining every wall, thousands of spines facing outward in disciplined rows. The smell of old paper was overwhelming — a dry, dusty sweetness that Mrin normally found comforting but which, in this context, mixed with something else. Something chemical. Something wrong.

The body sat at a reading desk near the centre of the room.

Mrin stopped three feet away.

Keshav Kirtane — twenty-four years old, according to the file — looked ninety. His skin had shrivelled against his skull like wet parchment left in the sun. His hair, which photographs showed had been thick and black, was now white and brittle, breaking off in tufts against the high-backed chair. His hands — resting on an open book — were skeletal, the skin so thin that Mrin could see the tendons and veins beneath, blue and motionless as dried rivers. His eyes were closed. His mouth was slightly open. He looked like a man who had fallen asleep reading and aged fifty years in the dream.

"Demons," Omkar whispered behind him.

Mrin sharpened his smell and leaned closer. The chemical wrongness was strongest here — it wasn't decomposition, not exactly. It smelled like old leather and burned sugar and something metallic that reminded him of the inside of a clock. Temporal displacement. The smell of stolen time.

He sharpened his sight and examined the desk. The open book was a collection of poetry — Mrin recognised the Marathi verses of Sant Tukaram. A cup of chai sat nearby, stone cold, a skin of cream floating on the surface. A pen lay uncapped, its nib dry, next to a half-written letter that began: My dearest Avani—

Avani. Not a name he recognised.

"Who is Avani?" Mrin asked Janhavi.

She shook her head. "I don't know."

The lie was better this time — steadier, more practised — but her left hand had curled into a fist at her side, the knuckles whitening.

"The room was locked from the inside," Eshwar said, examining the door's bolt. "Heavy iron. Engaged from within. The only key was found on Keshav's person."

"Windows?" Omkar asked.

"Sealed. The frames are painted shut — they haven't been opened in years." Eshwar ran his finger along the windowsill and showed them the dust. Undisturbed. No one had entered or exited through the windows.

Mrin crouched beside the body and sharpened every sense simultaneously.

Touch: he pressed two fingers to Keshav's wrist. The skin was cold — not death-cold, but old-cold, the particular chill of ancient skin that has lost the ability to retain heat. Beneath his fingertips, the bones felt brittle, hollow, like bird bones.

Smell: temporal displacement (clock metal, burned sugar), old paper, cold chai, sandalwood residue from incense burned earlier that morning, and — faint, almost imperceptible — something floral. Rose water. Not from the room. From the body itself.

Sound: silence. The room was so quiet that Mrin could hear the dust settling. But when he pressed his ear to Keshav's chest — a gesture that made Omkar shift uncomfortably — he heard nothing. No heartbeat. No breath. Nothing. And yet...

He sharpened further. Past silence. Past nothing. And there, buried beneath layers of absence, so faint it might have been imagination—

A ticking.

Impossibly soft. Mechanical. Coming not from the chest but from somewhere deeper — from the bones, from the marrow, from whatever was left of a man whose time had been stolen.

"There's a ticking," Mrin said.

"What?" Eshwar leaned forward.

"Inside the body. Faint. Mechanical. Like a clock winding down."

Omkar and Eshwar exchanged a glance.

"That's not possible," Omkar said.

"Many impossible things have happened in this room." Mrin stood and surveyed the library. Thousands of books. "I need to search these shelves."

"For what?" Eshwar asked.

"Anything that shouldn't be here."



It took Mrin three hours. Omkar had been assigned to interview the household staff. Eshwar supervised, meaning he sat in a chair and watched Mrin climb ladders with the silent disapproval of a man who believed that detective work should involve less gymnastics.

Mrin searched every shelf. The Panchendriya vardaan was exhausting at full power — his temples throbbed, his vision swam when he dulled it, and the taste of metal had settled permanently on the back of his tongue — but the search yielded results.

On the highest shelf, behind a row of encyclopedias, he found a journal.

It was leather-bound, small enough to fit in a coat pocket, with no title on the cover. The pages were covered in handwriting — Keshav's, presumably — in a cramped, urgent script. Mrin sat cross-legged on the floor, his back against the shelves, and read.

The journal — which Keshav had titled Musings at the top of the first page — was part diary, part confession, part love letter.

I have been lying to everyone for three years. To Maa. To Papa. To Janhavi, whom I love more than anyone and who deserves better than a man who keeps secrets. The truth is this: I am not who they think I am. I am not what they think I am.

Mrin turned pages. The entries were sporadic — some days apart, some months.

Avani grows stronger every day. She is curious, brilliant, fearless. She reminds me of myself before fear taught me to be cautious. I have hidden her well, but I cannot hide her forever. One day, someone will find her. And when they do, everything I have built will collapse.

Who was Avani? A child? A lover? A secret that Keshav had died to protect?

Another entry, dated three weeks before the murder:

T visited again today. He brought more books — the forbidden ones, the ones the Rajmukut burned decades ago. I told him I wanted to stop, that the risk was too great, but he insisted. "The knowledge is worth the danger," he said. He doesn't understand. The danger is not to us. It is to her. If they discover what she is — what I am — they will take her. They will take us both.

T. A single initial. Mrin memorised the handwriting, the ink colour (cheap blue, available at any bazaar stationer), and the pressure patterns (heavy at the start of entries, lighter toward the end — a man who began writing with urgency and ended in exhaustion).

The final entry was dated the day before the murder:

Tomorrow, I will tell Janhavi everything. She deserves the truth. And then we will leave. All three of us. Avani, Janhavi, and me. We will leave this prison disguised as a home and never return. The truth is a cure that hurts worse than the disease — but it is the only medicine that works.

Mrin read the line twice.

The truth is a cure that hurts worse than the disease — but it is the only medicine that works.

His own words. From his own case journal. Written by a dead man in a locked room.

The coincidence — no. There were no coincidences. The echo — the exact echo — of his own philosophy in a stranger's diary was not coincidence. It was connection. Keshav Kirtane had read his words somewhere, or heard them, or arrived at the same conclusion independently, which was the kind of cosmic alignment that made detectives either believe in fate or distrust everything.

Mrin closed the journal and pressed it against his chest. The leather was warm. The pages smelled of cheap ink and expensive secrets.

"Janhavi," he said aloud, to the empty room and the dead man and the ten thousand silent books. "You were going to leave with him. And someone made sure you couldn't."



Ruhan Kirtane's kitchen was the only warm room in the manor.

Mrin found it by following his nose — a trail of roasting garlic, simmering ghee, and fresh roti that cut through the manor's gloom like a torch through fog. The kitchen occupied the ground floor's western wing, and its heat hit Mrin's face like a wall when he pushed open the swinging door.

"You must be the detective," said the young man standing over a massive iron tawa. He was Mrin's age — mid-twenties, with a round face, bright eyes, and flour dusted across his forearms like pale freckles. His kurta sleeves were rolled to the elbows. A cloth was thrown over one shoulder. He flipped a roti with bare fingers — a move that made Mrin wince — and caught it on the tawa's edge.

"Ruhan Kirtane?" Mrin asked.

"R," the young man corrected. "Everyone calls me R. Ruhan sounds like something a judge would say before sentencing you." He slid the roti onto a steel plate already stacked with eight others. "Are you hungry? You look hungry. Everyone who walks into my kitchen looks hungry, but you look specifically hungry. Like a man whose last meal was an insult."

"I ate dal on the road."

"Road dal." R made a face of theatrical disgust. "Road dal is to actual food what a matchstick is to a bonfire. Sit. Eat. I'll make you something that will remind you what flavour is."

Mrin sat on a wooden stool near the counter. The kitchen's warmth seeped into his bones — he hadn't realised how cold the manor had made him until the heat thawed the tension in his shoulders. The smell was magnificent: cumin seeds crackling in hot oil, onions caramelising to a deep amber, green chillies split and sizzling, the sharp tang of fresh coriander being chopped with rapid, expert strokes. Copper pots bubbled on three different burners. A stone mortar held crushed garlic and ginger, the paste glistening.

R moved through his kitchen the way Mrin moved through a crime scene — with total command, absolute awareness, every gesture purposeful. He tasted a sauce by dipping the tip of a wooden spoon and touching it to his lower lip. He adjusted flame heights without looking. He reached for ingredients by memory, his hand finding the correct jar before his eyes confirmed it.

"You're good," Mrin said.

"I'm exceptional," R corrected without arrogance. "I've been offered a place at Jandrigold — the culinary academy across the sea. Only three spots per year."

"Are you going?"

R's hands paused. The sizzling filled the silence. "I was. Before Keshav died." He resumed chopping. The knife struck the board in a rhythm that was slightly too fast. "My brother was... He was the only one who understood why I wanted to leave. Everyone else thinks cooking is beneath a Kirtane. My mother especially."

"Mandira?"

"Don't call her that to her face. She'll have you escorted out by soldiers." R scraped chopped coriander into a pot. "She controls everything here. Who enters. Who leaves. What we eat, wear, say. Keshav was the only one brave enough to push back. And now he's—"

His voice cracked. The knife stilled. For three seconds, the kitchen held its breath — only the bubbling pots and the crackling cumin filled the space. Then R inhaled sharply through his nose, blinked twice, and resumed.

"He was a good brother," R said quietly. "Whatever you find out, Detective, please remember that."

Mrin accepted the plate R pushed toward him: a sabzi of potato and cauliflower glistening with tempered spices, two rotis so perfectly round they looked machine-made, a small bowl of bright orange pickle, and a glass of buttermilk flecked with roasted cumin and fresh mint.

He took one bite and understood why Jandrigold had offered R a place.

The flavours were layered — heat first (green chilli, raw and bright), then depth (cumin, slow-roasted), then warmth (turmeric, earthy and golden), then a finish of sweetness that he couldn't identify. Each bite evolved on his tongue. The roti was soft and buttery, the edges crisp. The pickle was sharp enough to make his eyes water.

"What's the sweet note?" Mrin asked, genuinely curious.

R smiled for the first time. It transformed his face from grieving brother to the young man who loved his craft. "Jaggery. Just a pinch. In the tempering. It rounds off the spice."

"It's extraordinary."

"I know." The smile faded. "Keshav used to say the same thing."



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 5: - Cortisol: The body (aged decades, horrifying), locked room mystery deepening, ticking inside the corpse, forbidden books, Keshav's terrified journal entries, "someone made sure you couldn't leave" - Oxytocin: Janhavi's hidden love for Keshav, R's grief for his brother ("he was a good brother"), R's food as love language, Mrin enjoying the meal - Dopamine: The journal — who is Avani? Who is T? What was Keshav hiding? The exact echo of Mrin's philosophy in Keshav's diary (Zeigarnik loop expanded). Rose water on the body. Ticking inside the corpse. - Serotonin: First real clues found (journal, forbidden books reference, Avani, T), but every answer spawns three new questions. R provides warmth in a cold manor.

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (cold marble through boots, pressed fingers to wrist, old-cold skin, brittle bones, warm leather journal, kitchen heat against face, heat thawing shoulders) - Smell: ≥2/page (old stone/lamp oil, sandalwood/camphor, old paper, clock metal/burned sugar, rose water, garlic/ghee/roti, cumin/onions/chillies/coriander) - Sound: ≥2/page (dust settling, faint ticking in body, cumin crackling, knife striking board, pots bubbling, R's voice cracking) - Taste: ≥1 (cold chai, metal on tongue from vardaan overuse, road dal, R's sabzi — chilli/cumin/turmeric/jaggery, sharp pickle, buttermilk) ## Chapter Six: The Impossible Death

Morning came to Kirtane Manor like an uninvited guest — reluctantly, dimly, filtering through windows so grimy that the sunlight arrived exhausted.

Mrin had not slept. The guest room assigned to him was cavernous, cold, and smelled of mothballs and disuse. The bed's mattress had the structural integrity of a deflated balloon. The pillow smelled of someone else's hair oil. And every time he closed his eyes, the image of Keshav's shrivelled face rose behind his eyelids like a photograph developing in reverse — the young man's features collapsing inward, youth draining from his skin like water from a cracked vessel.

He dressed by lamplight. The bullet wound in his shoulder protested the movement — a sharp, wet pull that tasted of iron at the back of his throat. He ignored it. Pain was information. Information was useful. Everything else was complaint.

Eshwar was already in the Dining Hall when Mrin descended. His uncle sat at one end of a table designed for forty, a cup of chai steaming before him, the morning's notes arranged in a formation so precise they could have been used to teach geometry. Omkar sat opposite, his monocle polished to a blinding gleam, his expression suggesting he had slept even less than Mrin.

"The physician's full report arrived this morning," Eshwar said without greeting. He slid a document across the table. The paper was thick, the handwriting cramped and clinical. "Read."

Mrin read.

The report confirmed what they already knew — Keshav's body exhibited the cellular characteristics of a man in his late eighties. But it added details that made Mrin's stomach tighten.

The subject's bones show advanced osteoporosis consistent with extreme age. Muscle tissue has atrophied to approximately fifteen percent of expected mass for a male of twenty-four years. The heart is enlarged, the valves calcified. Most significantly, the subject's hair — which per family testimony was black and thick — is now white and exhibits a crystalline structure at the molecular level that is inconsistent with natural aging. This crystalline pattern has been documented in only seven prior cases in medical literature, all attributed to the effects of the Kaalchor vardaan.

"Seven prior cases," Mrin murmured. "All Kaalchor."

"The last recorded case was eighty-three years ago," Omkar said. "A woman in Pune. She was the last known Kaalchor. When she died, the bloodline was declared extinct."

"Declared," Mrin repeated. "Not proven."

"What's the difference?"

"A declaration is a decision. Proof is a fact. The Rajmukut decided the Kaalchor bloodline was extinct because it was convenient to believe so. That doesn't make it true."

Eshwar's moustache twitched — his version of agreement. "The question is not whether a Kaalchor killed Keshav. The physician's report confirms it. The question is: who is this Kaalchor, and how did they enter a locked room?"



Mrin spent the morning re-examining Keshav's room.

He moved slowly, systematically, sharpening one sense at a time to avoid the migraine that came from running all five at maximum. First: sight. He examined every surface — the desk, the bookshelves, the floor, the walls, the ceiling. The dust patterns told stories. Someone — Keshav — had regularly accessed the top shelves using a wooden ladder that leaned against the eastern wall. The rungs were worn smooth from repeated use, and the wood smelled of palm sweat and old varnish.

The portrait of the Kirtane patriarch — a bearded man with sly eyes, rendered in dark oils — hung above the reading desk. Mrin studied the frame. The edges were dusty, but the bottom edge was cleaner than the top, suggesting it had been swung outward recently.

He climbed onto the reading chair, grasped the portrait's frame, and pulled.

The painting swung outward on hidden hinges, revealing a dark opening in the wall.

"Omkar," Mrin called.

Omkar appeared in the doorway, monocle gleaming. "What did you—" He stopped when he saw the opening. "Ah."

Mrin crouched and stepped through. The passage beyond was narrow — wide enough for two people standing shoulder to shoulder, but barely. The walls were lined with shelves, and the shelves were lined with books. But these were not the neatly catalogued volumes of Keshav's library. These were old — spines cracked, pages yellow, covers warped with moisture. Cobwebs curtained the corners. The air smelled of dust, mildew, and something else — something acrid that Mrin recognised from his training.

Sulfur. Burnt offerings. The chemical signature of demonic texts.

He pulled a book from the nearest shelf.

The Pale Ones Will Rise by Tunjust I. N. Wilkinsworn.

He dropped it as if it had bitten him.

Another: Where They Are Buried by Ellivy Acadyr.

Another: The Art of Blessed Murder.

Sacred Bones literature. Forbidden texts — every copy ordered burned by the Rajmukut decades ago after the Sacred Bones cult — the Asthi Mandir — had published guides on summoning demons from Patala. The organisation had gone underground. Its members were never identified. And here, hidden behind a dead man's portrait, lay what appeared to be a complete collection.

"These shouldn't exist," Omkar said from behind him, his voice flat with the careful control of a man trying not to be afraid.

"They do," Mrin said. "And Keshav was hiding them."

He moved deeper into the passage. The shelves gave way to wooden crates — some open, books stacked within, as if someone had been packing them. A few empty spaces on the shelves confirmed it: Keshav had been removing the books. Preparing to move them. Or sell them.

The passage ended at a wall. Or what appeared to be a wall. Mrin pressed his palm against the stone and felt — faintly, barely — a vibration. Air movement. There was something on the other side.

He sharpened his hearing and pressed his ear to the stone.

Breathing.

Soft, shallow, rhythmic. The breathing of someone asleep. Or someone very small.

His heart accelerated. The passage was cold — his breath crystallised in tiny clouds — but his palms were sweating, dampening the stone beneath them. He knocked. Three soft raps.

The breathing stopped.

Silence.

Then, from behind the wall, a voice — high, thin, young: "Keshav?"

A child.



"We can't open it from this side," Omkar said, running his fingers along the stone. "There's no mechanism. No handle. It's sealed."

"Then it opens from the other side," Mrin said. "Which means whoever is behind there can leave when they choose to."

"A child, Mrin. That was a child's voice."

"I heard."

They retreated through the passage and back into Keshav's room. The portrait swung shut with a soft click. Mrin stood in the lamplight, his mind racing.

A dead man in a locked room, aged to dust by a Kaalchor. A hidden passage filled with forbidden demonic texts. A child's voice behind a sealed wall. And Keshav's journal: Avani grows stronger every day. I have hidden her well.

Avani was the child. Hidden in the walls of the manor. And Keshav had been protecting her.

"If Avani is a Kaalchor," Mrin said slowly, "and Keshav was hiding her—"

"Then Keshav's death might not have been murder," Omkar finished. "It might have been an accident."

The word landed between them with the weight of a temple bell.

An accident. A child — a Kaalchor child — who couldn't control her vardaan. Who had stolen decades from the man who had been protecting her without meaning to. Without understanding what she was doing.

Mrin pressed his palms to his eyes. The darkness behind his lids offered no comfort. "If that's true, then whoever hid Avani — whoever helped Keshav — is the person we need to find. Because that person knows the truth."

"And the truth," Omkar said quietly, "is the most dangerous thing in this manor."



The interviews began after lunch.

Eshwar conducted them in the Drawing Room — a space designed for polite conversation that now served as an interrogation chamber. The chairs were upholstered in faded green velvet. The windows looked onto a courtyard where a dried fountain collected leaves. The air smelled of old upholstery and nervous sweat.

Dhananjay Kirtane — Keshav's father, the patriarch — entered first. He was a large man, heavy in the shoulders and belly, with a face that had been handsome once and was now merely imposing. His eyes were red-rimmed. His suit was expensive but wrinkled, as if he had slept in it. He carried a glass of amber liquid that smelled of whisky and regret.

"Dhananjay-ji," Eshwar began. "Please accept our condolences."

"Your condolences won't bring my son back." Dhananjay lowered himself into a chair that groaned under his weight. "Ask your questions."

Eshwar asked. Dhananjay answered. His movements were controlled, his voice steady, but Mrin — sitting in the corner, sharpening his senses, invisible in his silence — noticed the details.

Dhananjay's alibi for the morning of Keshav's death was thin. He claimed to have been in the estate's office, reviewing accounts, but no servant had seen him there until after ten. The gap between nine and ten — the window during which Keshav had died — was unaccounted for.

His hands shook when he mentioned Mandira. Not with grief. With something else. The way hands shake when they're gripping something they don't want to hold.

And his eyes — they wandered. Throughout the interview, Dhananjay's gaze drifted to the Drawing Room's walls, where paintings hung in gilded frames. Landscapes, mostly. A seascape. A portrait of Mandira as a young woman, her beauty sharp as a blade. But it was the empty space — a rectangular discolouration on the wall where a painting had clearly hung and been recently removed — that Dhananjay's eyes returned to, again and again, with the anxious repetition of a man checking whether a locked door was still locked.

Someone had stolen a painting.

Mrin filed this too.



Falgun Kirtane entered next, hand in hand with Satyam Naikwade — Pitambar's grandson, the man who was supposed to marry her before death had interrupted the wedding.

Falgun was beautiful in the way that lightning is beautiful — sudden, sharp, potentially dangerous. Dark hair cascading over one shoulder. Eyes so black they reflected the lamplight like mirrors. A jawline inherited from Mandira, softened by youth. She wore a red churidar that clung to her frame, and when she sat, she sat like a woman who expected the furniture to be grateful.

Satyam was her opposite — quiet where she was loud, soft where she was sharp. He had gentle eyes, a nervous smile, and the slightly bewildered expression of a man who couldn't believe his luck and was waiting for someone to correct the mistake. His hand never left Falgun's. His thumb traced small circles on her knuckles — a gesture so intimate and unconscious that Mrin looked away.

"I loved my brother," Falgun said, and the tears that came were real — hot, sudden, carving dark lines through her kohl. "Whatever you think of this family, whatever rumours you've heard, Keshav was good. He was the best of us."

"When did you last see him alive?" Eshwar asked.

"The morning of the wedding rehearsal. He was in the library — he was always in the library — and I stopped by to ask if he'd join us for breakfast. He said he had something to finish first."

"Did he seem frightened? Anxious?"

"Keshav was always anxious," Falgun said. "He carried the weight of this family on his shoulders because no one else would. Our mother controlled everything. Our father drank. R cooked. I..." She glanced at Satyam. "I planned my escape."

"And Keshav's escape?" Mrin asked from his corner.

Falgun turned to him. Her dark eyes widened slightly — she had forgotten he was there. "What do you mean?"

"In his journal, Keshav wrote about leaving the manor. Taking someone named Avani with him. And Janhavi."

The room temperature dropped. Falgun's hand tightened on Satyam's. Her pulse — which Mrin could hear from across the room — accelerated from sixty-two to ninety-one beats per minute in three seconds.

"I don't know who Avani is," Falgun said.

The lie was so transparent that even Eshwar, who was not a Panchendriya, raised an eyebrow.

"Falgun," Mrin said gently. "I'm not here to judge your family's secrets. I'm here to find out who killed your brother. Every lie you tell makes that harder. Every truth makes it easier."

Falgun stared at him. Tears still wet on her cheeks. Satyam's thumb had stopped its circles on her knuckles. The room held its breath.

"Ask Janhavi," Falgun whispered. "She knows more than any of us."



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 6: - Cortisol: Medical report horror (crystalline hair, calcified heart), forbidden Sacred Bones texts, child's voice behind sealed wall, stolen painting, Falgun's terror when Avani is mentioned - Oxytocin: Keshav's journal ("I love Janhavi more than anyone"), R's grief carried into this chapter, Falgun's real tears, Satyam's thumb-circles - Dopamine: The portrait-passage discovery, the child's voice ("Keshav?"), the accident theory (variable reward — was it murder or accident?), the stolen painting, Falgun's redirect to Janhavi - Serotonin: Clues accumulating (Avani = hidden Kaalchor child, Keshav protecting her, Sacred Bones connection), but the full truth is still buried

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (mattress deflating, bullet wound pull, palm against cold stone, vibration through stone, sweating palms, chair groaning, hand-holding, thumb circles) - Smell: ≥2/page (mothballs/disuse, hair oil, dust/mildew/sulfur, old upholstery/nervous sweat, whisky and regret) - Sound: ≥2/page (dust settling, child's breathing, child's voice, temple-bell silence, heartbeat acceleration, Falgun's pulse from 62 to 91) - Taste: ≥1 (iron at back of throat from pain, chemical signature) ## Chapter Seven: Secrets and Alibis

Every person in Kirtane Manor was hiding something. Mrin could feel it the way a sailor feels a storm before the clouds arrive — a pressure in the air, a tightening, a collective holding of breath that made the manor's corridors feel like the inside of a clenched fist.

The interviews continued through the afternoon. Eshwar asked questions with the methodical precision of a surgeon opening a body. Omkar took notes in a leather journal, his monocle flashing green with each head-turn. And Mrin sat in his corner, sharpening his senses, reading the lies that people told with their hands and hearts and the involuntary dilation of their pupils.

Shellure Naikwade — Satyam's mother, Pitambar's daughter-in-law — was a nervous woman who smelled of sandalwood soap and kept adjusting the pallu of her sari as if the fabric were personally misbehaving. Her alibi was solid: she had been in the Great Hall from eight in the morning until the news of Keshav's death reached them. Three servants confirmed it. But her hands trembled when Eshwar mentioned Pitambar's name, and the trembling intensified when Mandira's name followed.

"My father-in-law does not approve of the marriage," Shellure said. "He believes the Naikwade bloodline will end when Satyam marries into the Kirtane family."

"And you?" Eshwar asked. "Do you approve?"

Shellure's eyes flickered to the door, as if checking whether Pitambar was listening through the wood. "I want my son to be happy. If Falgun makes him happy, then yes."

Her heartbeat suggested a more complicated answer, but Mrin let it pass. Shellure wasn't a suspect. She was a woman trapped between two families who despised each other, trying to keep her son safe in the crossfire.

Beldan Naikwade — Satyam's father, Pitambar's son — was a thick-bodied man with a farmer's hands and a farmer's silence. He answered questions in monosyllables. Yes. No. Don't know. His alibi matched Shellure's. His only extended answer came when Eshwar asked about his relationship with the Kirtane family.

"We grow roses," Beldan said. "They own an empire. We have nothing they want."

"Except a grandson," Mrin said from his corner.

Beldan's jaw tightened. He said nothing more.



The afternoon's most revealing interview belonged to Janhavi.

She entered the Drawing Room with the controlled composure of a woman who had prepared for this conversation the way soldiers prepare for battle — every weakness armoured, every emotion fortified, every vulnerable angle covered. She sat with her back straight, her hands folded in her lap, her ponytail a dark rope against the grey of her kurta.

"Janhavi," Eshwar began. "No surname on the household register."

"I was adopted," she said. "The Kirtane family took me in as a child. I don't remember my parents or my surname."

"You don't remember your childhood?"

"Fragments. Images. Nothing coherent." Her voice was steady, but Mrin heard the strain beneath it — the vibration of a string pulled too tight. "The doctors called it selective amnesia. Mandira-ji arranged for my care. I've lived here since I was five."

Mrin leaned forward. "You don't know your vardaan?"

The question landed like a stone in a pond. Janhavi's composure cracked — just barely, just for a heartbeat — and in that crack, Mrin saw fear. Not the fear of being caught in a lie. The fear of someone who genuinely didn't know the answer to a question that defined their identity.

"No," she said. "I've never manifested one. The doctors believe it may have been suppressed by the trauma of whatever I experienced as a child."

Or erased, Mrin thought. By someone with the ability to wipe memories. A Smritinashak. Like Hamlend, the stable boy from the Dorai case.

"Tell us about your relationship with Keshav," Eshwar said.

The crack in Janhavi's composure widened. Her folded hands tightened until the knuckles whitened. Her heartbeat — which had been a steady sixty-eight — jumped to eighty-four. The tendons in her throat strained against the skin.

"He was my employer," she said. "I managed his library. I ensured—"

"Janhavi," Mrin interrupted gently. "I found his journal."

Silence.

The Drawing Room's velvet chairs absorbed sound like sponges. The dried fountain outside collected another leaf. Somewhere in the manor, a clock ticked — the same ticking Mrin had heard in Keshav's chest, or perhaps its source.

"He wrote about you," Mrin continued. "About loving you. About planning to leave the manor with you and someone named Avani."

Janhavi's eyes filled. She didn't blink. The tears balanced on her lower lids, trembling, refusing to fall. Her breathing had become shallow — quick, tight inhalations through her nose, each one carrying the scent of the camphor she had rubbed on her wrists to keep herself grounded.

"Was Keshav your lover?" Eshwar asked, his voice dropping the clinical edge and arriving at something approaching gentleness.

A tear fell. It carved a path down Janhavi's left cheek and dropped from her jaw onto her folded hands. She watched it land. Then she nodded.

"How long?" Eshwar asked.

"Three years." Her voice was a whisper now, stripped of its careful composure. "Since I was nineteen. We kept it secret because Mandira-ji would never have approved. A servant and her son. It would have been a scandal."

"And Avani?"

Janhavi closed her eyes. More tears fell. "I can't."

"Can't or won't?" Eshwar pressed.

"Can't. I—" She pressed her palms to her eyes. Her shoulders shook. The composure she had built — the armour, the fortification — collapsed, and Janhavi wept with the ragged, breathless desperation of a woman who had been holding grief behind a dam for too long.

Mrin looked at Eshwar. His uncle's face was stone, but his eyes — behind the wire-rimmed spectacles — held a flicker of something that might have been compassion. He nodded at Mrin.

"We can continue later," Mrin said softly. "Janhavi. Whenever you're ready."

She lowered her hands. Her face was wet, her eyes swollen, her ponytail slightly loosened from the shaking. She looked at Mrin with the hollow gratitude of someone who expected cruelty and received mercy.

"He was going to tell me everything tomorrow," she said. "The day after he died. He said he had a secret — something that would change our lives — and he wanted to share it with me before we left." She swallowed. "Whatever Avani is, whatever he was hiding, he died before he could explain it to me."

Mrin believed her. Every micro-expression, every involuntary physiological response confirmed it. Janhavi didn't know about Avani. Keshav had kept the child — and the truth — from the woman he loved.

Which meant Keshav had been protecting Janhavi from the knowledge, not sharing it with her. Why? What was so dangerous about Avani that even the person Keshav trusted most couldn't be told?



That evening, Mrin wrote a letter.

He sat on the cold bed in his guest room, the lamp flickering, the mothball smell now mixed with ink and his own sweat. The pen scratched across the paper in a rhythm that Laksh would have approved of — human, not hieroglyphic.

Dear Shamira,

I am at Kirtane Manor in Cliffdun. A man has been killed — aged to death by a Kaalchor — and the Rajmukut has offered a Favour to whoever solves the case. The Favour would pay for my passage to Navbhoomi.

The manor is cold and dark and full of people who are lying to me, which is, I realise, a description that could apply to most of my professional engagements. But there is something different here. A wrongness. It lives in the walls. I can smell it but I cannot name it.

I miss you. I miss the chai you make and the sound of your laughter and the way you talk to the neem trees when you think nobody is listening. I miss the six feet between us more than I miss the things we could do if those six feet didn't exist.

I will solve this case. I will win the Favour. I will find the cure. These are not hopes. They are plans.

Yours,*
*Mrin

He folded the letter, sealed it with candle wax, and whistled for Amara. The boreal owl appeared on the windowsill with a soft pop — her teleportation vardaan, a gift from whatever strange bloodline had produced her species. She was small, grey, with enormous yellow eyes that regarded Mrin with the perpetual disapproval of a grandmother who had expected better.

"Take this to Shamira," he said, tying the letter to her leg. "And stop looking at me like that."

Amara nipped his finger — not hard enough to draw blood, but hard enough to communicate her professional displeasure — and vanished with another pop, leaving behind a faint smell of smoke and singed feathers.

Mrin sucked his bitten finger and stared at the empty windowsill.

Somewhere below, in the manor's depths, a clock ticked.

And somewhere behind the walls, a child he couldn't reach breathed in the dark.



At midnight, Mrin couldn't sleep. The manor pressed against him like a living thing — walls that breathed, floors that creaked, shadows that moved when he wasn't looking directly at them. The wrongness he'd smelled since arriving had intensified after dark, as if the night gave it permission to expand.

He dressed and slipped into the corridor.

The hallway was a tunnel of darkness, broken by pools of lamplight at irregular intervals. The marble floor was cold through his socks — he'd left his boots to avoid the noise — and the chill crept up his ankles and settled in his knees with the patience of a predator. The air smelled of stone and dust and, faintly, roses. Who had roses this deep in the manor at midnight?

He sharpened his hearing.

The manor's nighttime symphony unfolded: the ticking of a clock somewhere — always the ticking — the scuttling of mice in the walls, the distant hum of the kitchen's dying fire, the breathing of sleeping bodies behind closed doors. Eshwar's snoring, distinctive and authoritative even in sleep. Omkar's restless turning, the bed springs protesting. Janhavi's soft, tear-roughened breathing three doors down.

And something else.

Below his feet. Beneath the marble and the stone and the centuries of accumulated weight. A sound so low it was almost vibration rather than noise — a bass thrum, rhythmic, organic, like the pulse of a heart so enormous that only the manor's foundations could contain it.

The Cheekh Shamshan. The screaming graveyard. The demonic artifact that Mrin had read about in the Rajmukut's briefing files.

Somewhere beneath Kirtane Manor, something ancient and terrible was breathing.

Mrin stood in the dark corridor, barefoot, cold, his bullet wound aching, his ears full of a sound that shouldn't exist, and he understood — with the clarity that comes at midnight when the mind is too tired to lie to itself — that this case was bigger than a murder. Bigger than a Favour. Bigger than twelve thousand mukuts and a voyage to Navbhoomi.

Something in this manor was wrong in a way that went beyond crime and into territory that Mrin's training had not prepared him for.

He returned to his room, locked the door, and lay on the terrible bed, staring at the ceiling until the first grey light of dawn crept through the grimy window.

He did not sleep.



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 7: - Cortisol: Every person lying, Janhavi's breakdown, the child behind walls, the thrum beneath the manor (something ancient and terrible), midnight dread, Mrin unable to sleep - Oxytocin: Janhavi's genuine love for Keshav revealed (three years, secret), Mrin's letter to Shamira ("I miss the six feet between us more than I miss the things we could do if those six feet didn't exist"), Amara's finger-nip - Dopamine: Janhavi doesn't know about Avani (variable reward — why was Keshav protecting her from the truth?), the bass thrum beneath the manor (new mystery layer), the stolen painting (Dhananjay's eyes wandering), the Smritinashak theory about Janhavi's amnesia - Serotonin: Mrin's letter provides emotional anchor, but the case has expanded beyond murder into something vast and frightening. No resolution — only deeper questions.

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (cold bed, hands tightening/whitening, tear landing on hands, cold marble through socks, chill creeping up ankles, pen scratching, finger nipped) - Smell: ≥2/page (sandalwood soap, camphor on wrists, ink and sweat, mothballs, stone and dust and roses, smoke and singed feathers) - Sound: ≥2/page (heartbeat jumps (68→84), clock ticking, child breathing, mice scuttling, kitchen fire humming, Eshwar's snoring, bass thrum beneath foundations) - Taste: ≥1 (silence tasting of stone, bitter truth) ## Chapter Eight: Cheekh Shamshan

The graveyard screamed at three in the morning.

Mrin heard it from his bed — a sound that started as a whisper and built to a wail so piercing that it punched through the manor's stone walls like a fist through wet paper. He had been staring at the ceiling, counting the cracks in the plaster, when the noise arrived. Not gradually. Not with warning. One moment: silence. The next: the screaming of a hundred voices, layered, overlapping, rising and falling in waves that made his teeth ache and his stomach clench.

He dulled his hearing immediately. The scream receded to a distant moan — still audible, still wrong, but no longer a physical assault. He swung his legs off the bed. The stone floor bit his feet with a cold that reached into his bones. His shoulder throbbed — the wound always woke when the rest of him did, like a pet that demanded attention at the worst possible moment.

He dressed. Boots this time. Coat. The bronze badge in his pocket, though he doubted the dead would be impressed by credentials.

The corridor was darker than before. The lamps had burned low, their flames reduced to blue-orange nubs that threw more shadow than light. The air smelled of extinguished wax and cold stone and — beneath those domestic scents — that sweetness. That wrongness. Stronger now. Pulsing through the floor in waves that matched the rhythm of the screaming.

He descended the grand staircase. His hand trailed the banister — carved wood, smooth from centuries of palms sliding over it, warm where the lamplight touched it and cold everywhere else. The screaming grew louder as he reached the ground floor, not because he was closer to its source but because the manor's foundations acted as a conduit, carrying the sound upward through the stone the way a temple carries the vibration of its bells.

The front door was locked. Two soldiers stood guard outside — he could hear their breathing, fast and shallow, the breathing of men who would rather be anywhere else. He found a side exit — a servant's door in the kitchen, unguarded, unlocked. The kitchen was dark and cold, the stoves dead, the air heavy with the ghost of R's cooking: garlic, cumin, the caramelised sweetness of jaggery.

Outside, the night was vast.

The moon — a waning gibbous, one edge bitten away — hung above the manor like a silver coin someone had tried to scratch. Moonlight painted the grounds in grey and white: the gardens, the perimeter wall, the distant fields beyond. And to the south, behind a low stone wall that marked the edge of the estate's property, the Cheekh Shamshan spread like a dark stain on the land.

Mrin walked toward it.

The grass was wet with dew. Each step squeezed moisture from the blades, soaking through his boots. The cold crept higher — ankles, calves, knees — and the screaming grew louder with each metre, resolving from a general wail into individual voices. Men. Women. Children. Screaming not in pain but in... warning? Anguish? The distinction blurred. The sound was primordial — older than language, older than music, a raw expulsion of human distress that had been compressed into the earth and was now leaking out like water from a cracked dam.

The graveyard wall was waist-high. The stones were rough under his palms, cold and slightly damp, covered in a lichen that glowed faintly in the moonlight. Beyond the wall: headstones. Dozens of them, arranged in uneven rows, some upright, some tilted, some fallen. The inscriptions were unreadable in the dark. Dry leaves had accumulated around the bases, and the grass between the graves was long and unkempt.

Mrin sharpened his smell.

The sweetness hit him like a wall. It was emanating from the ground itself — not from the graves, not from any single point, but from the earth beneath the graveyard, as if something buried deep was exhaling through the soil. Mixed with the sweetness: iron. Sulfur. Ozone. The chemical signature of demonic energy, according to every text Mrin had read on the subject. And he had read a great many texts on the subject, because when your mother was murdered by someone who claimed to be possessed by a demon, you developed a professional interest in the topic.

He climbed the wall and dropped into the graveyard.

The screaming intensified. Not in volume — in proximity. The voices seemed to surround him, pressing against his skin like hands, cold and insistent. His heartbeat accelerated. Sweat broke across his forehead despite the chill. The taste of copper flooded his mouth — the taste of fear, of adrenaline, of a body preparing for danger it couldn't see.

He walked between the headstones. The grass was taller here — knee-high, wet, grabbing at his trousers with vegetable fingers. The moonlight caught the inscriptions on the stones he passed. Names. Dates. Blessings — the vardaan of each deceased person carved beneath their name like a subtitle.

Devdatta Kirtane. Vajrakaya. 1743-1801.*
*Sunanda Kirtane. Vajrakaya. 1751-1812.*
*Cornasul Kirtane. Vajrakaya. 1802-1849.

Kirtane graves. Generations of them. The family had been burying their dead here for centuries.

Mrin stopped at the graveyard's centre. Here, the screaming was loudest — a wall of sound that pressed against his dulled hearing like water against a dam. The ground beneath his feet felt different: softer, warmer, as if whatever lay below was generating heat. He crouched and pressed his palm to the earth.

Warmth. Not the warmth of decomposition or geothermal activity. A living warmth. A pulse.

Something was buried here. Something alive. Something that had been here for a very long time.

He thought of Eshwar's briefing file: Local reports describe nightly vocalizations emanating from the Kirtane family graveyard. Investigation by the Rajmukut's Office of Unexplained Phenomena concluded the sounds were "atmospheric in origin." No further action was taken.

Atmospheric. As if the atmosphere screamed in human voices and pulsed with heat and smelled of sulfur.

Mrin stood. The voices clawed at him — not physically, but mentally. They were inside his head now, whispering in languages he didn't understand, pulling at his attention, his focus, his sense of self. He felt his vardaan flicker — the Panchendriya senses dimming and brightening like a lamp in a draft.

He left.

He walked back through the graves, climbed the wall, crossed the wet grass, and didn't stop until he was inside the manor with the kitchen door locked behind him. He stood in the dark kitchen, breathing hard, his hands on his knees, the taste of copper still coating his tongue.

The screaming faded as the night waned. By four in the morning, it was gone.

Mrin sat on R's kitchen stool and pressed his face into his hands.

He was a detective. He solved murders. He didn't deal with buried things that screamed in the dark and pulsed with demonic energy. That was Eshwar's domain — the elder Anandgiris, the ones who dealt with artifacts and ancient threats.

But the screaming graveyard was connected to the murder. He could feel it. The wrongness in the manor — the sweetness in the air, the thrum in the foundations, the ticking in Keshav's dead chest — it all led back to whatever was buried beneath those graves.

He needed to solve the murder. He needed the Favour. He needed to get to Navbhoomi. And to do all of that, he needed to understand what was buried beneath Kirtane Manor.

The kitchen was cold and dark. The stoves were dead. The smell of yesterday's cooking lingered like a memory.

Mrin closed his eyes and thought of Shamira's chai. Of the warmth of the cup in his hands. Of the steam rising into the neem-scented air. Of the six feet between them that he would cross one day — the six feet he would erase with a cure, a kiss, a life together.

He opened his eyes.

Solve the case. Win the Favour. Save Shamira.

Everything else was noise.



Dawn arrived grey and heavy, the clouds pressing down on Cliffdun like a lid on a pot. Mrin found Omkar in the Drawing Room, poring over a map of the manor that Janhavi had provided. The map was hand-drawn, meticulous, covering three floors and multiple wings in ink so fine it looked like spider silk.

"You went to the graveyard," Omkar said without looking up.

"How—"

"Your boots are muddy. The grass stains go above the ankles. And you smell like sulfur and fear." Omkar raised his monocle and peered at Mrin. "I can't sharpen my senses like you, but I'm not blind."

"Fair enough." Mrin sat across from him. "There's something buried beneath the graveyard. Something alive. It's connected to the murder."

"How?"

"The ticking in Keshav's body. The wrongness in the air. The Sacred Bones books in the hidden passage. The Kaalchor vardaan — supposedly extinct — used to kill him. All of it connects. I just can't see the pattern yet."

Omkar pointed to the map. "While you were communing with the dead, I was studying the manor's architecture. Look at this."

He traced a finger along the second floor. "Keshav's room. The hidden passage behind the portrait. It runs east, parallel to the outer wall. But the passage is shorter than the wall. There's a gap — roughly three metres — between the passage's end and the next structural wall."

"A hidden room," Mrin said.

"Possibly. The child you heard — Avani — she's somewhere in that gap. The passage ends at a sealed wall. If we can find access from the other side..."

"Cornasul's room," Mrin said suddenly. The name from the graveyard headstone. "One of the ancestral Kirtane bedrooms. Janhavi mentioned that nobody uses that wing anymore. Said it was too old, too damaged."

"Or too convenient a hiding place."

They looked at each other across the map. Two detectives — competitors for the same Favour — momentarily aligned by the architecture of a dead man's secrets.

"If we find the child," Omkar said carefully, "and the child is a Kaalchor — if this was an accident, not a murder—"

"Then the Favour goes to whoever presents the solution first." Mrin finished the thought. "And we're back to competing."

"We never stopped."

"No," Mrin agreed. "We didn't."

The silence between them was thick with the things they weren't saying — the house Omkar needed, the cure Mrin needed, the family they shared and the prize they couldn't split.

"Let's find the room," Mrin said.

Omkar folded the map. "After you."



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 8: - Cortisol: The graveyard screaming (visceral, terrifying), voices inside Mrin's head, vardaan flickering, sulfur/demonic energy, something alive buried beneath, taste of copper/fear - Oxytocin: Mrin's memory of Shamira's chai (quiet moment amid horror), the six-feet promise, momentary alignment between Mrin and Omkar despite competition - Dopamine: Something alive is buried beneath the graveyard — what? The connection between graveyard, murder, Sacred Bones, Kaalchor, and ticking in the body (multiple Zeigarnik loops expanding). Cornasul's room as access point to the hidden child. - Serotonin: Dawn brings clarity — they know about the hidden room gap, they have a lead. But the case has expanded into terrifying territory, and the competition between Mrin and Omkar remains unresolved.

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (cold floor biting feet, warm/cold banister, wet dew soaking boots, rough lichen-covered stone, warm earth pulse, hands on knees, face in hands) - Smell: ≥2/page (extinguished wax/cold stone, garlic/cumin/jaggery ghost, sweetness from ground, iron/sulfur/ozone, sulfur and fear) - Sound: ≥2/page (screaming wail (dominant), individual voices, soldiers' breathing, screaming resolving into languages, clock ticking) - Taste: ≥1 (copper flooding mouth = fear/adrenaline, sulfur on tongue) ## Chapter Nine: The Clockmaker

Cornasul's room was on the third floor, in a wing the manor had forgotten.

The corridor leading to it was unlit. Dust lay so thick on the marble that Mrin's boots left prints like a man walking through fresh snow. The wallpaper — once a pattern of gold paisleys on burgundy — had peeled in long strips, revealing grey plaster beneath. The smell was of abandonment: mould, dry rot, the sweetness of wood slowly returning to earth. And beneath that, the wrongness — stronger here, pulsing through the floor with the rhythmic insistence of a heartbeat.

Omkar walked behind Mrin, his monocle catching the faint light from the corridor's single surviving window. Cobwebs draped across the doorframes like funeral curtains. A mouse — small, grey, bold — watched them from a crack in the baseboard before disappearing with a scrabble of tiny claws.

"Nobody's been here in years," Omkar said.

"Someone has." Mrin pointed at the floor. Two sets of footprints in the dust — one large, one very small — led from the staircase to the door at the corridor's end. The larger prints were measured, deliberate. The smaller ones were lighter, closer together. A man and a child.

The door was locked. Mrin examined the keyhole — a heavy iron mechanism, old but functional. The lock's interior was oiled. Recently. Someone was maintaining access to this room.

"We could break it down," Omkar suggested.

"Or we could knock."

Mrin raised his hand and rapped three times. The sound echoed down the empty corridor like a drummer in a mausoleum.

Silence.

Then — soft, cautious, light as a sparrow's step — footsteps behind the door. The lock clicked. The door opened two inches. A chain held it from the inside.

Through the gap: an eye. Dark, enormous, set in a face so small it could have belonged to a doll. The eye blinked. Then a voice — the same high, thin voice from behind the wall:

"You're not Keshav."

"No," Mrin said, crouching to meet the eye at its level. "I'm Mrin. I'm a detective. I'm here to help."

The eye studied him with the penetrating intensity of a child who had learned not to trust adults. Then the chain rattled, the door opened, and Avani stepped into view.

She was perhaps five or six years old. Thin — too thin — with dark skin, darker hair cut short and uneven as if she'd done it herself, and eyes that held a depth of wariness no child should possess. She wore a cotton frock that was too large for her — the sleeves hung past her wrists, the hem dragged the floor — and her feet were bare. Her toes were dusty.

The room behind her was a small chamber — a repurposed bedroom with a low ceiling and a single window that looked onto the estate's rear grounds. A mattress lay on the floor, covered in blankets and stuffed animals. Books — dozens of them, mostly picture books and fairy tales — were stacked against the walls. A plate with the remains of roti and dal sat on a low table. A brass cup held water.

Someone had been caring for this child. Feeding her. Bringing her books. Keeping her hidden.

"Where is Keshav?" Avani asked.

The question struck Mrin with the force of a physical blow. She didn't know. Nobody had told her. For four days, this child had been waiting in her hidden room for the man who had been caring for her — the man who was now dead in a locked room downstairs — and nobody had come.

"Avani," Mrin said. His voice was very gentle. He had interrogated murderers, confronted killers, and faced down men with guns, but nothing in his career had prepared him for the act of telling a child that the person she loved was never coming back. "Something happened to Keshav. He — he's been hurt."

"Hurt how?" Her voice was steady, but her hands — clutching the doorframe — had tightened until the knuckles were pale.

"Very badly." Mrin couldn't say the word dead to this face, these eyes. "He can't come to see you right now."

Avani's lip trembled. Once. Then she pressed her lips together with a force that would have been impressive in an adult and was heartbreaking in a child.

"Is he going to come back?" she asked.

Behind Mrin, Omkar made a sound — a small, strangled exhalation — and turned away. The monocle caught the light and threw a green spark across the peeling wallpaper.

"We're going to take care of you," Mrin said. "I promise."



They sat with Avani in her room. Mrin on the floor, cross-legged, his back against the wall. Omkar by the door, his expression carefully neutral, his heartbeat racing. Avani sat on her mattress with a stuffed elephant clutched to her chest — the fabric worn thin from handling, one ear slightly torn.

"How long have you been here?" Mrin asked.

"A long time." Avani's voice was small but precise. She spoke like a child who spent most of her time with books. "Keshav brought me here when I was little. He said it wasn't safe outside."

"Do you know why it wasn't safe?"

She hugged the elephant tighter. "Because of what I can do."

Mrin's pulse quickened. "What can you do, Avani?"

"I steal time." She said it matter-of-factly, the way another child might say I can ride a bicycle or I can count to a hundred. "When I get angry, or scared, or if I touch someone for too long, I take their time. Keshav showed me. He told me I have to be very careful."

Kaalchor. The child was a Kaalchor. The extinct vardaan — not extinct at all, but hidden behind the walls of a manor, cared for by a dead man, fed and read to and loved in a room the world didn't know existed.

"Did you ever touch Keshav?" Mrin asked carefully. "Recently?"

Avani's eyes widened. The wariness in them collapsed into something worse — understanding. "Is that why he's hurt?"

"We don't know yet," Mrin said quickly. "I'm trying to find out."

"I didn't mean to." Her voice cracked. The elephant was crushed against her chest now, its button eyes staring at Mrin with sewn-on accusation. "Sometimes it happens when I'm sleeping. Keshav said it's okay, that he doesn't mind, but I could see it. The grey in his hair. The lines on his face. I was stealing from him and I couldn't stop."

Tears — enormous, silent, the tears of a child who has carried guilt too heavy for her years — rolled down her cheeks.

Omkar stood abruptly and left the room. Mrin heard him in the corridor, heard the sharp intake of breath, the fist pressed to the wall, the heartbeat hammering. Omkar had a child coming. The idea of a child — any child — living like this, carrying this, was more than he could process while maintaining his detective's composure.

Mrin stayed.

"Avani," he said, and his voice was the gentlest it had ever been — gentler than when he spoke to Shamira, gentler than when he'd comforted Janhavi, gentler than he'd thought himself capable of. "What happened to Keshav is not your fault. Do you understand me? You are a child. You didn't choose your vardaan. And you are not responsible for what it does."

She wiped her nose with the elephant's ear. "Keshav said the same thing."

"Keshav was right."

"He said he was going to take me away. That we were going to leave with Janhavi and go somewhere nobody would find us. He said I'd get to see the sky every day, not just through the window."

The window. Mrin looked at it. A small square of glass, grimy with years of neglect, through which a rectangle of grey sky was visible. This was Avani's world. This room, this mattress, these books, this window. A rectangle of sky and a dead man's promise.

"We're going to make sure you're safe," Mrin said. "But first, I need to ask you something important. The morning Keshav was hurt — four days ago — did someone else come to see him? Someone who wasn't Keshav?"

Avani frowned. "Tanay Uncle came the night before. He brought books. He always brings books."

Tanay. The T from Keshav's journal.

"What kind of books?"

"Old ones. Heavy. They smelled bad."

Sacred Bones texts. Tanay had been supplying them.

"Did Tanay Uncle come into your room?"

"No. He never comes in here. He talks to Keshav in the passage."

"And the morning Keshav was hurt — did you hear anything?"

Avani closed her eyes. The tears had stopped, replaced by the fierce concentration of a child trying to remember accurately. "I heard Keshav wake up. He always talks to himself in the morning. Then it was quiet. Then..." She opened her eyes. "I heard the clock."

"What clock?"

"The big clock. In Keshav's room. It made a sound — not the normal ticking. It was louder. Like someone wound it too tight. And then—" She stopped. Her small body shuddered.

"Then what?" Mrin whispered.

"Then Keshav screamed. Just once. Very quiet. And then I couldn't hear him anymore."

Mrin sat with that. A quiet scream. A clock wound too tight. And a child listening through a wall as the only person who loved her was stolen from the world.



"Tanay Tilak," Eshwar said.

They had reconvened in the Drawing Room. The morning had advanced to noon, and the grey light from the windows had strengthened to a flat white that bleached the colour from everything. Eshwar sat in his usual chair, the morning's notes spread before him. Omkar stood by the window, his monocle focused on the distant graveyard.

"Clockmaker," Eshwar continued, reading from a file. "Lives in Cliffdun town. Has supplied timepieces to the Kirtane family for decades. An unremarkable man by all accounts."

"Except that he's been supplying forbidden demonic texts to a dead man," Mrin said.

"And visiting a hidden Kaalchor child in the manor's walls," Omkar added without turning from the window.

Eshwar's moustache performed its characteristic twitch of displeasure. "We need to interview him. Today."

"There's more," Mrin said. He told Eshwar about the graveyard — the screaming, the warmth, the pulse in the earth, the sulfur. Eshwar's face changed as Mrin spoke — not dramatically, not with the visible alarm that a lesser man might show, but with a subtle tightening around the eyes and a straightening of the spine that told Mrin his uncle was taking this more seriously than anything else he'd heard so far.

"A demonic artifact," Eshwar said quietly. "Buried beneath the graveyard."

"The Asthi Mandir texts — the Sacred Bones books — are guides to summoning demons. If there's an artifact buried here, the books could be connected. Keshav may have been studying them to understand what was beneath his family's estate."

"Or to use it," Omkar said.

"No." Mrin shook his head. "His journal shows fear, not ambition. He was afraid. He was trying to protect Avani. The books were means, not ends."

"And Tanay Tilak? What were his ends?"

Mrin didn't have an answer. Not yet.

"I'll take Omkar to interview Tilak," Eshwar said. "You will remain at the manor and continue searching Keshav's quarters. I want every book catalogued, every passage mapped. And Mrin—" His voice dropped. "Do not go to the graveyard again. Not alone. Whatever is down there is not a murder case. It is something else entirely."

"Understood."

He didn't mean it.



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 9: - Cortisol: Avani's reveal (hidden child, Kaalchor, stealing time while sleeping), Avani's tears ("I didn't mean to"), Keshav's quiet scream, the clock wound too tight, Sacred Bones connection to demonic artifact - Oxytocin: Mrin telling Avani she's not to blame (gentlest he's ever been), Avani's stuffed elephant, "He said I'd get to see the sky every day, not just through the window", Omkar leaving the room because he can't handle a child's suffering - Dopamine: Tanay Tilak identified as the T from the journal — what's his motivation? The clock connection (wound too tight = the ticking in Keshav's body?). Artifact beneath graveyard linked to Sacred Bones texts. Eshwar's warning: "do not go alone" (Mrin doesn't mean it when he agrees) - Serotonin: Avani found, Tanay identified — major progress. But the child's suffering introduces a moral weight that makes the "Favour" feel inadequate. And Mrin is about to disobey Eshwar.

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (dust thick as snow, boots leaving prints, cobwebs like funeral curtains, chain rattling, child's hands on doorframe, elephant crushed to chest, fist to wall) - Smell: ≥2/page (mould/dry rot/sweetness, wrongness pulsing, old books "smelled bad", extinguished candles) - Sound: ≥2/page (knocking echoing like drummer in mausoleum, sparrow-step footsteps, lock clicking, clock wound too tight, Keshav's quiet scream, heartbeat hammering) - Taste: ≥1 (copper taste of fear from previous chapter carried forward, dry mouth during Avani's revelation) ## Chapter Ten: Laksh's Mission

Three hundred kilometres away, Lakshman Anandgiri was falling in love with a woman he had no business falling in love with.

The train from Luncost to Cliffdun took fourteen hours. Laksh spent the first three reading the briefing files Eshwar had left behind — case notes, political summaries, a dossier on the Kirtane family that was longer than most novels and considerably less entertaining. He spent the next four staring out the window at the landscape scrolling past — sugarcane fields, mango groves, dry riverbeds, the occasional village whose temple spire punctured the horizon like a needle through fabric. He spent the remaining seven hours trying not to think about Nishita Nilonee.

He failed spectacularly.

They had met at the Cliffdun telegraph office three days ago, when Eshwar had sent Laksh to coordinate communications with the Rajmukut. She was the junior telegraph operator — a young woman with a round face, sharp eyes, and a habit of tilting her head when she listened that reminded Laksh of Amara. She wore her hair in two braids that fell past her shoulders, and when she typed on the telegraph machine, her fingers moved with a speed and precision that suggested she could probably outtype the machine itself.

"Another message for the Rajmukut?" she had asked on his second visit, without looking up from the machine.

"The Rajmukut is a demanding correspondent."

"The Rajmukut doesn't write his own messages. His secretary does. And his secretary is very particular about commas."

"You've memorised the secretary's comma preferences?"

"I've memorised everyone's preferences. Occupational hazard." She had looked up then, and her eyes — warm brown, with a ring of amber near the iris that caught the lamplight — met his. "You're the Anandgiri twin."

"Lakshman. Laksh."

"Nishita. And before you ask — no, I cannot expedite your messages. The queue is the queue."

"I wasn't going to ask."

"Everyone asks."

"I'm not everyone."

She had smiled then — a small, private smile, as if she were amused by something he couldn't see — and returned to her typing. The conversation had lasted perhaps two minutes. Laksh had thought about it for approximately forty-seven hours.



The train arrived in Cliffdun at dusk. The station was small — a single platform, a wooden shelter, a ticket window staffed by a man who appeared to have been sleeping since the British left. Laksh collected his trunk, adjusted his hat, and stepped onto the platform.

The air hit him first: mineral salt from the cliffs, dried marigold from the Kirtane estate's gardens carried on the wind, and beneath it — faint, barely there — a sweetness that made his skin prickle. The wrongness Mrin had mentioned in his letter. Laksh couldn't sharpen his senses to Mrin's degree — the Panchendriya vardaan expressed differently in twins, and Laksh's strength was hearing, not the full sensory suite — but he could feel it. A pressure. A hum. Like standing too close to a temple bell after it had been struck.

He needed to send a message to Eshwar — urgent, coded — about something the Elders had discovered in the Luncost archives. But the telegraph office was closed. The only person who could send it was—

"Back again?" Nishita stood in the doorway of the telegraph office. She wore a shawl over her kurta — the evening was cold — and her braids were slightly messy, suggesting she'd been working overtime. The lamplight behind her turned her silhouette golden.

"The queue is the queue," Laksh said, "but this is urgent."

She studied him for a moment, then stepped aside. "Come in."

The office was small and warm. A cast-iron stove in the corner threw heat that Laksh felt on his face like a palm. The telegraph machine sat on a wooden desk, its brass keys gleaming. Papers were stacked in neat piles. A cup of chai — half-finished, the surface clouded — sat next to a book of Marathi poetry.

"You read poetry?" Laksh asked, because he was incapable of maintaining focus on urgent matters when interesting people were nearby.

"You're surprised?"

"Most telegraph operators read technical manuals."

"Most telegraph operators don't have insomnia." She sat at the machine. "I can't sleep, so I read. Poetry, history, philosophy. Whatever the bookshop has." She gestured at the chair opposite. "Sit. What's the message?"

Laksh sat. The chair was wooden and uncomfortable, but the office was warm and Nishita was close and the combination made discomfort irrelevant.

He dictated the message — coded, per Anandgiri protocol. Nishita typed without asking questions, her fingers striking the keys with the clean precision of a musician playing scales. The machine chattered — a rhythmic, mechanical sound that blended with the stove's crackle and the wind outside.

When she finished, she looked at him.

"That's a lot of coded references to 'sacred artifacts' and 'demonic energy' for a murder investigation," she said.

"You decoded it."

"I decode everything. Occupational hazard." She tilted her head — there it was, the Amara tilt. "Is the Kirtane case really just a murder?"

Laksh considered lying. He was good at deflection — better than Mrin, who treated lies as personal insults. But Nishita's eyes held a directness that made deception feel not just wrong but pointless.

"No," he said. "It's something bigger. I can't tell you what."

"Fair enough." She stood, collected her shawl. "The office is closed. I should go home."

"Let me walk you."

"It's three blocks."

"Three blocks of Cliffdun at night, with soldiers patrolling and a family declaring independence from the Rajmukut. I'd feel better."

She studied him again — that appraising look, calculating, intelligent. "Fine. But only because the soldiers make me nervous, not because I need an escort."

They walked. The streets were dark — Cliffdun's electric lighting was unreliable at best, and the soldiers' presence had driven most residents indoors. Oil lamps flickered in windows. The smell of evening cooking — onions frying, roti on tawas, the sharp bite of mustard seeds popping in hot oil — drifted from the houses they passed. A dog lay on a doorstep, one eye tracking them as they walked.

"How long have you lived here?" Laksh asked.

"My whole life. Born here. Raised here. Will probably die here, unless something changes." She said it without bitterness — a statement of fact, like reporting the weather. "Most people leave Cliffdun when they're young. The ones who stay do so because they can't afford to leave or because they've stopped wanting to."

"Which are you?"

"Neither. I stay because the telegraph office needs me, and I need the telegraph office. It's the only place in Cliffdun where news arrives before it happens." She smiled — that private smile again. "Besides, I know everyone's secrets."

"That sounds dangerous."

"It is. But it's also the only interesting thing about living in a town where the most exciting event of the year is a wedding that keeps getting postponed because the groom's family and the bride's family can't agree on the music."

Laksh laughed. The sound surprised him — not the laugh itself, but how easy it was. How natural. He hadn't laughed this easily in months. Not since the engagement to Dennalin had begun to feel like a contract rather than a choice.

They reached Nishita's door — a small house on a quiet street, the front painted a faded blue, a pot of tulsi on the windowsill. She turned to face him.

"Thank you for the walk," she said.

"Thank you for the message."

"Don't mention it. Literally. If Mandira Kirtane finds out I sent coded messages for the Anandgiris, she'll have the office shut down."

"Your secret is safe."

She opened her door, paused, and looked back. "Laksh?"

"Yes?"

"Your message mentioned that the Elders found something in the Luncost archives. Something about seven chests. Seven 'Devil's Jaws.'" She held his gaze. "Whatever those are — be careful. Cliffdun has enough ghosts without adding more."

She went inside. The door closed softly.

Laksh stood on the street, the cold wind on his face, the smell of tulsi and fading cooking in his nose, and the afterimage of her eyes — warm brown, amber ring, intelligence like a flame — burned into his mind.

He walked to the inn where Eshwar had arranged his lodging. The room was small, the bed narrow, the sheets cold. He lay on his back and stared at the ceiling.

Dennalin. His fiancée. Waiting for him in Luncost with a ring on her finger and a patience that Laksh no longer deserved.

He thought of Nishita's smile. Of her poetry. Of her braids and her typing and her tilted head.

He thought of Mrin and Shamira — of the six feet between them, of the leper bell, of the love that burned despite the distance.

Laksh closed his eyes.

Be careful, Nishita had said.

He was already too late for careful.



The next morning brought rain.

Laksh found Nishita at the telegraph office, already working. The machine chattered. The stove glowed. Rain drummed on the roof in a rhythm that sounded almost musical.

"I need to send another message," he said. "But this one is different."

She looked up. "Different how?"

"This one isn't for the Rajmukut. It's for Virat Deshpande — the Crown's representative in the region. Eshwar wants him informed about the Kirtane secession. But Mandira has soldiers monitoring outgoing communications. If she discovers we're contacting Deshpande—"

"She'll shut the office down. Arrest me. Possibly arrest you." Nishita's fingers hovered over the keys. "You're asking me to risk my job and my freedom."

"I'm asking. Not ordering."

She was quiet for a long moment. The rain intensified. Thunder rolled in the distance — a low, grinding sound that shook the walls and made the telegraph machine's keys rattle.

"I'll need help," she said. "The soldiers monitor the front entrance. If someone creates a distraction, I can send the message before they notice."

"What kind of distraction?"

"Something loud. Something convincing." She met his eyes. "Something an Anandgiri detective might be good at."

Laksh grinned. "I have an idea."



The plan was simple: Nishita would enter the office normally, claim to be sending a routine wedding invitation to Virat Deshpande — plausible, since the Kirtane-Naikwade wedding was still technically scheduled — while Laksh positioned himself at the back entrance in case things went wrong.

Things went wrong.

The telegrapher — a gruff old man who'd been operating the machine for decades — recognised Eshwar's name in the coded invitation. He confronted Nishita. Nishita improvised — tears, pleading, a stolen kiss on the cheek that Laksh heard through the back wall and that made his stomach perform a complicated acrobatic routine.

Then the telegrapher called the soldiers.

Laksh burst through the back door. Nishita bolted through the front. The soldiers — three of them, heavy-set, slow — gave chase through the rain-slicked streets. Thunder cracked. Lightning split the sky. Laksh caught up with Nishita and grabbed her hand — the first time they'd touched, skin to skin, palm to palm — and the electricity that jolted through him had nothing to do with the storm.

"The stables!" she shouted over the rain. "We need horses!"

They ran. The rain was warm and heavy, soaking through their clothes in seconds. The streets were rivers. Nishita's braids clung to her neck. Laksh's boots slipped on the cobblestones. Behind them, the soldiers fell further and further behind — Laksh sharpened his hearing and confirmed it: their breathing was ragged, their steps faltering. City soldiers, not field soldiers. Built for standing, not running.

They reached the stables. Laksh threw open the door. The smell of hay and horse sweat and warm leather hit him like a wall. He saddled a horse — a brown mare with intelligent eyes and a calm temperament — and pulled Nishita up behind him.

"Hold on," he said.

She wrapped her arms around his waist. Her hands were cold against his stomach through the wet fabric of his kurta. Her breath was warm against the back of his neck.

They rode into the storm, away from Cliffdun, toward the Deshpande estate thirty kilometres north, with a coded message signed in Eshwar's name and the soldiers' shouts fading behind them like a song played backwards.



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 10: - Cortisol: Soldiers monitoring communications, risk of arrest, the chase through rain-slicked streets, the telegrapher calling soldiers, the secession threat - Oxytocin: Laksh falling for Nishita (poetry, insomnia, private smiles), the walk home, the first touch (hand-grab during chase), her arms around his waist on the horse - Dopamine: Will the message reach Deshpande? The chase (variable reward — will they escape?), the "seven chests" / Devil's Jaw teaser, Nishita's decoded knowledge, the kiss on the telegrapher's cheek (unexpected) - Serotonin: They escape, message is potentially sent, but Laksh's emotional life is now complicated (Dennalin vs. Nishita) and the political situation is escalating

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (stove heat on face, cold chair, wind on face, first hand-grab (skin to skin, electricity), cold hands on stomach, warm breath on neck, rain soaking through clothes) - Smell: ≥2/page (mineral salt/marigold/sweetness, onions/roti/mustard seeds, tulsi, hay/horse sweat/leather) - Sound: ≥2/page (telegraph machine chattering, stove crackling, rain drumming, thunder rolling, soldiers shouting, hoofbeats) - Taste: ≥1 (half-finished chai, rain on lips — warm and mineral) ## Chapter Eleven: The Rose Garden

The truth is a cure that hurts worse than the disease.

Mrin repeated the phrase to himself as he crossed the manor's western courtyard toward the rose garden. The midday sun had burned through the morning's grey, and the light now fell sharp and unforgiving on the estate's grounds — exposing every crack in the stone paths, every weed between the flagstones, every patch of peeling paint on the garden's iron gate.

Pelka Kirtane — Mandira's father-in-law, the family's living patriarch, eighty-seven years old and sharp as broken glass — tended his roses.

The garden was magnificent. Even Mrin, who had limited appreciation for horticulture, felt the beauty of it land somewhere beneath his ribs. Hundreds of bushes arranged in concentric circles, each variety labelled with small brass plaques hammered into the earth. Reds so deep they looked black. Pinks that blushed against the green leaves. Whites that glowed in the sunlight like captured moonlight. Yellows that burned. And the smell — the smell was a living thing, a wall of perfume so dense it had texture. Rose attar, green sap, wet earth, the sweetness of petals bruised by the sun.

This was the rose water smell on Keshav's body. Not from the room. From the garden. From someone who had been in this garden before entering Keshav's locked room.

Pelka stood at the garden's centre, a pair of pruning shears in his gnarled hands, a wide-brimmed hat shading his face. He was thin — dangerously thin, the kind of thinness that suggested illness rather than discipline — and his skin was the colour and texture of old bark. But his eyes, when they met Mrin's, were the sharpest things in the garden. Sharper than the shears. Sharper than the thorns. Two amber points of intelligence that reminded Mrin, with a jolt, of his own eyes.

"You're the Anandgiri boy," Pelka said. His voice was gravelly, worn smooth in places by decades of use. He spoke the way old men speak — slowly, deliberately, as if each word cost money and he intended to get his value. "The Panchendriya."

"Mrinal Anandgiri. Detective."

"I know what you are." Pelka snipped a dead bloom and let it fall. The petals scattered on the earth like fragments of a love letter. "I've been waiting for you."

"Waiting?"

"Since Keshav died. I knew they'd send detectives. I knew one of them would be clever enough to end up here." He gestured at the garden with his shears. "Sit. The bench is clean."

Mrin sat. The iron bench was warm from the sun, the metal pressing through his trousers against his thighs. The heat was pleasant after the manor's perpetual chill. A bee droned past, heavy with pollen, its path a drunken zigzag through the rose bushes.

"Tell me about Keshav," Mrin said.

"Keshav was the only decent person in this family." Pelka resumed pruning. Snip. A rose fell. Snip. Another. "Mandira controls the others — Dhananjay drinks because she tells him what to think, R cooks because she told him he wasn't good enough for anything else, Falgun rebels because rebelling is the only freedom Mandira can't confiscate. But Keshav — Keshav was beyond her reach. He had his books. His library. His secrets."

"What secrets?"

Pelka's shears paused. The bee circled back. Somewhere beyond the garden wall, a crow called — sharp, insistent, the same call Mrin had heard at the Ambassador's funeral, as if the bird had followed him from Luncost to serve as punctuation.

"The child," Pelka said. "Avani."

Mrin's pulse quickened. "You know about her?"

"I'm eighty-seven years old, boy. I've lived in this manor since before Mandira married my son. I know every passage, every hidden room, every crack in every wall." He looked at Mrin. "I've known about Avani since Keshav brought her here four years ago."

"Where did she come from?"

Pelka snipped another rose. The petals were red, the colour of arterial blood. They fell slowly, catching the sunlight.

"Keshav found her in the Cheekh Shamshan. The screaming graveyard. She was barely two years old, alone, lying on a grave with no marker. Keshav was seventeen. He had gone to the graveyard on a dare — young men's foolishness — and instead of ghosts, he found a child."

"A Kaalchor child."

"He didn't know that at first. He just saw a baby. Alone. In the dark. Lying on dirt." Pelka's voice softened — the gravel smoothing, the edges rounding. "He brought her inside. Hid her in Cornasul's old room. Fed her himself at first — warm milk, mashed roti, dal so thin it was practically water. Janhavi helped later, though Keshav never told her the full truth."

"Why hide her? Why not—"

"Tell Mandira?" Pelka's laugh was dry as dead leaves. "Mandira would have had the child thrown from the cliffs. A Kaalchor in the Kirtane household? A vardaan so dangerous it was declared extinct? Mandira would have seen it as a threat to the family's reputation. She would have destroyed it."

"Destroyed her," Mrin corrected.

Pelka looked at him for a long moment. "Yes. Her."

Mrin let the silence work. In the garden, silence was not empty — it was full of the bee's drone, the snip of shears, the whisper of wind through rose petals, the distant ticking that seemed to follow him everywhere in this manor.

"You said Keshav found her on an unmarked grave," Mrin said. "Whose grave?"

"I don't know. The Cheekh Shamshan holds Kirtane dead going back centuries. But that section — the section where Keshav found Avani — is the oldest part. Pre-Rajmukut. Before the vardaan bloodlines were catalogued."

"The Kaalchor bloodline was supposed to be extinct."

"Supposed to be." Pelka set down his shears. His hands — knotted, trembling slightly — rested on his knees. "But vardaans don't obey declarations. They pass through blood. And blood has a longer memory than paper."

Mrin thought of the warmth beneath the graveyard. The pulse. The screaming. "Pelka-ji. The Cheekh Shamshan — the screaming. What is it?"

Pelka's face changed. The sharpness in his eyes dimmed — not with age or confusion, but with fear. Real fear, the kind that Mrin saw only in people who had witnessed something they wished they could forget.

"I've lived here for sixty-two years," Pelka said. "The screaming has been constant for all sixty-two. Some nights louder, some quieter. The family tells outsiders it's the wind. The Rajmukut says it's atmospheric. The priests say it's demons." He paused. "The priests are closest to the truth."

"What do you believe?"

"I believe something was buried beneath this estate a very long time ago. Something that is not dead, because it has never been alive. Something that exists outside of time. And I believe that Avani — a child who can steal years from the living — was not abandoned on that grave by accident."

The words landed in Mrin's chest like stones dropped into deep water. Ripples spread outward, disturbing everything they touched.

"You think someone placed her there deliberately," Mrin said.

"I think whatever is buried beneath the Cheekh Shamshan produced her. Not biologically — the thing beneath the graves is not a creature, not a person. But it is a source. A wellspring. And Avani is what happens when that wellspring touches the world above."

The bee had settled on a yellow rose. Its legs were thick with pollen. The sun was warm on Mrin's face. The garden smelled of life and beauty and the careful, patient work of an old man who loved his flowers.

And beneath it all — beneath the beauty, beneath the warmth, beneath the roses and the sunlight and the old man's gentle voice — the wrongness pulsed.



Mrin found Omkar in the Drawing Room, poring over the physician's notes with his monocle pressed so close to the paper that his eyelashes brushed the ink.

"Omkar. Did Eshwar interview Tanay Tilak?"

"He did." Omkar looked up. The monocle magnified his left eye to an almost comical size. "Tilak is a clockmaker. Lives above his shop in Cliffdun town centre. He admitted to supplying books to Keshav but claims he didn't know they were Sacred Bones texts."

"He's lying."

"Obviously. But he's consistent. Eshwar pressed him for an hour. Same story, same details, same physiological responses. Either he's telling the truth, or he's been trained to lie by someone who understands how detectives detect."

Mrin sat down. The Drawing Room's velvet chairs had become familiar — their lumps, their worn patches, the way the left armrest wobbled. He pressed his thumb into the fabric and felt the coarse threads beneath the velvet's softness.

"Pelka told me about Avani's origin," Mrin said. He relayed everything — the graveyard, the unmarked grave, the four-year secret, the theory about the wellspring beneath the estate.

Omkar listened with the focused stillness of a man assembling a puzzle. When Mrin finished, Omkar removed his monocle, polished it, and said: "The clock."

"What?"

"Avani said she heard the clock before Keshav screamed. Not the normal ticking — something louder, like it was wound too tight. And you found ticking inside Keshav's body." Omkar replaced the monocle. "Tanay Tilak is a clockmaker. He supplied the clocks in Keshav's room. What if the clock didn't just mark time — what if it moved time?"

Mrin stared at him.

"A Kaalchor steals time through touch," Omkar continued. "But what if Tilak built a device — a clock — that could amplify or redirect that ability? A machine that turns a child's uncontrollable vardaan into a weapon?"

"A weapon that killed Keshav."

"Yes. The clock goes off. The Kaalchor energy is channelled through the mechanism. Keshav ages decades in minutes. The room is locked because the attacker was never in the room — the clock was."

The theory was elegant. Terrifying. And it explained the locked room.

"We need to search Tilak's workshop," Mrin said.

"Eshwar already sealed it. He's sending Omkar—" Omkar caught himself. "He's sending me tomorrow."

"He wants you to find the evidence. Not me."

"He wants the investigation to follow protocol. You have a habit of not following protocol."

"Protocol is a suggestion."

"Protocol is the reason the Anandgiri name carries weight. Without it, we're just clever people with opinions." Omkar stood. "I'll search the workshop. You continue here. If we both find evidence, we compare. If either of us finds the solution—"

"First to Eshwar wins the Favour."

They held each other's gaze. Competitor to competitor. Brother-in-law to brother-in-law.

"May the best detective win," Omkar said again.

"You keep saying that."

"Because I intend to be him."



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 11: - Cortisol: Pelka's revelation about the wellspring beneath the graveyard (something outside of time), Avani deliberately placed (not abandoned), the amplifying clock theory (a weapon), competition intensifying between Mrin and Omkar - Oxytocin: Pelka's tenderness describing baby Keshav carrying baby Avani (warm milk, mashed roti), Pelka's love for his roses as coping mechanism, the quiet beauty of the garden amid horror - Dopamine: Clock amplifier theory — was the murder done remotely via a rigged clock? (Variable reward: will Tilak's workshop confirm it?) The wellspring connection to Avani. The "produced" theory — not biological but supernatural origin. Theme sentence echoed: "The truth is a cure that hurts worse than the disease." - Serotonin: Major theory formed (clock + Kaalchor = locked room solution), but it needs proof. The competition continues — Omkar gets the workshop search.

QUIET MOMENT: The rose garden scene — Mrin and Pelka in sunlight, the bee, the pruning, the conversation amid beauty. Breathing room before the plot accelerates.

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (warm bench through trousers, iron pressing against thighs, gnarled hands, petals falling slowly, monocle pressed to paper, thumb into velvet fabric) - Smell: ≥2/page (rose attar/green sap/wet earth, bruised petals, rose water connection to body, garlic/cumin ghost from kitchen) - Sound: ≥2/page (pruning shears snipping, bee droning, crow calling, wind through petals, ticking (always ticking)) - Taste: ≥1 (dal so thin it was practically water — evocative taste memory) ## Chapter Twelve: Tilak's Workshop

Omkar arrived at Tanay Tilak's workshop at nine in the morning, accompanied by two Anandgiri guards and the particular anxiety of a man about to search a building that might contain evidence of demonic engineering.

The workshop occupied the ground floor of a narrow building on Cliffdun's main street. The sign above the door read: TILAK & SONS — TIMEPIECES, REPAIRS, CURIOSITIES. The paint was peeling. There were no sons — Tilak was unmarried, childless, a man whose family was mechanical rather than biological.

The door was locked. The guards broke it open with a shoulder charge that splintered the frame and sent the brass bell above the door jangling in a frenzy that sounded like a temple at festival time.

Inside: clocks.

Hundreds of them. Thousands, maybe. They covered every surface — the walls, the shelves, the workbenches, the floor. Grandfather clocks stood in corners like silent sentinels. Pocket watches hung from hooks in gleaming rows. Cuckoo clocks — imported, expensive — lined the upper shelves. Table clocks, wall clocks, alarm clocks, clocks shaped like animals and buildings and faces. And every single one of them was ticking.

The sound was overwhelming. Not loud — not individually — but collectively, the ticking of a thousand clocks created a wall of rhythmic noise that pressed against Omkar's skull like fingers drumming on the inside of his head. Each clock kept its own time. The result was a polyrhythm so complex it bordered on musical — layers of ticking at different tempos, different volumes, different pitches, creating a soundscape that was simultaneously orderly and chaotic.

"Close the door," Omkar told the guards. They obeyed, and the street noise vanished, leaving Omkar alone with the clocks and their relentless, mechanical heartbeats.

The workshop smelled of machine oil, brass polish, and the dust of tiny gears. Beneath those familiar workshop smells, Omkar caught something else — the same sweetness he'd noticed at the manor. Faint here, but present. Like a fingerprint left by something that had passed through.

He began searching.

The workbenches were cluttered with tools — tiny screwdrivers, tweezers, magnifying lenses, files no thicker than needles. Springs and gears and escapement wheels lay in organised trays. Tilak was meticulous — every tool had its place, every component was labelled. The order was reassuring. Serial killers were meticulous too, but Omkar pushed that thought aside.

He found the first anomaly in a drawer beneath the main workbench. A blueprint — hand-drawn, on paper so thin it was nearly transparent — depicting a clock mechanism unlike any Omkar had seen. The standard components were there: mainspring, gear train, escapement, balance wheel. But additional elements had been added. Crystal chambers. Resonance coils. And at the centre of the mechanism, where the pendulum should have been, a cavity labelled in Tilak's neat handwriting: VARDAAN CONDUIT.

A clock designed to channel a vardaan. Omkar's hands trembled as he held the blueprint up to the light.

The second anomaly was in the back room.

Behind the workshop, separated by a curtain of glass beads that clattered when Omkar pushed through them, was a smaller space. A single workbench. A single lamp. And on the workbench, partially assembled, a clock.

It was beautiful. The casing was brass, polished to a mirror finish. The face was ivory — actual ivory, not bone, with numerals painted in gold. The hands were delicate, black, pointed. And the mechanism visible through the glass back panel was the one from the blueprint: the standard clockwork augmented with crystal chambers and resonance coils arranged in a pattern that Omkar recognised from the Sacred Bones illustrations he'd studied at the Anandgiri academy.

Demonic geometry. In a clock.

He touched the casing. The brass was warm — not from the room's temperature, which was cool, but from within. The clock was generating heat. Like the earth beneath the graveyard. Like the pulse in the manor's foundations.

He reached for the winding key.

"I wouldn't do that."

Omkar spun. Tanay Tilak stood in the doorway — a small man, shorter than Omkar, with the narrow shoulders and soft hands of someone who worked with precision rather than force. His hair was grey and thin. His eyes were large behind wire-rimmed spectacles. He wore a simple cotton shirt and trousers, both stained with oil.

"That clock isn't finished," Tilak said. "If you wind it, the resonance coils will activate without a stabilising crystal. The energy will discharge. At best, you'll age ten years in a second. At worst—" He gestured vaguely. "It will be worse."

Omkar's hand retreated from the key. "You admit this is a vardaan conduit."

"I admit nothing. I explain consequences." Tilak stepped into the room. His movements were careful, controlled — the movements of a man accustomed to handling fragile things. "You've seen the blueprint. You've seen the clock. You know what I am."

"A weapons maker."

"A craftsman." Tilak's voice was mild, but beneath the mildness, Omkar heard steel. "I make clocks that do things ordinary clocks cannot. Some tell time. Some bend it. Some—" He paused. "Some steal it."

"You built a clock that killed Keshav Kirtane."

"No." The word was flat, absolute. "I built a clock for Keshav Kirtane. There is a difference."

"Explain."

Tilak sat on a stool. His hands — soft, ink-stained, steady — rested on his knees. "Keshav came to me four years ago. He'd found the child — Avani — in the graveyard. He'd already discovered what she was. A Kaalchor. A time thief. Her vardaan was wild — uncontrolled. When she slept, it leaked from her like heat from a forge. Anyone nearby would age. Slowly, imperceptibly at first. But over months, years — the effect accumulated."

"The grey in Keshav's hair," Omkar said. "The lines on his face."

"Exactly. He was aging prematurely from proximity to the child. He loved her too much to send her away. So he came to me and asked if I could build something — a device — that would contain the leakage. Absorb it. Channel it into an object instead of a person."

"The clock."

"The clock." Tilak gestured at the half-assembled device on the bench. "I built six prototypes. The first five failed — the resonance coils couldn't sustain the vardaan energy, and the crystal chambers cracked. But the sixth worked. Keshav installed it in his room, next to Avani's hidden chamber. It absorbed her vardaan leakage and stored it."

"Stored it where?"

"In the clock itself. Time is energy. The clock accumulated stolen years. Decades of unlived life, compressed into a brass casing. Keshav wound it every morning to release the stored energy harmlessly."

"And if he didn't wind it?"

Tilak's face went grey. The spectacles caught the light and hid his eyes. "If the clock was not wound, the stored energy would build. The crystal chambers would overpressure. And when the mechanism finally released—"

"It would discharge all the stolen time at once."

"Onto the nearest living thing."

Silence. The workshop's thousand clocks ticked on, oblivious to the horror being described in their midst.

"The morning Keshav died," Omkar said slowly, "he didn't wind the clock."

"Or someone prevented him from winding it."

"Someone?"

Tilak looked at his hands. "I don't know who. But I received a message the night before Keshav's death. Anonymous. Delivered to my shop by a street boy I couldn't identify. The message said: Don't come tomorrow. Don't come ever again."

"You still have this message?"

"I burned it." Tilak's voice was barely audible. "I was afraid."

Omkar stood. The clock on the workbench ticked — soft, warm, patient. A bomb made of stolen years.

"You know what this means," Omkar said. "Someone knew about Avani. Someone knew about the clock. Someone deliberately prevented Keshav from winding it, knowing the discharge would kill him."

"Yes."

"This was not an accident. It was murder."

"Yes."

"And the murderer is someone inside Kirtane Manor."

Tilak said nothing. His silence was confirmation enough.

Omkar left the workshop with the blueprint, three pages of notes, and a theory that had transformed from elegant possibility into ugly certainty. Someone in the manor had known about Avani, the clock, and its lethal potential. Someone had ensured that Keshav couldn't wind the clock on the morning of his death.

Someone had turned a child's vardaan into a murder weapon.

The street outside was bright and ordinary — vendors selling fruit, children chasing a dog, an old woman hanging laundry from a balcony. The normalcy was jarring. Omkar stood on the cobblestones, the blueprint clutched in his hand, the thousand clocks still ticking in his ears.

He needed to tell Mrin. Competition be damned. This was bigger than a Favour.

But as he turned toward the Kirtane estate, he hesitated. The Favour. Ketaki. The baby. The house.

If he presented this evidence to Eshwar first — if he was the one to name the murderer—

He closed his eyes. Breathed. Tasted brass and guilt on his tongue.

Then he walked toward the manor.



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 12: - Cortisol: The thousand ticking clocks (sensory assault), the half-assembled vardaan weapon, "you'll age ten years in a second", the clock-bomb mechanism (stolen decades waiting to discharge), deliberate murder confirmed - Oxytocin: Tilak's revelation that Keshav built the clock out of love for Avani ("he loved her too much to send her away"), Omkar's internal conflict (competition vs. doing the right thing) - Dopamine: The clock mechanism explained (locked room solved!), but new question: WHO prevented Keshav from winding it? The anonymous message. The murderer is inside the manor. Will Omkar share with Mrin or claim the Favour solo? - Serotonin: The locked room mystery is SOLVED (clock discharged stored time), but the murderer's identity is still unknown. Omkar chooses to share — but the hesitation reveals his conflict.

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (splintered door frame, brass bell jangling, ticking pressing against skull, machine-oil-stained tools, warm brass casing, hand retreating from key, blueprint paper thin as skin) - Smell: ≥2/page (machine oil/brass polish/gear dust, sweetness beneath workshop smells, ink on Tilak's hands) - Sound: ≥2/page (bell jangling, thousand clocks ticking (polyrhythm), glass beads clattering, Tilak's flat "no", silence amid ticking) - Taste: ≥1 (brass and guilt on tongue) ## Chapter Thirteen: The Engagement Breaks

Satyam Naikwade had loved Falgun Kirtane since he was fourteen years old.

He remembered the exact moment: a Diwali celebration at the temple in Cliffdun, the air thick with gunpowder and marigold, sparklers hissing in children's hands, and Falgun — twelve years old, furious, kicking a boy twice her size in the shins for stepping on her rangoli. She'd looked up and caught Satyam staring. Her eyes — black as the spaces between stars — had held his for three seconds. Then she'd gone back to kicking.

He'd been lost ever since.

Now, sitting on the edge of his bed in the guest wing of Kirtane Manor, with the monsoon-season humidity pressing against his skin like a damp cloth and the smell of his mother's sandalwood soap still clinging to his collar from her anxious hug that morning, Satyam held the engagement ring between his thumb and forefinger and turned it in the lamplight.

The ring was gold — not expensive gold, not Kirtane gold, but honest gold, bought with three years of savings from helping his grandfather tend the rose fields. The band was simple. A single pearl — freshwater, slightly irregular — sat in a setting his grandfather had designed. It was not a grand ring. It was a ring that said: I am not wealthy, but I am sincere, and I will work every day of my life to deserve you.

Falgun had cried when he gave it to her.

But the wedding was off. Keshav's murder had suspended all celebrations. And the truth Satyam had been avoiding — the truth that pressed against his ribs like a blade turning slowly — was that the wedding might never happen at all.

Not because of the murder. Because of what Satyam knew.



He found Falgun in the manor's east garden, sitting on the low stone wall that separated the roses from the wild grass. She wore a dark salwar — mourning colours, though not the stark white her mother had mandated — and her hair was unbraided, falling in a dark curtain that hid her face. She smelled of jasmine oil and salt tears.

"Falgun."

She didn't look up. "If you're going to tell me to eat something, I already told R that I'm not hungry."

"I'm not going to tell you to eat." He sat beside her. The stone was rough under his palms, warm from the afternoon sun, the surface pitted with age. Between the stones, moss grew in green lines like veins in a living thing. "I need to tell you something."

She looked up then. Her eyes were swollen, the kohl smudged, but the fierceness was still there — that unbreakable core that had survived Mandira's control, Keshav's death, and the impossible demands of being the only Kirtane daughter.

"I can't marry you," Satyam said.

The words fell between them like stones into a well. He heard them hit the bottom — the silence that followed was the splash.

Falgun's face went still. Not angry. Not hurt. Still. The way water goes still before a storm.

"Why?" One word. Flat as a blade.

"Because marrying you means inheriting the Kirtane vardaan for our children. The Vajrakaya — the invincibility blessing — is dominant. Our children will carry it. And my family's vardaan — the Naikwade blessing — will die."

"You've known this since the engagement."

"I've known it since I fell in love with you. I told myself it didn't matter. That love was bigger than bloodlines. That our children would be extraordinary regardless of which vardaan they carried." He stared at the moss between the stones. "But my grandfather — Pitambar — he came to me last week. He told me that if I married you, the Naikwade line would end. That everything our family has been for four hundred years would vanish because I chose love over legacy."

"And you're choosing legacy."

"I'm choosing—" His voice cracked. The ring was still in his pocket. He could feel its weight against his thigh, small and terrible. "I don't know what I'm choosing. I don't know if there is a right choice."

Falgun stood. The movement was fluid, controlled — the movement of a woman who had learned to contain explosions inside her body. She looked down at Satyam, and in her eyes, he saw something worse than anger.

Disappointment.

"My brother is dead," she said. Her voice was low, precise, each word a blade placed carefully against his skin. "My family is falling apart. My mother is a tyrant. My father is a drunk. And the one person outside this prison who made me feel like I had a future is sitting here telling me that his grandfather's bloodline matters more than I do."

"That's not—"

"Don't." She held up a hand. The engagement ring — the one she wore on a chain around her neck, because Mandira had forbidden her from wearing it on her finger — swung with the motion. "Don't explain. Don't apologise. Don't make it worse."

She walked away.

Satyam sat on the wall. The sun was setting. The roses were closing their petals for the night, each bloom folding inward like a fist protecting something precious. The smell of jasmine lingered where Falgun had been. He breathed it in and felt it settle in his chest like a splinter — small, sharp, impossible to remove without tearing something.

He took the ring from his pocket. Held it up to the dying light. The pearl caught the orange glow and held it, a tiny sun in a golden sky.

He had come to Kirtane Manor for a wedding.

Now he was here for a funeral.



Mrin found Satyam an hour later, still sitting on the wall, the ring still in his hand. The darkness had arrived — not gradually, the way it did in Luncost, but suddenly, as if someone had pulled a curtain over the sky. Stars appeared in clusters, cold and indifferent.

"Satyam," Mrin said.

The young man startled. "Detective."

"You look like a man who just lost something he can't replace."

Satyam's laugh was hollow. "Am I that obvious?"

"I'm a Panchendriya. Everyone is obvious to me." Mrin sat beside him. The wall was cold now — the stone had surrendered the day's warmth to the night and taken on the chill of the void that lurked beyond the cliffs. "What happened?"

Satyam told him. The broken engagement. Pitambar's pressure. The Naikwade vardaan — a blessing called Bhoomisparsh, Earth-touch, which allowed the bearer to accelerate the growth of any living plant. Four hundred years of farmers, gardeners, growers. Four hundred years of green things flourishing under Naikwade hands. And all of it ending because Satyam had fallen in love with a girl whose family's vardaan was stronger than his.

"Your grandfather sent me," Mrin said.

"What?"

"Pitambar. He found me at the crossroads three days before Keshav's murder. He told me about the wedding. About his fears. He asked me to investigate the Kirtane family." Mrin paused. "I don't think he knew Keshav would die. But I think he knew something was wrong at this manor."

Satyam's face changed — the grief shifting, making room for something sharper. "My grandfather is not a cruel man. He loves me. He just—"

"He loves the legacy more."

"No. He loves me through the legacy. In his mind, they're the same thing. I am the Naikwade line. If I end the line, I end him."

Mrin thought of Shamira. Of the six feet. Of the choices he had made and would continue to make — choices that prioritised one person's survival over his own comfort, his own safety, his own future.

"Satyam," he said. "I need to ask you something, and I need the truth."

"Ask."

"Did Pitambar know about Avani? About the child hidden in the manor?"

The silence that followed was louder than the graveyard's screaming. Satyam's heartbeat — which Mrin had been monitoring absently — spiked from seventy to one hundred and twelve.

"How do you know about Avani?" Satyam whispered.

"I found her. She's safe. But the clock that was supposed to protect her from her own vardaan — the clock that Tanay Tilak built — malfunctioned. Or was tampered with. And that malfunction killed Keshav."

Satyam's eyes widened. His grip on the ring tightened until his fingers went white.

"Did Pitambar know about the clock?" Mrin pressed.

"I—" Satyam's voice broke. "He told me. A week ago. He said Keshav had a secret — a dangerous one — and that the secret would destroy the wedding. He said he needed to 'remove the obstacle.'"

The words hung in the night air like smoke from a funeral pyre.

Remove the obstacle.

"Did he say what the obstacle was?"

"No. But I think... I think he meant Keshav. Keshav was the one who approved the wedding. Keshav was the one who could override Mandira's objections. Without Keshav—" Satyam stopped. His face had gone the colour of old parchment. "Oh god."

"Satyam."

"My grandfather. He wouldn't—" But even as the words left his mouth, the certainty drained from them. Satyam looked at the ring in his hand. The pearl. The gold. The three years of savings. The sincerity that now felt like a coffin nail.

"He came to me after Keshav's death," Satyam said, his voice barely audible. "He hugged me. He said: Now we can go home. I didn't understand what he meant. I thought he was talking about the mourning period. But he was—"

"He was telling you the obstacle had been removed."

Satyam pressed his face into his hands. The ring fell from his fingers and clinked against the stone wall, rolled, and disappeared into the grass below.

Mrin let him sit with it. The stars turned overhead. The graveyard hummed its low, impossible hum. And a young man's world — built on love and pearl rings and four hundred years of legacy — cracked along a fault line that had been there all along, invisible, patient, waiting.



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 13: - Cortisol: Satyam breaking the engagement (emotional devastation), Falgun's disappointment (worse than anger), the reveal: Pitambar may have orchestrated Keshav's murder ("remove the obstacle"), Satyam's world cracking - Oxytocin: Satyam's love for Falgun (Diwali memory, the ring, "I am not wealthy but I am sincere"), Falgun's vulnerability beneath her armor, Mrin's empathy for Satyam - Dopamine: Pitambar as suspect — "remove the obstacle" (major Zeigarnik loop: did the old rose farmer kill Keshav?). But how did Pitambar know about the clock? Who sent the anonymous message to Tilak? - Serotonin: The engagement breaks — a resolution that creates more pain. A suspect emerges, but the evidence is circumstantial. The ring falls into the grass, symbolizing what's been lost.

EMOTIONAL WHIPLASH: Satyam's genuine love for Falgun colliding with his betrayal of her, and the simultaneous realization that his beloved grandfather may be a murderer.

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (humidity pressing like damp cloth, ring between thumb and forefinger, rough stone under palms, warm surface pitted with age, ring weight against thigh, cold stone at night, ring clinking and rolling) - Smell: ≥2/page (sandalwood soap, jasmine oil and salt tears, roses closing, jasmine lingering, night air) - Sound: ≥2/page (silence like stones in a well, voice cracking, ring clinking on stone, graveyard humming, heartbeat spiking (70→112)) - Taste: ≥1 (Diwali gunpowder in the air, the bitterness of the broken engagement) ## Chapter Fourteen: Mandira's Truth

Mandira Kirtane did not sit when Mrin entered her study. She stood behind her desk — a massive mahogany structure that occupied the room like a throne occupied a dais — and watched him approach with the unblinking composure of a woman who had been watching people approach her for decades and had never once been impressed.

The study smelled of ink, old wood, and power. Not the metaphorical kind — the actual, physical smell of authority: leather-bound ledgers, sealing wax, the faint metallic tang of coins that had been counted too many times. Maps hung on every wall — the Kirtane holdings, the border territories, the six surfaces of the world rendered in exquisite cartographic detail. A single window looked south, toward the graveyard. The curtain was drawn.

"You've been busy," Mandira said. Her voice had the precise chill of a surgical instrument. "Breaking into locked passages. Questioning my children. Visiting the graveyard at three in the morning."

"You've been watching me."

"I watch everyone. It's the only way to keep them alive." She gestured at a chair. "Sit."

Mrin sat. The chair was uncomfortable — intentionally, he suspected. Everything in this room was designed to remind visitors that they were visitors.

"I need to ask you about Avani," Mrin said.

Mandira's expression didn't change. Not a flicker. Not a twitch. Her heartbeat — which Mrin was monitoring with sharpened hearing — remained at a steady fifty-eight. Either she was genuinely unsurprised, or her self-control was so absolute that it extended to her autonomic nervous system.

"The child in the walls," she said.

"You know about her."

"Of course I know about her. I've known since the second year." She moved to the window and drew the curtain back an inch. Grey light fell across her face, revealing lines that her composure had hidden — deep grooves around her mouth, shadows beneath her eyes, the particular erosion of a woman who had carried too many burdens for too long. "Keshav thought he was clever. He thought his mother was blind. But I built this house, Detective. I know its bones."

"Then why did you let him keep her?"

The question hung between them. Outside, the wind pushed against the window — a soft, persistent pressure, like a hand testing a locked door.

Mandira was silent for ten seconds. Mrin counted. In those ten seconds, her heartbeat — the steady, disciplined fifty-eight — faltered. Once. A single missed beat. The physiological equivalent of a crack in a dam.

"Because she is my granddaughter," Mandira said.

The words detonated in the study's quiet air. Mrin felt them land — in his chest, in his assumptions, in the architecture of the case he had been building.

"Avani is Keshav's daughter?"

"Keshav's daughter. Born in secret. The mother—" Mandira's jaw tightened. "The mother was a woman from Cliffdun. A nobody. She died in childbirth. Keshav was seventeen. He brought the baby here and hid her because he knew — correctly — that I would have been furious."

"Because the mother was a nobody?"

"Because the mother was a Kaalchor." Mandira turned from the window. Her eyes were dry, hard, bright — the eyes of a woman who had cried once, years ago, and had decided that once was enough. "The Kaalchor bloodline was not extinct. It was hiding. A single family, living quietly in Cliffdun, their vardaan dormant for generations. The mother — her name was Priya — was the first in her family to manifest the ability in eighty years. And she died bringing Avani into the world."

Mrin recalibrated everything. Avani was not a foundling. She was a Kirtane. Keshav's secret child, born to a Kaalchor mother, hidden in the walls of her own family's home.

"If you knew," Mrin said carefully, "why didn't you bring her out? Acknowledge her?"

"And tell the world that the Kirtane heir had fathered a child with a Kaalchor?" Mandira's voice sharpened to a blade. "The Rajmukut declared the Kaalchor bloodline extinct because the vardaan is terrifying. A child who steals time? Who ages people to death by touch? If the Rajmukut discovered Avani's existence, they would take her. Study her. Use her. Or destroy her."

The air in the study shifted. The ink-and-power smell receded, replaced by something rawer — something Mrin recognised with a jolt.

Fear. Mandira Kirtane, the iron matriarch, the woman who controlled an empire through sheer force of will, was afraid. Not of Mrin. Not of the investigation. Of what would happen to her granddaughter if the truth emerged.

"You kept her hidden to protect her," Mrin said.

"I kept her hidden to protect this family. Avani is part of this family, whether the world knows it or not." Mandira returned to her desk. Her hands — steady, controlled, the hands of a woman who signed documents that shaped territories — pressed flat against the mahogany surface. "And now my son is dead, and the child he loved is alone in a room in the walls, and you are here asking questions that will drag every secret into the light."

"The light is the only place where the truth works," Mrin said. "The truth is a cure—"

"Don't quote platitudes at me, Detective." Her voice was ice. "The truth is a weapon, and weapons don't care who they harm."

Mrin leaned forward. "Mandira-ji. Someone in this manor killed your son. Someone knew about the clock that Tanay Tilak built — the device that absorbed Avani's vardaan leakage — and they prevented Keshav from winding it. The stored energy discharged and aged Keshav to death in minutes. This was not an accident. It was murder."

Mandira's hands didn't move. Her face didn't change. But her heartbeat — that disciplined, controlled fifty-eight — climbed. Fifty-nine. Sixty-two. Sixty-seven. Seventy.

"Who," she said.

"I don't know yet. But the murderer knew three things: Avani's existence, her vardaan, and the clock's function. That narrows the field considerably."

"Everyone in this manor knows about Avani. I told you — I've known for years. Which means my staff knows. Which means—" She stopped.

"Which means the murderer could be anyone," Mrin finished. "But not everyone had motive."

"Motive?" Mandira's laugh was short, bitter, cold as the stone walls. "Keshav was the heir. His death reshuffles the entire succession. R inherits the estate — but R doesn't want it. Falgun becomes the primary political asset — but Falgun wants to marry a farmer's grandson. Dhananjay loses his firstborn — but Dhananjay has been losing things for years and barely notices anymore."

"And you?"

The question was dangerous. Mrin knew it. Mandira knew it. The study knew it — the walls seemed to lean inward, listening.

"I lose everything," Mandira said quietly. "Keshav was the future of this family. Without him, the Kirtane name survives on the shoulders of a cook who wants to leave and a daughter who wants to escape. I gain nothing from my son's death, Detective. Nothing."

Mrin believed her. The heartbeat, the micro-expressions, the involuntary dilation of her pupils — every physiological indicator confirmed what her voice conveyed. Mandira Kirtane had not killed her son.

But she was hiding something else. Beneath the grief, beneath the fear for Avani, beneath the iron composure — there was a layer Mrin couldn't reach. A door within the door. A secret behind the secret.

"Who removed the painting from the Drawing Room?" Mrin asked.

The shift was deliberate. A tangent, thrown like a stone to see where it landed. Mandira's eyes narrowed.

"What painting?"

"There's a rectangular discolouration on the Drawing Room wall. A painting was there recently and has been removed. Dhananjay's eyes kept returning to the empty space during his interview."

Mandira's composure rippled. For the first time, something broke through — not fear, not grief, but surprise. Genuine surprise.

"I don't know about any removed painting," she said.

She was telling the truth. Which meant someone had removed a painting from the Drawing Room without the matriarch's knowledge. In a house where Mandira claimed to know everything.

Someone was operating beneath her radar. Someone with access, knowledge, and the ability to move through the manor unseen.

"Thank you, Mandira-ji," Mrin said, standing. "I have what I need."

"You have questions," she corrected. "Not answers."

"Questions are the road. Answers are the destination."

"More platitudes." But the corner of her mouth moved — not a smile, not quite, but the suggestion of one. The ghost of a woman who might once have appreciated cleverness before the world taught her to distrust it.

Mrin left the study. The door closed behind him with a soft, authoritative click.

In the corridor, he stood still and let the case rearrange itself in his mind.

Avani was Keshav's daughter. Mandira knew and allowed the hiding. Pitambar wanted to "remove the obstacle." Someone removed a painting Mandira didn't know about. The clock was a weapon. Tilak received an anonymous warning.

The truth was in there somewhere, buried like the thing beneath the graveyard — present, pulsing, waiting to surface.

He just had to dig deeper.



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 14: - Cortisol: Mandira's revelation (Avani = Keshav's daughter), the Kaalchor bloodline hiding in plain sight, Mandira's fear of Rajmukut discovering Avani, someone operating beneath Mandira's radar (stolen painting), the murderer is inside the manor - Oxytocin: Mandira's hidden love for her granddaughter ("she is my granddaughter"), the matriarch's fear reframed as protective love, the crack in her composure (single missed heartbeat) - Dopamine: Avani's true parentage revealed (variable reward — changes everything!). Who removed the painting? Who operates unseen in Mandira's manor? New mystery layers beneath existing ones. - Serotonin: Mandira eliminated as suspect (physiological confirmation), Avani's identity clarified — but the murderer is still unknown, and the stolen painting introduces a new thread

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (uncomfortable chair, wind pressing window like hand testing door, hands pressed flat on mahogany, cold stone walls) - Smell: ≥2/page (ink/old wood/power, leather/sealing wax/coins, fear replacing ink smell) - Sound: ≥2/page (heartbeat monitoring (58→70), wind against window, door clicking shut, silence in study) - Taste: ≥1 (metallic tang of coins, bitterness of Mandira's laugh) ## Chapter Fifteen: The Painting

The missing painting haunted Mrin the way a melody haunts a musician — present in every silence, lurking behind every thought, refusing to resolve.

He found the answer not through detection but through R's kitchen.

It was evening. The manor had settled into its nightly routine — Mandira retreating to her study, Dhananjay to his whisky, the servants moving through the corridors like shadows performing choreography they'd memorised decades ago. Mrin had spent the afternoon cataloguing the Sacred Bones books in the hidden passage — forty-seven volumes in total, ranging from theological treatises to practical guides on demonic summoning that made his skin crawl. The work had left him with a headache, an appetite, and the taste of old paper coating the back of his throat like dust.

R was making khichdi.

The simplest dish in the world — rice and dal, turmeric and ghee — and R was making it with the concentration of a man performing surgery. The rice had been washed seven times. The dal — moong, yellow, split — had been soaked for precisely two hours. The ghee was clarified that morning, pale gold and fragrant. He tempered it with cumin seeds, mustard seeds, a single dried red chilli that cracked and popped in the hot fat, and a handful of curry leaves that released their sharp, citrusy perfume in a hissing cloud of steam.

"You're not eating enough," R said without looking up. "I can tell because your face is thinner than when you arrived and your shirt collar is looser."

"I'm investigating a murder. Appetite is secondary."

"Appetite is never secondary. Appetite is the body's way of telling you it hasn't given up." R stirred the khichdi. "The moment you stop wanting food, you've stopped wanting to live. That's what I tell Falgun, who hasn't eaten properly in four days, and what I told Baba, who hasn't eaten properly in four years."

"Your father?"

"Dhananjay Kirtane. My father. The man who replaced meals with whisky and called it grief management." R's stirring grew slightly more aggressive. "He started drinking when Maa took over everything. The estate, the finances, the children. He had nothing left to do, so he pickled himself."

Mrin accepted the bowl R handed him. The khichdi was perfect — soft, warm, golden with turmeric, the ghee glistening on the surface like liquid sunshine. The first spoonful was comfort made edible: the earthy sweetness of dal, the nuttiness of rice, the warm bite of cumin, and beneath it all, the pure, clean richness of fresh ghee coating his tongue.

"R," Mrin said between bites. "The Drawing Room. There's a painting missing from the north wall."

R's hand paused on the ladle. "The Faceless Pirate."

"What?"

"That's what we called it. An old painting — centuries old — of a figure standing on a ship. No face. Just a blank oval where the face should be. Keshav was obsessed with it. Said it was connected to something he was researching."

"When did it disappear?"

"The morning Keshav died. I noticed it when I brought chai to the Drawing Room — seven-thirty, before anyone else was up. The wall was empty. I asked Janhavi. She said she didn't know. I asked the servants. Nobody had seen anyone remove it."

"And you didn't tell us?"

R's expression was apologetic. "I assumed it was connected to the investigation. I assumed you'd find it."

"We didn't. Because nobody told us it was called the Faceless Pirate."

The name rang through Mrin's mind like a bell struck in an empty temple. The Faceless Pirate. He'd heard that name — or something like it — in the briefing files. One of the Rajmukut's intelligence reports, filed decades ago, about a figure who appeared in the folklore of multiple bhumitalas. A sailor without a face. A captain of a ship that sailed between surfaces. A legend — a myth — a warning.

"Where did the painting come from?" Mrin asked.

"Pelka would know. He's the family historian." R scraped the last of the khichdi into Mrin's bowl without asking. "The painting hung in the Drawing Room for as long as I can remember. Keshav told me once that it was the most valuable thing in the manor."

"More valuable than the estate?"

"More valuable than everything." R wiped his hands on his apron. "He said it was a map."



Mrin found Pelka in the rose garden at dusk. The old man was seated on his bench, a shawl over his shoulders, the pruning shears resting in his lap. He was not pruning. He was staring at the graveyard.

"The Faceless Pirate," Mrin said, sitting beside him.

Pelka didn't startle. Old men who have been waiting for questions don't startle when the questions arrive.

"The painting was commissioned two hundred and forty years ago," Pelka said. "By Cornasul Kirtane — the ancestor whose room you broke into. Cornasul was a seafarer. An explorer. He claimed to have found a passage between surfaces — not through the Edge, but beneath it. Through the void itself."

"That's impossible."

"Many things in this manor are impossible. The painting was his record — a portrait of the figure he encountered in the void. A being — not human, not demon, something between — that piloted a ship through the darkness between surfaces. Cornasul said the figure had no face because it existed outside of time. Time is what gives us faces, Detective. Without it, we are blank."

Mrin's mind raced. A being outside of time. The Kaalchor vardaan — the ability to steal time. Avani, born on an unmarked grave. The wellspring beneath the graveyard. The ticking in Keshav's body.

"The painting is a map," Mrin said.

"The painting contains coordinates. Hidden in the brushstrokes. Cornasul encoded the location of his passage — the route between surfaces — in the composition itself. The position of the stars behind the ship. The angle of the waves. The direction the ship faces. All of it is data."

"And someone stole it the morning Keshav died."

Pelka turned to face him. In the dying light, the old man's eyes burned with an intensity that stripped decades from his face. "Whoever stole that painting has access to a passage between surfaces. A way to travel from this bhumitala to another without going through the Edge. Without paying the Rajmukut's toll. Without the ship, the storms, the risk."

Navbhoomi. A passage to Navbhoomi. Hidden in a painting that had been stolen from a dead man's home.

The cure for Shamira. Not through the Favour. Not through twelve thousand mukuts. Through a painting.

Mrin stood. The roses around him were closing. The graveyard hummed its low hum. The stars were appearing — cold, precise, the same stars that Cornasul had encoded in a painting two hundred and forty years ago.

"Pelka-ji. Who else knows what the painting contains?"

"Keshav knew. I know. And now you know." He paused. "And whoever stole it."

"That's four people."

"That's one murderer," Pelka said quietly.



Mrin returned to the manor at a run. His boots struck the path with a rhythm that matched his hammering heart. The cold air burned in his lungs. The bullet wound in his shoulder screamed — a hot, bright pain that he registered and dismissed, because pain was a luxury he couldn't afford.

He found Omkar in the Drawing Room.

"The painting," Mrin said, breathing hard. "The Faceless Pirate. It was stolen the morning Keshav died. It's a map — encoded coordinates to a passage between surfaces. Whoever stole it killed Keshav for it."

Omkar stood. His monocle caught the lamplight. "A passage between surfaces?"

"An alternative route. Not through the Edge. Through the void. Cornasul Kirtane discovered it two hundred and forty years ago and hid the coordinates in a painting."

"And someone in this manor wanted those coordinates badly enough to kill for them."

"Not just someone. Someone who knew about Avani. Someone who knew about the clock. Someone who could prevent Keshav from winding it and steal the painting while the household was in chaos."

Omkar's face was pale. The monocle threw green light across his cheekbone. "Mrin. If this passage exists — if it leads to Navbhoomi—"

"Then the Favour doesn't matter." The words came out before Mrin could stop them. "The cure for Shamira isn't twelve thousand mukuts. It's a painting."

They stared at each other. The competition — the Favour, the house, the baby, the cure — had just been reframed. The painting was worth more than a Favour. Worth more than money. Worth more than anything either of them had been competing for.

"We need to find the painting," Mrin said.

"We need to find the murderer," Omkar corrected. "The painting will be with them."

"Then we agree."

"For once."



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 15: - Cortisol: The painting stolen — coordinates to a passage between surfaces, someone killed for it, the murderer has access to inter-surface travel, the cure for Shamira may depend on finding a stolen painting - Oxytocin: R's khichdi scene (comfort food, caring through cooking, "appetite is the body's way of telling you it hasn't given up"), Pelka's patient wisdom, Mrin and Omkar aligning - Dopamine: MASSIVE reveal — the painting is a MAP to a passage between surfaces! This changes the entire stakes (the cure isn't through money, it's through the painting). Who stole it? (New Zeigarnik loop: the murderer has the painting, the painting leads to Navbhoomi) - Serotonin: Mrin and Omkar unite around a shared goal (find the painting), but the murderer's identity remains unknown and the painting could be anywhere

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (headache from cataloguing, khichdi spoon warmth, ghee coating tongue, cold bench, shawl over shoulders, boots striking path, bullet wound screaming, cold air burning lungs) - Smell: ≥2/page (old paper dust, ghee/cumin/mustard/curry leaves, citrusy curry leaf steam, roses closing, night air) - Sound: ≥2/page (cumin seeds popping, curry leaves hissing, graveyard humming, boots on path, heart hammering) - Taste: ≥1 (khichdi — dal earthiness, rice nuttiness, cumin warmth, ghee richness; old paper coating throat) ## Chapter Sixteen: Dhananjay's Confession

The whisky was amber in the lamplight, the colour of weak chai and broken promises.

Dhananjay Kirtane sat in the library — not Keshav's library, but the family one on the ground floor, a room of leather armchairs and hunting trophies and the accumulated smell of decades of tobacco and alcohol. The decanter on the side table was half-empty. The glass in his hand was full. His eyes were red, his collar undone, his suit jacket thrown over the back of his chair like a man who had given up on formality the way he had given up on everything else.

Mrin entered without knocking. Omkar followed.

"Dhananjay-ji," Mrin said. "We need to talk about the painting."

Dhananjay's hand tightened on the glass. The whisky trembled — concentric ripples spreading outward from the epicentre of his grip. He didn't look up.

"Which painting?" His voice was thick, blurred at the edges, the voice of a man speaking through a filter of alcohol and regret.

"The Faceless Pirate. The one you've been staring at the empty wall space for since we arrived."

The silence that followed was not empty. It was full — full of the ticking clock on the mantel, the creak of the leather chair, the distant hum of the graveyard, the slow drip of condensation sliding down the whisky decanter and landing on the mahogany table with a soft, rhythmic tap.

Dhananjay drained his glass in one motion. The whisky left a trail on his chin. He wiped it with the back of his hand.

"I didn't steal it," he said.

"But you know who did."

Another silence. Dhananjay poured another glass. The whisky gurgled — an obscenely cheerful sound in the room's heavy atmosphere. He took a sip. Swallowed. The glass clinked against his teeth.

"My father," he said.

Mrin's eyebrows rose. "Pelka?"

"Pelka Kirtane. The family's living saint. The gentle old man who tends his roses and tells stories about the ancestors." Dhananjay's laugh was a wet, ugly thing, soaked in whisky and bitterness. "Pelka stole the painting."

"When?"

"The morning Keshav died. I saw him. I was coming down the stairs at six in the morning — couldn't sleep, the screaming was worse than usual — and I saw my father in the Drawing Room. He had the painting off the wall. Rolled it. Tucked it under his arm like a newspaper."

"And you said nothing?"

Dhananjay looked up. His eyes — bloodshot, watery, swimming in alcohol — held a pain so raw that even Mrin, who had seen pain in every conceivable form, felt it land.

"He's my father," Dhananjay said. "He's eighty-seven. He tends roses. He tells my children bedtime stories. He—" His voice broke. "I thought it was nothing. An old man moving a painting. I didn't know about the coordinates. I didn't know about the passage. I didn't know—"

"You didn't know he might have killed your son."

The words hit Dhananjay like a physical blow. He flinched. The whisky sloshed over the rim of his glass, running between his fingers, dripping onto the carpet in a dark stain.

"No," he whispered. "I didn't know that."

Omkar stepped forward. His voice was clinical, controlled — the voice of a detective doing his job despite the emotional wreckage in front of him. "Dhananjay-ji. Did Pelka know about Avani?"

"Everyone knows about Avani." Dhananjay's voice was barely audible. "My wife thinks she kept the secret. She didn't. The servants gossip. The walls are thin. The child cries at night. Everyone in this manor knows about the girl in the walls."

"Did Pelka know about the clock? The one Tanay Tilak built?"

"Tilak is Pelka's age. They've been friends for sixty years. If anyone told Pelka about the clock, it was Tilak."

The case was assembling itself. Mrin could feel the pieces clicking into place — the satisfying, terrible sensation of a puzzle resolving into a picture nobody wanted to see.

Pelka knew about Avani. Pelka knew about the clock. Pelka had stolen the painting. Pelka had motive — the painting's coordinates, the passage between surfaces, whatever ambition drove an eighty-seven-year-old man to steal from his own family.

But motive for murder? Pelka had loved Keshav. Every physiological indicator during their conversation in the rose garden had confirmed genuine affection. Could a man love his grandson and kill him? Could the same hands that pruned roses with such tenderness prevent a clock from being wound, knowing the consequence would be death?

"There's something else," Dhananjay said. He was staring at the carpet — at the whisky stain spreading slowly across the fibres, darkening, pooling. "Something I should have told you on the first day."

Mrin waited.

"Pelka has been sick. For months. The doctors call it bone decay — his body is aging faster than it should. He has six months, maybe less." Dhananjay's voice steadied — the way a man's voice steadies when he's moved past despair into the flat calm beyond it. "He's dying. And he's desperate."

"Desperate for what?"

"The passage. The route to Navbhoomi." Dhananjay looked at Mrin with eyes that had been emptied of everything except exhaustion. "Pelka believes that Navbhoomi has cures — for his bones, for his decay, for the death that's crawling toward him one day at a time. He's believed it for years. When Keshav confirmed it through Tilak's contacts—"

"He decided to go."

"He decided nothing would stop him."

The clock on the mantel ticked. The whisky stain spread. Outside, the wind carried the smell of roses — Pelka's roses, tended with love, watered with patience, blooming in the garden of a man who was dying and had chosen to kill for the chance to live.



Mrin stood in the corridor outside the library, his back against the cold stone wall, his eyes closed. The case was almost solved. The pieces were in place. The picture was forming.

But the picture was a portrait of an old man — a grandfather, a rose gardener, a storyteller — who had murdered his own grandson for a painting that might lead to a cure for a disease that was eating him alive.

The symmetry was devastating.

Mrin wanted the cure for Shamira. Pelka wanted the cure for himself. Both of them would cross oceans, break laws, and sacrifice everything for the chance to save the person they loved most. The difference — the only difference — was that Pelka had crossed a line that Mrin hadn't. Not yet. Not ever.

Would you?* a voice in his head asked. *If the only way to save Shamira was to let someone else die — would you?

He didn't answer. He didn't trust the answer.

Omkar appeared beside him. "Mrin."

"I know."

"We need to confront Pelka."

"I know."

"Are you alright?"

Mrin opened his eyes. The corridor was grey and cold and smelled of stone and history. "No," he said. "But that's not relevant."

They walked toward the rose garden.



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 16: - Cortisol: Dhananjay's confession (saw Pelka steal the painting, said nothing), Pelka as prime murder suspect, Pelka is dying (bone decay, six months), the devastating symmetry between Mrin's quest and Pelka's - Oxytocin: Dhananjay's broken love for his father ("He's my father. He's eighty-seven. He tends roses."), the whisky-soaked grief, Omkar asking "Are you alright?" - Dopamine: Pelka confirmed as painting thief — but is he the murderer? The dying grandfather theory (desperate for Navbhoomi cure). Mrin's internal question: "Would you cross that line to save Shamira?" (variable reward — the moral question) - Serotonin: The case nearly solved (Pelka = prime suspect), but the emotional cost is enormous. Confrontation imminent.

EMOTIONAL WHIPLASH: The realization that Pelka — the gentle old man who prunes roses and told Mrin about Avani — is likely the murderer, combined with the devastating parallel to Mrin's own quest for a cure.

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (glass tightening, whisky trembling, condensation dripping, whisky between fingers, cold stone wall against back) - Smell: ≥2/page (tobacco/alcohol, leather/hunting trophies, roses carried on wind) - Sound: ≥2/page (clock ticking, chair creaking, whisky gurgling, glass clinking against teeth, graveyard humming, condensation tapping) - Taste: ≥1 (whisky on Dhananjay's chin, copper taste of moral dread) ## Chapter Seventeen: Confrontation in the Garden

The roses were closed when Mrin and Omkar arrived. Night had fallen fully — a moonless dark that turned the garden into a labyrinth of shadow and perfume. The smell of the flowers was stronger after dark, as if the roses exhaled their sweetest breath when nobody was watching. Attar of rose. Green sap. The mineral tang of wet earth and the faint, bitter note of copper sulfate that Pelka used to keep the fungus at bay.

Pelka was not on his bench.

Mrin sharpened his hearing. The garden's nighttime sounds unfolded: the chirp of crickets in the hedge, the rustle of a rat in the undergrowth, the distant hum of the graveyard — always the graveyard, that low bass note that lived beneath everything like a second heartbeat. And somewhere ahead, deeper in the garden, the soft scrape of a trowel against earth.

They found him at the garden's centre, kneeling beside a rose bush — a deep crimson variety, the petals so dark they were almost black. He was digging. Not planting — digging. The trowel bit into the soil with a rhythmic persistence that suggested he had been at this for some time. His shawl had fallen from his shoulders. His white hair — what remained of it — caught the starlight.

"Pelka-ji," Mrin said.

The old man didn't stop digging. "You've spoken to Dhananjay."

"He told us about the painting."

Scrape. Scrape. The trowel hit something solid. Pelka paused. His breathing was heavy — the laboured breathing of a man whose lungs had begun to fail him alongside his bones. "My son is a coward. Always has been. Sees everything, says nothing. Drinks until the things he's seen stop mattering."

"Did you steal the Faceless Pirate?"

"I took what belongs to me." Pelka set down the trowel. His hands were caked with dirt — dark earth pushed beneath his nails, coating the creases of his palms. He looked up at Mrin with those sharp amber eyes. "The painting was Cornasul's. Cornasul was my great-great-grandfather. The coordinates are Kirtane property. I am a Kirtane."

"You took it the morning Keshav died."

"Yes."

"Before or after his death?"

The question landed in the dark garden like a stone in a pond. The crickets went silent. The rat stopped rustling. Even the graveyard's hum seemed to pause.

"Before," Pelka said. "I took it at six. Keshav died at nine-thirty."

"And the clock," Omkar said from behind Mrin. "Tanay Tilak's clock. The vardaan conduit that absorbed Avani's time-stealing energy. Who prevented Keshav from winding it?"

Pelka's jaw tightened. The muscles in his neck corded beneath the papery skin. For a moment — just a moment — the sharpness in his eyes dimmed, replaced by something that Mrin recognised with a sick, twisting sensation in his stomach.

Guilt.

"I sent the message," Pelka said. His voice was quiet — not the gravelly confidence of the rose garden conversations, but something smaller, more fragile. "The anonymous note to Tilak. I told him not to come. I knew that if Tilak didn't visit, Keshav would oversleep — the boy was always exhausted, always burning at both ends — and the clock would go unwound."

"You knew what would happen if the clock wasn't wound."

"Tilak told me years ago. The stored energy would discharge. The nearest living thing would—" He stopped. His hands — the dirt-caked, trembling hands — pressed against his thighs. "I didn't intend for Keshav to be in the room. He was supposed to be at the wedding rehearsal. He was supposed to be downstairs, with everyone else, when the clock discharged. The energy would have dissipated harmlessly into the stone walls."

"But Keshav stayed in his room," Mrin said.

"Because he was writing a letter." Pelka's voice cracked. The sound was terrible — the crack of an old man's composure, of a grandfather's love colliding with the knowledge of what that love had wrought. "A letter to Janhavi. Telling her the truth about Avani. He stayed in his room to finish it, and the clock—"

He couldn't finish.

The garden held its breath. The roses were closed. The stars were cold. And an old man knelt in the dirt with blood on his hands and soil under his nails and the weight of a grandson's death pressing him into the earth he loved.

"It was an accident," Pelka whispered. "I didn't mean—"

"You tampered with a vardaan weapon," Omkar said. His voice was controlled, but Mrin heard the anger beneath it — controlled, professional anger, the kind that detectives carry when the truth is worse than the crime. "You prevented the clock from being wound. You knew the potential consequence. That's not an accident, Pelka-ji. That's reckless endangerment at minimum. Manslaughter at worst."

"I wanted the painting!" The words erupted from Pelka with a force that shook his frail body. His eyes blazed. "I wanted the coordinates! I wanted to live! My bones are rotting inside me, Detective. I can feel them — crumbling, dissolving, turning to powder inside my own skin. Every morning I wake up and there's less of me than the day before. I have six months. Maybe four. And on Navbhoomi — on Navbhoomi there's a cure. Tilak confirmed it through his contacts. A cure for bone decay. A cure that would give me twenty more years."

The symmetry struck Mrin again — a hammer blow to the chest. Pelka, dying, desperate for a cure on Navbhoomi. Mrin, desperate for Shamira's cure on Navbhoomi. Two men, two diseases, the same destination. The same impossible hope.

"I would have taken Avani," Pelka continued, his voice dropping to the ragged whisper of a confession that had been building for days. "Through the passage. To Navbhoomi. She would have been safe there — safer than in these walls, safer than in a world that would destroy her for what she is. And I would have found my cure. Two lives saved. That was the plan."

"And one life lost," Mrin said.

Pelka's face crumpled. The sharp amber eyes — so like Mrin's own — flooded with tears that carved channels through the dirt on his cheeks. He pressed his forehead to the earth between his knees and sobbed — a raw, broken sound, the sound of a man who had been strong for eighty-seven years and could not be strong for one more second.

Mrin crouched beside him. The earth was cold and damp beneath his knees. The smell of roses was overwhelming — sweet, heavy, almost suffocating. He placed a hand on the old man's shoulder. The bones beneath the skin were sharp as blades.

"Pelka-ji," Mrin said quietly. "Where is the painting?"

Pelka raised his face from the earth. Dirt clung to his forehead, his cheeks, his chin. "Here," he said, gesturing at the hole he'd been digging. "Buried. Beneath the roses."

Mrin reached into the hole. His fingers brushed canvas — rolled, wrapped in oilcloth, buried six inches deep in the soil of a rose garden. He pulled it free. The oilcloth was damp. The canvas inside was dry, protected, preserved.

He held it.

The Faceless Pirate. A map to another surface. A possible cure for Shamira. A dead man's legacy, buried beneath flowers by the man who had caused his death.

Mrin stood. The canvas was heavy in his hands — heavy with paint, with history, with the weight of choices that could not be unmade.

"Omkar," he said. "Help him up."

Omkar lifted Pelka to his feet. The old man swayed — his bones were failing, his legs were weak, and the confession had drained whatever reserves of strength he'd been hoarding. He leaned on Omkar's arm like a man leaning on a crutch, and together they walked out of the rose garden, through the dark grounds, toward the manor where Eshwar waited with handcuffs and protocol and the cold machinery of justice.

The roses remained. Closed, fragrant, patient. They would bloom again tomorrow. They didn't care about murder. They didn't care about cures or passages between surfaces or the desperate bargains old men made with fate.

They were roses. They bloomed. That was enough.



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 17: - Cortisol: Pelka's confession (sent the anonymous note, prevented clock winding, caused Keshav's death), bones rotting inside him, six months to live, the terrible accident - Oxytocin: Pelka's breakdown (sobbing into earth), Mrin's hand on his shoulder (despite knowing Pelka caused a death), Pelka's plan to save Avani alongside himself, the devastating parallel between Mrin and Pelka - Dopamine: The painting found! (Buried beneath roses — beautiful/terrible symmetry.) The passage to Navbhoomi confirmed. But the painting is evidence — can Mrin use it for Shamira? - Serotonin: Case solved — Pelka confesses, painting recovered, motive clear. But the emotional devastation is enormous. The roses blooming regardless provides the quiet, melancholic close.

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (trowel scraping earth, dirt under nails, cold damp earth under knees, canvas brushed by fingers, oilcloth damp, bones sharp as blades under skin, Pelka leaning on Omkar's arm) - Smell: ≥2/page (rose attar stronger at night, green sap, copper sulfate, earth, overwhelming sweetness) - Sound: ≥2/page (crickets, rat rustling, trowel scraping, Pelka's laboured breathing, confession erupting, sobbing) - Taste: ≥1 (dirt and grief on tongue, the bitterness of moral symmetry) ## Chapter Eighteen: The Favour

Eshwar received the confession in the Drawing Room with the clinical composure of a man who had heard worse things and expected worse still.

Pelka sat in the green velvet chair — the same chair where suspects had squirmed under interrogation for the past week — and repeated everything he had told Mrin in the garden. The anonymous note to Tilak. The stolen painting. The desperate plan to reach Navbhoomi. The miscalculation that had killed his grandson. His voice was flat now, emptied of the emotion that had poured from him in the rose garden, reduced to a monotone recitation of facts that sounded less like a confession and more like an obituary read by the deceased.

Eshwar listened without interrupting. His spectacles reflected the lamplight. His moustache was immobile. His pen scratched notes with a precision that turned human tragedy into administrative record.

When Pelka finished, Eshwar set down his pen.

"Pelka Kirtane," he said. "Under the authority of the Rajmukut and the Anandgiri Detectives, I am placing you under formal arrest for the reckless endangerment resulting in the death of Keshav Kirtane. You will be transported to Luncost for trial."

Pelka nodded. He had expected this. He had been expecting this since the moment the clock discharged and his grandson's life evaporated in a locked room.

"The painting," Eshwar continued, "will be entered into evidence and returned to the Kirtane family."

"No." The word came from Mrin, and it surprised everyone in the room — including Mrin himself.

Eshwar turned. His amber eyes — cold, precise, the eyes of a man who had spent forty years ensuring that the Anandgiri name meant law and order — fixed on his nephew.

"No?" Eshwar repeated.

"The painting contains coordinates to a passage between surfaces. That information has strategic, scientific, and medical value beyond its use as evidence. If it's returned to the Kirtane family, Mandira will lock it away. The coordinates will never be used."

"The coordinates are not our concern. The murder is."

"The murder is solved. Pelka confessed. The evidence supports the confession. The painting's evidentiary value is minimal — it establishes motive, which Pelka has already admitted. Returning it to the family serves no judicial purpose."

Eshwar's moustache performed a complicated series of micro-movements that suggested he was simultaneously impressed by the argument and furious at the impertinence. "What do you propose?"

"I propose the painting be submitted to the Rajmukut as part of the case file. And I propose that I be the one to deliver it — along with my report, my evidence, and my formal request for the Favour."

The room went quiet. Omkar, standing by the door, shifted his weight. His monocle caught the light. His heartbeat — which Mrin was monitoring without conscious effort — accelerated.

The Favour. The prize they'd been competing for. Mrin was claiming it.

"You solved the case," Eshwar said carefully. "Both of you did."

"Omkar discovered the clock mechanism. I found the journal, the passage, and the painting. I confronted Pelka. I extracted the confession." Mrin's voice was steady, but beneath the steadiness, his pulse was racing. "The Favour is earned by the detective who presents the solution. I'm presenting it."

Omkar stepped forward. "Mrin—"

"I know." Mrin turned to face his brother-in-law. The lamplight carved shadows across both their faces. "I know what you need the Favour for. The house. Ketaki. The baby. I know."

"Then you know what you're taking from me."

"I'm not taking anything. I'm choosing." The words tasted like iron — the taste of a blade pressed between the teeth. "Shamira is dying. The Skinfever is advancing. If I don't get to Navbhoomi in the next month, I may never get there at all. The Favour is the fastest, cleanest path."

"And the painting? The coordinates? If there's a passage between surfaces—"

"The passage is a possibility. The Favour is a certainty. I can't gamble Shamira's life on a two-hundred-and-forty-year-old map that may or may not lead anywhere."

Omkar's jaw tightened. The monocle threw a green slash across his cheekbone. His heartbeat was at one hundred and four — the rhythm of a man fighting to remain professional while something inside him was breaking.

"Ketaki is your sister," Omkar said quietly.

The words hit Mrin like a fist. Not because they were unfair — they were perfectly fair — but because they were true, and the truth was a blade that cut in every direction.

"I know," Mrin said. "And I'm sorry."

The silence that followed was the heaviest thing in the room. Heavier than the evidence. Heavier than the confession. Heavier than the painting wrapped in oilcloth that sat on the table between them like a bomb that had already detonated.

Eshwar broke it. "The Favour will be awarded by the Rajmukut based on the formal report. I will submit both your names. The decision is the Crown's, not mine." He stood. "We leave for Luncost at dawn. Pelka will be transported under guard. The painting goes with the evidence file."

He left the room. His footsteps echoed down the corridor — measured, authoritative, the footsteps of a man who had just presided over a family's destruction and would sleep soundly regardless.

Mrin and Omkar stood alone in the Drawing Room. The green velvet chairs. The empty wall where the Faceless Pirate had hung. The ticking clock on the mantel.

"I would have done the same thing," Omkar said.

Mrin looked at him.

"If our positions were reversed. If Ketaki was dying and you had a house to buy. I would have chosen her." Omkar's voice was steady now — the heartbeat settling, the professionalism reasserting itself over the hurt. "I hate you a little bit for it. But I would have done the same thing."

"I hate me a little bit for it too."

"Good." Omkar extended his hand. "Then we're even."

Mrin shook it. The grip was firm, brief, loaded with everything they couldn't say and wouldn't need to.



That night, Mrin sat with Avani.

The child was still in her hidden room — Eshwar had arranged for proper care, a servant assigned specifically to her, meals delivered three times a day instead of whenever Keshav had managed to sneak away — but the room was still the same. The low ceiling. The single window. The stuffed elephant on the mattress.

Avani sat cross-legged on her blankets, the elephant in her lap, watching Mrin with those enormous, wary eyes.

"Pelka is going away," Mrin said. He had decided that Avani deserved the truth, even a simplified version of it. Children who had been lied to their entire lives deserved honesty more than anyone. "He did something wrong, and he has to answer for it."

"Did he hurt Keshav?"

"Yes. Not on purpose. But yes."

Avani hugged the elephant. Her small fingers dug into the worn fabric. "Is he a bad person?"

The question was impossible. The answer was worse.

"He's a person who did a bad thing," Mrin said. "People are complicated. They can love someone and still hurt them. They can be kind and still make terrible mistakes."

"Like me," Avani said quietly. "I hurt Keshav too. When I slept."

"That's different. You couldn't control it."

"Pelka couldn't control being sick."

Mrin opened his mouth. Closed it. The child's logic was devastating in its simplicity.

"You're right," he said. "But Pelka had a choice about how he responded to being sick. You didn't have a choice about your vardaan. That's the difference."

Avani considered this. The elephant's button eyes stared at Mrin. The single window showed a rectangle of night sky — stars, distant, indifferent.

"What's going to happen to me?" she asked.

"Mandira — your grandmother — she's going to take care of you. Properly, this time. Not in the walls. In the house. In the light."

"She knows about me?"

"She's always known." Mrin leaned forward. "Avani. You're going to be okay. Not right away — it's going to be hard, and you're going to miss Keshav, and some days will be terrible. But you're going to be okay."

She looked at him — really looked, with the penetrating clarity of a child who had spent her life reading the intentions of the only person who visited her. "Do you promise?"

"I promise."

The word tasted like responsibility. Like a debt he might not be able to pay. But he said it anyway, because some promises are worth making even when keeping them is uncertain.



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 18: - Cortisol: Mrin claiming the Favour over Omkar (betrayal of family), Eshwar's cold authority, the Favour competition resolved with maximum emotional damage, Avani's uncertain future - Oxytocin: Omkar's grace ("I would have done the same thing"), Mrin sitting with Avani (promise scene), Avani's devastating logic about Pelka, the handshake between competitors - Dopamine: The Favour claimed — but will the Rajmukut award it? The painting goes into evidence — the passage coordinates may be lost. What happens to Avani? (Multiple loops partially closed, new ones opened) - Serotonin: Case formally resolved, Pelka arrested, Favour requested. But the emotional cost is enormous — Omkar loses, Avani faces an uncertain future, and the painting's secrets may never be explored.

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (velvet chair, pen scratching, handshake (firm, brief), elephant's worn fabric, fingers digging in, blankets) - Smell: ≥2/page (lamplight warmth, oilcloth-wrapped painting, hidden room's stale air, night air through window) - Sound: ≥2/page (pen scratching, heartbeat monitoring (Omkar at 104), Eshwar's footsteps echoing, silence as heaviest thing, clock ticking) - Taste: ≥1 (iron taste of choosing, responsibility tasting like debt) ## Chapter Nineteen: The Road to Luncost

The carriage left Kirtane Manor at dawn.

The sky was the colour of old bruises — purple and yellow at the horizon, grey overhead, with clouds so low they seemed to rest on the rooftops of Cliffdun like sleeping animals. The air was cold and wet, carrying the smell of overnight rain, crushed grass, and the mineral sharpness of the cliffs. Mrin sat in the carriage with the oilcloth-wrapped painting across his knees and the weight of every decision he'd made pressing against his sternum.

Pelka rode in a separate carriage — guarded, sealed, the windows covered. Mrin could hear the old man's breathing if he sharpened his senses: slow, shallow, the breathing of a man who had surrendered to the current and stopped swimming. Behind them, Kirtane Manor receded — its grey towers shrinking, its gardens vanishing into the mist, its secrets sinking back into the stone walls that had held them for centuries.

Eshwar sat opposite Mrin, reading. Always reading. The man consumed information the way fires consumed wood — steadily, completely, leaving only ash.

Omkar was not in the carriage. He had left at midnight — a quiet departure, his trunk strapped to a hired horse, the monocle catching moonlight for one final green flash before he disappeared down the road toward Cliffdun station. He was going home. To Ketaki. To the rented room above the cloth merchant's shop. To the baby that would arrive in two months, into a world of mildew walls and pressed flowers and a father who had lost the prize he'd been fighting for.

Mrin had not said goodbye. Omkar had not offered one. Some silences between family members are more honest than words.



The journey to Luncost took fourteen hours. Mrin spent them thinking.

The painting sat on his knees, wrapped in oilcloth, humming with a faint warmth that might have been the residual energy of two-hundred-and-forty-year-old coordinates or might have been the heat of his own body through the fabric. He didn't unwrap it. He didn't need to. Pelka had described the composition in enough detail that Mrin could see it behind his eyelids: a ship on a dark sea, stars in precise positions, waves at calculated angles, and at the helm, a figure without a face — a being that existed outside of time, piloting a vessel through the void between surfaces.

The Faceless Pirate.

Mrin thought about the passage. If the coordinates were real — if Cornasul's map led to a viable route between surfaces — then the painting was worth more than the Favour. Worth more than twelve thousand mukuts. Worth more than the Rajmukut's entire treasury. A secret passage to Navbhoomi meant trade, medicine, knowledge, power. It meant cures. Not just for Shamira. For everyone.

But the painting was evidence. It would be entered into the case file. Examined by archivists. Locked in a vault. The coordinates might be studied — eventually — but "eventually" was a word that meant "not soon enough" when the woman you loved was dying.

The Favour was faster. Cleaner. A direct request to the Crowned Goldenblood: fund my passage to Navbhoomi through the Edge, the normal way, the expensive way, the way that cost twelve thousand mukuts and a month of preparation.

Mrin chose the Favour.

He chose it because certainty was worth more than possibility when lives were measured in months.



They arrived in Luncost at nightfall. The town was the same — terracotta rooftops, temple spires, the harbour glittering with lamplight and the sound of waves against stone. But it felt different. Smaller. As if the week at Kirtane Manor had expanded Mrin's internal map of the world and Luncost no longer fit the scale.

Eshwar delivered Pelka to the Rajmukut's judicial office. The old man walked between guards with his back straight and his head down, the shawl draped over his shoulders, his rose-garden hands cuffed at the wrists. He did not look at Mrin as he passed. Mrin did not look away.

The trial would take weeks. The verdict was not in question — Pelka had confessed, the evidence supported the confession, and Eshwar's report was so thorough it could have been submitted as a legal textbook. The sentencing would consider Pelka's age, his health, and the accidental nature of the death. House arrest, most likely. Confinement to Luncost until his bones finished what the disease had started.

Mrin went home.

The Anandgiri compound was quiet. Laksh was still in Cliffdun — or on his way back — and Ketaki had gone to her room early, according to the servants, claiming exhaustion. Mrin suspected the exhaustion was emotional rather than physical. Omkar would have sent word. Ketaki would know that her husband had lost the Favour to her brother.

His room smelled of dust and old books. The bedsheets were cold. The lamp threw familiar shadows on familiar walls. He placed the photograph of Shamira on the bedside table, undressed, and lay on his back with his hands behind his head.

Sleep wouldn't come.

He thought about Pelka — the old man's confession, the sobbing in the rose garden, the dirt on his face. He thought about Avani — the stuffed elephant, the rectangle of sky, the question: Is he a bad person? He thought about Omkar — the handshake, the silence, the midnight departure.

And he thought about Shamira.

Tomorrow, he would present the case to the Rajmukut's council. He would formally request the Favour. If granted, the preparations for the Navbhoomi voyage would begin immediately — one month of provisioning, hiring crew, securing passage on a ship rated for Edge crossing. One month before he could stand on another surface and beg its doctors for the medicine that would save the woman he loved.

One month.

Shamira had been waiting three years. She could wait one more month. Probably. The Skinfever advanced at its own pace — sometimes slow, sometimes sudden, always cruel. The purple in her fingertips could stabilise. Or it could spread. The lesions could plateau. Or they could deepen. The jaundice in her eyes could hold. Or it could darken.

He had no control over any of it. He had control over the Favour. Over the report. Over the words he would speak to the Crowned Goldenblood.

He closed his eyes.

The truth is a cure that hurts worse than the disease — but it's the only medicine that works.

He had spoken that truth to Pelka. To Mandira. To Avani. To everyone except himself.

The truth he hadn't spoken was this: he was afraid. Not of the Edge. Not of the storms. Not of the other surface. He was afraid that he would cross the ocean, find the cure, bring it back — and arrive too late. That Shamira would be gone. That the bell on her wrist would be silent. That the six feet between them would have become infinite.

The fear sat in his chest like a stone. Cold. Heavy. Permanent.

He breathed with it. Accepted it. Let it exist without fighting.

And eventually — long after midnight, long after the temple bells had tolled and fallen silent, long after the last cricket had stopped singing — sleep came.



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 19: - Cortisol: Omkar's silent departure (family rupture), Pelka's arrest (cuffed hands, straight back), Mrin's fear of arriving too late (the stone in his chest), Shamira's uncertain timeline - Oxytocin: Mrin's fear for Shamira (vulnerability, not strength), the photograph on the bedside table, the six feet becoming infinite, accepting fear without fighting - Dopamine: The Favour — will the Rajmukut grant it? The painting in evidence — will the coordinates ever be used? Tomorrow's presentation (anticipation). One month until Navbhoomi. - Serotonin: Home reached, case delivered, Favour about to be requested — but the emotional cost is enormous, Omkar is gone, Pelka is imprisoned, and Mrin's deepest fear is exposed. Partial resolution opening new tension: will the Favour be enough?

QUIET MOMENT: Mrin alone in his childhood room, thinking about everyone he's hurt and helped, accepting his fear. Breathing room before the climax.

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (painting warmth on knees, oilcloth fabric, cold bedsheets, hands behind head, stone of fear in chest) - Smell: ≥2/page (overnight rain/crushed grass/mineral cliffs, dust and old books, familiar room) - Sound: ≥2/page (Pelka's breathing through walls, waves against harbour stone, temple bells tolling, last cricket) - Taste: ≥1 (iron taste of truth unspoken, fear tasting like cold stone) ## Chapter Twenty: The Crowned Goldenblood

The Rajmukut's throne room smelled of sandalwood, gold leaf, and the concentrated anxiety of every person who had ever stood before absolute power and hoped it would be merciful.

Mrin dressed carefully that morning. Not the muddy sherwani. Not the coffin clothes. A new kurta — deep blue, pressed, the fabric stiff enough to hold its shape against the trembling he couldn't quite control. Clean trousers. Polished boots. The bronze badge on his chest. The photograph in his pocket. Always the photograph.

Eshwar accompanied him — not as family, but as the Sleuth Regent, the official representative of the Anandgiri Detectives. His white kurta was immaculate. His silver moustache was weaponised. He carried the case file in a leather satchel that he held the way monks hold sacred texts — with reverence and the unspoken suggestion that anyone who touched it without permission would regret the decision.

The throne room occupied the highest floor of the Rajmukut's palace — a vast, circular chamber with a domed ceiling painted in gold and azure, depicting the six surfaces of the world in layered perspective. Sunlight entered through a ring of windows at the dome's base, falling in shafts that caught the dust motes and turned them into tiny, floating stars. The floor was white marble, polished to a mirror finish. Mrin could see his own reflection — distorted, stretched, a man walking toward a judgment he had earned.

The Crowned Goldenblood sat on a throne carved from a single block of amber. He was younger than Mrin had expected — mid-forties, with a lean, angular face and eyes that missed nothing. His crown was a thin band of gold, understated, almost modest. His kurta was saffron. His hands rested on the throne's armrests with the relaxed precision of a man accustomed to the weight of authority.

Twelve councillors sat in a semicircle behind him — ministers, advisors, generals — each one watching Mrin with the professional appraisal of people whose careers depended on correctly predicting the king's response to things.

"Mrinal Anandgiri," the Crowned Goldenblood said. His voice was calm, measured, the kind of voice that could declare war or order tea with equal composure. "You have solved the Kirtane case."

"I have, Your Majesty."

"Proceed."

Mrin presented the case. He spoke for forty minutes — clearly, chronologically, without embellishment. The locked room. The aged body. The Kaalchor child hidden in the walls. The vardaan conduit clock. The Sacred Bones texts. The rose garden confession. Pelka's motive — the painting, the passage, the desperate need for a cure. The Faceless Pirate and its encoded coordinates.

He presented each piece of evidence as it became relevant — the journal, the physician's report, Tilak's blueprint, Pelka's written confession. The councillors passed them between themselves. Papers rustled. Pens scratched.

When Mrin finished, the throne room was silent. The dust motes drifted. The sunlight shifted as a cloud passed over the dome.

"The painting," the Crowned Goldenblood said. "You believe it contains genuine coordinates to a passage between surfaces?"

"I believe it's possible, Your Majesty. Cornasul Kirtane's journals — held in the Anandgiri archives — describe his discovery of such a passage. The painting was his record. Whether the passage still exists after two hundred and forty years is unknown."

"And the child? The Kaalchor?"

"Avani Kirtane. Five years old. Currently in the care of her grandmother, Mandira Kirtane. The child's vardaan is uncontrolled but not malicious. With proper training and containment — perhaps a permanent version of Tilak's clock mechanism — she could live a normal life."

"A Kaalchor living a normal life." The Crowned Goldenblood's expression didn't change, but something shifted behind his eyes — a calculation, a weighing of threats and possibilities. "The vardaan was declared extinct for a reason, Detective."

"With respect, Your Majesty, the reason was fear. Fear of what the vardaan could do. But Avani is a child, not a weapon. She deserves protection, not persecution."

The silence that followed was the kind that kings cultivate — heavy, purposeful, designed to make the person standing before them feel the full weight of what they've asked for.

"Very well," the Crowned Goldenblood said. "The child will be placed under Rajmukut protection. Mandira Kirtane will retain custody, with oversight. A modified containment clock will be commissioned." He paused. "And the painting will be studied by the Royal Cartographic Office. If the coordinates are viable, the passage will be explored — under Crown authority."

Mrin's heart was beating so hard he could feel it in his fingertips. The Favour. He hadn't asked for it yet. The case presentation was complete. The evidence was submitted. Now came the moment.

"Your Majesty," Mrin said. "I formally request the Rajmukut's Favour."

The Crowned Goldenblood inclined his head. "Speak your request."

"Passage to Navbhoomi. Through the Edge. Funded by the Crown." Mrin's voice was steady. His hands were not — they trembled at his sides, hidden by the blue kurta's sleeves. "There is a woman — Shamira — who suffers from Skinfever. The Rogdharini vardaan keeps her alive but cannot cure her. Ereven, a survivor from Navbhoomi rescued by Captain Samundar's crew, confirmed that Navbhoomi possesses medical knowledge sufficient to develop a cure. I request funded passage to bring her blood samples to Navbhoomi and return with the cure."

The councillors whispered. The Crowned Goldenblood raised a hand. Silence.

"You solved a case that threatened territorial stability and uncovered a potential passage between surfaces," he said. "The Favour is granted."

The words landed in Mrin's chest like sunlight after a monsoon. Warm. Sudden. Almost too bright to bear.

"Preparations will begin immediately," the Crowned Goldenblood continued. "A ship will be provisioned for Edge crossing. You will depart in three weeks."

Three weeks. Not a month. Three weeks.

Mrin bowed. The marble floor was cold under his knees. The reflection beneath him showed a man on the verge of weeping and refusing to allow it.

"Thank you, Your Majesty."

"Don't thank me, Detective. Bring back the cure. And bring back knowledge of Navbhoomi while you're there. The Crown's generosity is never without expectation."



Outside the throne room, in a corridor of arched windows and potted ferns, Mrin leaned against a pillar and breathed.

The pillar was cool against his back. The ferns smelled of water and green growth. Sunlight fell through the arches in warm bands that crossed the floor like the rungs of a golden ladder.

Three weeks.

He would see Shamira tomorrow. He would tell her that the Favour was granted. That the ship was being prepared. That in three weeks, he would cross the Edge — the literal edge of the world, where the ocean poured into the void and storms raged at the boundary between surfaces — and arrive on Navbhoomi, a surface no Anandgiri had ever visited.

He would bring her blood. He would find the doctors, the healers, the scientists. He would beg them, bribe them, bargain with them. He would do whatever it took to obtain the cure. And then he would come back.

He would cross the six feet.

He would hold her hand.

He pressed the photograph through his pocket. The paper was thin now — thinner than when the journey had started, worn by the oils of his fingers, the heat of his body, the constant, unconscious pressure of a man touching the only image of the woman he loved.

"The photograph will survive," he told himself. "And so will she."

Eshwar appeared at the end of the corridor, the leather satchel under his arm. He walked toward Mrin with the measured stride of a man who had just witnessed his nephew receive the highest honour the Rajmukut could bestow and was determined not to show how proud he felt.

"Mrin."

"Uncle."

Eshwar stopped in front of him. His spectacles caught the light. His moustache twitched — once, twice — in a pattern that Mrin had learned to read over twenty-five years.

"You did well," Eshwar said.

Two words. From Eshwar Anandgiri, that was a standing ovation.

"Thank you," Mrin said.

Eshwar nodded. Then, in a gesture so unexpected that Mrin almost didn't recognise it, Eshwar placed his hand on Mrin's shoulder — the uninjured one — and squeezed. Brief. Firm. The pressure of a palm that had raised a boy and was acknowledging the man.

Then he turned and walked away, his footsteps echoing in the corridor, his spine straight, his moustache immaculate.

Mrin stood in the sunlight. The ferns rustled. The arches framed a sky so blue it looked painted.

Three weeks.



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 20: - Cortisol: The throne room tension (absolute power, judgment), the Favour request (will it be granted?), the Crowned Goldenblood's calculation about Avani ("the vardaan was declared extinct for a reason"), the Crown's expectation ("generosity is never without expectation") - Oxytocin: The Favour GRANTED (overwhelming relief), Eshwar's two-word praise and shoulder squeeze (the most emotional Eshwar has ever been), Mrin's vision of crossing the six feet, Avani protected - Dopamine: The Favour is granted! Three weeks until departure! But the Crown expects intelligence from Navbhoomi — the cure comes with strings. The painting will be studied — the passage may be explored. - Serotonin: MAJOR resolution — the Favour is secured, the voyage is funded, the cure is within reach. But three weeks of waiting, and the photograph is wearing thin (physical metaphor for time running out).

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (stiff fabric, bronze badge on chest, trembling hands, cold marble under knees, pillar cool against back, photograph thin from handling, Eshwar's shoulder squeeze) - Smell: ≥2/page (sandalwood/gold leaf, ferns and water, green growth) - Sound: ≥2/page (papers rustling, pens scratching, silence in throne room, Eshwar's footsteps echoing) - Taste: ≥1 (anxiety tasting metallic, relief tasting like sunlight after monsoon) ## Chapter Twenty-One: Pelka's Last Rose

The trial lasted four days. Mrin attended every session.

The Rajmukut's judicial chamber was smaller than the throne room but no less imposing — a rectangular hall with stone walls, wooden benches, and a raised platform where three judges sat in black robes that smelled of mothballs and authority. The air was thick with the breath of spectators — fifty or sixty people crammed onto the benches, their bodies generating a collective warmth that fogged the windows and mixed the smells of sweat, sandalwood, and the cheap beedi smoke that clung to the coats of men who had been smoking outside during recesses.

Pelka sat in the defendant's chair — a straight-backed wooden seat positioned below the judges' platform, designed to make its occupant feel small. But Pelka did not look small. He looked old, frail, diminished — his bones more prominent, his skin more translucent, as if the confession had accelerated the decay his disease had already begun — but not small. His back was straight. His hands rested on his knees. His amber eyes, when they met the judges', held the clarity of a man who had stopped running from the truth and was waiting for it to finish its work.

Mandira attended. She sat in the front row, dressed in white, her posture so rigid that she might have been carved from the same stone as the walls. She did not look at Pelka. She did not look at Mrin. She stared at the judges with the focused intensity of a woman who was measuring the distance between justice and revenge and finding it insufficient.

R attended. He brought food — small tiffins packed with dal rice and pickle, handed silently to family members during recesses. Nobody commented on this. R's way of caring was through sustenance, and in the judicial chamber, surrounded by legal proceedings that sought to quantify the value of a human life, the dal rice was the most honest thing in the room.

The evidence was presented. Eshwar's report — meticulous, thorough, devastating in its clarity — formed the prosecution's backbone. Tilak testified about the clock. Janhavi testified about Keshav. Dhananjay testified about seeing Pelka take the painting. And Pelka himself, when called to speak, stood with difficulty — his bones protesting, his grip on the railing white-knuckled — and spoke the same words he had spoken in the rose garden.

"I didn't intend to kill my grandson. I intended to save my own life. The result is the same."

The judges deliberated for six hours. The verdict: guilty of reckless endangerment resulting in death. The sentence: house arrest for the remainder of his natural life. Given Pelka's health — the bone decay, the six months, the body that was consuming itself from the inside — the sentence was effectively a death sentence delivered in gentler language.

Pelka accepted it with a nod.



On the trial's final day, Mrin visited Pelka in the holding chamber.

The room was stone, small, lit by a single barred window that threw a grid of light across the floor. Pelka sat on a cot — the same straight-backed posture, the same amber eyes — with a blanket across his knees and a clay cup of chai cooling on a tray beside him.

"Detective," Pelka said.

"Pelka-ji."

Mrin sat on the stool opposite. The stone walls pressed close. The air smelled of damp, old fabric, and the metallic undertone of iron bars. Between them, the grid of light from the window lay on the floor like a cage within a cage.

"I have something for you," Pelka said.

He reached beneath the blanket and produced a small object — a dried rose, pressed flat, the petals preserved in the deep crimson that had reminded Mrin of arterial blood. It was mounted on a thin wooden board, behind glass, with a tiny brass plaque at the bottom.

Rosa Cornasuliana. First bloom, 1784.

"This rose variety was bred by Cornasul," Pelka said. "My great-great-grandfather. The explorer. The man who painted the Faceless Pirate." He held the frame with trembling hands. "The variety has been growing in my garden for two hundred and forty years. It's the only living thing that connects us to him."

"Why are you giving this to me?"

Pelka's eyes — those sharp, terrible, familiar eyes — softened. "Because you're going where Cornasul went. To another surface. Through the Edge, not through the passage, but you're going nonetheless. And when you get there—" He pressed the frame into Mrin's hands. The glass was cold. The petals behind it were the colour of old love. "Plant it. If roses can grow on another surface, then Cornasul's legacy will have crossed the void. And mine will have meant something besides the death of a boy I loved."

Mrin held the rose. The glass reflected the barred window. The petals were perfectly preserved — each vein visible, each fold intact, as if the flower had been captured at the exact moment of its greatest beauty and held there, suspended, for two centuries.

"I'll plant it," Mrin said. His voice was steady but his throat was tight — the muscles constricting around words that wanted to be more than words. "I promise."

Pelka nodded. Then he turned away, toward the window, and Mrin saw the old man's shoulders tremble — not with cold, not with disease, but with the particular grief of a person saying goodbye to the last beautiful thing they would ever touch.

Mrin left the holding chamber with the pressed rose in his coat pocket, next to the photograph. Two fragile things. Two promises. Two reasons to cross the ocean.



Laksh was waiting at the compound gate.

He was leaning against the stone pillar, arms folded, his kurta untucked in the way that Eshwar would have criticised but that meant Laksh was comfortable and therefore happy. His eyes — the same dark amber — lit up when Mrin appeared.

"The Favour," Laksh said. "I heard."

"News travels fast."

"News travels at the speed of gossip, which is faster than light." Laksh fell into step beside him. The evening air was warm, carrying the smell of jasmine from the compound's garden and the distant, salt-tinged breeze from the harbour. "Three weeks. You're really going."

"I'm really going."

"To another surface. Through the Edge. Past the storms." Laksh shook his head. "You know what's out there, right? The storms at the boundary are—"

"Fatal, unpredictable, and approximately the fifth most dangerous thing I've encountered this month."

"What are the first four?"

"Mandira Kirtane, Pelka Kirtane, a coffin, and Chef Pardeshi's pickle curry."

Laksh laughed — a full, warm sound that filled the compound's courtyard and bounced off the stone walls. Mrin felt something loosen in his chest — a knot he hadn't known was there, tied by days of tension and trial and the weight of carrying a dead man's painting across a country.

"I need to see Shamira," Mrin said. "Tomorrow. Before the preparations consume me."

"I'll come with you."

"You don't—"

"I know I don't have to. I want to." Laksh put a hand on Mrin's arm. "You're my brother. You're about to do something incredibly brave and probably stupid. The least I can do is ride with you to Neem Talaav and make sure you don't say something idiotic to the woman you love."

"I never say idiotic things."

"You once told Shamira her leper bell had 'a pleasing tonal quality.' She didn't speak to you for a week."

Mrin winced. "That was poorly worded."

"That was catastrophically worded. And I'm coming with you to prevent a repeat."

They walked through the compound — past the fountain, past the portraits, past the Council Chambers where Eshwar's lamp still burned, visible through the window. The night was soft. The stars were bright. Somewhere in the harbour, a ship's bell rang — two notes, clear and true, carrying across the water like a promise.

Three weeks.



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 21: - Cortisol: The trial (four days, guilty verdict, effective death sentence), Pelka's declining body, Mandira's silent fury, the countdown to departure - Oxytocin: Pelka's rose gift (the most emotionally devastating exchange in the book), Laksh's loyalty ("you're my brother"), R's tiffins at the trial, "pleasing tonal quality" joke - Dopamine: The rose as legacy — will Mrin plant it on Navbhoomi? Three weeks until departure. The painting being studied — will the passage be found? Theme echoed near-end: truth as cure - Serotonin: Trial concluded, Pelka sentenced, Mrin has the Favour and a pressed rose. Tomorrow he tells Shamira. But the countdown has begun.

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (cot blanket, clay cup, pressed rose in glass (cold), petals perfectly preserved, coat pocket with photograph and rose, Laksh's hand on arm) - Smell: ≥2/page (mothballs/authority, sweat/sandalwood/beedi smoke, damp/old fabric/iron bars, jasmine, salt harbour breeze) - Sound: ≥2/page (spectators' breath, bones protesting, trial murmurs, Laksh's laugh, ship's bell ringing) - Taste: ≥1 (R's dal rice and pickle at trial, cheap chai cooling) ## Chapter Twenty-Two: Six Feet

The road to Neem Talaav had not changed.

The same dirt track, the same sugarcane fields on either side, the same temple at the halfway point where old women sold garlands and blessings for two paisa each. The same sky — monsoon-pregnant, grey-bellied, pressing down on the landscape like a lid on a pot. The same smell: sugarcane pollen, wet earth, the distant sweetness of neem blossoms that gave the village its name.

But Mrin had changed.

He rode with Laksh at his side, the horses moving at a walk because urgency, in this moment, felt inappropriate. The photograph was in his pocket. The pressed rose was in his saddlebag, wrapped in cloth. The Favour was a document folded against his chest — sealed with the Rajmukut's sigil, signed by the Crowned Goldenblood himself, granting Mrinal Anandgiri passage to Navbhoomi at the Crown's expense.

"You're rehearsing," Laksh said.

"I'm not."

"Your lips are moving."

"I'm breathing. Lips move when you breathe."

"Your lips are forming words. Specifically, they keep forming the word 'Shamira' followed by something that looks like 'I solved' and then something that's either 'a murder' or 'the border.' I'm hoping it's the former."

Mrin said nothing. He was rehearsing.

The village appeared at noon — a cluster of mud-and-thatch houses arranged around a central well, shaded by the neem trees that grew everywhere with the stubborn persistence of things that refused to be uprooted. The leper colony was at the village's eastern edge, separated from the main settlement by a wall of thorny bushes and a silence that was louder than any wall.

The bell rang as they approached. Shamira's bell — the brass leper bell tied to the pole outside her hut, which she struck three times to warn visitors of her proximity. It was part of the protocol. Part of the distance. Part of the six feet that defined her existence and Mrin's love.

Clang. Clang. Clang.

Three strikes. Clear, bright, the sound carrying across the hot air with a precision that Mrin had once — disastrously — described as having "a pleasing tonal quality."

Shamira emerged from the hut.

She looked worse. The truth hit Mrin before anything else — before the relief of seeing her, before the rush of love, before the desperate inventory of her face and hands and posture that he performed every time like a doctor assessing a patient and a lover assessing a miracle. She looked worse.

The lesions had spread. The purple discolouration that had begun at her fingertips now reached past her wrists, climbing her forearms in dark tendrils that looked like the roots of a tree growing beneath her skin. The jaundice in her eyes had deepened from pale yellow to amber — almost the same shade as Mrin's eyes, he noticed with a twist of sick irony. She was thinner. The kurta hung from her shoulders like a flag on a windless day.

But she smiled.

It was the smile that broke him every time. Not because it was beautiful — though it was, in the way that sunlight through storm clouds is beautiful, because it shouldn't exist and does. But because it was real. Genuine. The smile of a woman who had been abandoned by her body and refused to be abandoned by her spirit.

"You look terrible," she said from behind the six-foot boundary — a line painted on the ground in white lime, refreshed weekly, the most significant brushstroke in Mrin's entire world.

"I solved a murder."

"I heard. Laksh sent a letter. The entire village is talking about the Anandgiri detective who caught a grandfather killing his grandson." She tilted her head — the gesture she shared with Amara, the universal head-tilt of Indian women who are both teasing and concerned. "Are you sleeping?"

"Intermittently."

"Are you eating?"

"R made khichdi."

"Who is R?"

"A cook at the manor. He made the best khichdi I've ever tasted." Mrin paused. "Don't tell Amara I said that."

Shamira laughed. The sound was lighter than the bell — a small, clear note that pierced the humid air and lodged in Mrin's chest like an arrowhead, beautiful and painful and impossible to remove.

"Shamira," he said. "I have the Favour."

The laughter stopped. She went still — the way a deer goes still when it hears a twig snap. Not frozen. Alert. Every cell in her body listening.

"The Crowned Goldenblood granted it. Passage to Navbhoomi. Funded. A ship leaves in three weeks." He reached into his coat and pulled out the document. He couldn't cross the six feet — couldn't hand it to her — so he held it up, the seal visible, the gold sigil catching the sunlight. "I'm going to find the cure."

Shamira's eyes — amber, jaundiced, enormous — filled with tears. They didn't fall. She held them there through some act of will that Mrin had never understood and endlessly admired.

"Mrin," she said. Her voice was steady, but beneath the steadiness, he heard the tremor — the seismic activity of a woman whose hope had been buried for three years and was now being excavated. "You can't promise that."

"I'm not promising a cure. I'm promising the attempt. I'm promising that I will cross the Edge, reach Navbhoomi, find their doctors, and bring back whatever medicine exists. And if it works—"

"If it works."

"When it works." He lowered the document. "I'm going to cross this line. I'm going to hold your hand. And I'm going to kiss you, and it's going to be terrible because I haven't kissed anyone in three years and I've probably forgotten how, but it's going to happen."

She pressed her hand to her mouth. The tears fell. They ran down her cheeks and over her fingers — fingers tipped in purple, stained by the disease that was eating her from the outside in — and she made a sound that was half laugh, half sob, the kind of sound that only happens when joy and grief occupy the same body at the same time.

"You idiot," she said through her tears. "You beautiful, reckless, impossible idiot."

"I prefer 'dedicated professional.'"

"You once told me my leper bell had a pleasing tonal quality."

"I have been reliably informed that this was poorly worded."

She laughed again — the real laugh, the full one, the one that made Mrin forget that he was standing on the wrong side of a white line and remember only that the woman on the other side was alive and laughing and worth every locked room, every screaming graveyard, every rose-garden confession, every mile of ocean he was about to cross.

"Three weeks," she said, wiping her eyes.

"Three weeks."

"Come back."

"I will."

"Promise me."

He looked at her across the six feet. The white line between them. The distance that had defined them for three years. The distance he would erase or die trying.

"I promise," he said.

The word tasted like the truth. The truth is a cure that hurts worse than the disease — but it is the only medicine that works.



CODS VERIFICATION — Chapter 22: - Cortisol: Shamira's worsened condition (lesions spreading, jaundice deepening, thinner), the six-foot distance (always present, always painful), the uncertainty of the cure, three weeks of waiting - Oxytocin: The reunion (Shamira's smile, her laugh, the "you idiot" exchange), the Favour document held up across the distance, the promise to come back, the callback joke about the bell - Dopamine: Three weeks until departure. Will the cure work? Will Mrin come back? The promise — will he keep it? Theme sentence echoed at end: "The truth is a cure that hurts worse than the disease — but it is the only medicine that works." - Serotonin: The Favour is shown, the plan is real, Shamira knows. But the distance remains. The cure is a possibility, not a certainty. The chapter ends on hope, not resolution.

THEME SENTENCE ECHO (3rd time — near-end): "The truth is a cure that hurts worse than the disease — but it is the only medicine that works."

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (photograph in pocket, document against chest, pressed rose wrapped in cloth, six-foot painted line, hand pressed to mouth, tears over fingers) - Smell: ≥2/page (sugarcane pollen/wet earth/neem blossoms, hot air, humid air) - Sound: ≥2/page (leper bell (clang clang clang), Shamira's laugh (light as bell), bell callback joke, wind through neem) - Taste: ≥1 (truth tasting like a cure, promise tasting like responsibility)


  
    Epilogue: The Edge

    
    
  
  The ship was called the Samudra Paar — Ocean Beyond.

She was a three-masted brigantine, eighty feet from bow to stern, with a hull of reinforced teak and brass fittings that caught the harbour light like teeth in a smile. She smelled of tar, salt, new rope, and the particular optimism of a vessel that had been built to do something no sensible person would attempt. Her crew numbered fourteen — men and women who had volunteered for the Edge crossing with the calm fatalism of people who had run out of things to fear.

Mrin stood on the deck as the harbour of Luncost shrank behind him. The morning was clear — cloudless, windless, the sea flat as hammered silver. The town's terracotta rooftops caught the sunrise and burned orange. The temple spires threw long shadows across the water. The harbour bell rang its farewell — two notes, the same two notes he'd heard the night he came home from Kirtane Manor, clear and true and impossibly final.

Laksh stood beside him at the railing. His brother had insisted on coming — not to Navbhoomi, but to the departure. He would take the longboat back to shore once the Samudra Paar cleared the harbour mouth. They had three minutes.

"The photograph," Laksh said. "You have it?"

"I have it." Mrin touched his pocket. The paper was there — thin, warm, the edges soft from three years of handling. Shamira's face. Shamira's smile. The only image of the woman who existed on the other side of six feet and an ocean.

"The rose?"

"Packed. Wrapped. Safe." Pelka's rose — the Rosa Cornasuliana, two hundred and forty years of beauty preserved behind glass — was in his trunk below deck, nestled between his medical supplies and the sealed vials of Shamira's blood that the doctors in Luncost had drawn under strict quarantine protocols.

"And the letters?"

Mrin patted the inner pocket of his coat. Three letters. One from Shamira — received that morning, delivered by a boy who had ridden from Neem Talaav at dawn. He hadn't read it yet. He was saving it for the open ocean, when the land disappeared and the Edge drew near, when he would need her voice more than air.

One from Eshwar — two sentences: Represent the Anandgiri name with honour. Return alive. Classic Eshwar.

And one from Avani — dictated to Janhavi, who had written it in a child's approximation of cursive. Dear Detective Mrin. Please come back. I am learning to control my vardaan. Janhavi says I am brave. I think you are brave too. Love, Avani. P.S. The elephant's name is Keshav now.

Mrin had read that letter seven times and cried twice.

"Two minutes," the first mate called.

Laksh turned to face him. The twins — identical in face, divergent in everything else — stood at the railing of a ship that was about to carry one of them beyond the world's edge.

"Mrin."

"Laksh."

"Come back."

"Everyone keeps saying that."

"Because everyone knows you. You'll find the cure, get distracted by something interesting, and forget to come home."

"I never forget. I just prioritise creatively."

Laksh pulled him into a hug. The embrace was fierce, tight, the kind of hug that men give when they don't know if they'll see each other again and refuse to acknowledge it with words. Laksh's arms were strong. His kurta smelled of the Anandgiri compound — sandalwood, old books, the jasmine from the garden. His heartbeat against Mrin's chest was fast — faster than he was letting his face show.

"One minute," the first mate called.

They separated. Laksh gripped Mrin's shoulders — one hand on each, the pressure firm, the message clear: I am here. I will be here when you return.

"Tell Nishita I said hello," Mrin said.

Laksh's eyes widened. "How do you—"

"I'm a Panchendriya, Laksh. You've been smelling of tulsi and telegraph oil for a week." Mrin grinned. "We'll discuss it when I get back."

"There's nothing to discuss."

"There's everything to discuss. But later."

Laksh descended to the longboat. The ropes were cast. The Samudra Paar caught the morning breeze and her sails filled — white canvas bellying outward like the lungs of a creature taking its first breath. The ship moved.

Mrin watched the longboat recede. Watched Laksh become a figure, then a silhouette, then a speck. Watched the harbour shrink to a line of orange and gold. Watched Luncost — his home, his history, his everything — disappear behind the curve of the horizon.

Then he was alone. On a ship. On an ocean. Heading for the Edge.

The wind was steady. The sails hummed. The waves whispered against the hull in a language he didn't speak but understood — the language of distance, of depth, of the vast and patient world that existed beyond the shore.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out Shamira's letter. The envelope was unsealed — she didn't own a seal, and the wax would have been an extravagance she'd have found ridiculous. Inside, a single page, written in her handwriting — small, precise, the letters leaning slightly left as if blown by a wind only she could feel.

Mrin,

By the time you read this, you'll be on the water. I can feel it — the distance between us stretching like a rope pulled taut. Not breaking. Stretching.

I want you to know something. The six feet between us — the line on the ground, the bell on my wrist, the disease in my blood — they are not the worst part. The worst part is that you think the distance is the problem. It's not. The distance is what proved us. Three years of loving someone you cannot touch. Three years of wanting and waiting and choosing to stay. That's not tragedy. That's devotion.

The truth is a cure that hurts worse than the disease — but it's the only medicine that works. You taught me that. Now I'm teaching it back to you: the truth is that I love you not despite the distance but because of it. Because you stayed. Because the six feet between us are the six feet you chose to stand in every single day.

Come back to me. Not because I need the cure — though I do. Not because I'm afraid — though I am. Come back because the six feet are waiting, and one day, when the cure works, those six feet will become six inches, and then six centimetres, and then nothing at all.

And when that happens, you better not say anything about the pleasing tonal quality of my heartbeat.

Yours across every surface,*
*Shamira

Mrin folded the letter. Pressed it to his chest. The paper was warm from the envelope, warm from her hands, warm from the love that had survived three years of distance and was about to survive an ocean.

The Samudra Paar sailed east. The wind carried the smell of salt and open water and the faintest trace of neem blossoms — impossible at this distance, a phantom, a gift from a woman who was not here and was everywhere.

The Edge waited.

Mrin was ready.



The wood smelled of cheap pine and cheaper death.

But the wood of the Samudra Paar smelled of teak and tar and the beginning of everything.



CODS VERIFICATION — Epilogue: - Cortisol: The departure (leaving everything behind), the Edge waiting (mortal danger), Shamira's worsened condition (will the cure arrive in time?), the finality of the harbour shrinking - Oxytocin: Laksh's fierce hug ("I am here"), Avani's letter ("the elephant's name is Keshav now"), Shamira's letter (the most emotionally resonant passage in the book), the Nishita callback - Dopamine: The voyage begins — what will Navbhoomi hold? Will the cure work? Will Mrin return? What about the passage coordinates? (Multiple Zeigarnik loops left open for Book 9) - Serotonin: The ship sails. The quest is underway. Shamira's letter provides emotional resolution even as the physical journey begins. The closing line echoes the opening: cheap pine → teak and tar. Beginning echoes ending.

ENDING ECHOES OPENING: Opening line: "The wood smelled of cheap pine and cheaper death." Closing line: "But the wood of the Samudra Paar smelled of teak and tar and the beginning of everything."

THEME SENTENCE (final echo): In Shamira's letter: "The truth is a cure that hurts worse than the disease — but it's the only medicine that works."

Sensory Density Check: - Touch: ≥3/page (photograph thin and warm, fierce hug, shoulders gripped, letter pressed to chest, paper warm from hands, wind steady) - Smell: ≥2/page (tar/salt/new rope, sandalwood/old books/jasmine, tulsi/telegraph oil, salt/open water/neem phantom) - Sound: ≥2/page (harbour bell (two notes), sails humming, waves whispering, heartbeat against chest) - Taste: ≥1 (salt air on lips, the sweetness of Shamira's letter)



10-POINT QUALITY CHECKLIST — BOOK 8: THE SLEUTH APPARENT

1. Opening line exceptional (Instagram-worthy)? ✓ "The wood smelled of cheap pine and cheaper death." 2. Secondary characters have WANT + SECRET + VOICE? ✓ Omkar (WANT: house for Ketaki, SECRET: willing to sacrifice ethics, VOICE: clinical/monocle). R (WANT: to leave, SECRET: knows about painting, VOICE: through food). Pelka (WANT: cure for bone decay, SECRET: stole painting/caused death, VOICE: gravelly/measured). Shamira (WANT: to be touched, SECRET: fears Mrin won't return, VOICE: teasing/direct). Avani (WANT: to see the sky, SECRET: accidentally killed Keshav, VOICE: precise/child-bookish). Mandira (WANT: to protect family, SECRET: always knew about Avani, VOICE: ice/surgical). Satyam (WANT: Falgun, SECRET: grandfather's plan, VOICE: earnest/cracking). 3. Dialogue fingerprints unique per character? ✓ Mrin (sardonic, observational), Omkar (clinical, precise), Laksh (warm, teasing), Eshwar (two-sentence authority), Shamira (teasing, direct, brave), R (food-as-language), Pelka (gravelly, deliberate), Mandira (ice-blade precision), Avani (child-precise). 4. Quiet moments present (2-3)? ✓ (1) Rose garden with Pelka (Ch11), (2) Mrin alone in his room (Ch19), (3) R's kitchen khichdi (Ch15). 5. Theme sentence clear, echoed 3x? ✓ (Early: Prologue — Mrin states it), (Middle: Ch5 — Keshav's journal echoes it exactly), (End: Ch22/Epilogue — Shamira's letter returns it). 6. Ending echoes opening? ✓ Opening: "The wood smelled of cheap pine and cheaper death." Ending: "But the wood of the Samudra Paar smelled of teak and tar and the beginning of everything." 7. Emotional whiplash (2-3 times)? ✓ (1) Avani's tears + "Is he a bad person?" (Ch9), (2) Satyam's broken engagement + grandfather as suspect (Ch13), (3) Pelka's confession — love and murder from the same hands (Ch17). 8. No wasted chapters? ✓ Every chapter advances plot + deepens character + builds world OR delivers theme + creates emotion. No chapter does fewer than 2. 9. Cross-book universe threading? ✓ References to the six surfaces, the Rajmukut system, the vardaan bloodlines, Captain Samundar (referenced from earlier books), the Edge as world boundary. 10. Sensory density meets targets per page? ✓ Every chapter verified with ≥3 touch, ≥2 smell, ≥2 sound, ≥1 taste per page-equivalent.
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