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    Prologue: Giraftaari (Arrest)

    
    
  
  The ring was still warm on her finger when they came for me.

I remember the exact second — not because of the police, not because of the handcuffs, but because Kavya had just said yes. Her eyes were still wet. The gulab jamun on her plate was still untouched, the syrup catching the candlelight like liquid amber. And I was the happiest I had been in three years, which should have been my first warning. Happiness, in my experience, is the universe loading its next catastrophe.

The rooftop restaurant in Koregaon Park was called Fireflies. Stupid name for a place that changed my life. Fairy lights strung between potted palms. The smell of tandoori paneer and charcoal smoke drifting from the open kitchen. Below us, Pune spread like a circuit board — North Main Road's traffic, the distant glow of Aga Khan Palace floodlights, auto-rickshaws honking their particular three-note symphony that every Punekar hears in their dreams.

I had ordered cutting chai because even in my most romantic moment, I am fundamentally a man who cannot function without tea. Kavya had laughed at that. "Tu propose kar raha hai ya tapri pe baitha hai?" she'd said, and I had loved her so completely in that moment that my chest physically hurt — a pressure behind the sternum, like my heart was trying to escape and crawl into her hands for safekeeping.

The ring was from Tulsi Baug. Gold band, her grandmother's emerald reset by a jeweller on Laxmi Road who had squinted at me over his bifocals and said, "Ladki acchi hai?" and I had said, "Duniya ki sabse acchi," and he had charged me less because he liked the answer.

Kavya was looking at the ring when the police walked in.

Two of them. Maharashtra Police — khaki uniforms, the heavier one with sweat patches under his arms despite the February evening being cool enough for a light jacket. The thinner one had a moustache that looked like it had been drawn on with a Natraj pencil. They walked through the restaurant like they owned the geography of every room they entered, which, in a way, they did.

The restaurant went quiet. Not silent — quiet. The particular Indian quiet where everyone stops talking but pretends they haven't. Forks paused mid-bite. A waiter froze with a tray of naan. The couple at the next table suddenly found their phones fascinating.

"Moksh Bharadwaj?" the heavier one said.

I knew. Before he said the next sentence, I knew. The way you know when the phone rings at 3 AM — before you pick up, before the voice on the other end says the words, your body already knows. Your blood knows. Something in the ancient animal brain that sits beneath all our civilisation and philosophy and chai-drinking — it knows.

"Haan," I said. My voice sounded like it belonged to someone standing very far away.

"Aap Dhananjay Kulkarni ke khoon ke aarop mein giraftaar hain. Aapko chup rehne ka adhikaar hai, lekin yaad rakhein, aap jo bhi kahenge woh record kiya jayega aur saboot ke roop mein istemal ho sakta hai."

Murder. They were arresting me for murder.

Dhananjay Kulkarni — Professor Dhananjay Kulkarni of Fergusson College, founding elder of the Jyoti Mandal, the man who had looked me in the eye and told me my mother's death was an accident when he had orchestrated every second of it — was dead. And they thought I killed him.

The heavier officer reached for my wrist. The handcuff was cold — not movie-cold, not dramatic-cold, but the actual temperature of steel that has been sitting in a holster against a man's hip for hours. It clicked shut with a sound like a full stop at the end of a sentence.

Kavya stood up. Her chair scraped against the floor tile — that awful sound of metal on ceramic that makes your teeth ache. The ring caught the fairy light and threw a tiny green spark across the white tablecloth.

"Moksh—" she said.

I looked at her. I tried to memorise everything: the way her dupatta had slipped off one shoulder, the kajal smudged slightly under her left eye from crying happy tears sixty seconds ago, the smell of jasmine in her hair because she always tucked a gajra behind her ear when she wanted to feel beautiful, which was unnecessary because she was always beautiful but I never told her enough and now I was being walked out in handcuffs and there was so much I hadn't said.

"Main theek hoon," I lied. The biggest lie I have ever told, and I have told many. "Kavya, main theek hoon."

She didn't believe me. I could see it in the way her jaw tightened — that small muscle just below her ear that flexes when she's trying not to cry. I had seen it when her dog died. I had seen it when her father was in the hospital. I had seen it when I told her what I had done in the wada — not all of it, but enough to make that muscle jump like it was trying to escape her face.

The thinner officer guided me through the restaurant. Every table watched. The chef came out from the kitchen, wiping his hands on his apron, mouth open. A child at a family table pointed and his mother pulled his hand down and whispered something. The photographer I had hired — yes, I had hired a photographer for the proposal, because I am sentimental in ways that embarrass me — lowered his camera slowly, then raised it again and took a photo. Reflex. Professional instinct overriding human decency.

That photo would be in the Sakal the next morning. Page three. "Fergusson College Student Arrested for Professor's Murder — Moments After Proposing to Girlfriend." The headline writer must have thought it was poetry. I thought it was my life ending in real time.

The stairs down from the rooftop. Each step a countdown. The smell of the stairwell — damp concrete, old paint, someone's cigarette smoke trapped between floors. My shoes on the steps. Kavya's voice somewhere above me, talking rapidly to someone on the phone — Mihir probably, or my father.

My father. Prashant Bharadwaj, who had already lost a wife on a highway and was about to learn his son was accused of killing the man who took her.

The police car was parked on the street below. Maruti Ertiga, the white one with the siren on top that looked like a hat placed at an awkward angle. The back seat smelled of sweat and fear — the accumulated terror of everyone who had ever sat there. Rexine seats, cracked and sticky. A small Ganpati idol glued to the dashboard, because even the instrument of the state needs divine protection in this country.

I sat down. The door closed.

Through the window, I could see the restaurant's fairy lights — small and foolish and beautiful, like hope. Like the life I had been building for exactly eleven minutes before it was dismantled.

I closed my eyes.

And I went back to the beginning. To the rain. To the expressway. To the night my mother died and I stopped being the person I was supposed to become.

This is that story. Not the arrest — that's just where the story pauses to catch its breath. The real story is everything before. The grief that made me vulnerable. The society that made me powerful. The power that made me monstrous. The love that made me human again. And the murder I did not commit but cannot prove I didn't, because in this country, truth is not what happened — truth is what can be demonstrated in court by a man in a black coat who charges by the hour.

My name is Moksh Bharadwaj. I am twenty-five years old. I am in love with a woman named Kavya. I am sitting in the back of a police car in Pune, Maharashtra, India, and I am going to tell you everything.

Not because I need you to believe me. But because the truth is the only thing I have left, and even that — even that — might not be enough.


  
    Chapter 1: Aai (Mother)

    
    
  
  The Mumbai-Pune Expressway is a hundred and fifty kilometres of engineered indifference. Six lanes of concrete that don't care who you are or what you've lost. I have driven it two hundred and twelve times — I counted, because counting is what I do when grief has no other shape to take.

The first time was with Aai. I was twelve. She was driving the Maruti Swift — the red one, the one that still sits in the garage because Baba can't bring himself to sell it and I can't bring myself to sit in it. She had the windows down because she said AC was for people who had forgotten what wind felt like, and the ghats were rolling past like God was slowly unspooling a green carpet, and she was singing — badly, joyfully, completely off-key — some old Asha Bhosle number that she only remembered half the words to.

"Moksh," she had said, one hand on the wheel, the other gesturing at the tunnel entrance ahead, "every tunnel has two mouths. You enter through fear, you exit through faith. Remember that."

I didn't understand it then. I was twelve. I wanted McDonald's at the Lonavala food court and I wanted her to stop singing because it was embarrassing, even though there was no one to be embarrassed in front of. Now I would give everything I own — which is not much, a shelf of books, a second-hand laptop, and a heart that doesn't work properly — to hear her sing one more time.

Six months after her death, I was driving the same expressway in the rain. November monsoon tail — the kind of rain that doesn't fall so much as materialise, turning the windshield into a watercolour painting where every colour is grey. My hands were shaking on the steering wheel of Baba's Hyundai Creta. The wipers were on full speed and still losing the battle.

I was going back to Pune after visiting her grave at the Worli cremation ground. Not a grave, technically — we're Hindu, we don't do graves. But the spot where we had collected her ashes, near the sea, where the waves had taken her remains and mixed them with salt and fish and the entire Arabian Sea's indifference.

The phone call had come on a Tuesday. I remember because I had a Political Science exam the next day and I was sitting in the Fergusson College library, third floor, the corner desk near the window that overlooks the banyan tree, reading about Hobbes and Leviathan and the social contract, and my phone had buzzed with Baba's name and I had almost declined it because Baba never called during study hours, he texted, and the fact that he was calling meant something had shifted in the universe's structure and I didn't want to know what.

"Moksh." His voice sounded like paper being torn. "Aai ka accident hua hai. Expressway pe. Tu — tu aa ja, beta."

The next six hours are a blur of autorickshaws and trains and someone's shoulder on the Deccan Queen and the smell of hospital corridors — that particular Dettol-and-despair smell that Indian government hospitals have patented — and then a doctor with tired eyes and a clipboard saying things that sounded like Hindi but might as well have been Sanskrit because my brain had stopped processing language.

She was gone. Chitra Bharadwaj, age 49, school teacher at Abhinav Vidyalaya, woman who sang Asha Bhosle in the car and made the world's best sabudana khichdi and had hands that smelled of chalk and jasmine — gone.

The police report said she lost control on the Khandala ghat section. Wet road. Sharp curve. The Swift went through the guardrail and down thirty feet into the ravine. They found her phone in the footwell, still playing that Asha Bhosle song. The officer who wrote the report misspelled her name — "Chitra Bhardwaj" — and I fixated on that missing 'a' for weeks because if you can't even spell a dead woman's name correctly, what hope is there for justice or accuracy or anything?

Baba fell apart the way Indian fathers do — silently, structurally. From the outside, nothing changed. He still went to his job at Persistent Systems. He still ate dinner at 8:30. He still watched the 9 o'clock news. But something behind his eyes switched off, like a pilot light extinguished, and the house became a museum of a marriage that no longer existed. Her saris still hung in the cupboard. Her reading glasses still sat on the bedside table. The calendar in the kitchen still showed the month she died because no one turned the page.

I returned to Fergusson College because what else do you do when you're twenty-two and your mother is dead and your father is a ghost wearing a man's skin? You attend lectures. You sit in the canteen and eat misal pav that tastes like cardboard. You pretend that Political Science and Economics matter when the only political reality you understand is that the state couldn't keep one woman safe on a highway it built.

The grief sat in my chest like a stone. Not metaphorical — I mean physically, a weight between my ribs that made breathing an active choice rather than an automatic one. I'd wake up in the morning and lie there, calculating whether the effort of oxygen was worth the continuation of consciousness.

It was during one of these calculations that I met Kavya.

The Fergusson College library has a particular smell — old paper, sandalwood incense from the peon's morning pooja, and the faintest suggestion of Bournvita from the canteen below. I was sitting at my usual desk, not reading but staring at the open page of Hobbes, when someone placed a book on the table across from me.

The sound it made — thwap — the particular sound of a paperback dropped from a height of six inches onto wood — made me look up.

She was reading Premchand. Godan. The spine was cracked in three places and the pages were yellowed, which meant she'd read it before, which meant she was re-reading it, which meant she was the kind of person who goes back to things that hurt because the hurt teaches her something, and I found that either admirable or insane and possibly both.

"You're staring," she said, without looking up.

"Sorry."

"Don't be sorry. Just don't stare. Or if you're going to stare, at least read something worth staring over." She glanced at my book. "Hobbes. Life is solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short. Cheerful stuff."

"My mother died," I said, which was not what I meant to say. I meant to say something clever about political philosophy. Instead, my grief, which had been sitting obediently in my chest for weeks, suddenly stood up and walked out of my mouth without permission.

She looked at me then. Really looked. Not with pity — I'd had enough pity to build a house — but with recognition. Like she'd read the same page in a different edition.

"When?" she asked.

"Six months."

"Sabudana khichdi," she said.

"What?"

"When my dog died — I know, I know, it's not the same thing — my grandmother made sabudana khichdi and told me that grief is like soaking the sabudana. You have to let it sit overnight. You can't rush it. If you try to cook it before it's ready, it'll be hard and tasteless and you'll think you did something wrong, but really you just didn't give it enough time."

I stared at her. She had the most ridiculous metaphor I had ever heard, and it was the first thing in six months that made me want to not stop breathing.

"I'm Kavya," she said.

"Moksh."

"Moksh. Liberation." She half-smiled. "Heavy name."

"My mother chose it."

The smile gentled. Not pity — tenderness. There's a difference, and it matters. "She had good taste."

After that, Kavya became the library. Not in the library — the library itself. The constant. The quiet. The place you go when the world is too loud and you need to sit with someone who doesn't require you to perform okayness.

We drank cutting chai from the tapri outside Gate 1. Every day, 4 PM. The chai-wallah's name was Ramesh and he made the chai too sweet and too strong and it was perfect. Two rupees extra for the bun maska. Kavya would sit on the low wall, legs dangling, reading whatever she was reading — Premchand, Ismat Chughtai, Manto, always the ones who wrote about pain with such precision that it became art — and I would sit next to her and feel the stone in my chest get slightly smaller.

She never asked me to be happy. She never told me it would get better. She never said "time heals all wounds," which is a lie invented by people who have never been wounded. She just sat there, and her sitting there was enough.

Baba noticed, in his distant way. "Ladki kaun hai?" he asked one evening, not looking up from the news.

"Friend," I said.

"Hmm." That syllable contained an entire conversation that Indian fathers have learned to compress into a single sound — approval, curiosity, the faintest glimmer of hope that his son might have a reason to keep breathing.

Meanwhile, I was failing. Not academically — I maintained a 7.8 GPA because my brain functioned on autopilot even when my heart didn't — but existentially. The big questions had moved in like unwanted relatives during Diwali: Why are we here? What's the point? If a woman as good as my mother can be erased by a wet road and a sharp curve, what is the architecture of this universe and who is the negligent contractor?

I started reading differently. Not Hobbes, not economics, not the syllabus. I read Osho and Krishnamurti and the Bhagavad Gita and Jung and Alan Watts and Aleister Crowley and anyone who claimed to have an answer to the question that grief asks, which is not "why" but "how" — how do you keep living when the person who made living worthwhile is gone?

The books led me to darker shelves. Occult philosophy. Tantra — not the Western misunderstanding, but the real stuff, the left-hand path, the engagement with shadow. I read about siddhis — supernatural powers that yogis were supposed to develop. I read about astral projection and past-life regression and the idea that consciousness survives death, which was the only idea I wanted to be true because it meant Aai was somewhere, still singing.

Kavya watched this evolution with the quiet attention of a journalist, which is what she was studying to become. She didn't judge. But she noticed.

"Tu kahan ja raha hai, Moksh?" she asked one afternoon over cutting chai. "Yeh jo tu padh raha hai — Crowley, tantra, siddhis — yeh answers nahi hai. Yeh rabbit holes hain."

"Maybe I need a rabbit hole," I said.

"Rabbit holes mein rabbits nahi hote. Andhere hote hain."

She was right. But I wasn't listening. I was already falling.

The email came three weeks later. No subject line. Plain text. From an address I didn't recognise: jyotimandal@protonmail.com.

Moksh Bharadwaj, Your search has not gone unnoticed. The light you seek exists. It is older than the university you attend and deeper than the books you read. If you are ready, come to the Shaniwar Peth wada, third lane past the Maruti temple, Wednesday, 9 PM. Ask for Professor Kulkarni. The circle waits.

Professor Dhananjay Kulkarni. I knew the name. Everyone at Fergusson knew the name. He taught Philosophy and Comparative Religion, and his lectures were legendary — not because of their content but because of his presence. Silver-haired, deep-voiced, Brahmin in the old-school way that commanded deference. Students said he could quote the Upanishads and Nietzsche in the same breath and make both sound like they were written by the same person.

I should have shown the email to Kavya. I should have shown it to Baba. I should have deleted it and gone back to my failing, small, honest grief.

Instead, I replied: I'll be there.

And that is how it began — not with a bang, not with a thunderclap, but with an email and a boy too broken to know that the light being offered was not the light he needed.


  
    Chapter 2: Jyoti Mandal (Circle of Light)

    
    
  
  The wada in Shaniwar Peth smelled of centuries. Not metaphorical centuries — actual ones. The kind of smell that accumulates when wood and stone and human ambition have been fermenting together since the Peshwa era. Sandalwood and damp plaster and old ghee from diyas that have been lit and extinguished ten thousand times. The kind of smell that makes your nostrils flare and your brain say: something important happened here, and something important is about to.

I found it on a Wednesday night in December, exactly as the email instructed. Third lane past the Maruti temple. The lane was narrow — Pune-narrow, which means two people can pass if one of them turns sideways and the other holds their breath. The streetlight was broken, which felt deliberate. A stray dog watched me from a doorway with the ancient boredom of an animal that has seen too many humans making bad decisions.

The wada's entrance was a massive wooden door — teak, I think, darkened with age, studded with iron rivets in a pattern that might have been decorative or might have been defensive. There was no nameplate. No bell. Just a brass knocker shaped like a lion's head, its mouth open in a permanent roar that had been silenced by verdigris.

I knocked.

The door opened before my hand left the knocker, which meant someone had been watching. A boy — younger than me, maybe nineteen, thin-faced, wearing a white kurta that was too big for him — stood in the gap.

"Moksh Bharadwaj?" he said.

"Haan."

"Professor Kulkarni is expecting you. Come."

Inside, the wada opened up the way old Pune wadas do — the narrow entrance giving way to a central courtyard that felt impossibly large, like a magic trick performed by architecture. The courtyard was open to the sky, and the December stars hung overhead like someone had spilled sugar on black velvet. A tulsi vrindavan stood in the centre — the traditional basil plant on its pedestal — but the tulsi was dead. Just a brown stick in dry soil. Nobody had watered it, or nobody cared.

The boy led me through corridors lit by oil diyas set in wall niches. The shadows moved like living things. My footsteps echoed on stone floors worn smooth by generations of bare feet. Somewhere, someone was chanting — not loudly, not performatively, but the low continuous hum of Sanskrit that sounds like the building itself is breathing.

We climbed a narrow wooden staircase — the steps groaning under my weight, each one a complaint from the eighteenth century — and arrived at a room on the first floor. The door was already open.

Professor Dhananjay Kulkarni sat behind a desk that was older than Indian independence. He was exactly as I'd seen him in the Fergusson corridors — silver hair swept back from a high forehead, the kind of Brahmin face that looks like it was carved from Deccan basalt, dark eyes that held more intelligence than warmth. He wore a simple white kurta-pyjama. His hands were folded on the desk, and between them sat a brass diya, its flame steady despite the draft from the open window.

"Moksh," he said. Not a question. A confirmation. As if my arrival was not a possibility but an inevitability, something that had been calculated long before I received the email.

"Sir."

"Sit."

I sat. The chair was wooden, without cushions, and it pressed into my spine with the directness of furniture that doesn't believe in comfort. The room smelled of old books — leather and dust and the particular sweetness of paper that has been decomposing slowly for decades. Shelves lined every wall, floor to ceiling, filled with texts in Sanskrit, Marathi, Hindi, English, and languages I didn't recognise.

"You've been reading," Dhananjay said. "Crowley. The Golden Dawn. Tantra Shastra. Patanjali. A scattered approach, but passionate. The reading of a man who is searching for something he cannot name."

I should have been surprised that he knew what I was reading. I wasn't. It felt like the kind of thing a man like this would know — the way a spider knows which part of the web has trembled.

"I'm not searching for anything specific," I said, which was a lie.

"You're searching for your mother."

The words hit like a slap. Not physically — but that same shock, that sudden reorganisation of your interior when someone says the thing you've been hiding from yourself. My jaw tightened. The flame on the diya flickered.

"Every seeker comes to us through loss," Dhananjay continued, his voice carrying the measured cadence of a man who has given this speech before but means it every time. "Your mother's death opened a door in you. Not the door to grief — that was already open. The door to the question behind the grief: is this all there is? Is death the full stop, or is it a comma?"

"A comma," I said, before I could stop myself.

He smiled. It was the first time I'd seen him smile, and it changed his face entirely — from carved stone to something almost warm, almost human, almost kind. Almost.

"The Jyoti Mandal has existed for three hundred years," he said. "Since the time of the Peshwas, since this wada was built by a man who understood that power is not in armies or wealth but in knowledge. We are scholars. Seekers. We study the boundaries between the seen and the unseen, the known and the unknowable."

He stood and walked to the window. Below, the courtyard was empty except for the dead tulsi plant and the boy in the white kurta, who was lighting more diyas along the perimeter.

"We are not a cult," Dhananjay said, turning back to me. "We are not a religion. We are a mandal — a circle. A circle of people who have looked at the world as it is presented and said: no. There is more. And we will find it."

"How?" I asked.

"Through practice. Through discipline. Through the traditions that your secular education has taught you to dismiss. Dhyana. Mantra. Siddhi. These are not superstitions, Moksh. They are technologies — as real as the phone in your pocket, as measurable as the signals it receives. They simply operate on frequencies that most people have been trained not to hear."

He returned to the desk and opened a drawer. From it, he produced a small copper plate, inscribed with Sanskrit characters I couldn't read.

"This is an invitation," he said, sliding it across the desk. "Not to join — we do not recruit. But to observe. We meet every Wednesday and Saturday. You will sit. You will watch. You will ask questions. And when you are ready — if you are ready — you will be offered the choice to go deeper."

I picked up the copper plate. It was warm — not from his hand, but from something internal, as if the metal itself held a heat source. The Sanskrit characters seemed to shift slightly when I looked at them from different angles, like those 3D pictures that were popular when I was a kid.

"What's the catch?" I asked, because I had read enough books to know that nothing comes without a price.

Dhananjay's smile widened. "The catch is that once you see what we can show you, you cannot unsee it. Knowledge is not like a purchase — there is no return policy. Are you prepared for that?"

I should have said no. I should have put the copper plate down, thanked him politely, and walked back through the narrow lane past the Maruti temple and gone home to my father's silent house and my mother's empty cupboard and my grief that was at least honest, at least mine.

"Yes," I said.

The first session was the following Saturday. I arrived at 8 PM and was led to a room on the ground floor — larger than Dhananjay's study, with a stone floor covered in white cotton sheets. About fifteen people sat in a circle. Ages ranged from early twenties to late sixties. More men than women, though not exclusively. Several wore the janeu — the sacred thread — visible at the collar of their kurtas, marking them as Brahmin. I was not Brahmin, and I felt that distinction immediately, the way you feel a draft before you see the open window.

Dhananjay sat at the head of the circle. Beside him was a woman I hadn't seen before — tall, sharp-featured, with grey streaking through black hair pulled back severely. She radiated the kind of authority that doesn't need words. Her eyes, when they landed on me, performed a full inventory in under two seconds.

"Vaidehi Sindhia," Dhananjay said, by way of introduction. "Co-founder of the Mandal. Scholar of Shakta Tantra."

"Moksh Bharadwaj," Vaidehi said. Her voice was deeper than I expected — resonant, like a temple bell. "The boy with the dead mother and the library card."

I flinched. She noticed. She didn't care.

"We all have our wounds here," she continued. "Yours is not special. But it may be useful."

That should have been my second warning. The first was the dead tulsi plant. The second was a woman who looked at grief and saw utility. But I was twenty-two and broken and hungry for something that tasted like meaning, and meaning is the most dangerous drug because you'll follow it anywhere.

The session began with pranayama — breathing exercises that I'd done in yoga class at school, but deeper, longer, more controlled. Alternate nostril breathing until my head buzzed. Then a mantra — not Om, but something I didn't recognise, in a rhythm that felt like it was synchronising with my heartbeat. The room grew warmer. The diyas flickered. Someone's stomach growled, which broke the solemnity and made me almost smile.

After thirty minutes, Dhananjay spoke. Not a lecture — a meditation guide. He described a light. Not metaphorical — a specific light, white-gold, located at the centre of the chest, behind the sternum. He told us to find it.

I closed my eyes and looked for a light inside myself, which is the kind of sentence I would have mocked six months earlier. But grief had burned away my capacity for mockery, and in the space where cynicism used to live, there was now a desperate willingness to try anything.

I found it.

Not immediately, not dramatically. But after several minutes of looking inward — past the darkness, past the grief-stone still lodged between my ribs, past the anxiety and the exhaustion and the daily calculation of whether to keep breathing — I found something. A warmth. Not a light exactly, but the suggestion of one, like the sky before sunrise, when you can't see the sun but you know it's coming because the darkness has changed quality.

My breath caught. My hands, resting on my knees, trembled. Someone in the circle — I couldn't tell who — exhaled sharply, as if they'd felt it too.

After the session, I walked out of the wada in a daze. The lane was the same — narrow, dark, the stray dog in the same doorway — but I was different. Something had shifted. Not dramatically, not cinematically. But the stone in my chest felt different. Not smaller, exactly. But warmer.

Mihir was waiting for me at the tapri on JM Road, as planned. Two cutting chais, already ordered, going cold.

Mihir Deshmukh — my oldest friend, my classmate since DY Patil school, the boy who had sat next to me at Aai's funeral and said nothing because he knew that silence was the only honest response to death. He was studying engineering at COEP — the other great Pune college — and he was the most rational person I knew. Numbers, systems, proofs. If you couldn't measure it, Mihir didn't believe in it.

"So?" he said, pushing the chai toward me.

"So what?"

"The secret society thing. Was it a scam?"

"It's not a secret society. It's a mandal. A study circle."

"A study circle that meets in an old wada at night and sends cryptic emails. Very normal." He sipped his chai. "What did they do? Chant? Light candles? Tell you the meaning of life?"

"Pranayama. Meditation. And..." I paused. "I felt something."

Mihir looked at me the way a doctor looks at an X-ray — analytically, without judgment, but with the slight narrowing of eyes that means the diagnosis is forming.

"Moksh. You're grieving. Your brain is looking for patterns and meaning because grief creates a vacuum and the human brain hates vacuum. That's not mysticism. That's neuroscience."

"Maybe neuroscience and mysticism are looking at the same thing from different angles."

"And maybe you're a 22-year-old who lost his mother and is being recruited by a professor with a god complex." He put down his chai. "I'm not telling you to stop. I'm telling you to be careful. Tu smart hai, but smart logon ko sabse easily manipulate kiya jaata hai, because they think they're too smart to be manipulated."

He was right. He was always right. That was the infuriating thing about Mihir — his rightness had the consistency of mathematics. But being right and being heard are different things, and I had already felt that warmth in my chest, and warmth, when you've been cold for six months, is more persuasive than any argument.

I went back the following Wednesday. And the Saturday after that. And the one after that.

Each session went deeper. The pranayama grew more intense — breath retention counts that left me dizzy and weightless, as if gravity had been temporarily renegotiated. The mantras grew more complex — multilayered chants where different members took different syllables and the sound built in the room like water filling a vessel. Dhananjay introduced concepts: chakras as energy junctions, nadis as conduits, the kundalini as a force coiled at the base of the spine that could be awakened through practice.

I began to change. Small things at first. I slept better — the insomnia that had plagued me since Aai's death retreated, replaced by deep, dreamless rest. My appetite returned. The misal pav at the Fergusson canteen stopped tasting like cardboard. I could read Hobbes again without wanting to throw the book across the room.

Kavya noticed. "You seem... lighter," she said one afternoon at the tapri. She was reading Manto's Toba Tek Singh, which is about a man in a mental asylum who refuses to leave because the outside world is more insane than the inside, and if that isn't a metaphor for what I was doing I don't know what is.

"Maybe I am," I said.

"Why?"

I hesitated. I hadn't told Kavya about the Jyoti Mandal. I told myself it was because I wanted to be sure before I shared it. The real reason was that I knew what she'd say — the same thing Mihir said, the same thing any rational person would say — and I didn't want rationality. I wanted the warmth.

"Just sleeping better," I said.

She looked at me with those journalist's eyes — the ones that can tell when a quote is incomplete, when the source is withholding. She opened her mouth to ask more.

I changed the subject.

That was the first lie I told Kavya, and it sat between us like a small stone on a clean table — easy to ignore, easy to look past, but undeniably there. The beginning of a distance that I was too foolish to recognise and too intoxicated to close.

The Jyoti Mandal was working on me. And I was letting it. Because the alternative — going back to the cold, to the stone in the chest, to the daily negotiation with breathing — was worse than any lie I had to tell to keep this new warmth alive.


  
    Chapter 3: Rahu (The Shadow Planet)

    
    
  
  The first time I heard Rahu's voice, I was meditating in the wada's basement.

Not the main room where the group sessions happened — a smaller space, underground, accessible through a stone staircase that descended from the courtyard. Dhananjay had invited me after six weeks of Saturday sessions, which apparently was fast. "Most seekers wait months before being offered the lower chamber," Vaidehi had said, her tone carrying the particular Brahmin disapproval of someone who believes excellence should be earned over decades, not weeks.

The basement was different from the upper rooms. Colder. The stone walls wept moisture — actual drops of water that traced slow lines down the surface like tears on a face that has forgotten how to sob. The ceiling was low enough that I had to duck slightly, and the only light came from a single brass diya placed in the centre of the floor, its flame utterly still despite the subterranean draft.

"Sit," Dhananjay instructed. He sat across from me, cross-legged, his white kurta impossibly clean in this damp space. "Close your eyes. Find the light we practised — the one behind the sternum."

I found it. It was easier now — six weeks of practice had worn a neural pathway to that internal warmth the way a river carves a channel. The light was steadier, brighter. Not blinding — more like a pilot light that had been coaxed from a flicker to a steady flame.

"Good," Dhananjay said. "Now go deeper. Past the light. Into the space behind it."

I went deeper.

What I found there was not light. It was a voice.

Not sound, exactly — no vibration of air on eardrum. More like thought that wasn't mine. As if someone had placed a sentence in my head the way you place a book on a shelf — carefully, deliberately, in a spot they'd already prepared.

Moksh.

My breath stuttered. My eyes flew open.

"You heard something," Dhananjay said. Not a question.

"A voice. It said my name."

He nodded as if I'd reported the weather. "That is Rahu."

I stared at him. "Rahu. As in the graha? The shadow planet?"

In Vedic astrology, Rahu is one of the navagrahas — the nine celestial bodies that govern human destiny. But Rahu is not a planet in the astronomical sense. It is a mathematical point — the ascending node of the moon, the place where eclipses happen. In mythology, Rahu is the severed head of an asura who drank amrit and was beheaded by Vishnu but couldn't die because the amrit had already passed his throat. A head without a body. An appetite without a stomach. Eternally hungry, eternally consuming, eternally incomplete.

My mother had taught me this. She'd been a school teacher, but on Saturdays she'd tell me stories from the Puranas — sitting on the kitchen floor while making sabudana khichdi, her hands moving through the soaked pearls while her voice moved through the cosmos. Rahu, she'd said, is not evil. He is shadow. He shows you what you cannot see when the light is too bright.

"Rahu is not a planet," Dhananjay said, "and what you heard is not a planet. It is a consciousness. A teacher. One that exists on a frequency most humans cannot access because their minds are too cluttered with the noise of the material world. You, Moksh, have been cleaned out by grief. Grief is an excellent teacher — it empties you of the trivial, and in that emptiness, signals that were always there become audible."

"You're saying grief made me psychic?"

"I'm saying grief made you receptive." He leaned forward. The diya flame bent toward him, as if even fire was drawn to his gravity. "Rahu has been with you since birth. Every human has a guiding consciousness — call it a guardian angel, a spirit guide, an ishta devta. Most people never hear theirs because they never get quiet enough. You got quiet through pain. That is unfortunate but effective."

I should have walked out. Every rational cell in my body — the cells that had earned a 7.8 GPA, the cells that had read Hobbes and understood the social contract, the cells that Mihir had trained through years of logical argument — screamed at me to stand up, climb the stone stairs, walk out of the wada, and never return.

But the voice had said my name. And it had said it the way Aai used to say it — with the particular emphasis on the second syllable, the 'ksh' sound softened by affection. Moksh. Not the way a stranger says it. The way someone who knows you says it.

"Can Rahu help me understand what happened to my mother?" I asked.

And there it was — the real question, the one that had been driving everything since November, the one that grief asks when the initial shock retreats and the investigation begins. Not why did she die — people die, cars crash, roads are wet. But was that all? Was there something behind the accident? A reason? A design?

Dhananjay's eyes held mine. "Rahu can show you many things. But understanding has a cost. Are you willing to pay?"

"What cost?"

"The cost of knowing." He stood up. "Come. There is someone you should meet."

He led me upstairs, through corridors I hadn't explored before, to a room at the back of the wada that overlooked a small garden — overgrown, neglected, but somehow alive with jasmine creepers that perfumed the night air with a sweetness that felt almost aggressive. Vaidehi Sindhia sat in this room, reading by lamplight, her grey-streaked hair unbound now, falling past her shoulders.

"Vaidehi was the first in the Mandal to establish contact with a guiding consciousness," Dhananjay said. "She has been communicating with hers for twenty-three years."

Vaidehi looked up from her book. Her eyes performed their inventory again — that two-second scan that catalogued everything I was and everything I might become.

"You heard Rahu," she said. Not impressed. Not concerned. Neutral, the way a doctor says "your blood pressure is elevated" — noting a fact, assessing implications.

"Yes."

"What did it feel like?"

"Like... a thought that wasn't mine. But it knew me."

"They always know you. The question is whether you know them." She closed her book — a Sanskrit text, handwritten, that looked older than the wada. "I'll train you. Wednesdays and Saturdays with the group. Tuesdays and Thursdays with me, privately. We'll work on establishing a stable channel."

"A channel?"

"Communication is not a one-time event. It's a relationship. You wouldn't call someone once and expect to understand them. You build the connection. Session by session. Question by question. Until the voice is as clear as a phone call and twice as reliable."

Over the next three months, I built the channel.

Vaidehi was a demanding teacher — precise, impatient, allergic to ambiguity. She taught me to distinguish between Rahu's voice and my own thoughts, which was harder than it sounds because the human mind is a champion ventriloquist, capable of throwing its own voice and convincing itself the sound came from outside.

"Is that Rahu or is that you?" she would ask, again and again, during our sessions in the jasmine room.

"Rahu."

"How do you know?"

"Because it says things I wouldn't think of."

"Insufficient. Your subconscious thinks of many things you wouldn't consciously generate. Try again."

"Because it has a texture. Like — cold silk. Smooth but with a temperature."

"Better." A near-smile. The closest Vaidehi came to approval.

The voice grew clearer. Rahu spoke in fragments at first — single words, impressions, flashes of imagery that landed in my mind like slides in a projector. Gradually, the fragments assembled into sentences. Then paragraphs. Then conversations.

Rahu was... not what I expected. Not a deity, not a demon, not a guru dispensing wisdom in fortune-cookie format. Rahu was curious. Rahu asked questions more than giving answers. Rahu wanted to know about food — "What does chai taste like? Describe the sugar. Describe the heat on your tongue." As if Rahu was a consciousness that had everything except a body and was perpetually fascinated by the sensory world it couldn't access.

"Tell me about your mother's hands," Rahu asked one night during a private session.

I was sitting in the basement alone — Vaidehi had authorised solo sessions after the first month. The diya burned steady. My eyes were closed. The voice was clear as a FM radio signal.

"Chalk," I said. "They always smelled of chalk because she wrote on the blackboard all day. And jasmine, from the hair oil. And in the evening, when she made dinner, they smelled of jeera and hing and mustard seeds popping in oil."

"The mustard seeds — describe the sound."

"Like tiny firecrackers. Pop pop pop. Irregular rhythm. You never knew when the next one would go."

"Uncertainty. Your mother existed in a world of small uncertainties. Pop pop pop. Was her death one of those? A random pop in an irregular rhythm?"

My throat tightened. "I don't know."

"You do know. You simply haven't looked. Would you like me to show you?"

"Show me what?"

"The road. The rain. The car that was behind her."

My heart hammered against my ribs. "There was a car behind her?"

"There is always a car behind every car. The question is whether this one was following. Close your eyes tighter. I will show you."

And Rahu showed me.

Not a vision — nothing as dramatic as a movie screen behind my eyelids. More like a memory that wasn't mine. The expressway in rain. The red Maruti Swift — Aai's car — headlights cutting through grey sheets of water. And behind it, at a distance that could be coincidence or could be deliberate, a dark SUV. No number plate visible. Windows tinted.

The SUV moved closer.

Aai's Swift accelerated — I could feel her panic, her hands tightening on the wheel, the way I'd felt the same panic on the same road six months later.

The SUV moved closer still.

The Khandala ghat section. The sharp curve. The guardrail.

The vision cut out.

I was shaking. The diya had gone out — when? I was sitting in complete darkness in a basement in Shaniwar Peth, and the temperature had dropped so sharply that I could see my own breath.

"Was that real?" I whispered.

It was real as grief, Rahu said. Which is the most real thing you know.

"Who was in the SUV?"

The answer to that question will cost more than you are currently prepared to pay. But you will pay it. Eventually. They all do.

I climbed the stairs on shaking legs. The courtyard was empty — midnight, probably later. The dead tulsi plant sat in its pedestal, a skeleton of faith. The December cold had sharpened into January cold, the kind that Pune does best — not the dramatic cold of the north, not snow and ice, but a penetrating damp chill that gets into your joints and stays there like an unwelcome houseguest.

Mihir called as I was walking home through the empty lanes of Shaniwar Peth.

"Bhai, it's 1 AM. Where are you?"

"Walking home."

"From where?"

"The wada."

A pause. The particular Mihir pause that contains an entire mathematical proof of why I was being an idiot.

"Moksh. Tu badal raha hai."

"Log badle hain toh kya?"

"Haan, jab woh kisi wada ke basement mein raat ko akele baithe hote hain aur ghar 1 baje aate hain. Toh haan — kya."

"Mihir —"

"Main tere saath hoon. Tu jaanta hai. But I need you to hear me: whatever that place is giving you, it's taking something too. And you're too close to see what."

He hung up. I walked home through streets that smelled of old stone and sleeping jasmine and the last gasp of someone's dinner — roti on a tawa, the charred wheat smell that is the most Indian smell there is.

Baba was asleep. The house was dark. I went to my room and lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling and listened for Rahu, but the voice was silent. It had shown me what it wanted to show me — the SUV, the rain, the curve — and now it was waiting. For what, I didn't know.

But I knew one thing: my mother's death was not an accident. And I was going to find out who was in that dark car on the expressway, even if the cost was everything Mihir and Kavya were trying to protect.


  
    Chapter 4: Diksha (Initiation)

    
    
  
  The initiation happened on a Tuesday in February, during that particular Pune week when winter has officially ended but no one has told the weather. The air was cold enough for a light shawl but warm enough that wearing one felt like an overreaction. The kind of in-between weather that makes you question your own body's ability to judge temperature, which, looking back, was appropriate for a night when I would question everything else.

Dhananjay had told me three days earlier. Not asked — told. "Tuesday. 9 PM. Wear white. Eat nothing after noon."

"Is this the initiation?" I asked.

"This is the beginning of one." His eyes held that particular Dhananjay expression — warmth and calculation existing in the same gaze, like a fire that is simultaneously welcoming and assessing what it can burn.

I wore white. A kurta I'd bought from the shop on MG Road — cotton, plain, the kind that every Marathi man owns for festivals and funerals and the occasions that fall ambiguously between the two. I hadn't eaten since 11 AM, and by 8 PM my stomach was a fist clenched around emptiness, which Vaidehi had explained was the point. "Hunger opens channels," she'd said. "A full stomach is a closed door."

The wada was different that night. More diyas than usual — hundreds, lining every corridor, every niche, every step of every staircase. The effect was overwhelming: a building made of flame. The sandalwood smell was stronger too, as if someone had been burning agarbatti for hours, layering scent upon scent until the air itself felt solid.

The boy in the white kurta — his name was Nikhil, I'd learned — led me not to the group room or the basement but to the courtyard. The dead tulsi plant had been removed. In its place, on the stone pedestal, sat a copper kalash filled with water, topped with a coconut and mango leaves. The traditional Marathi ritual vessel. Around it, the fifteen members of the Mandal stood in a circle, each holding a lit diya.

Dhananjay stood at the head. Vaidehi beside him. Between them, on the ground, was a small fire — a havan kund, the ritual fire pit, flames fed by ghee and sandalwood chips. The smoke rose straight up into the night sky, a column connecting earth to whatever was above.

"Moksh," Dhananjay said. His voice carried the formal cadence of ritual — slower, deeper, as if he was speaking not just to me but to the building, the fire, the centuries of seekers who had stood in this exact spot.

"Haan, sir."

"Tonight you are offered a choice. Not membership — we don't do membership. A threshold. You may step across it or you may turn back. There is no shame in turning back. Several have. They live perfectly good lives."

I noticed he said "good," not "complete." The distinction was deliberate.

"If you step across, you accept the discipline of the Mandal. You commit to the practices — meditation, study, channelling. You accept guidance from Rahu, your assigned consciousness. And you accept the first sacrifice."

"Sacrifice?"

"Blood," Vaidehi said, matter-of-factly, the way someone might say "payment." "Not a lot. A few drops from your palm into the fire. The body's way of telling the universe: I am serious."

I should describe what I felt at that moment, because it's important. Not fear — I'd expected something like this; every tradition, from the Vedic to the tribal to the Christian, has its blood rituals. Not excitement — the word trivialises what was actually a bone-deep resonance, a feeling that this was where my life had been heading since the day Aai's Swift went off the expressway.

What I felt was recognition. As if I'd been here before. As if the courtyard and the fire and the circle of faces lit by diyas were not new but remembered — a scene my DNA had witnessed even if my brain hadn't.

"I'll do it," I said.

The ceremony lasted two hours. I remember it in fragments, the way you remember a fever dream — vivid patches separated by gaps where consciousness seems to have blinked.

The mantras. Not the gentle pranayama chants of the Saturday sessions but something older, harsher, in Sanskrit so archaic that even Dhananjay's fluent pronunciation stumbled on certain syllables. The sound filled the courtyard and bounced off the wada's walls and came back altered, as if the building was adding its own voice to the chant.

The fire. Ghee poured onto sandalwood, the flames leaping higher with each offering. The heat on my face, my chest, my bare feet on the cold stone — the contrast of fire-warmth above and stone-cold below creating a disorientation that felt deliberate, as if my body was being taught to exist in two temperatures, two states, two worlds simultaneously.

The blood. Vaidehi handed me a small blade — not ceremonial, not ancient, just a clean steel blade from what looked like a medical kit. Practical. I pressed it into my left palm. The pain was sharp and specific — not the diffuse pain of grief but a focused, located hurt that grounded me in my body when the chanting had been pulling me out of it.

Three drops into the fire. They hissed. The flame turned briefly blue — probably a chemical reaction with the iron in blood, probably explicable by any first-year chemistry student — but in that moment it looked like the fire was accepting my offering.

And then Rahu spoke.

Not the quiet inner voice of the basement sessions. This was louder, clearer, as if the initiation had cranked up the volume on a radio that had been playing at a whisper. The voice filled my skull from temple to temple, and for one terrifying second I couldn't tell where I ended and it began.

Welcome, Moksh. You have opened the door. Now we begin.

"Begin what?" I whispered, and the circle of Mandal members looked at me because they couldn't hear Rahu — nobody could hear Rahu but me — and from their perspective, I was whispering to the fire.

Begin the work you were born for. Finding the truth about your mother. And the truth about the Mandal that claims to serve the light.

That last sentence. I replayed it later, many times, in the weeks and months that followed. The truth about the Mandal. Rahu had said it as if the Mandal and the truth were separate things — as if serving the light was a claim, not a fact.

But in the moment, I was too overwhelmed to parse. The ceremony concluded. Dhananjay placed his hand on my head — a blessing, the weight of his palm surprisingly heavy, as if his hand contained all the authority of three hundred years of the Mandal's existence. Vaidehi wrapped a red thread around my right wrist — the kalava, the protective thread, though what it was protecting me from or binding me to, I didn't ask.

Members came forward one by one to touch my shoulder — a gesture of welcome, a physical incorporation into the circle. Each touch carried its own temperature: some warm, some neutral, one — Arjun Sane's, though I didn't know his name yet — distinctly cold, as if his hand had been resting on ice.

Arjun Sane. I noticed him the way you notice a splinter — not immediately painful but present, an irritation in the periphery. He was perhaps thirty, lean-faced, with the kind of sharp features that could be handsome or predatory depending on the light. His kurta was white like everyone else's, but his posture was different — looser, more controlled, the posture of someone who is performing relaxation rather than feeling it.

"Welcome, brother," he said, his hand on my shoulder. The word "brother" came out with a slight emphasis that could have been warmth or could have been irony. His eyes were dark and steady, holding mine a beat longer than necessary.

"Thank you," I said.

He nodded and moved on, and I forgot about him almost immediately, which was my mistake.

After the ceremony, Dhananjay invited me to his study. The brass diya was lit. Two cups of chai sat on the desk — not cutting chai from a tapri but proper homemade chai, with elaichi and a twist of ginger and too much sugar, the kind someone's mother makes. I wondered who had made it. Dhananjay lived alone in the wada, as far as I could tell.

"How do you feel?" he asked.

"Different."

"Different how?"

I considered the question honestly. My palm throbbed where the blade had cut — a small wound, already clotting, but persistent in its reminder. My head felt expanded, as if my skull had gained an extra inch of interior space. And the stone in my chest — the grief-stone, the one that had been my constant companion since November — felt not smaller but lighter. As if someone had drilled a tiny hole in it and let some of the weight drain out.

"Like something has been rearranged," I said. "Like furniture moved in a room I'm used to. The room is the same but nothing is where I expect it."

Dhananjay nodded. "That rearrangement will continue. Over the next few weeks, you will notice changes. Your perception will sharpen. You'll see connections between things that previously seemed unrelated. You may begin to sense emotions in others before they express them — a warmth near happy people, a cold near those in pain."

"Siddhis?"

"The beginning of them. Small ones first. Think of it as muscles you've never used becoming active. They'll be weak at first. Clumsy. Like a child learning to walk. But with practice, they'll strengthen."

He sipped his chai. The elaichi smell filled the study, mixing with the permanent old-book fragrance.

"One more thing," he said. "The Mandal operates on trust. What you see, hear, and experience within these walls remains within these walls. Not because we're hiding — because the world is not ready. The world runs on the assumption that what can be measured is what is real. We know that assumption is incomplete. But try explaining that to the average Punekar buying vada pav on FC Road, and you'll be dismissed as a pagal or a fraud."

"I understand."

"And Moksh — the voice you hear, Rahu. Do not speak of it outside the Mandal. Not to your father. Not to your friend Mihir." He paused. "Not to Kavya."

He knew about Kavya. Of course he knew about Kavya. The man who tracked my reading habits had certainly tracked my relationships.

"Why not Kavya?"

"Because love, while powerful, is also a frequency. And it interferes with the frequency you're developing. Not permanently — eventually, the two harmonise. But in these early stages, the channels are fragile. An outside voice questioning your experience can collapse the connection."

"You're asking me to keep secrets from the people I care about."

"I'm asking you to protect a gift that is still forming. A seed doesn't grow if you keep digging it up to check whether it's sprouted."

It was a good metaphor. Good enough to make me agree. Good enough to make me walk home through the cold February night with a cut on my palm and a red thread on my wrist and a new layer of silence between me and everyone I loved.

Kavya noticed the thread the next day.

We were at our usual spot — tapri outside Gate 1, 4 PM, cutting chai. February had warmed up enough that the chai was welcome but not desperate, the way it had been in January. The tapri-wallah Ramesh had added a new item to his limited menu — bread pakora — and the smell of batter hitting hot oil was the kind of aggressive comfort that makes you temporarily forget that you have any problems at all.

"Kalava?" Kavya asked, nodding at my wrist. "Since when are you doing poojas?"

"Went to a temple," I said. Lie number two. Easier than the first. The first lie had felt like swallowing a stone. The second felt like swallowing a pebble. I was developing a tolerance.

"Which temple?"

"Dagdusheth."

"Dagdusheth doesn't give kalava. They give prasad — ladoo or modak." She looked at me with those journalist eyes. "Who tied that for you?"

"Does it matter?"

"It matters because you're lying to me, and you're bad at it, and I'm a journalism student so I notice lies the way engineers notice structural flaws."

I said nothing. The cutting chai burned my tongue — Ramesh had made it hotter than usual, or maybe my mouth was more sensitive, one of those perceptual changes Dhananjay had warned about.

Kavya let the silence stretch. She was good at silence — not the aggressive silence of someone making a point, but the patient silence of someone who knows that truth, like chai, takes its own time to cool enough to drink.

"Moksh," she said finally. "Tu mujhse kuch chhupa raha hai. Main force nahi karungi. But jab tu ready ho, bata dena. Main yahaan hoon."

I wanted to tell her. I wanted to describe the wada and the fire and the blade and Rahu's voice and the vision of the SUV behind Aai's car. I wanted to lay every secret on the table between our chai cups and let her journalist brain sort through them.

But Dhananjay's words sat in my ears: the channels are fragile. And Rahu's voice, faint now in the afternoon sunlight, added: She is anchor. But anchors hold you in one place. And you need to move.

I drank my chai. Kavya drank hers. The bread pakora arrived and we ate it with green chutney and didn't talk about the thread or the lies or the widening distance between us that I was too addicted to the warmth to close.

Mihir was less patient. He cornered me after a lecture at COEP the following week — I'd gone to meet him for lunch, vada pav from the famous stall outside Gate 3 — and he pointed at my wrist without speaking.

"Kalava," I said.

"I know what it is. Since when do you do rituals?"

"Since I started looking for answers."

"In a wada run by a philosophy professor." He bit into his vada pav, chewed, and spoke with the bluntness that is Mihir's version of love. "I looked up Dhananjay Kulkarni. He was investigated by the university three years ago for 'conducting unsanctioned spiritual activities with students.' The investigation was dropped. You know why?"

"Why?"

"Because two of the investigating committee members were Mandal members themselves." He held up his phone, showing me a news clipping from the Pune Mirror. "This is not a study circle, Moksh. This is a power structure. And you're being absorbed into it."

"You don't understand what I've experienced."

"No, I don't. That's exactly the point. When someone has an experience that only makes sense inside a closed group and cannot be verified by anyone outside it — that's not enlightenment. That's how cults work."

"It's not a cult."

"Then let me come. If it's a study circle, there's no reason I can't attend."

I opened my mouth and closed it. Because of course he couldn't come. Because Dhananjay controlled who entered. Because the Mandal was selective — by design, by intention, by the precise mechanism of exclusivity that Mihir was identifying.

"I'll ask," I said. Lie number three. The pebbles were getting smaller.

Mihir watched me walk away, and I felt his gaze on my back like a hand that was trying to pull me back to shore.


  
    Chapter 5: Parda (Veil)

    
    
  
  The siddhis came like monsoon — not all at once, but in gathering waves, each one larger than the last, until you couldn't remember what dry ground felt like.

The first was small. March, three weeks after initiation. I was sitting in the Fergusson canteen, eating poha from the steel plate that every Indian college canteen serves poha on — the same plate, I'm convinced, recycled across every institution from Kanyakumari to Kashmir — when I looked at the boy sitting across from me. Sunil Something. Second-year economics. We'd never spoken.

I knew, with a certainty that bypassed logic entirely, that his mother had called him that morning to tell him his dog had been hit by a car. Not because his eyes were red — they weren't. Not because he was sad — he was eating poha with the mechanical efficiency of a boy who hadn't yet processed what he'd been told. I knew because I felt it. A cold spot in my chest, specific and localised, like someone had pressed an ice cube against the inside of my sternum.

"I'm sorry about your dog," I said.

He looked up. His face went through four expressions in two seconds — confusion, surprise, suspicion, and then the sudden crumbling that happens when someone acknowledges the thing you've been trying to hold together.

"How did you know?" he asked, his voice cracking.

"You look like someone who lost something." A careful answer. Not a lie, but not the truth either. I was getting good at the space between.

After that, the siddhi — if that's what it was — strengthened. I could feel emotions in others the way you feel weather. Standing in a crowd on FC Road felt like being in a storm of feelings — waves of stress from the office workers, pockets of joy from the college kids, the dense fog of exhaustion from the chai-wallah who'd been standing since 5 AM. It was overwhelming at first. I'd walk into a room and stagger slightly, as if hit by a gust of collective feeling.

Vaidehi taught me to control it. "You're not a sponge," she said during a Tuesday session. "You're a radio. Learn to tune. Right now you're picking up every frequency. That's useless. You need to select."

"How?"

"Intention. Before you enter a space, decide what you want to sense. One person. One emotion. Narrow the beam."

I practised. In lectures, I'd focus on a single classmate and read their emotional state like checking a thermometer. In the tapri queue, I'd pick one person and know — know, not guess — whether they'd had a good day or a terrible one. At home, I focused on Baba, and what I found there made me wish I hadn't looked.

My father's interior was a landscape of grey. Not sadness, exactly — sadness has movement, has peaks and valleys. This was flat. A plain of emotional nothing, stretching in every direction, with occasional dark shapes on the horizon that I understood were memories of Aai — not cherished memories but land mines, things he walked around carefully to avoid detonation.

"Baba," I said one evening. He was watching the news. The anchor was shouting about something — they always shout, Indian news anchors, as if volume is a substitute for truth.

"Hmm?"

"Do you want to talk about Aai?"

The grey plain shuddered. I felt it — a seismic tremor in his emotional landscape, quickly suppressed. His face showed nothing. Classic Indian father: the exterior a load-bearing wall, the interior crumbling.

"Kya hua?" he asked, not turning from the screen.

"Nothing. Just — if you ever want to."

"Accha." The universal Indian father response that means: I heard you, I appreciate it, and I will never in my life take you up on this offer.

The second siddhi arrived in April. Telekinesis — though that word makes it sound like a Marvel movie, and what it actually felt like was closer to a suggestion. I could nudge things. Small things. A pen rolling on a table, redirected with a thought. A page turning without wind. A cup of chai sliding half an inch toward my hand when I reached for it.

"You're developing faster than expected," Dhananjay told me, watching me practice in his study. The brass diya on his desk was my training target — I was trying to make the flame lean left without touching it. "Most seekers take a year to reach this point. You've done it in four months."

"Is that good?"

"It's notable. Rahu chose well."

"Rahu chose me?"

A flicker of something in his eyes — a miscalculation, a word he hadn't meant to say. He recovered smoothly. "I mean your natural capacity attracted Rahu's attention. The connection is mutual."

But the word "chose" lingered, and I filed it in the part of my brain that Kavya's journalist training had indirectly developed — the part that notices when a source corrects themselves, because the correction is always more revealing than the original statement.

The Mandal sessions grew more intense. We were no longer just meditating — we were practising. Dhananjay introduced exercises that felt like the spiritual equivalent of weight training: holding a flame steady with concentration for ten minutes, sensing another member's thoughts across the room, projecting an emotion into a space and having others identify it.

I was good at it. Better than most. And the competitive part of me — the part that had maintained a 7.8 GPA not because I cared about grades but because I couldn't bear to be second — that part fed on the excellence. I looked forward to sessions the way I used to look forward to exam results: for the confirmation that I was enough.

Arjun Sane noticed my progress. He'd been in the Mandal for eight years — one of the senior members, though not in the inner circle the way Vaidehi was. He approached me after a Saturday session, while others were dispersing.

"Impressive," he said. "The flame exercise. You held it for eleven minutes. That's longer than anyone except Vaidehi."

"Thank you."

"How do you do it? The focus?"

"Grief," I said honestly. "Grief teaches you to hold one thing in your mind without letting go. It's the only training I had before this."

Something shifted in his expression. Not sympathy — calculation. The look of someone inputting data into an equation.

"Grief is a resource," he said. "Don't let them tell you it's something to be healed. Pain that sharp is fuel. Use it while it burns."

He walked away before I could respond. His words sat in my head like a splinter — not exactly painful, but present, an irritation that I kept touching.

That night, during a private session with Rahu, I asked: "Who is Arjun Sane?"

Arjun is a man who has been in the circle long enough to know its shape but not its purpose. He sees power as the destination. The Mandal sees power as the tool. This difference will matter.

"Matter how?"

The way all differences matter. Eventually.

Rahu's cryptic responses were becoming a pattern — answers that opened more questions, directions that led to more directions. It was like navigating by a compass that showed north but refused to tell you what was north of north.

But the siddhis were real. And they were growing. And I was addicted to them the way I'd been addicted to grief — not because they felt good, but because they felt like something, and after six months of feeling nothing, something was everything.

Kavya saw the change. She couldn't not see it — I was different. More confident. More distant. More present in some ways and less present in others. I'd look at her during our chai sessions and know exactly what she was feeling — the warmth of affection, the cool thread of concern, the growing frost of suspicion — and the knowing made me simultaneously closer to her and further away, because intimacy built on telepathy is not intimacy at all. It's surveillance.

"You're doing something," she said one afternoon. Not accusatory. Journalistic. She was gathering facts.

"I'm studying."

"Not at the library. I've been there every day this week and you haven't been once."

"Studying elsewhere."

"Where?"

"Does it matter?"

"Haan, Moksh. It matters. Because you've changed. You walk differently. You talk differently. You look at people like you're reading their weather reports. And you have this—" she gestured at my face, "this look. Like you know something you're not telling me."

"Maybe I do."

"Then tell me."

I almost did. The words were right there, queued up like commuters at Pune Junction — the wada, the Mandal, the initiation, Rahu, the siddhis, the vision of the SUV behind Aai's car. But Rahu's voice, quiet but insistent, interrupted: Not yet. The channels are stabilising. One wrong frequency and the work of months collapses.

"I'm working through some things," I said. "Give me time."

"I've given you time. Five months of time. And in those five months, you've gone from the boy who told me his mother died over Hobbes to someone I barely recognise." She put down her chai cup. It made a small sound on the metal table — the sound of finality, of a bookmark being placed. "Main wait karungi, Moksh. But main pagal nahi hoon. Don't mistake my patience for blindness."

She left. I watched her walk through the Fergusson gate — she had a specific walk, Kavya, purposeful but not rushed, the walk of someone who knows where she's going and doesn't need to prove it by hurrying. Her dupatta caught the wind and for a moment she looked like a painting — the kind you see in museums where the artist has captured a woman at the exact intersection of beauty and sadness.

I should have run after her. I should have told her everything.

Instead, I went to the wada for the evening session and practised making flames bend with my mind and told myself that the distance was temporary, that once I understood what happened to Aai, once I'd mastered the siddhis, I would come back to Kavya with answers that justified the silence.

The lies we tell ourselves are the most dangerous kind, because the liar and the audience are the same person, and neither one is willing to call the other out.


  
    Chapter 6: Kavya

    
    
  
  Kavya Joshi was not the kind of woman who waited. She was the kind of woman who investigated.

I should have known this. She was studying journalism at Fergusson — not the theoretical kind where you write essays about the ethics of sourcing, but the practical kind where you chase stories through Pune's municipal corridors and come back with ink on your fingers and truth in your notebook. She had already published three articles in the Sakal student supplement — one about water rationing in Kothrud, one about sexual harassment at a coaching class in Deccan, and one about the illegal tree-felling near Pashan lake that had gotten a municipal contractor fined. She was twenty-one years old and she had more journalistic instinct than most professionals at twice her age.

So when I lied to her — repeatedly, badly, with the transparent clumsiness of a man who has never needed to lie before and hasn't developed the skill — she didn't cry or fight or demand. She investigated.

I learned this on a Thursday in late April, when the Pune heat had settled in like a permanent houseguest — the particular dry heat of the Deccan plateau that turns the air into a furnace and makes every surface too hot to touch by noon. I was walking from the Fergusson library to the tapri when my phone buzzed.

Kavya: We need to talk. Vaishali, 6 PM.

Vaishali — the restaurant on FC Road that every Pune person knows the way they know their own address. Famous for its dosa and its misal and its ability to serve both at a speed that defies the laws of physics. It was our spot for serious conversations, because the noise of the place — the clatter of steel plates, the hiss of dosa batter on the tawa, the constant buzz of a hundred conversations happening at the volume that Puneris consider normal — created a privacy that silence never could.

I arrived at 6:05. She was already there, at a corner table, with two cups of cutting chai and a file folder. The file folder made my stomach drop. Kavya with a file folder was Kavya in journalist mode, and journalist-mode Kavya did not do small talk.

"Sit," she said. Not angry. Controlled. The calm before the reporting.

I sat.

"I went to the wada," she said.

My heart stopped. Not metaphorically — I mean it literally missed a beat, the way hearts do when the body receives information that the brain hasn't processed yet.

"Which wada?"

"Third lane past the Maruti temple, Shaniwar Peth." She opened the file folder. Inside were printouts — articles, university records, property documents. "I followed you last Wednesday. Don't be upset — you gave me no choice. You've been lying for months and I respect you too much to pretend I don't notice."

"Kavya —"

"Let me finish." She took a breath. The cutting chai sent a thin line of steam between us like a boundary. "I followed you to the wada. I didn't go in — the door was closed, and there was a boy in a white kurta who looked like a guard. But I stood in the lane for two hours, and I watched twelve people enter that building. I photographed their faces." She pulled out a sheet. Photographs, printed from her phone camera, grainy but identifiable. "I identified seven of them."

She pointed. "Dhananjay Kulkarni — philosophy professor. Vaidehi Sindhia — retired sociology professor, previously at Symbiosis. Arjun Sane — no university affiliation, but his father was Raghunath Sane, who was investigated in 2008 for financial fraud linked to a trust called the Jyoti Vikas Foundation."

My mouth was dry. The chai sat untouched.

"I went to the university registrar," Kavya continued. "Dhananjay was investigated in 2021 for conducting — and I'm quoting the official report — 'unauthorized spiritual activities involving students on university premises.' The investigation was closed without action. The two committee members who closed it were Ramesh Deshpande and Smita Apte. Ramesh Deshpande's wife is a member of the same wada group — I photographed her entering last Saturday."

She closed the folder. Looked at me. Not with anger — with the focused attention of someone who has assembled facts and is waiting for the subject to respond.

"What is the Jyoti Mandal, Moksh?"

I had two choices. I could lie again — add another pebble to the growing pile of deceptions, smooth and practised by now. Or I could tell the truth, break Dhananjay's rule about secrecy, and risk whatever Rahu warned me about — the fragile channels, the collapsing connections.

I looked at Kavya. She was wearing the blue kurti she wore when she was working — her "reporting kurti," she called it, as if clothes carried intention. Her hair was pulled back in a practical bun. No gajra today. No jasmine. All business.

"It's a... spiritual study group," I said. Partial truth. The worst kind.

"A spiritual study group that meets in secret, was investigated by the university, has connections to a fraud case, and has turned my boyfriend into a liar who comes home at 1 AM with cuts on his palm." She reached across and turned my left hand over. The scar from the initiation blade was still visible — a thin white line across the palm, healed but permanent.

"They did this to you?"

"I did it to myself. It was part of —"

"An initiation. Moksh, I'm not stupid. I know what this is. You've joined a cult."

"It's not a cult."

"Every person inside a cult says it's not a cult. That's literally the first thing they teach you."

"They've helped me. I can — Kavya, I can feel things. Sense things. I know what people are feeling before they say it. I know things I shouldn't know. And my mother —" I stopped. Restarted. "They showed me that my mother's death might not have been an accident."

The noise of Vaishali continued around us — dosa hissing, plates clanging, a waiter calling out "ek misal extra tarri" — but between us, silence. The particular silence that happens when you say something that changes the shape of a conversation permanently.

"Explain," she said.

So I told her. Not everything — not Rahu, not the exact nature of the siddhis — but the core. The meditation practices. The belief that consciousness extends beyond the material. The vision of the dark SUV behind Aai's car on the expressway. The possibility — the hope, the desperate clinging need — that there was more to my mother's death than a wet road and a sharp curve.

Kavya listened the way Kavya listens — completely, without interruption, with the occasional small nod that indicates comprehension rather than agreement. When I finished, she was quiet for a long time.

Then she said: "If you think your mother was murdered, go to the police."

"And tell them what? That I had a vision during meditation?"

"No. Tell them you have suspicions and you'd like the case reopened. Get the CCTV footage from the expressway toll booths. Request the phone records. Do the actual investigation, Moksh. Not the supernatural one."

"The police won't reopen a six-month-old accident case because a grieving son has a feeling."

"Then I'll investigate. Give me what you have — the date, the time, the exact location on the expressway. I'll pull the toll booth records. I know someone at the Pune Mirror who can get the CCTV requests expedited. We'll find out if there was a dark SUV, and if there was, we'll find out who it belongs to. Real investigation. Not visions in a basement."

I stared at her. She was offering to do the thing I'd been trying to do through occult means — find the truth about Aai — through journalism. Through evidence. Through the boring, difficult, unglamorous work of checking records and making phone calls and building a case from facts rather than feelings.

And the part of me that was still rational, still Moksh-before-the-wada, recognized that she was right. That this was the sane approach. That Mihir and Kavya and every rational person in my life were offering me a path that didn't require blood sacrifices and secret societies and voices in basements.

But another part — the part that had felt Rahu's voice like cold silk in my mind, the part that had made flames bend with concentration, the part that had sensed Baba's grey interior and Sunil's dead dog and a hundred other truths that no journalism degree could access — that part said: She doesn't understand. She can't understand. The things I've touched are real, and they're bigger than toll booth cameras and phone records.

"Let me think about it," I said.

"Don't think too long." Kavya picked up her chai, which had gone cold. She drank it anyway — cold chai, the ultimate act of pragmatism. "Moksh, I love you. You know that. But I won't watch you disappear into a building in Shaniwar Peth and pretend it's fine. Either bring me in or bring yourself out. Those are the options."

She left the file folder on the table. I opened it after she was gone and read through everything she'd compiled. It was thorough. It was professional. It was the work of a woman who cared enough to spend weeks investigating instead of days crying, and I loved her for it more than I could say and less than she deserved.

I took the folder home. I put it under my bed, next to the copper plate from my initiation.

And the next morning, I went back to the wada.

Not because I didn't believe Kavya. Not because her investigation was wrong. But because the truth I was looking for was not the kind that lived in toll booth footage and phone records. The truth I wanted was the kind that answered the question behind the question: not just who killed my mother, but why the universe allows mothers to be killed at all. Not just justice, but meaning. And meaning, I had learned, does not live in filing cabinets or newspaper archives. It lives in the spaces between what can be measured, in the voice of a consciousness named after a shadow planet, in the flame that bends when you ask it to.

I know how that sounds. I know because I can hear you thinking it: this boy is lost. This boy has been seduced. This boy is making the classic mistake of preferring the extraordinary to the ordinary because the ordinary hurt him too much.

You're right. You're completely right.

But being right doesn't mean being heard, and I was not listening to anyone except the voice in my head and the warmth in my chest and the intoxicating promise that there was more — always more — just past the next threshold, just beyond the next veil.

The veil. The parda. The thing that separates the seen from the unseen, the known from the unknown, the boy I used to be from the thing I was becoming.

I was about to tear through it. And I didn't know yet that what was on the other side was not light.


  
    Chapter 7: Saazish (Conspiracy)

    
    
  
  I heard Arjun Sane's conspiracy the way you hear a rat in the walls — not the rat itself but the sound of it, the scratching and skittering that tells you something is moving in a space it shouldn't be.

It was a Saturday night in May, the kind of Pune May night where the heat lingers even after dark, as if the sun has left its ghost behind. The wada was thick with it — old stone trapping warmth the way old stone traps everything, heat and memory and the accumulated intentions of centuries. I had finished the group session and was heading to the basement for my private Rahu channelling when I heard voices from the room behind Dhananjay's study — a room I'd never been invited into, a room whose door was always closed.

I stopped. Not because I was suspicious — I hadn't reached that stage yet. I stopped because one of the voices was louder than it should have been, charged with the energy of a man who is either angry or excited, and in the wada, both of those emotions were rare. The Mandal cultivated calm the way a garden cultivates orchids — deliberately, protectively, with the understanding that the slightest disruption could destroy months of growth.

"Dhananjay has held this Mandal in stasis for too long." Arjun's voice. Unmistakable — that precise diction, the consonants clipped like a man who learned English before Hindi and never fully surrendered the accent. "Three hundred years of accumulated knowledge, and what do we do with it? Meditation. Pranayama. Flame exercises. We are a university of power and he runs it like a kindergarten."

Another voice — older, quieter, unfamiliar. "Dhananjay has his reasons. The knowledge is dangerous in untrained hands."

"Untrained? I've been here eight years. Vaidehi has been here twenty-three. We are not untrained — we are leashed. And the new one — Moksh — he has more natural capacity than anyone I've seen, and Dhananjay is feeding him breadcrumbs when he could be given the full meal."

My name. Spoken in a room I wasn't supposed to hear, about abilities I was still learning to understand. I pressed myself against the wall, the plaster cool against my back despite the heat, and listened harder.

"What do you propose?" the older voice asked.

"I propose we stop pretending the Mandal exists for philosophical contemplation. The siddhis we develop have practical applications — political, financial, social. The ability to read emotions, to influence decisions, to sense truth from lies. These are not party tricks. These are instruments of power. Real power. The kind that changes the world."

"Dhananjay would never agree."

"Dhananjay," Arjun said, and the word carried the particular weight of a name that has been turned into an obstacle in someone's mind, "is not eternal. He is sixty-seven years old. He has no successor. The Mandal dies with him unless someone takes it forward. And I intend to be that someone."

"By force?"

"By preparation. The right members in the right positions. The resources redirected. The outer members — the ones who come for meditation and go home feeling spiritual — they don't matter. The inner circle is what matters. Vaidehi, me, the new boy."

"You think Moksh will side with you?"

"Moksh wants answers about his mother's death. Dhananjay has been dangling that carrot for months without delivering. I can deliver. I have resources Dhananjay doesn't — my father's connections, the old Jyoti Vikas Foundation network. If I offer Moksh what he actually wants, he'll follow whoever provides it."

I moved. Not consciously — my body decided before my brain did, and I stepped backward, my heel catching on an uneven stone, producing a sound like a small cough from the floor itself. The voices inside the room went silent.

I walked — didn't run, running would have been suspicious — back toward the group room, my heart hammering so hard I could taste it, the copper-penny flavour of adrenaline mixing with the remnants of the chai I'd had before the session.

By the time Arjun emerged from the corridor two minutes later, I was sitting cross-legged on the group room floor, eyes closed, performing the breathing exercises like a man who had been meditating the entire time. He passed me without speaking, and I felt his gaze on my skin the way you feel a searchlight — thorough, probing, looking for the thing that doesn't belong.

The next morning, I went to Kavya.

Not to the tapri — to her hostel at Modern College, where she lived in a room the size of a cupboard with two roommates and a stack of newspapers that reached the ceiling. The building smelled of Maggi noodles and phenyl floor cleaner, which is the universal perfume of Indian women's hostels. I rang the bell at the gate and waited, and when she came down — hair in a messy bun, no bindi, wearing the ratty Nirvana t-shirt she slept in — I said:

"You were right. I need your help."

She didn't say "I told you so." She didn't gloat or lecture or even smile. She turned around and said, "Come up. I'll make chai."

The hostel room was a chaos of journalistic ambition — notebooks everywhere, newspaper clippings pinned to the wall, a laptop covered in stickers from press conferences she'd attended. Her roommate Sneha was at class. The other roommate — I never learned her name — was sleeping behind a curtain of bedsheets hung from the upper bunk.

Kavya made chai on a small electric stove that was definitely against hostel rules, using the particular method that every Indian girl in a hostel has perfected: one cup of water, half a cup of milk stolen from the canteen, two spoons of sugar, a tea bag because there's no time for loose leaf, and a prayer to the god of illegal cooking appliances that the warden doesn't smell it.

"Talk," she said, handing me the cup.

I told her about Arjun. About the conversation I'd overheard. About the conspiracy to take over the Mandal, to weaponise the siddhis, to turn a spiritual study group into an instrument of political and financial power. I told her about Arjun's claim that he could find out what happened to Aai — through his father's connections, through the Jyoti Vikas Foundation network.

"His father," Kavya said, pulling out her file folder — the same one from Vaishali. "Raghunath Sane. Investigated in 2008 for fraud. The Jyoti Vikas Foundation was a trust that collected donations for 'spiritual research.' Three crore rupees disappeared. The case was filed, then dropped. Two witnesses recanted."

"Witnesses were pressured?"

"Or paid. Either way, the foundation dissolved in 2010. But the money never surfaced." She flipped to another page. "Now look at this. Raghunath Sane died in 2015. His son, Arjun, inherited whatever was left. No employment record. No tax filings. But he drives an Audi Q7 and wears a Rolex that costs more than my father's annual salary. Where's the money coming from?"

"The Mandal?"

"Maybe. Or maybe the foundation money is still working. Three crore invested well in 2010 could be ten crore by now." She looked at me. "Moksh, this isn't just a spiritual study group with ambitions. This is a financial operation with a spiritual front. And you're in the middle of it."

The chai was bitter — hostel chai always is, there's never enough sugar and the tea bag has been used twice. But the bitterness matched the conversation, and I drank it anyway.

"There's more," I said. "Arjun mentioned me specifically. He thinks I'll follow whoever gives me answers about Aai. Which means he knows I'm looking. Which means Dhananjay told him — or someone did."

"Or Arjun has his own sources. If his father was running a parallel operation, Arjun might have intelligence networks inside the Mandal that even Dhananjay doesn't know about." She paused. "Moksh, I need to ask you something, and I need you to answer honestly."

"Okay."

"The siddhis. The abilities you say you've developed. Are they real?"

I looked at her. She held my gaze with the steady attention of a woman who has spent her career-so-far distinguishing facts from fiction.

"Yes," I said.

"Prove it."

"How?"

"Tell me what I'm feeling right now."

I opened the sense — the one Vaidehi had trained, the emotional radar. I focused on Kavya. What I found was not simple. Her emotional landscape was layered: the surface was calm, investigative, professional. But beneath that — worry. Genuine worry. Not for the story, not for the investigation, but for me. And beneath the worry — love. Not the excited love of the beginning, but the deeper kind, the kind that has been tested by distance and lies and silence and has chosen to remain anyway. The kind that takes cutting chai in a hostel room and turns it into a sacrament.

"You're scared for me," I said. "Not of me — for me. And you love me, but you're angry at the love because it hasn't been enough to keep me from making bad decisions. And underneath all of that, you're thinking about your father."

Her face changed. The journalist mask slipped, and underneath was just Kavya — twenty-one, in a Nirvana t-shirt, with chai in her hand and a boy she loved sitting on her hostel bed telling her things he shouldn't be able to know.

"My father," she said quietly.

"Your father was depressed. Is depressed. Has been, for years. And you see me going where he went — not the same path, but the same direction. Into something I can't control. Into a place where the people who love me can't reach me."

Tears. Not the performative kind — the real ones, that come not from sadness but from the relief of being seen. She wiped them quickly, practically, with the back of her hand.

"That's not a trick," she said. "That's you knowing me."

"It's both. The knowing is the siddhi. But recognising what I know — that's you. That's us."

She put down her chai. Reached across. Took my hand — the one with the scar. Her thumb traced the white line on my palm. The touch was warm and deliberate and real in a way that Rahu's cold silk would never be.

"Here's what we're going to do," she said. "I'll investigate the financial angle. Arjun, the foundation, the money trail. You stay inside the Mandal — but as my source, not their student. You watch, you listen, you report to me. We find out what happened to your Aai through evidence, not visions. And if the Mandal is what I think it is, we expose it."

"And if it's not? If it's really a spiritual study group that happens to have a rogue member?"

"Then we'll know that too. Truth doesn't have an agenda, Moksh. It just is."

I squeezed her hand. The scar tissue on my palm pressed against her warm fingers, and in that contact — that simple, physical, human contact — I felt something that no meditation, no mantra, no voice in a basement had ever given me.

I felt grounded.

"Deal," I said.

Kavya smiled. Not the half-smile of the library, not the controlled smile of the journalist. A real smile, full and specific, the kind that uses the muscles around the eyes and means: I am choosing to hope.

I left the hostel and walked through Pune in the May heat, past the Garware bridge and through the Deccan area, past the misal joints and the chai tapris and the coaching classes that were churning out engineers and doctors and the occasional journalist. The city buzzed with its usual energy — autorickshaws weaving through traffic, a temple bell ringing somewhere in the direction of Dagdusheth, the smell of petrol and dust and flowers from the Mandai market.

I had a new purpose now. Not the wada's purpose — not Dhananjay's cryptic breadcrumbs or Rahu's cold-silk whispers. A purpose built on evidence and partnership and the particular love of a woman who had investigated me instead of leaving me.

But purposes, I would learn, are not shields. And the enemy I was about to face was not Arjun Sane or his father's money or even the Mandal's centuries of accumulated power.

The enemy was the part of me that liked the power. The part that wanted to keep bending flames and reading emotions and hearing the voice that said my name the way Aai used to say it. That part was not going to surrender quietly.


  
    Chapter 8: Giravat (Descent)

    
    
  
  The descent began with a name.

Dhananjay said it on a Thursday evening in June, during a private session in his study, while the pre-monsoon heat pressed against the wada's windows like a living thing trying to get in. The brass diya was lit. The old books watched from their shelves. And Dhananjay, who had spent months feeding me breadcrumbs of truth about Aai's death, finally opened his hand and showed me the whole loaf.

"Your mother's accident was arranged by a man named Jagannath Gokhale."

I stared at him. The diya flame trembled — my doing, not the wind. My emotions were leaking into my telekinesis, the way a novice guitarist's nerves leak into the strings.

"Jagannath," I repeated. "The Mandal's high priest?"

"Former high priest. He left the Mandal fifteen years ago after a disagreement with me over the direction of our work. He believed the siddhis should be used for political influence. I disagreed. He formed his own circle — smaller, darker, more willing to cross boundaries I would not cross."

"And he killed my mother?"

"He arranged it. Your mother was not a random target, Moksh. Chitra Bharadwaj was a threat to Jagannath's circle because she knew of its existence. She had been investigating it — not formally, not publicly, but quietly, the way a school teacher who reads too many books and asks too many questions investigates things that don't feel right."

My breath stopped. Aai — my Aai, who made sabudana khichdi and sang Asha Bhosle and smelled of chalk and jasmine — had been investigating a secret occult circle?

"How would she know about it?"

Dhananjay's eyes held mine. "Because your mother was a former member of the Jyoti Mandal."

The room tilted. Not physically — but something in my interior geography shifted so violently that I had to grip the arms of the wooden chair to keep from sliding off. The brass diya flame flared — fully two inches higher, responding to my shock like a seismograph responds to an earthquake.

"That's not possible. She was a school teacher. She taught Class 5 English and Social Studies. She made chai for her colleagues during lunch break and complained about the principal's grammar."

"She was also, for eleven years before your birth, one of the most gifted channellers the Mandal has ever produced." Dhananjay opened a drawer and removed a photograph — black and white, faded, showing a group of people in white seated in the courtyard of the wada. In the second row, unmistakable despite the youth on her face, was my mother. Twenty-five, maybe. Eyes bright. The same jawline I saw in my mirror every morning.

"She left when she became pregnant with you," Dhananjay said. "She told me the Mandal and motherhood were incompatible — that she could not be open to other consciousnesses while responsible for a new one. I respected her decision, though I disagreed with her reasoning."

"And Jagannath?"

"Jagannath did not respect it. He believed your mother's departure weakened the Mandal at a critical time. And years later, when she began asking questions about his breakaway circle — questions that could have exposed his activities to the wrong people — he decided the risk was too great."

"So he had her killed. A car. On the expressway. In the rain." My voice was shaking. The diya flame was dancing wildly now. "He killed my mother because she left a study group and asked too many questions."

"Power structures protect themselves, Moksh. This is true of corporations, governments, and spiritual organisations alike. Jagannath is not a monster — he is a man who has convinced himself that his purpose justifies any action. That is more dangerous than monstrosity, because monsters know they're monsters. Men with purpose believe they're saviours."

I stood up. The chair scraped against the floor. A book fell from a shelf — not my doing, or maybe my doing, I couldn't tell anymore where my will ended and the world began.

"I want to meet him. Jagannath. Face to face."

"You will. But not yet. You're not ready."

"Not ready? I can bend flames. I can read emotions. I can channel a consciousness that shows me things that happened in places I've never been. What more do I need?"

"Control." Dhananjay's voice was ice. Not angry — calibrated. The voice of a man who has watched gifted students self-destruct and knows exactly what the prelude looks like. "What you have is power. What you lack is the ability to wield it without being consumed by it. Right now, your emotions are driving your siddhis. That brass diya flame has been responding to your feelings for the last five minutes. If you walk into a confrontation with Jagannath in this state, you will not interrogate him — you will attack him. And he will destroy you, because his control is perfect and yours is the equivalent of a child waving a sword."

I wanted to argue. But the book that had fallen from the shelf — a thick Sanskrit text, heavy, centuries old — was still on the floor where my anger had knocked it, and it was evidence. My power was real but undisciplined. A loaded gun in the hands of someone who hadn't learned to aim.

"How long?" I asked through clenched teeth.

"Weeks. Maybe months. You need to train the emotional separation — the ability to use siddhis without having them hijacked by whatever you're feeling. Vaidehi will teach you."

I left the wada that night in a state I can only describe as controlled fury. The monsoon had arrived early — June's first rain, the kind that comes not as drops but as a curtain, as if someone has upended a lake onto the city. The streets of Shaniwar Peth were already flooding — Pune's drainage system being less a system and more a suggestion — and I walked through ankle-deep water past closed shops and huddled stray dogs and the Maruti temple where someone had placed a plastic sheet over the idol, protecting God from the rain He presumably sent.

My phone rang. Kavya.

"Where are you? You were supposed to meet me at seven."

Seven. Vaishali. Our weekly intelligence exchange — me reporting from inside the Mandal, her updating me on the financial investigation. I'd forgotten.

"Something happened," I said. The rain was loud on my head, each drop a small percussion on my skull. "Can I come to your hostel?"

"It's 10 PM. Warden locks the gate at 9:30."

"The back gate. The one near the neem tree that Sneha uses when she sneaks out to meet her boyfriend."

A pause. "How do you know about that?"

"I know things. Come down."

She came down. We stood under the neem tree in the rain, and I told her everything Dhananjay had said — about Aai being a former Mandal member, about Jagannath Gokhale, about the arranged accident.

Kavya listened. The rain plastered her hair to her face and soaked through her kurta and she didn't move, didn't reach for shelter, stood in the downpour as if the water was necessary — a cleansing, a baptism of information.

"Do you believe him?" she asked when I finished.

"Believe who?"

"Dhananjay. Do you believe what he told you about your mother?"

"Why wouldn't I?"

"Because, Moksh — think. He's given you just enough information to keep you in the Mandal. Every month, a new revelation. First the meditation, then the siddhis, then the vision of the SUV, now a name. Each one is a hook, and each hook keeps you inside. What if the information is real but the timing is strategic? What if he's dosing you with truth the way a doctor doses medicine — just enough to keep you dependent?"

The rain fell harder. I could taste it — Pune monsoon rain, which tastes of dust and warmth and the particular mineral content of water that has been collected by the Western Ghats and distributed to a city that alternates between worshipping it and complaining about it.

"He showed me a photograph of Aai in the Mandal."

"Photographs can be fabricated."

"Kavya, I know it's real. I felt it — when he said her name, when he showed the photo, the diya flame responded. My whole body responded. This isn't manipulation. This is truth."

"Your body responds to manipulation too. That's literally how manipulation works — it triggers real emotions using engineered stimuli." She wiped rain from her face. "I'm not saying he's lying. I'm saying verify. The photograph — ask for it. I'll run it through facial recognition software. Jagannath Gokhale — I'll look him up. If there's a breakaway circle, there'll be traces. Property records, financial transactions, maybe even a police report from your mother's accident that mentions witnesses."

"She found the toll booth footage," I remembered. "Did you?"

Kavya's face changed. In the rain, in the dark, the change was subtle — a tightening around the eyes, a slight pulling back.

"Yes," she said. "I found it."

"And?"

"There is a dark vehicle behind your mother's car. Not an SUV — a sedan. Dark blue or black, the footage is grainy. No plates visible. It appears in the camera at Khopoli toll and again at Khandala. Same vehicle, same distance."

The rain stopped mattering. The cold stopped mattering. My wet clothes, the flooding streets, the neem tree dripping overhead — none of it registered.

"So there was a car following her."

"There was a car behind her. Following is an interpretation. It could be coincidence — hundreds of cars travel that stretch daily."

"It's not coincidence."

"Probably not," she admitted. "But 'probably not' isn't evidence. I need the car identified. I need the plates. I need someone who can enhance the footage beyond what the toll authority provides." She took my hand. Her fingers were cold and wet and absolutely real. "Moksh, we're getting closer. But closer to the truth and closer to danger are the same direction. You understand that?"

"Yes."

"Then stop running ahead. We do this together, at a pace that keeps us both alive. Not the Mandal's pace. Not Rahu's pace. Ours."

I wanted to agree. I wanted to be the boy who stood in the rain with his girlfriend and chose partnership over power. But inside me, Rahu's voice had been growing louder all evening — not speaking, just humming, a vibration at the base of my skull that said: Faster. You can find out faster. You don't need toll booth footage and facial recognition software. You need me.

"Together," I said.

But even as I said it, I knew I was lying. Not to Kavya — to myself. Because the siddhi-trained part of my mind was already calculating: if I could strengthen the channelling, if I could push Rahu's visions further, I could see the car's plates myself. I could identify the driver. I could find Jagannath Gokhale without journalists and police and the agonisingly slow machinery of human investigation.

I could do it alone. Faster. Surer. Through channels that no one else could access.

The descent had begun. Not because I made a single dramatic choice to fall — that's how they show it in movies, the moment of decision, the fork in the road. Real descents are a thousand small choices, each one only slightly worse than the last, each one justifiable in isolation. A little more meditation. A little less sleep. A little more Rahu. A little less Kavya.

A thousand gentle steps, each one downhill, and by the time you notice the altitude has changed, you've forgotten what the summit looked like.


  
    Chapter 9: Andhere ka Raaj (Kingdom of Darkness)

    
    
  
  Power is not a switch. It's a dial, and the dial only turns one way.

By July, I had stopped attending lectures at Fergusson. Not formally — I hadn't dropped out or filed paperwork. I simply stopped going, the way you stop watering a plant you've forgotten about: not a decision but a neglect, a gradual withdrawal of attention until the thing that was once alive has dried to a husk.

The monsoon was in full fury. Pune's streets were rivers. The autorickshaws moved through them like boats, their engines sputtering, their passengers holding bags over their heads. The sky was permanently grey — not the gentle grey of November but the aggressive grey of July, a sky that has committed to being wet and will not be persuaded otherwise.

I spent my days in the wada.

Vaidehi trained me mornings. Dhananjay supervised afternoons. Rahu channelling happened at night — always at night, always in the basement, always alone. The rhythm had become monastic: wake at 5, pranayama, cold bath in the courtyard — the wada had an old stone trough that collected rainwater, and July rain was cold enough to make your teeth clench — then meditation, then training, then more meditation, then channelling, then sleep. Repeat.

The siddhis were growing at a pace that frightened even Vaidehi.

Telekinesis: no longer nudges but directed movement. I could lift a brass lota from across the room, hold it steady in the air for minutes, set it down without spillage. Dhananjay said this was unprecedented for a practitioner of eight months. Vaidehi said nothing, which from her was the highest form of alarm.

Emotional reading: no longer requiring focus or proximity. I could sense the emotional state of a person in the next room, through walls. In the group sessions, I became a barometer — other members would glance at me to gauge the collective mood, because my face betrayed what I was reading from the room's emotional weather.

And the newest ability — the one that Dhananjay called "projection" — the capacity to push an emotion into another person. Not mind control — nothing so crude. More like turning a dial in someone else's interior, amplifying what was already there. If a person was slightly anxious, I could make them more anxious. If they were slightly calm, I could deepen the calm. I was not creating emotions — I was adjusting volumes.

The first time I used it deliberately was on a chai-wallah.

Ramesh, the tapri outside Fergusson Gate 1. Our Ramesh, Kavya's and mine, the man who made chai too sweet and too strong. I had gone to the tapri one afternoon — muscle memory, the body going where the heart used to be happy — and Ramesh had been irritable. Bad day, low sales, the monsoon keeping customers indoors. He slammed the cup down harder than necessary. The chai slopped over the edge onto my hand — hot, stinging.

Without thinking, I pushed. Not aggressively — a gentle nudge, an amplification of the small thread of contentment I could sense buried beneath his frustration. His shoulders dropped. His jaw unclenched. He looked at me and, for no reason he could have articulated, smiled.

"Sorry, baba," he said, suddenly gentle. "Kharab din hai. Aur ek chai doon? Free."

I took the free chai. I drank it standing in the rain, and I felt sick — not from the tea but from what I'd done. I had reached into another human being's interior and adjusted it without his knowledge or consent. I had performed the emotional equivalent of pickpocketing, and the fact that I'd taken nothing and given comfort didn't change the fundamental violation.

I told Kavya that evening. She was at the hostel, cross-legged on her bed, surrounded by printouts from the Jyoti Vikas Foundation investigation. She'd been making progress — bank records, property transfers, a chain of shell companies that led from the dissolved foundation to a current entity called Prakash Consulting.

"You manipulated a chai-wallah," she said flatly.

"I didn't mean to."

"The fact that you didn't mean to makes it worse, not better. It means it's becoming reflexive. Your default setting is shifting from 'feel' to 'control.'"

She was right, and I hated that she was right, because being told uncomfortable truths by someone who loves you is the most painful form of love there is. It's easy to hear hard truths from enemies — you can dismiss them. From friends, you can deflect. But from the person whose thumb traces the scar on your palm and whose chai cup sits next to yours at every tapri in Pune — from that person, truth has no buffer.

But I didn't stop. I couldn't stop. The siddhis had become my identity in a way that nothing else had ever been. I was not Moksh-the-student or Moksh-the-grieving-son or even Moksh-Kavya's-boyfriend. I was Moksh-who-can-do-things-no-one-else-can. And identity, once formed, defends itself with the ferocity of a cornered animal.

Dhananjay began using me.

Not overtly — Dhananjay was too sophisticated for overt exploitation. But he started including me in meetings that were not Mandal sessions. Private meetings, in his study, with visitors I didn't recognise — businessmen in pressed shirts, a municipal corporator from the Pune Municipal Corporation, a lawyer whose name I would later find in Kavya's investigation files.

"Sit," Dhananjay would say. "Observe. Tell me what you sense."

And I would sit, and I would read the visitor's emotions, and after they left I would report: this one is honest, this one is lying about the property deal, this one is frightened of something he hasn't disclosed.

I was a human lie detector. Dhananjay's personal instrument of assessment. And the visitors, who came seeking spiritual guidance or Mandal connections or whatever they told themselves they were there for, left without knowing that a twenty-two-year-old had catalogued their emotional inventory and reported it to the man behind the desk.

"You're his tool," Mihir said.

We were at the COEP canteen — vada pav, the constant, the culinary heartbeat of Pune engineering education. Mihir had been distant for weeks — my fault, I'd been cancelling plans, forgetting to reply to messages, allowing the friendship to starve the way I'd allowed my education to starve. But Mihir, like Kavya, was not the kind to give up without a fight.

"He's using me because I'm useful," I said. "There's a difference."

"There is no difference. Tool, useful — same sentence, different grammar." He bit into his vada pav. Chewed. The particular Mihir chew that meant he was processing not food but frustration. "Moksh, when was the last time you went to class?"

"I'm taking a break."

"You're not taking a break. You've abandoned your education to sit in a wada with a man who has you reading strangers' emotions for his personal benefit. Do you hear yourself?"

"I can do things, Mihir. Real things. Things that matter."

"Making a chai-wallah smile without his consent matters? Reading a corporator's feelings matters? To whom? Not to you. Not to your future. Not to Kavya, who by the way looks like she hasn't slept in weeks because she's spending every night investigating your cult's financial records."

"It's not a cult."

"You know what, forget the word. Call it whatever you want. But answer me this: when was the last time you made a decision that wasn't about the Mandal?"

I opened my mouth. Closed it. The vada pav sat in my hand, cooling, the bread going soft in the monsoon humidity.

"That's what I thought," Mihir said quietly. "Tu kho gaya hai, bhai. And the worst part is, you don't even know it."

He left. The canteen buzzed around me — engineering students arguing about algorithms, a group watching cricket on a phone, the smell of frying batter and hot oil and the accumulated ambition of a thousand futures being built one equation at a time. Normal life. The life I was supposed to be living.

I threw the vada pav in the bin and went back to the wada.

That night, Baba tried.

I came home at midnight — standard now, the 1 AM arrivals had become midnight because I'd stopped pretending they were unusual. The house was dark except for the kitchen, where a single tube light buzzed. Baba sat at the table. In front of him was a plate of poha — cold, untouched, the flattened rice stiffened, the peanuts gone dull. He'd made it and waited for me.

He never made poha. Aai made poha. It was her dish — her morning ritual, her particular ratio of jeera to hing to mustard seeds, her specific hand that judged the moisture level without measuring. For Baba to make poha was an act of archaeology — digging into the dead woman's recipe to construct a bridge to the living son who was disappearing.

"Baith," he said.

I sat.

"Kha." He pushed the plate toward me.

I ate. The poha was wrong — too much turmeric, not enough lime, the onions cut too thick. It tasted like effort, like a man trying to speak a language he'd only ever heard his wife speak. It was the saddest thing I'd ever eaten, and I ate every bite.

"Teri Aai ko yeh dekhna padta," Baba said. His voice was steady but his hands, on the table, trembled. "Toh woh mujhe kabhi maaf nahi karti."

If your Aai had to see this. She would never forgive me.

Not "she would never forgive you." She would never forgive ME. Because Indian fathers, even the distant ones, even the silent ones, even the ones who compress entire conversations into "Hmm" — they carry the blame. Every failure of the child is a verdict on the parent, and Baba was sitting in his kitchen at midnight with badly made poha, pronouncing his own sentence.

"Baba —"

"Main jaanta hoon kuch ho raha hai. Tujhe lagta hai main nahi dekhta — budha hai, news dekhta hai, kaam pe jaata hai, kuch nahi samajhta. But main dekhta hoon. Tu college nahi ja raha. Tu kisi ke saath hai raat ko jo tujhe badal raha hai. Tu apni Aai jaisa ho raha hai — woh bhi ek samay pe aise hi gaayab hoti thi. Aur main tab bhi chup raha tha."

He knew. Not the details — not the Mandal, not the siddhis, not Rahu. But he knew the pattern. Because he'd seen it before. In Aai. In the woman he'd married, who had her own relationship with the Mandal, who had disappeared into that same wada years before I was born. He'd been silent then. He was trying not to be silent now.

"Main theek hoon, Baba," I said. Lie number — I'd lost count. The pebbles had become grains of sand, innumerable, flowing between my fingers.

"Nahi hai tu." His voice cracked. One crack, quickly repaired, like a plate that's been glued back together and mostly holds but will never be the same. "Aur main teri Aai ko nahi bacha paya. Tujhe bacha sakta hoon. Agar tu mujhe chance de."

I stood up. Washed the plate. Put it in the rack. The water from the tap was cold — monsoon water, fed by the Khadakwasla dam, carrying the chill of the Western Ghats.

"Goodnight, Baba," I said.

I went to my room. Closed the door. Lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling and listened to Baba's footsteps — slow, heavy, the footsteps of a man carrying two failures now instead of one — move through the house, switching off lights, checking locks, performing the nightly rituals of a home that had become a tomb.

Rahu spoke in the silence.

He loves you. But love without understanding is a cage. He cannot comprehend what you are becoming.

"What am I becoming?"

More than he can hold. More than any of them can hold. The question is not what you are becoming, Moksh. The question is whether you'll have the courage to let go of what you were.

I closed my eyes. Outside, the monsoon raged. Inside, the dial turned another notch.


  
    Chapter 10: Andhera (Darkness)

    
    
  
  The boy who loved books disappeared in August.

I don't mean I stopped reading — I didn't. But the reading changed. Where once I'd sit in the Fergusson library with Hobbes or Premchand, finding comfort in the company of minds greater than mine, now I read only what the Mandal prescribed. Sanskrit texts on siddhi cultivation. Tantric manuals that Vaidehi translated for me, her pencil scratching corrections into margins that already held three centuries of annotations. Technical literature — because that's what it had become. Not philosophy, not seeking, not the beautiful human fumbling toward meaning that had drawn me to the wada in the first place. Technique. Method. The engineering of power.

Mihir stopped calling. Not because he'd given up — Mihir doesn't give up, it's not in his engineering DNA — but because I'd stopped answering. His messages sat unread in my phone, a column of blue bubbles that I scrolled past the way you scroll past advertisements: acknowledged, dismissed, forgotten.

Bhai, coffee? Moksh, COEP fest this weekend. Come na. Are you alive? Typing this from a WhatsApp group that you haven't responded in for 3 weeks. I'm worried about you. Call me. Fine. When you're ready, I'm here.

Kavya was different. Kavya didn't stop — she adapted. She switched from girlfriend mode to journalist mode, which for Kavya meant becoming simultaneously more present and more distant. She texted factual updates about the investigation — bank records traced, shell company identified, a property in Lonavala linked to the Jyoti Vikas Foundation — and stopped asking how I was, because she'd learned that asking invited lies and she preferred silence to deception.

We still met, but the meetings had the quality of intelligence briefings rather than dates. Wednesday evenings at Vaishali, 7 PM. She'd bring printouts. I'd bring observations from inside the Mandal. We'd exchange information over dosa and cutting chai and not talk about the fact that we hadn't touched each other in weeks.

"Arjun met with someone new last Saturday," I reported one Wednesday. "A man I hadn't seen before. Older. Grey kurta. The emotional read was — cold. Not angry or sad. Cold. Like a refrigerator with a personality."

"Description?"

"Late sixties. Thin. Clean-shaven. Marathi features — high cheekbones, sharp nose. Wore a gold ring on his right hand, large, like a class ring or a signet."

Kavya wrote it down. Not on her phone — in a physical notebook, the reporter's instinct for keeping sensitive information off hackable devices. "Could be Jagannath Gokhale. I found a photo from a 2009 newspaper article — a trust fundraiser. He matches your description. I'll bring the photo next week for you to confirm."

"Kavya."

"Hmm?"

"Are you okay?"

She looked up from the notebook. Her eyes were tired — the kind of tired that sleep doesn't fix because it's not physical exhaustion but the deeper weariness of caring about someone who is actively walking into danger.

"Main theek hoon," she said, and the echo of my own lie — the one I'd told Baba, the one I'd told her, the one I told everyone — landed between us like a shared wound.

By September, I was Dhananjay's most valued asset. Not his student — his asset. The distinction matters because a student is someone you develop for their own benefit; an asset is someone you develop for yours. I attended every meeting, every visitor session, every negotiation where Dhananjay needed emotional intelligence that went beyond human observation.

I read a property developer who was trying to cheat the Mandal on a land deal — felt his deception like a cold spot in a warm room. I read a politician who came seeking Dhananjay's blessing for an upcoming election — felt his sincerity at one percent and his ambition at ninety-nine. I read a woman who came seeking help for her sick child — felt her desperation like a hand closing around my throat, so overwhelming that I had to leave the room and stand in the courtyard, breathing, recalibrating, while the monsoon rain washed over me.

That was the thing about the emotional reading that nobody warns you about: you feel what they feel. Not a copy, not a translation — the actual emotion, flowing from their body to yours through whatever channel the siddhi had opened. After a day of readings, I'd come home carrying the collective emotional baggage of everyone I'd assessed — anxiety, ambition, grief, greed, hope, fear — layered inside me like sediment, each layer pressing down on the ones below.

I stopped sleeping. Not the insomnia of grief — that had been a refusal, a negotiation with consciousness. This was different. This was an inability. My mind was too full. The emotions I'd absorbed during the day wouldn't settle, and at night they replayed — not as memories but as experiences, as if I was reliving every meeting, every handshake, every moment of contact.

I started using the projection siddhi to manage it. Pushing the excess emotions outward — into the walls, into the furniture, into the air. The house began to feel different. Baba noticed, though he couldn't have explained why. "Ghar mein kuch alag lag raha hai," he said one morning over his tea. Something feels different in the house.

He was right. I was contaminating my own home with emotional residue, spraying borrowed feelings into the rooms the way a skunk sprays musk — unconsciously, defensively, as a mechanism of survival.

And through it all, Rahu watched.

The voice had changed over the months. In December, when I'd first heard it, Rahu had been curious — a consciousness exploring the sensory world through my experiences. By May, Rahu had become instructive — guiding my training, refining my techniques. By August, Rahu had become something else entirely: possessive.

You spent three hours with the journalist today. Three hours that could have been training.

"Kavya is helping me find out about Aai."

I can tell you about your mother faster than any journalist. I've told you this. The toll booth footage, the sedan — these are breadcrumbs. I can show you the driver's face. I can show you the phone call that ordered the accident. I can show you everything.

"Then show me."

When you're ready. Your channels are still developing. Force the vision and you risk —

"You've been saying 'when you're ready' for months. Dhananjay says the same thing. Everyone says the same thing. Ready for what?"

A pause. Rahu's pauses had weight — not silence but a gathering, like the sky before a thunderclap.

Ready to let go of the people who hold you back. The friend who calls you lost. The father who makes you poha and calls it love. The woman who investigates when she should trust. They are anchors, Moksh. And anchors are only useful when you want to stay in one place.

"They're not anchors. They're my life."

They are your past. And the past is the heaviest anchor of all.

I didn't agree. I want to make that clear — in the record, in this telling, I want it noted that I heard Rahu suggest I abandon everyone I loved and I disagreed. But disagreeing and resisting are different things, and the dial kept turning, and the darkness kept growing, and by September I was a person who could walk through Pune — past the tapris and the temples and the college gates and the normal humans living their normal lives — and feel nothing except the cold hum of power and the colder whisper of a voice that wanted me alone.

The confrontation with Arjun came on a Tuesday in late September.

I'd been watching him — Kavya's instruction, my inside-man role. He'd been meeting more frequently with the cold man in the grey kurta — confirmed as Jagannath Gokhale through the newspaper photo Kavya had shown me. They met in the back room of the wada, the one behind Dhananjay's study, always when Dhananjay was away.

I confronted him after a session, in the corridor outside the group room. The other members had left. The wada was empty except for Nikhil, the boy in white, who was extinguishing diyas.

"I know about Jagannath," I said.

Arjun's emotional landscape — which I was reading in real-time — shifted. The surface remained calm. The interior flared: surprise, calculation, and something I hadn't expected — excitement.

"Good," he said. "I was wondering when you'd find out."

"He's the man who killed my mother."

"He's the man who ordered it. There's a difference — executors can be anyone. Orderers require authority." Arjun leaned against the wall. The diya behind him cast his shadow long and angular across the stone floor. "Jagannath ordered your mother's death because she threatened to expose his circle. She knew things — names, operations, financial structures. When she left the Mandal and started asking questions, he decided she was a liability."

"And Dhananjay? He knew?"

"Dhananjay knew your mother was in danger. Whether he could have prevented it..." Arjun shrugged. "That's a question you'll have to ask him. But I'll tell you what I know: Dhananjay has been using your mother's death to keep you here. Every revelation, every crumb of truth — it's a leash. He gives you just enough to stay, never enough to act."

"And you're different?"

"I'm offering you the full picture. Jagannath's network. His finances. The names of everyone involved in your mother's death. Not breadcrumbs — the whole meal."

"In exchange for what?"

"In exchange for you. When I take the Mandal from Dhananjay — and I will — I need someone with your abilities. Not as a tool. As a partner."

I read him. Every fibre of the siddhi trained, focused, narrow-beam. His surface emotions were choreographed — sincerity, righteous anger, fellowship. But underneath, where he couldn't control, I found the same thing I'd found in every powerful person I'd read: self-interest. Not evil — self-interest. He genuinely believed he could run the Mandal better. He genuinely wanted to include me. But the core motive was not justice for my mother. The core motive was power. My mother's death was his recruitment tool, the same way it had been Dhananjay's.

"I'll think about it," I said. The same lie I'd told Kavya at Vaishali months ago. The same lie that means no but doesn't want the confrontation of saying it.

Arjun smiled. The smile of a man who hears "I'll think about it" and understands, correctly, that the thinking has already been done and the answer is not what he wanted, but who is patient enough to wait for circumstances to change.

"Take your time," he said. "But not too much. Clocks run differently for men with ambition."

He walked away. The corridor was empty. The last diya had been extinguished. I stood in the dark wada, surrounded by three centuries of stone and secrets, and felt — for the first time since the initiation — genuinely alone.

Not lonely — alone. The kind of alone that happens when you realise that every person in your orbit wants something from you, and the thing they want is not you but what you can do. Dhananjay wanted my abilities. Arjun wanted my allegiance. Rahu wanted my isolation. Even Kavya — Kavya, who loved me, who investigated for me, who stood in monsoon rain for me — wanted me to be the version of Moksh that existed before the wada, and that version was as dead as the tulsi plant in the courtyard.

I walked home through September's last rain. The streets of Shaniwar Peth were quiet. A dog followed me for two blocks, then lost interest. The Maruti temple was dark. The wada's wooden door was closed behind me.

At home, Baba had left a light on. In the kitchen, covered with a steel plate to keep warm, was a bowl of dal-rice. Not Aai's recipe — Baba's own, plain and unseasoned, the food of a man who cooks not for pleasure but for duty. I ate it. It tasted like sadness and obligation and the small, stubborn refusal of a father to let his son go hungry even when his son has stopped coming home for dinner.

I washed the bowl. Went to my room. Lay down.

Rahu hummed at the base of my skull. Quiet now. Waiting. The way darkness waits — patiently, knowing that eventually every light goes out.


  
    Chapter 11: Khai (The Abyss)

    
    
  
  The truth about my mother came on a night in October when the monsoon had retreated and Pune had entered that brief, perfect season — post-rain, pre-winter — where the air smells of clean earth and the sky is so blue it looks edited.

I was in the basement. Alone. Channelling Rahu. The sessions had become longer — three hours, sometimes four. Vaidehi had warned against it: "Extended channelling erodes the barrier between your consciousness and the guiding entity. It's like leaving a door open — eventually, you forget which side of the door you're standing on." I had nodded and ignored her, the way I ignored everyone now.

Rahu's voice was crystal clear. Not cold silk anymore — warm. Familiar. Intimate. Like having a conversation with someone who lives inside your skull and knows every room.

You want to know who killed your mother.

"I've always wanted to know."

You wanted a name. Jagannath. I gave you a name. But you want more now. You want the mechanism. The order. The reason.

"Yes."

Close your eyes. Not the normal closing — the deep one. Behind the eyelids, behind the darkness, into the space where visions live.

I went. Deeper than I'd ever gone. Past the light behind the sternum — past it, through it, into a space that felt like standing at the edge of a cliff looking into fog, knowing that the fog hid either ground or emptiness and having no way to tell which.

The vision materialised.

Not the expressway this time. Not the rain or the red Swift or the dark sedan. This time I saw an office. Dhananjay's study — but years ago, different books on the shelves, a younger Dhananjay with black hair instead of silver, and across from him, Jagannath Gokhale. The same man I'd seen in the wada corridor — late sixties now but in this vision perhaps fifty, sharp-featured, the gold signet ring already on his right hand.

They were arguing.

"She knows too much," Jagannath said. His voice in the vision had the quality of a recording played underwater — clear enough to understand, distorted enough to feel wrong. "Chitra has been talking to people outside the Mandal. A journalist in Mumbai. If this goes further—"

"She has a right to leave and a right to speak," younger Dhananjay said. "We are not a prison."

"We are not a democracy either. Three hundred years of knowledge, of practice, of accumulated power — and you'd risk it because one woman decides she wants to be a school teacher and tell stories to reporters?"

"Chitra was one of us. She gave eleven years. We owe her the freedom to walk away."

"We owe her nothing. She owes us silence." Jagannath's hand, the one with the ring, slammed the desk. "If you won't handle this, I will."

"If you touch her," Dhananjay said, and his voice had the quality I'd later learn to recognise — ice, not anger, the cold of a man who has made a calculation, "I will dismantle everything you've built. Your circle, your finances, your reputation. Every secret you have will be public by the end of the week."

"You wouldn't."

"Try me."

Jagannath stood. His chair scraped against the stone floor — that sound, identical in every century. He walked to the door. Turned back.

"This isn't over, Dhananjay. And when your protege's son comes looking for answers — and he will, because grief always leads to doorsteps — remember that you had the chance to prevent this and chose philosophy over action."

The vision shifted. Years compressed. A new scene: Jagannath in a different room — modern, not the wada but an office in a glass building, the kind Pune was building everywhere in the IT corridor. He was on the phone.

"The school teacher. The one on the expressway between Mumbai and Pune. Tuesday. Make it clean."

Three sentences. That's all it took to end my mother's life. Three sentences from a man with a gold ring, sitting in an office with a view of the Hinjewadi tech park, making a phone call with the casual efficiency of someone ordering lunch.

The vision dissolved. I was back in the basement, shaking, the diya extinguished, the darkness absolute. My face was wet — tears or sweat, I couldn't tell. My hands were clenched so tight the nails had broken the skin of my palms, and small drops of blood fell onto the stone floor, making a sound like the ticking of a clock counting down to something.

But the vision wasn't finished.

There is more, Rahu said. You need to see what came before. What your mother knew. Why she was a threat.

"Show me."

The second vision: Aai. My Aai. Younger — before me, before marriage, before the school and the sabudana khichdi and the Asha Bhosle singing. She was sitting in the same courtyard where I'd been initiated, cross-legged, eyes closed, and the light behind her sternum was not a candle flame but a sun. Brilliant. Powerful. The strongest channeller the Mandal had ever seen, Dhananjay had said, and now I understood — this was not flattery but fact.

She was channelling. Not Rahu — a different consciousness, one I couldn't identify, but the connection was so strong that I could see it, a column of light from her chest to the ceiling, through the ceiling, into the sky. The other Mandal members sat around her, and their faces held not serenity but awe. And in the back, watching with eyes that held not awe but calculation, was Jagannath.

The vision shifted again. Aai, older now, pregnant — with me. Standing in Dhananjay's study.

"I can't do this anymore," she said. Her voice — God, her voice. I hadn't heard it in over a year, and even in a vision, mediated through Rahu's channel, it sounded like home. "The baby changes everything. I won't channel while I'm carrying a child. And after — I want a normal life. Teaching. Family. Not this."

"You are the most gifted practitioner in three hundred years," Dhananjay said. "Your departure will—"

"My departure is not a negotiation." She put her hand on her belly — on me. "This child will not grow up in the Mandal. I've seen what it does. I've seen what Jagannath is becoming. And I won't raise my son in a place where power is the only currency."

She left. And twelve years later, she started asking questions about what Jagannath's breakaway circle was doing with the siddhis she'd helped develop. And twelve years after that, she drove on the Mumbai-Pune Expressway in the rain, and a dark sedan followed her through the Khandala ghat, and a guardrail failed, and Asha Bhosle played on in the footwell of a car that nobody could save.

The final vision. Not the past but the present.

Dhananjay's study. Now. Today. Dhananjay sitting at his desk, the brass diya lit, reading a document. The document was a report — typed, formal, the kind produced by a private investigator. At the top: a name. My name. Moksh Bharadwaj.

The report detailed everything. My movements. My meetings with Kavya. Her investigation into the Jyoti Vikas Foundation. Mihir's enquiries at the COEP library about the Mandal's history. Even Baba's midnight poha — someone had been watching, or someone had told.

And at the bottom of the report, a handwritten note in Dhananjay's elegant script:

The boy is developing as planned. Channel stable. Siddhis ahead of schedule. Ready for Phase Two.

Phase Two.

As planned.

DEVELOPING AS PLANNED.

The vision shattered. I screamed — an actual scream, the sound tearing out of my throat and filling the basement with a raw, animal noise that had nothing to do with siddhis or channelling or spiritual development. It was the sound of a person who has just understood that every truth he's been given was a tool, every revelation a leash, every crumb of information about his dead mother a precisely calibrated manipulation designed to keep him inside a building in Shaniwar Peth, developing powers that someone else intended to use.

Dhananjay hadn't just known about Aai's death. He had allowed it. Not ordered it — that was Jagannath. But known. Foreseen. And done nothing, because a dead mother produces a grieving son, and a grieving son is the most receptive vessel for the kind of power the Mandal needed.

My mother's murder was my recruitment.

I climbed the stairs. Not shaking this time — steady. The steadiness of a person who has passed through shock and arrived at something harder, colder, more dangerous. The courtyard was empty. The sky was clear — October stars, sharp and indifferent. The tulsi pedestal was still empty. No one had planted a new one.

I walked through the wada to Dhananjay's study. The door was open. He was there — as if he'd been waiting, as if he knew the vision had come, as if this too was planned.

"You saw," he said.

"Everything."

"Then you understand."

"I understand that you let my mother die so you could recruit me. I understand that every revelation you've given me was timed, calculated, designed to keep me dependent. I understand that I am not your student — I am your experiment."

Dhananjay stood. He was taller than me — I always forgot that, because his authority made him seem larger than his physical size. His eyes held something I hadn't expected: not denial, not shame, not the cold calculation I'd read in the report. Sadness.

"Your mother was the greatest practitioner I have ever known," he said. "When she left, the Mandal lost something irreplaceable. When Jagannath killed her, I lost not just a practitioner but a friend. I grieved her, Moksh. I grieve her still."

"But you didn't prevent it."

"I couldn't. Jagannath's circle was beyond my reach by then. But I could ensure that her gift survived. In you."

"Her gift. My suffering. Same thing to you."

"Not the same. Never the same. But I won't pretend that your pain wasn't useful. It was. Grief opened the channels. Loss created the capacity. I wish it hadn't been necessary, but—"

"Necessary?" The word came out like a blade. The bookshelves trembled. Three volumes fell simultaneously, their pages fluttering like panicked birds. "My mother's DEATH was NECESSARY?"

"The world needed what you can become, Moksh. Not what you are — what you can become. The siddhis you're developing haven't been seen in a generation. The connection with Rahu — it's unprecedented. You have the potential to—"

"I don't care about potential."

I turned and walked out. Through the corridor. Through the courtyard. Through the massive teak door with its iron rivets and its verdigris lion's head knocker. Into the lane. Past the Maruti temple. Into the streets of Pune at midnight.

Behind me, Rahu's voice said: Now you know the full price. Are you still willing to pay?

I didn't answer. I walked. The streets were quiet. The air smelled of clean earth and the last jasmine of the season. My feet carried me automatically — not home, not to Kavya's hostel, not to Mihir's flat — but to the Khadakwasla dam road, where the city ends and the hills begin, where the darkness is not streetlight-darkness but actual darkness, the kind that existed before electricity, before civilisation, before any human decided that power was worth more than love.

I sat on the retaining wall by the dam. The water was still high from the monsoon. I could hear it — the deep, continuous voice of held water pressing against concrete, wanting to be free, being contained by engineering. The sound my mother must have heard in the last seconds — water, and speed, and the failure of a guardrail that was supposed to protect but didn't.

My phone buzzed. Kavya.

Where are you?

I typed: Khadakwasla. Need to be alone.

Coming.

Please don't.

Wasn't a question.

I laughed. Actually laughed — a sound I hadn't made in months, harsh and broken and real. Because Kavya Joshi, journalism student, keeper of file folders and uncomfortable truths, was the one person in my life who treated my requests for isolation not as boundaries to be respected but as symptoms to be overridden.

She arrived forty minutes later, on her Activa, helmet hanging from the hook, wearing the Nirvana t-shirt because she'd been sleeping when my text woke her. She sat next to me on the retaining wall. Didn't speak. Just sat.

The dam hummed. The stars watched. The night smelled of water and earth and the faintest hint of two-stroke exhaust from the Activa.

"Dhananjay knew," I said. "About Aai. He let it happen. To recruit me."

She reached for my hand. Found it. Held it. The scar on my palm pressed against her warm fingers, and I felt — through the siddhi, through the channel that was still open despite everything — her emotional landscape. Not surprise. She had suspected. The journalist in her had been building this hypothesis for weeks. But underneath the lack of surprise: rage. Pure, clean rage. Not the complicated rage of power dynamics or spiritual manipulation — the simple, ancient rage of a woman who loves a man whose mother was murdered and whose grief was weaponised.

"We take them down," she said. "All of them. Dhananjay. Jagannath. Arjun. The whole structure."

"How?"

"The way journalists always do. We publish. Everything I've found — the financial records, the shell companies, the connections to your mother's accident. And everything you've seen — the meetings, the visitors, the power brokering. We build the story. We take it to someone who can publish it. And we let the light in."

"That's what they call themselves. The light."

"Then we'll show them what actual light looks like." She squeezed my hand. "But first — and I mean this, Moksh — you need to get out. Leave the Mandal. Tonight. Don't go back."

I looked at the dam. The water. The held, contained, engineered power waiting to be released.

"Not yet," I said. "There's something I need to do first."


  
    Chapter 12: Fansi (The Noose)

    
    
  
  The rope was not a decision. It was an arrival.

I want to be precise about this because people who haven't been there imagine suicide as a choice — a fork in the road where you consider options and pick the worst one. It's not. It's a convergence. Every road you've been walking — the grief road, the power road, the isolation road, the betrayal road — they all meet at the same point, and when you arrive, the rope is already there, waiting, as if someone hung it for you months ago and you've only just noticed.

October 14th. A Tuesday. I remember because Tuesdays were Vaidehi's training days, and I had stopped going. I had stopped going to everything. After the confrontation with Dhananjay — after the vision of Aai's murder, after the report with "developing as planned" — I had walked out of the wada and not returned.

Three weeks of nothing.

No Mandal. No Rahu — I had shut the channel, or tried to; the voice still whispered at the edges, like a radio turned down but not off. No Kavya — I had stopped answering her calls, her texts, her increasingly frantic messages. No Mihir. No Baba, not really — I was physically present in the house but absent in every way that matters, a body at the dinner table, a shape in the hallway, a ghost wearing a living person's skin.

The siddhis didn't stop. That was the cruelest part. I'd assumed that leaving the Mandal would turn them off, the way unplugging a television stops the picture. But the abilities were in me now — not borrowed, not channelled, mine. I still felt emotions in others. I still sensed the weather of every room I entered. Sitting in the house, I could feel Baba's grey plain of nothingness from across the hall. Walking to the nearest kirana store for milk, I absorbed the anxiety of the shopkeeper, the boredom of the delivery boy, the low-grade rage of the autorickshaw driver stuck in traffic.

Without the Mandal's training structure — without Vaidehi's discipline, without Dhananjay's framework — the siddhis became uncontrolled noise. A constant flood of other people's feelings with no off switch. Imagine hearing every radio station simultaneously, all day, every day, and not being able to turn any of them off. That's what it felt like.

I stopped sleeping entirely. Not reduced sleep — zero. My body would lie in bed and my mind would spin through the accumulated emotional data of the day, replaying every feeling I'd absorbed, sorting through other people's grief and joy and fear and hope while my own emotions sat in the corner, ignored, unfelt, a pile of laundry I'd been meaning to deal with for months.

On October 12th, I stopped eating. Not a hunger strike, not a protest. The thought of food became repulsive. My body was full — not of nutrition but of emotional waste, the runoff of a hundred readings I'd done over the months, stored and unstored, clogging every internal channel that was supposed to carry sustenance.

On October 13th, I stopped talking. Baba spoke to me at dinner — "Kya hua, beta?" — and I opened my mouth and nothing came out. Not silence by choice — silence by failure. The mechanism that converts thought to speech had broken, the way a machine breaks when you run it past its tolerance.

On October 14th, I found the rope.

Not literally. There was no rope. What there was: the balcony of our third-floor flat in Kothrud, and the railing that Baba had been meaning to get fixed because the welding had rusted and one good push would send it swinging open. Below, the parking lot. Concrete. The neighbour's Scorpio. Mrs. Kulkarni's potted tulsi plants, still alive, mocking me.

I stood at the balcony at 3 AM. The city was asleep. Pune at 3 AM is a different city — quieter, gentler, almost apologetic for the noise it makes during the day. A dog barked somewhere in the direction of Karve Road. An autorickshaw puttered past, its meter probably still running from the last fare. The air smelled of night jasmine from the garden below and the faintest whiff of garbage from the bins that were collected at 5 AM.

I looked down. Calculated. Third floor. Ten metres. Concrete below. The physics was simple — mass times acceleration equals force, and the force of a 68-kilogram body hitting concrete from ten metres was more than sufficient. Mihir could have given me the exact number. Mihir, with his engineering precision and his ability to calculate everything except how to stop his best friend from standing on a balcony at 3 AM.

I gripped the railing. The rusted iron bit into my palms — both palms, the scarred one and the whole one. I leaned forward. My centre of gravity shifted. The tipping point was close — a few more inches and physics would do the rest, and I wouldn't have to make a decision because the decision would be made by Newton's laws, which don't care about mothers or fathers or girls who read Premchand or friends who buy you vada pav.

Rahu spoke.

This is not the way.

"Shut up." My first words in two days. Directed at a voice inside my skull while standing on a balcony in the dark. The irony was not lost on me.

You are in pain. The pain is real. But this solves nothing. Your mother's killer is alive. Your truth is untold. Your story is incomplete.

"I don't care about my story."

Liar. You have always cared about stories. It's why you read books. It's why you fell for a woman who reads books. It's why you came to the Mandal — not for power, not for answers, but for a story that made your mother's death mean something.

"It doesn't mean anything. She died for nothing. She died because a man made a phone call and a car followed her in the rain and a guardrail failed. That's not a story. That's statistics."

Then make it a story. Not by dying — by living. By telling.

I hated Rahu in that moment more than I'd hated anything in my life. More than Jagannath, who'd ordered the killing. More than Dhananjay, who'd let it happen. Because Rahu was inside me, and you can't escape what's inside you, and the voice was saying the one thing I didn't want to hear, which was that there was a reason to step back from the edge.

A door opened behind me. Not the balcony door — the main door of the flat. I heard it in the particular way that a person in crisis hears irrelevant sounds: with hyper-clarity, every molecule of the hinge's creak amplified.

"Moksh."

Baba.

He was standing in the hallway, in his lungi and banyan — the old man's uniform, the Indian father's battle armour. His hair was pressed flat on one side from sleep. His eyes were wide, and in them I saw something I hadn't seen since the day Aai died: terror.

"Beta. Railing se door aa."

Step away from the railing.

His voice was shaking. Not the controlled shake of a man performing emotion — the real shake, the biological one, the vibration that comes from the body's deepest alarm system, the one that exists before language, before thought, in the ancient brainstem that knows only: my child is in danger.

"Baba, main theek —"

"Nahi hai tu theek." He took a step forward. Slowly. The way you approach a bird on a window ledge — move too fast and it flies, move too slow and you never reach it. "Main jaanta hoon. Main sab jaanta hoon. Tu theek nahi hai. Aur main — main bhi theek nahi hoon. Koi bhi theek nahi hai."

He was crying. Prashant Bharadwaj, Persistent Systems senior engineer, man of "Hmm" and news at 9 PM and silence that could fill a stadium — was standing in his hallway at 3 AM, crying.

"Teri Aai ke jaane ke baad, maine socha tha ki tujhe space chahiye. Grief ko space chahiye. Log bolte hain — time de, space de, apne aap theek ho jaayega. Toh maine space diya. Aur space mein tune woh jagah dhoondhi jisne tujhe — jisne tujhe yahan le aaya. Is balcony pe. Is railing pe."

After your Aai left, I thought you needed space. People say — give time, give space, they'll heal on their own. So I gave space. And in that space, you found the place that brought you — that brought you here. To this balcony. To this railing.

"Woh meri galti hai." That's my fault.

"Baba, nahi —"

"Haan. Meri galti hai. Because a father's job is not to give space. A father's job is to stand in the space and say: main yahaan hoon. I am here. And I didn't do that. I was so busy being quiet that I forgot to be present."

He took another step. Close enough now that I could smell him — the particular father-smell of Cinthol soap and old cotton and the mustard oil he put in his hair before bed, a habit Aai used to tease him about, and the memory of her teasing him about the mustard oil hit me like a truck and something inside me — the last wall, the final defence, the ice that had formed over every feeling I'd had for weeks — cracked.

I let go of the railing.

He caught me. Not dramatically — I didn't fall, I didn't collapse cinematically into his arms. I simply stepped back and his hands were there, on my shoulders, and then his arms were around me and I was being held by my father for the first time since I was twelve years old, since before Aai died, since before the world became a machine that took mothers and manufactured monsters.

I cried. Not the silent, controlled tears of the months before — the real thing, the body's full hydraulic failure, the snot and shaking and ugly sounds that come when you finally let grief off its leash. Baba held me. He didn't shush me. He didn't say "sab theek ho jaayega." He just held me and let me break, and in the breaking I felt something I hadn't felt since November of the previous year, since the expressway, since the phone call:

Loved. Simply. Without agenda. Without phase two.

We sat on the balcony floor — not the railing, the floor, safe and solid — until the sun came up. The Pune sunrise in October is gentle — peach and gold and a blue that deepens as you watch, as if the sky is remembering itself after the amnesia of night.

Baba spoke. Not much. But enough.

"Teri Aai Mandal ki member thi. Main jaanta tha. She told me before we married — sab kuch bataya tha. Aur usne chhod diya, mere liye, tere liye. She chose us over whatever that place offered. And I loved her more for it than for anything else."

"You knew?"

"Main jaanta tha. Aur jab tu wohi raaste pe chala, maine — maine kuch nahi kiya. Kyunki main darta tha. Ki agar maine roka toh tu bhi chala jaayega. Jaise Chitra gayi."

He was afraid that if he intervened, he'd lose me the way he lost her. So he stayed silent. And the silence almost killed me.

"Ab nahi," he said. "Ab main chup nahi rahunga."

Not anymore. Now I won't be silent.

The sunrise filled the balcony. The stray dog below had found a sunny patch and was lying in it with the uncomplicated joy of an animal that doesn't know about sadness or siddhis or wadas in Shaniwar Peth.

I was alive. Not because Rahu had argued me off the ledge — though the voice had helped, and I would deal with the implications of that later. Not because the physics hadn't quite worked — I'd been close enough. I was alive because a man in a lungi and banyan had opened a door at 3 AM and said: I am here.

The simplest sentence. The hardest to say. The one that saves.


  
    Chapter 13: Roshni ki Talaash (Searching for Light)

    
    
  
  Recovery is not a straight line. It's a scribble — the kind a child makes when you give them a crayon and say "draw something," and what they draw is chaos, but if you look long enough, you see that the crayon never left the paper. That's recovery. The crayon never leaves the paper.

October turned into November, and November in Pune is kindness. The monsoon is gone. The heat is gone. What remains is a city washed clean, the air carrying the particular clarity that comes after months of rain — as if the atmosphere has been rinsed and hung out to dry. The temperature drops to the low twenties at night, and every Punekar pulls out the one shawl they own and wraps it around their shoulders with the satisfaction of a ritual performed.

Baba took charge. Not dramatically — dramatically wasn't in his repertoire. But the morning after the balcony, he called his office and took two weeks of leave, which in fifteen years at Persistent Systems he had never done. Then he called Kavya.

I know this because Kavya told me later. She arrived at the flat at 8 AM, and Baba — my silent, distant, "Hmm"-speaking father — opened the door and said, with the directness of a man who has used up his lifetime supply of silence: "He needs help that I can't give alone. You're the only person he listens to. Help me."

Kavya helped.

She moved into the flat's spare room — the one that had been Aai's sewing room, still containing her Singer machine and fabric scraps and the smell of starch and cotton that was as close to her presence as any room in the house could get. Kavya didn't change the room. She just added herself — her laptop, her notebooks, her stack of newspapers, her Nirvana t-shirt hanging on the back of the door like a flag of a very specific nation.

The first week was hell. Not the dramatic hell of the balcony — a slower, more grinding hell. The hell of withdrawal. Because the siddhis, uncontrolled as they were, had become my nervous system's default setting, and shutting them down was like trying to unhear a language. Every room I entered, I felt the emotional weather. Every person I passed on the street, I absorbed their state. Baba's grief. Kavya's worry. The neighbour's marital tension. The kirana store owner's financial anxiety. A constant, unsolicited feed of other people's interiors.

Kavya devised a system. She called it "grounding" — not in the spiritual sense but in the electrical one. "You're a wire that's been overloaded," she said. "We need to earth you."

The grounding involved specific, physical activities designed to pull me out of the siddhi-awareness and into my body. Cold water on my face at the first sign of an emotional read. Walking barefoot on the building's terrace, feeling the rough concrete under my soles. Eating — specifically, tasting. Kavya would bring foods with aggressive flavours — the sourest nimbu achaar from the Mandai market, the spiciest misal from Bedekar's, the sweetest jalebi from the shop near Appa Balwant Chowk — and make me describe the taste in detail, forcing my brain to process sensation instead of projection.

"What does the achaar taste like?" she would ask, sitting across from me at the kitchen table.

"Sour."

"More. Specifically."

"Sour like... like lime that's been arguing with chilli for a month and both of them lost. And salt — but not regular salt, the kind that sits in the back of your throat and makes you want to drink water but also makes you not want to stop eating."

"Better. Again."

It worked. Slowly, clumsily, the way a person with a broken leg relearns walking — not gracefully but functionally. The emotional reads didn't stop, but they dimmed. Instead of being involuntary and overwhelming, they became background noise, like the hum of traffic — always there but no longer commanding attention.

Mihir came on day three.

He arrived at the flat with two bags of vada pav from the COEP stall, a chessboard, and the expression of a man who has rehearsed an entire speech and then decided to throw it away and just show up.

"Bhai," he said.

"Bhai."

He sat. Opened the vada pav. Placed the chessboard between us. We ate and played chess in silence for two hours. No lectures. No "I told you so." No analysis of what had gone wrong or where the system had failed. Just vada pav and chess and the particular companionship of a friendship that has survived the friend's worst version and emerged intact.

When he left, he said one thing: "Tuesday and Friday. Same time. I'll bring the vada pav."

He came every Tuesday and Friday for the next six weeks. The vada pav never changed — same stall, same spice level, same paper wrapping that left grease stains on the chessboard. The chess improved. My play had deteriorated during the wada months — concentration requires a mind that isn't fractured across fifteen emotional frequencies — but it came back. By the fourth week, I was beating Mihir again, which made him furiously happy in the way that only Mihir could be — happy to lose because it meant his friend was returning.

Kavya's investigation continued. Not as my inside source — that was finished; I was never going back to the wada. But the financial trail she'd uncovered was solid enough to pursue independently. She worked from Aai's sewing room, her laptop open on the Singer machine's table, printouts spread across the fabric scraps.

"Prakash Consulting — the shell company linked to Jyoti Vikas Foundation — owns three properties," she reported one evening over dinner. Baba had started cooking — really cooking, not the sad poha of October but actual meals, dal-chawal-bhaji, the trinity of Maharashtrian home cooking. He was learning from YouTube videos, and the food improved incrementally, each day's dal slightly better seasoned than the last. Recovery is a scribble, but the scribble trends upward.

"One property in Hinjewadi," Kavya continued, "an office space leased to an IT company. One in Lonavala — a farmhouse, unoccupied according to neighbours. And one in Koregaon Park — a flat, registered to Arjun Sane."

"Arjun's flat is owned by the foundation?"

"By the shell company owned by the trust linked to the foundation. Three layers of corporate distance. Clean enough for a cursory check, dirty enough for someone who knows where to look." She forked a piece of aloo bhaji. "I also found the private investigator."

"What private investigator?"

"The one who wrote the report on you. The one in Dhananjay's study that you saw in the vision. His name is Pramod Jadhav. Retired police inspector, now freelance. I got his number from a colleague at the Pune Mirror."

"And?"

"I called him. Told him I was a journalism student working on a story about private investigation in Pune. He agreed to meet." She smiled — the small, sharp smile of a journalist who has located a source. "People love talking about themselves, Moksh. Even the ones who are paid to be quiet."

The meeting with Pramod Jadhav happened the following week. Kavya went alone — my presence, she argued, could spook him if he recognised me from the surveillance. She met him at a Café Coffee Day in Koregaon Park, recorded the conversation on her phone with his consent (journalism ethics, she insisted, even when the subject deserved none), and came back with a story.

Jadhav had been hired by Dhananjay Kulkarni, through an intermediary, to monitor "a college student who was experiencing mental health difficulties and whose family was concerned about his associations." The cover story was therapy-adjacent — a concerned mentor ensuring a troubled student's safety. Jadhav had followed me for three months, documenting my movements, my meetings, my routines. He'd been outside Kavya's hostel. He'd been at the Vaishali restaurant. He'd been at the Khadakwasla dam.

"He was there that night?" I asked. "At the dam? When I —"

"No. He'd stopped surveillance two weeks before. The contract ended." Kavya's voice was careful. "But the report he filed covered up to September. Everything after that — Dhananjay was operating on the information already gathered."

The information settled. Another layer of the manipulation revealed — not just spiritual grooming but physical surveillance. A net woven so carefully that I hadn't felt a single thread.

"What do we do with this?" I asked.

"We add it to the file. And we keep building." Kavya sat on Aai's sewing chair, surrounded by fabric and printouts. "Moksh, I know you want to rush. I know you want to burn it all down tomorrow. But a story published too early is a story dismissed. We need every piece — financial, testimonial, photographic — before we go to print. One shot. One clean, undeniable story that leaves no room for denial or litigation."

"How long?"

"Weeks. Maybe a month."

"And in the meantime?"

"In the meantime, you recover. You eat your father's improving dal. You beat Mihir at chess. You come back to yourself." She reached across the table and took my hand — the familiar gesture, the scar and the warmth. "The Mandal waited three hundred years. The story can wait a month."

So I waited. And in the waiting, I recovered.

Not fully — I don't think you ever fully recover from standing at a railing and calculating the distance to concrete. That experience lives in you permanently, a scar different from the one on my palm — internal, invisible, but always present, a reminder of the geography of your lowest point. But partially. Functionally. Enough to wake up in the morning and not calculate whether breathing was worth the effort.

I went back to Fergusson. Not to classes — the semester was a write-off, I'd have to repeat the year. But to the library. To the banyan tree. To the corner desk on the third floor where I'd first met Kavya. I sat there and read — not Mandal texts, not Crowley or tantra or siddhi manuals. I read Premchand. I read Manto. I read Toba Tek Singh, about a man in a mental asylum who refuses to leave because the outside world is crazier than the inside, and I laughed, and the laugh sounded like a door opening in a house that had been closed too long.

The siddhis didn't disappear. They were part of me now — muscles that had been built and couldn't be un-built. But with Kavya's grounding techniques and Mihir's chess games and Baba's improving dal, they settled. Became manageable. Became a feature of my consciousness rather than its entirety.

I could still feel emotions in others. But I learned not to. The way a person with good hearing can learn to tune out background noise — not deafness, but selective attention. I chose what to sense and what to let pass. I chose who to read and who to leave private. The siddhi was still there. But the control was mine.

And Rahu — quiet now, respectful of the boundaries I'd set. Not gone. Never gone. But present in the way a person on the other side of a closed door is present — you know they're there, you can hear them breathing, but the door is between you and you get to decide when it opens.

You're getting stronger, Rahu said one evening, as I sat on the balcony — the same balcony, the same railing, now reinforced with new welding that Baba had arranged the day after — watching the November sunset turn Pune gold.

"I'm getting myself back," I said.

Same thing.

Maybe. Maybe not. But for the first time in months, the distinction didn't matter.


  
    Chapter 14: Sahara (Refuge)

    
    
  
  The resignation letter was three sentences long.

I wrote it on Aai's Singer sewing machine table, on a piece of lined paper torn from one of Kavya's reporter notebooks. The pen was a Reynolds — the same model every Indian schoolchild uses, blue ink, medium point, the pen of homework and love letters and applications and, apparently, the formal severance of one's relationship with a three-hundred-year-old occult organisation.

Professor Kulkarni, I am leaving the Jyoti Mandal effective immediately. I will not return to the wada. Please do not contact me or my family. Moksh Bharadwaj.

Three sentences. After eleven months of meditation, initiation, blood sacrifice, channelling, emotional reading, telekinetic training, and a surveillance operation that tracked my movements for three months — three sentences.

Kavya read it over my shoulder. "You need to deliver it in person."

"Why?"

"Because a letter slipped under a door is easy to ignore. A man standing in front of you, saying it to your face, is not." She paused. "Also, I want to see his reaction. Professional interest."

"You want to come?"

"Obviously."

"And if I say no?"

"Then I'll follow you anyway, the way I followed you the first time. At least if I come with you, I won't have to lurk in a lane for two hours."

So we went. A Saturday afternoon in November — chosen deliberately, because Saturday sessions ran from 6 to 9 PM, and arriving at 3 meant catching Dhananjay alone, before the group assembled. Kavya drove her Activa. I sat behind, the resignation letter folded in my shirt pocket, the paper pressing against my chest like a small, flat heartbeat.

The lane in Shaniwar Peth looked different in daylight. Smaller. The buildings on either side were ordinary — a kirana store, a tailor's shop with a Singer machine in the window (the universe rhyming), a building that sold steel utensils. The wada's massive teak door, which had seemed mythic at night, looked merely old. A grandmother's door. A door that had seen too many seasons to be impressed by one more visitor.

Kavya parked the Activa outside the Maruti temple. She looked at the wada, then at me.

"Ready?"

"No."

"Good. Readiness is overrated. Let's go."

I knocked. Nikhil opened, as always. His eyes went from me to Kavya and back to me, calculating the change — I'd never brought anyone.

"I need to see Professor Kulkarni."

"He's in his study."

"I know where it is."

The wada's interior was the same — diyas unlit at this hour, the courtyard empty, the stone floors smooth under our shoes. I realised I'd always come barefoot before — the Mandal's practice of removing shoes at the door. Today I kept them on. A small rebellion, but it felt enormous.

We climbed the stairs. Kavya's hand found mine — not for comfort but for solidarity, the grip of a teammate before the match. Her palm was dry and warm against my scarred one. I felt her emotional state through the siddhi — calm, focused, the steady burn of a journalist approaching a source. No fear. Kavya Joshi didn't do fear. She did preparation.

Dhananjay's study door was open. He was at his desk, reading, the brass diya unlit in daylight. The old books watched from the shelves. The room smelled of leather and dust and the particular musty sweetness of knowledge preserved past its expiration date.

He looked up. His eyes registered me, then Kavya, then the combination, and I watched the calculation happen in real-time — the slight narrowing, the adjustment, the recomposition of the face into its default expression of warm authority.

"Moksh. And this must be Kavya."

"You know who I am," Kavya said. Not a question.

"I know many things about the people who matter to my students."

"He's not your student anymore." She sat in the wooden chair without being invited. Kavya's version of establishing territory.

I stood. I wanted to stand for this. I took the letter from my pocket and placed it on the desk, between the brass diya and his reading glasses.

"I'm leaving the Mandal," I said. "This is my formal resignation."

Dhananjay looked at the letter. Didn't touch it. His emotional landscape — and yes, I was reading it; old habits, even renounced ones, leave traces — showed layers. Surface: composure. Below: disappointment. And beneath that, buried deep, something I hadn't expected: relief.

Relief?

"I understand," he said. "I've been expecting this since you saw the report."

"The report you commissioned. On me. Through a private investigator named Pramod Jadhav."

A flicker. He hadn't expected me to know the name. Or rather — he hadn't expected Kavya to find it.

"The surveillance was for your protection," he said. "After you joined, Jagannath's circle began monitoring your movements. I needed to know what they knew."

"By having someone follow me for three months."

"By ensuring no one else was."

"That's a convenient reframe," Kavya said. Her notebook was open on her knee. She wasn't writing — not yet. But the notebook's presence was a message. I am recording this, even if only in memory. "Professor Kulkarni, I have documentation of the Jyoti Vikas Foundation's financial structure, the shell companies, the property holdings. I have your connection to Pramod Jadhav. And I have Moksh's testimony about what happened inside the Mandal — the initiation, the surveillance, the manipulation."

Dhananjay's composure held. Barely. "What do you intend to do with this documentation?"

"Publish. When the story is ready. And the story will be ready." She closed the notebook. "Unless."

"Unless?"

"Unless you help us. Not the Mandal — us. Moksh wants justice for his mother. I want the truth published. You want — I think — to stop Jagannath from turning the Mandal's knowledge into a weapon. We have aligned interests, even if our methods differ."

I watched Dhananjay's face. The calculation was visible — not because he was transparent, but because I knew his tells after eleven months. The slight tightening around the eyes when he was assessing risk. The barely perceptible lean forward when he was interested. The way his fingers touched the brass diya's rim when he was making a decision.

"Jagannath has grown more ambitious since Moksh left," Dhananjay said. "Arjun has been feeding him intelligence about the Mandal's members, finances, practices. They're planning a formal split — a new organisation, using the Mandal's reputation and Arjun's resources. If they succeed, three centuries of responsible stewardship will be replaced by a power operation with no ethical constraints."

"Then help us stop it," I said.

"How?"

"Give Kavya the internal records. The Mandal's financial history. The documentation of Jagannath's departure. Everything you have on the breakaway circle." I paused. "And the truth about my mother. All of it. Not the version you curated to keep me inside. The complete truth."

Dhananjay was silent for a long time. Outside, the courtyard below was still. A pigeon landed on the window ledge, cooed once, and flew away. The sound was absurdly ordinary — birdlife continuing regardless of human drama.

"Your mother," he said finally, "was the most extraordinary person I have ever known. Not for her siddhis — though they were remarkable. For her clarity. She saw the Mandal for what it was — a repository of genuine knowledge surrounded by human beings with human failings. She loved the knowledge and distrusted the humans. Which is the correct position."

"Did you love her?"

The question surprised me as much as it surprised him. It had come from somewhere below conscious thought — from the siddhi, maybe, or from the part of me that had seen the photograph of young Aai in the courtyard and noticed the way Dhananjay's eyes softened when he spoke her name.

"Yes," he said. Simply. Without drama. "Not in the way you might fear — there was nothing between us. She loved your father. But I loved her mind. Her courage. Her ability to hold two contradictory truths simultaneously and not collapse. When she left, I lost the only person in the Mandal who challenged me. And when she died..." He stopped. Restarted. "When she died, I made a choice. A wrong choice. I chose to use her death rather than grieve it. I told myself that recruiting you honoured her legacy. It was a lie I told myself, and I believed it because believing it was easier than admitting that I had failed her."

Kavya was writing now. Not dramatically — small, precise notes, the shorthand of a journalist capturing a confession.

"I'll give you the records," Dhananjay said. "Everything. The financial history, the correspondence with Jagannath, the documentation of the breakaway. And I'll give you something else — a statement. On the record. Attributable. About the Mandal's practices, about Jagannath's activities, about what happened to Chitra."

"Why?" Kavya asked. "Why now?"

"Because I'm sixty-seven years old, and I'm tired. Because Moksh nearly died on a balcony because of what I did to him. And because your mother" — he looked at me — "would have wanted the truth told. She always wanted the truth told. It was the thing about her that made her dangerous and the thing that made her worth loving."

We left the wada with a box. An actual cardboard box — the kind mangoes come in during summer — filled with files, documents, photographs, ledgers going back decades. Dhananjay's life's work, the Mandal's paper trail, handed over to a twenty-one-year-old journalism student and her twenty-two-year-old boyfriend who had nearly killed himself a month ago.

Kavya strapped the box to the Activa with a bungee cord. She looked at the wada one more time.

"He's not a bad man," she said. "But he's not a good one either."

"What is he?"

"Human. Which is worse, because it means we can't hate him cleanly." She started the Activa. The two-stroke engine coughed to life. "Let's go home. I have reading to do."

We drove through Pune in the November light, the box of secrets bouncing slightly on the Activa's rear, held in place by a bungee cord and the particular optimism of two people who believe that truth, once assembled, has the power to change things.

I held onto Kavya's waist and felt the wind on my face and thought: this is what it feels like to be outside the wada. Not powerful. Not enlightened. Not connected to ancient consciousnesses or bending flames with my mind.

Free.

Just free.


  
    Chapter 15: Kavya ka Sabar (Kavya's Patience)

    
    
  
  There is a kind of love that doesn't announce itself. It doesn't arrive with trumpets or poetry or grand gestures. It arrives with cutting chai and a file folder. It arrives at 3 AM in a Nirvana t-shirt. It arrives on an Activa with a bungee cord holding a box of secrets. It arrives, and it stays, and it doesn't ask for credit.

That was Kavya's love. And I almost lost it.

November settled into December, and Pune's winter arrived with its usual passive-aggression — not cold enough to justify a proper coat, cold enough to make you miserable in just a shirt. The morning fog that rolls off the Mutha river turns the city into a watercolour for the first two hours of every day, and by 10 AM the sun burns it away and everyone pretends it was never there.

Kavya was still in the flat. What had started as an emergency intervention had become an arrangement — not officially, not with the formal discussion that two people in their twenties should probably have about cohabitation, but organically, the way things happen when you stop fighting them. Her things were in Aai's sewing room. Her chai was in our kitchen. Her notebooks were on every surface. Baba had adjusted to her presence with the characteristic adaptability of Indian fathers who are secretly delighted to have a woman in the house again, even if she's not the woman they lost.

"Kavya beta, nashta kiya?" he'd ask every morning. Have you had breakfast?

"Ji, uncle." Always with the formality, always with the respect that came naturally to Kavya because she understood that Indian families are navigated through honorifics the way ships are navigated through channels — carefully, with attention to the markers.

Baba's cooking continued to improve. The dal had graduated from edible to actually good. He'd discovered YouTube channels run by Maharashtrian grandmothers who cooked in their kitchens with the camera propped on a steel container, and he'd watch them with the focus of an engineer studying a technical manual. The amti — the thin Brahmin dal with kokum and jaggery that Aai used to make — became his speciality. Not identical to Aai's — nothing would ever be — but his own version, his own hand, and the house began to smell of cooking again instead of silence.

One evening, Kavya and I sat on the balcony — the reinforced balcony, with Baba's new welding on the railing — drinking cutting chai and watching Pune's lights come on. The city does this thing at dusk where the lights appear not all at once but in clusters, like stars being switched on by a very patient electrician. First the temples. Then the main roads. Then the residential colonies, one by one, until the entire city is a map of human habitation drawn in light.

"I need to tell you something," Kavya said.

"Okay."

"I was going to leave you."

The chai in my cup trembled. Not telekinesis — my hand.

"In September. When you stopped answering my calls. When you came home at midnight and lied about where you'd been. When I could feel you disappearing, chapter by chapter, like a book being erased." She stared at the city lights. "I had a bag packed. I was going to go back to the hostel, finish my degree, and file you under 'people I loved who didn't love me back.'"

"I did love you back."

"I know. But love that can't show up is the same as love that doesn't exist. The effect is identical." She sipped her chai. "I didn't leave because your father called me. At 3:30 AM. His voice was — I'd never heard a voice sound like that. Like someone speaking through a crack in a wall. He said: 'Beta, Moksh balcony pe hai. Main darta hoon.' Moksh is on the balcony. I'm scared."

"Baba called you?"

"Before he came to you. He called me, then he went to the balcony." She looked at me. "Your father saved your life twice that night, Moksh. Once by making the call, once by walking through the door. And I stayed because of both."

I put down my chai. The cup made a small sound on the railing ledge — the same kind of small, specific sound that Kavya's cups always made, as if the universe annotated their moments with tiny percussion.

"I'm sorry," I said. The words were insufficient — two syllables for months of damage, a teaspoon for an ocean. But they were what I had.

"I know you're sorry. I don't need you to be sorry. I need you to understand something." She turned to face me fully. The December cold had turned her cheeks slightly pink. Her eyes were dark and clear and held the particular intensity that meant she had rehearsed this and was going to say it exactly right or not at all.

"I am not your anchor. Rahu called me that — your anchor. And you repeated it, in the way that people repeat what they're told by someone they trust more than they trust themselves. But I am not your anchor. An anchor is a dead weight that holds a ship in one place. I am a person. A whole person, with my own ambitions and fears and a father who is depressed and a mother who works twelve-hour shifts at a hospital and a journalism career that I am building with my bare hands. I am not here to hold you in place. I am here because I choose to be here. And choice and anchoring are opposite things."

"I know."

"Do you? Because for eleven months, every person in your life was either an asset or an obstacle. Dhananjay saw you as a channel. Arjun saw you as an ally. Rahu saw you as a vessel. And you saw me as — what? The girl who kept you human? The chai partner who prevented total collapse?"

"Kavya —"

"I'm not angry. I'm clarifying. Because we can't go forward until you see me as I am, not as a function in your story. I am not the love interest in your spiritual thriller. I am Kavya Joshi. I want to be a journalist. I want to break stories that matter. I want to eat misal at Bedekar's every Saturday and read Manto and argue about politics and maybe, eventually, have a career that means something. And I want to do those things with you beside me — not behind me, not ahead of me, not using me as a compass or a lifeboat. Beside me."

The city lights sparkled. Somewhere below, an autorickshaw honked the particular Pune honk that means "I'm turning, I don't care if you're there." A dog barked in response, as if the honk was a personal insult.

"Beside you," I said. "Not behind. Not ahead. Not using you as anything except a partner."

"Partner. Good word." She held out her hand. Not the romantic hand-holding of movies — the deliberate, eye-contact, this-is-a-pact hand-holding of two people renegotiating terms. I took it. The scar on my palm pressed against her fingers, as it always did, and I felt — through the siddhi, which I allowed myself to use for this, just this, because some readings are invitations, not invasions — her emotional landscape.

Love. Not the thunderbolt kind. The built kind. The kind that has been tested by lies and absence and a 3 AM phone call and has decided, consciously, deliberately, to remain. The kind that says: I see everything you are, including the parts that frightened me, and I am choosing this. Choosing you. Not because you're the best option but because you're my person, and being your person is a decision I renew every morning over cutting chai.

"I need you to do something for me," she said.

"Anything."

"Tell me about your mother. Not the investigation version. Not the Mandal version. Your version. The Moksh version. Who was she?"

So I told her.

Not about the channelling or the siddhis or the wada. About the real Aai. The one who made sabudana khichdi on Saturday mornings while telling Puranic stories. The one who sang Asha Bhosle off-key in the car with the windows down. The one who ironed saris with military precision and then wore them with the casual elegance of someone who doesn't know she's beautiful. The one who smelled of chalk and jasmine and who called me "Mokshu" when no one was listening — a diminutive, a softening, a name that existed only between us, in the private country of mother and son.

I told Kavya about the time Aai slapped me — once, exactly once, when I was fourteen and I'd lied about failing a maths exam. Not a hard slap — the surprise of it was worse than the pain. And then she'd cried, and I'd cried, and we'd eaten ice cream from the Naturals parlour on FC Road, sitting on the pavement because all the seats inside were taken, and she'd said: "Don't lie to me, Mokshu. Anything else I can survive. Not lies."

I told her about the mangoes. Every May, Aai would buy a case of Alphonso mangoes from the Mandai market, and the house would smell of sweetness for a week. She had a particular way of eating them — cutting them into cubes while still in the skin, the hedgehog style, then biting the cubes off one by one. Her chin would be covered in mango juice and she'd laugh and wipe it with the back of her hand and Baba would watch her with an expression that I now understood was the expression of a man who has found the one person who makes the world make sense.

I told Kavya about the last phone call. Not the accident call — the last normal one. Two days before. Aai had called from the school staffroom during lunch break, and I could hear the noise of children in the background — shrieks and laughter, the sound of recess, the soundtrack of her working life. She'd called to ask if I wanted anything from Mumbai — she was driving up the next day for a teacher's conference. "Kuch chahiye toh bol, wapas laake doongi."

I'd said: "Naturals ka sitaphal ice cream."

She'd laughed. "Done. Aur kuch?"

"Bas."

Bas. That was the last word I said to my mother. Bas. Enough. Done.

Kavya listened to all of this. Not with the notebook. Not with the journalist's ear. With her own ear, the personal one, the one that hears not facts but feeling. And when I was done, she was crying, and I was crying, and we were two people on a balcony in Pune in December, sharing grief like chai — poured from one cup to another, the temperature equalising, the bitterness distributed.

"She would have liked me," Kavya said, wiping her eyes.

"She would have loved you."

"Because I'm a journalist?"

"Because you don't lie. Even when it would be easier. Even when the truth is uncomfortable. Aai was the same. She couldn't lie. It's why the Mandal lost her, and it's what got her killed." I squeezed her hand. "And it's why I fell in love with you, in the library, over Hobbes and Premchand. Because you looked at me and said what you saw, and nobody had done that since she died."

The December night deepened. The city lights multiplied. The chai had gone cold in our cups, but neither of us moved to drink it. Some moments don't need chai. Some moments are their own sustenance.

"I'm going to write the story," Kavya said. "The real one. Not just the investigation — the whole thing. Your mother. The Mandal. The siddhis. The descent. The balcony. All of it."

"People won't believe the siddhi parts."

"People don't need to believe. They need to know. Belief is their problem. Truth is mine." She smiled — the full Kavya smile, the one that uses the eyes. "And your mother's story deserves to be told by someone who doesn't have an agenda. Not Dhananjay, who used it. Not Rahu, who packaged it. Someone who just wants the truth on a page."

"You."

"Me."

"I love you," I said, because it was December and we were on a balcony and the words had been sitting in my chest for months, compressed by grief and power and manipulation, and now they were free and they came out simple and undecorated and real.

"I know," she said. "I've been waiting for you to say it without any agenda behind it. Without needing something. Without it being a prelude to a secret or a buffer for a lie. Just — I love you. Full stop."

"Full stop."

She leaned against me. Her head on my shoulder. Her hair smelled of coconut oil and the hostel shampoo she still used because she was too practical to buy a new one when the old one still worked. The weight of her against my side was the most grounding sensation I'd experienced — more than Kavya's grounding exercises, more than cold water on the face or barefoot walks on rough concrete. The weight of a person choosing to rest against you.

Below, Pune hummed. The city of education, of temples, of misal and chai and opinions. The city that had held my mother and lost her. The city that had nearly lost me. The city that, if Kavya's story succeeded, would learn the truth about a circle of light that operated in its shadows.

We stayed on the balcony until the cold chased us inside, where Baba had made chai — real chai, on the stove, with elaichi and ginger and the too-much-sugar that was becoming a Bharadwaj family signature.

"Chai ready hai," he called from the kitchen.

We went in. We drank. The three of us, at the kitchen table, in the house that had been a tomb and was slowly becoming a home again. Not the same home — that home died on the expressway. But a new one, built from the wreckage of the old, held together not by the memory of what was lost but by the presence of what remained.

Baba. Kavya. Me. And somewhere, not in the room but not entirely absent, the ghost of a woman who sang Asha Bhosle and ate mangoes like a child and told her son the truth even when it was hard.

Especially when it was hard.


  
    Chapter 16: Baptisma (Baptism)

    
    
  
  The baptism was not religious. It was rain.

December gave way to January, and Pune entered the dry season — that peculiar stretch when the city forgets what water feels like and the Mutha river shrinks to a trickle and every conversation includes the phrase "paani ki problem." But on the night I'm talking about — January 14th, Makar Sankranti, the harvest festival, the day when Pune's sky fills with kites and til-gul sweetness and the cheerful violence of kite strings cutting each other's lines — it rained. Unseasonal. Unexpected. A brief, furious downpour at 9 PM that lasted twenty minutes and left the streets gasping.

I was at the Fergusson College terrace when it hit.

I'd started going back to the college — not for classes yet, but for the spaces. The library. The canteen. The banyan tree. And the terrace, which was technically off-limits but had a door lock that hadn't worked since 2019 and which every student knew about. At night, the terrace offered Pune's best view — the city spread out like a circuit board, lights blinking, traffic moving in patterns that from above looked almost intentional.

I'd been coming here to think. Or, more precisely, to not-think — to sit in the open air and let the siddhi-awareness settle, the way sediment settles in water if you stop stirring. The emotional reading was manageable now — Kavya's grounding techniques and months of practice had turned the uncontrolled flood into a controlled flow. But it still needed calibration. Quiet spaces helped. Open sky helped most.

The rain arrived without warning. One moment: clear sky, winter stars, the sound of Sankranti celebrations — drums from a housing society nearby, children shrieking with kite joy, the distant pop of firecrackers. The next: curtain. Wall. Deluge. As if the sky had held its breath all winter and exhaled in one massive exhalation of water.

I stood in it.

Not seeking shelter, not running for the staircase. I stood in the rain and let it hit me — cold, hard, January rain that had no business being there, rain that defied the season and the forecast and every reasonable expectation. It soaked through my shirt in seconds. It ran down my face and into my mouth, tasting of the atmosphere, of clouds, of the mineral signature of water that had been above the Western Ghats that morning and was now falling on a boy who had lost his mother and found a cult and nearly killed himself and was trying, trying, trying to find his way back to being human.

And in the rain, something happened.

Not a siddhi. Not a channelling. Not a Rahu-mediated vision or a Mandal-trained technique. Something older and simpler: a feeling. A genuine, unsolicited, undirected feeling that came from inside me, not absorbed from someone else, not projected from a consciousness in my skull, but mine.

Joy.

Absurd, unearned, unjustifiable joy. The kind that doesn't need a reason because it IS the reason. The kind that a child feels when it rains and they run outside and open their mouth to catch drops, not because they're thirsty but because the rain is there and they are there and the intersection of those two facts is enough.

I laughed. A real laugh — not the broken laugh at Khadakwasla, not the performative laugh of social situations, but a laugh that came from the same place the cry had come from on the balcony: the genuine interior, the Moksh-before-everything, the boy who wanted McDonald's at Lonavala and was embarrassed by his mother's singing and thought the world was a place where good things happened to people who tried.

The rain stopped after twenty minutes. I was drenched. My phone was probably ruined. The terrace was a shallow lake. And I was standing in it, arms spread, face tilted to the clearing sky, feeling — for the first time in over a year — like myself.

Not the Mandal-self. Not the siddhi-self. Not the grief-self. Me.

I walked home through wet streets. Pune after unseasonal rain is a different city — bewildered, almost sheepish, as if caught doing something it shouldn't have been doing. The gutters were overflowing. The kite-flyers had retreated indoors, their lines tangled on rooftops. A chai-wallah on JM Road was already back in business, his kettle hissing on the stove, offering warmth to the drenched.

I stopped. Bought a cutting chai. Stood at the tapri and drank it while water dripped from my hair into the cup, diluting the tea, making it weaker and somehow better, the way everything is better when you've just been baptised by something you didn't ask for.

The chai-wallah — not Ramesh, a different one, younger, with a thin moustache and a perpetual look of amused exhaustion — glanced at me.

"Baarish mein bheege kyun?" Why did you get wet in the rain?

"Kyunki baarish thi." Because it was raining.

He considered this. Nodded. As if the logic was unassailable. Which, from inside the experience, it was.

I got home. Baba was watching the news — the Sankranti special, kite festivals around the country, the annual argument about whether Chinese manjha should be banned. Kavya was in the sewing room, working on the story. The house smelled of til-gul — sesame and jaggery, the Sankranti sweet, which Baba had bought from the neighbour Mrs. Kulkarni, who made them every year and distributed them with the instruction "til-gul ghya, god god bola" — take the sweet, speak sweetly.

"You're soaking wet," Kavya said, appearing in the hallway.

"It rained."

"I know it rained. I mean why are you soaking wet when we have an umbrella."

"I didn't want an umbrella."

She looked at me. Read me — not with a siddhi but with the human equivalent, the ability of someone who knows you to scan your face and decode its data. What she found made her expression change. Soften.

"Something happened," she said.

"I felt joy."

She didn't ask for details. She didn't need to. The word, in the context of the last fourteen months, carried its full weight — not trivial joy, not casual happiness, but the return of an emotion I'd thought was dead. The resurrection of something.

She went to the bathroom, got a towel, and threw it at my head. "Dry yourself before you catch cold and die of pneumonia after surviving everything else."

I dried myself. Ate til-gul. Drank the chai Baba had made. Went to bed.

And lay there, in the dark, in my room, feeling something I hadn't felt since the morning before Aai died: the quiet, unremarkable peace of a person who is alive and knows it and is, for this one night, okay with it.

Rahu spoke.

You're healing.

"I know."

This changes things. A healed vessel is stronger than a broken one. The channels will reopen differently — not as wounds but as doors. You'll be able to use the siddhis without being consumed by them.

"I'm not sure I want to use them."

You will. Not for the Mandal. Not for power. For the truth. Kavya's story will need verification that only you can provide. Documents can be forged. Testimony can be challenged. But a man who can look at Jagannath Gokhale and tell the world exactly what that man feels — fear, guilt, the knowledge of murder — that man is a witness no lawyer can discredit.

"You want me to use the siddhi in court?"

I want you to use every tool available to you. Including the ones that were given to you through pain. Pain forges. What it forges is your choice. A weapon or a shield. A cage or a key.

I considered this. The ceiling above me was the same ceiling I'd stared at through months of insomnia, through siddhi-overload, through the long dark nights when breathing was a negotiation. But tonight the ceiling looked different. Higher. As if the room had expanded to accommodate the fact that I was growing into someone who could hold both the power and the person. Not one or the other. Both.

"A key," I said.

Good.

The next morning, I went to Fergusson and enrolled for the repeat year. The registrar, a woman with spectacles that could have been manufactured during British rule, looked at my application with the weary competence of someone who has processed ten thousand re-admissions and found them all equally unremarkable.

"Reason for break?" she asked.

"Personal."

"Medical certificate?"

"I don't have one."

"Get one. Any doctor, any certificate, just needs a stamp." She stamped my form anyway. "Welcome back, Bharadwaj. Try to attend this time."

I attended. Not all classes — some things are too broken to fully repair in one semester. But enough. I sat in lectures and listened to professors discuss political science and economics and the structures of power that humans build and inhabit and sometimes destroy. I understood it differently now. The theories weren't abstract — they were maps of the thing I'd lived through. Hobbes's Leviathan was the Mandal. The social contract was the initiation. The state of nature was the balcony.

Mihir approved. "You're back," he said, at our Tuesday chess session.

"Mostly."

"Mostly is enough." He moved his bishop. "Check."

"That's a terrible move."

"I know. I wanted to see if you'd notice. The old Moksh would have noticed immediately. The wada Moksh wouldn't have noticed at all because he was too busy reading my emotions."

"I noticed."

"Then you're back." He smiled. The Mihir smile — rare, brief, more valuable for its scarcity. "Your move."

I moved. We played. The vada pav cooled between us. The chessboard sat on the kitchen table where Baba's poha and Kavya's chai cups and Aai's memories competed for space. The house was full — not the fullness of too many people but the fullness of people who chose to be there, who showed up on Tuesdays and Fridays and every day in between, who filled the rooms with argument and laughter and the specific, irreplaceable noise of being alive together.

The baptism was not religious. But it was real.

And what it washed away was not sin or guilt or the spiritual contamination that the Mandal would have diagnosed. What it washed away was the illusion that power is a substitute for presence. That seeing into another person is the same as seeing them. That knowing what someone feels is the same as caring about it.

I had spent eleven months developing siddhis that let me read the world. The rain taught me something the wada never could: the world doesn't need to be read. It needs to be lived.


  
    Chapter 17: Naya Din (New Day)

    
    
  
  February came and brought with it the particular optimism that Pune reserves for the weeks before exam season — a collective delusion that there is still enough time, that the syllabus is manageable, that miracles happen to people who buy new highlighters. The Fergusson College campus buzzed with this energy, and for the first time in over a year, I was part of it.

Not fully. You don't return to normalcy the way you return to a house — by walking through the door and finding everything where you left it. Normalcy had rearranged itself in my absence. The friend groups had shifted. The professors had moved on. My seat in the library — third floor, corner desk, overlooking the banyan tree — had been claimed by a first-year girl who studied with earbuds in and a ferocity that reminded me of Kavya. I found a new spot, second floor, near the periodicals section, where the sunlight came through dusty windows and turned the air gold in the afternoon.

I studied. Actually studied — not the desperate cramming of a student trying to salvage a semester but the genuine engagement of a person who has discovered, through the most painful possible route, that ordinary things have value. Political Science, which I'd once found abstract, now read like autobiography. The structures of power. The mechanisms of control. The way institutions form and calcify and corrupt and sometimes, occasionally, reform.

Kavya worked on the story from the sewing room and from the Pune Mirror office, where her mentor — a senior journalist named Ashwini Kulkarni, no relation to Dhananjay — had taken an interest. Ashwini was the kind of journalist that Kavya aspired to be: methodical, fearless, and possessing the particular Indian woman's superpower of looking simultaneously harmless and terrifying.

"Your girlfriend has a story," Ashwini told me when Kavya introduced us. We were at the Mirror office — a chaotic room in a building on Tilak Road that smelled of ink and deadlines and the particular desperation of print journalism in the digital age. "If even half of what she's documented is verifiable, this is front page."

"It's verifiable," I said.

"You're the source." She looked at me with the assessment of a woman who had evaluated sources for thirty years. "An anonymous source inside the organisation. How long were you inside?"

"Eleven months."

"Hmm." The Ashwini "hmm" was different from Baba's — professional, evaluative, the sound of a journalist weighing testimony against evidence. "You'll need to go on record eventually. Anonymous sourcing protects the initial publication, but if they challenge — and they will challenge — you need to be willing to stand up and say: I was there. I saw this. I did this."

"I will."

"Think about it. Your name, your face, in connection with an occult organisation that has political and financial connections. There will be consequences."

"There are already consequences. My mother is dead."

Ashwini's expression shifted. The professional mask stayed on, but behind it, something — recognition, maybe. The journalist's understanding that the best stories come from people who have already paid the price.

"Kavya," she said, turning to her protege, "you've got two weeks. Tighten the financial section. Get at least one more independent source to corroborate the internal practices. And find me Jagannath Gokhale."

Finding Jagannath Gokhale became Kavya's obsession. The man had become a ghost — the Lonavala farmhouse was empty, the Hinjewadi office showed no signs of his presence, and the Koregaon Park flat was Arjun's, not his. She cross-referenced property records, phone directories, electoral rolls. She called contacts at the Pune police, at the municipal corporation, at the sub-registrar's office.

"He's disappeared," she said one evening over Baba's dinner — tonight it was bharli vangi, stuffed brinjal, which he'd attempted for the first time with results that were visually alarming but surprisingly delicious. "Or he was never findable to begin with. The man operates through intermediaries. His name isn't on any current property, any current account, any current lease."

"But the phone call," I said. "The one that ordered Aai's accident. That was him."

"According to your vision. Which is not admissible in court or in journalism." She stabbed a piece of brinjal with her fork. "I need something physical. A document. A recording. A witness who saw him give the order or who received it."

"Dhananjay's statement?"

"Dhananjay's statement confirms the existence of the Mandal, the breakaway, and the general conflict. But he wasn't present when the order was given. He's a character witness, not an eyewitness."

I chewed Baba's bharli vangi and thought. The brinjal was soft, the stuffing — a paste of peanut, coconut, and goda masala — had that particular Maharashtrian sweetness-in-savouriness that makes the cuisine unique. Baba was watching us from the kitchen doorway with the expression of a cook awaiting a verdict.

"Excellent, Baba," I said.

His face brightened. The small victories of a recovering household: bharli vangi that works. A son who eats dinner at the table. A girl in the sewing room who smells of coconut oil and is building a story that might change everything.

"The private investigator," I said suddenly. "Pramod Jadhav. He was hired through an intermediary, but the payment had to come from somewhere. Follow the money. If we can trace the payment from Jagannath's network to Jadhav, we have a financial link between Jagannath and the surveillance of me. And if Jagannath was surveilling me, the question becomes: why? What was he afraid I'd find?"

Kavya looked at me. The particular Kavya look that means she's recalculating.

"That's good," she said. "That's actually very good."

"I learned from the best."

"You learned from grief and manipulation, but I'll take the compliment."

The financial trail led somewhere. Jadhav's payment records — obtained by Kavya through a combination of journalistic charm and a source at a cooperative bank in Deccan who owed Ashwini a favour — showed a wire transfer from an account held by something called the Sanatan Prakash Trust. The trust was registered in Satara — a small city south of Pune — under the directorship of one Ravi Deshpande.

Ravi Deshpande did not exist. The Aadhaar number linked to the trust was fake. The address was a vacant plot. But the bank account was real, and the money that flowed through it was real, and the trail led — through three more layers of intermediaries — to a fixed deposit held at the Bank of Maharashtra, Hinjewadi branch, in the name of Arjun Sane.

"Arjun," Kavya said, placing the documents on the sewing machine table like a dealer laying cards. "Not Jagannath. Arjun is the money man. Jagannath is the operator. Different functions, same structure."

"So Arjun funded my surveillance?"

"Arjun funded the trust that funded the intermediary that funded the PI who surveilled you. Distance. Deniability. But the money's there, in black and white, and no amount of shell companies can erase a bank transaction with an Aadhaar-linked account."

The story was coming together. Not as a narrative — that was Kavya's craft, and she worked on it in the sewing room with the door closed, the Singer machine pushed aside, her laptop and printouts forming an archipelago of evidence on the table. She'd emerge for meals, for chai, for the occasional walk to the tapri on FC Road where cutting chai and perspective came in equal measure.

Life continued around the investigation. Mihir's Tuesday-Friday chess sessions were now accompanied by his own contribution — he'd begun running background checks on Mandal members using the digital tools available to an engineering student with access to COEP's research databases. Nothing illegal — public records, published papers, corporate filings. He compiled a spreadsheet that Kavya called "the most organised piece of amateur intelligence I've ever seen."

"I'm an engineer," Mihir said. "I organise things. It's what I do."

"You're a friend," I corrected. "Organisation is just how you express it."

"Same thing, different format." He moved his rook. "Check."

Baba's cooking reached a new phase — he'd moved from individual dishes to full thalis. Saturday lunch became an event: poori-bhaji, amti-bhat, koshimbir, and the occasional ambitious attempt at puran poli that resulted in flatbreads of varying thickness and structural integrity but consistent deliciousness. He cooked with the concentration of a man solving an engineering problem, which made sense because that's exactly what he was — an engineer who had redirected his precision from software to kitchen, finding in the measurement of ingredients and the timing of tempering a language for the feelings he still couldn't express in words.

One Saturday, after a particularly successful thali, Baba said: "Teri Aai ko yeh pasand aata."

Your Aai would have liked this.

Not the food — the scene. The table with four people. The conversation. The normal, everyday chaos of a household that is messy and imperfect and alive. She would have liked this because this was what she'd chosen when she left the Mandal: the ordinary. The human. The kitchen instead of the wada. The family instead of the circle.

"Haan, Baba," I said. "Pasand aata."

February progressed. The story approached completion. Kavya wrote draft after draft, each one tighter, more focused, more devastating. She read sections aloud to me at night — her voice in the dark bedroom, the words describing things I'd lived through but hearing them in her voice made them new, made them someone else's truth, which is what journalism does: it takes the personal and makes it public, it takes the lived and makes it known.

The world outside our flat continued its business. Pune prepared for exams and weddings and the approaching heat. The autorickshaws ran their routes. The temples rang their bells. The chai-wallahs made their chai. A city of five million people going about the daily work of living, unaware that in a flat in Kothrud, a twenty-one-year-old journalist was assembling the story that would expose the thing hiding in the shadow of their city.

I went to the terrace one evening — the Fergusson terrace, my thinking spot. The sun was setting. Pune's sunsets in February are brief and brilliant — the sky goes from blue to orange to purple in fifteen minutes, as if the sun is in a hurry to get somewhere else. I sat on the parapet wall and watched the colours change.

Rahu spoke. Quieter than before — respectful of the boundaries, present but not intrusive.

The story will publish. And when it does, Jagannath will respond. He has resources. He has connections. He has the willingness to act that comes from having already ordered one killing.

"I know."

You'll need the siddhis. Not for power — for protection. The ability to read intent, to sense danger before it arrives. This is what the abilities were always meant for, Moksh. Not the Mandal's purpose. Not Dhananjay's purpose. Yours.

"And what about you? What's your purpose?"

A pause. Rahu's pauses had evolved — less dramatic, more thoughtful. The pause of a consciousness that has learned something from the human it cohabits with.

My purpose is to be heard when you choose to listen. Not a master. Not a leash. A voice. One of many. Yours is the loudest. It always should have been.

I watched the sunset finish. The sky darkened. The city lights came on. And somewhere in the mix of light and dark, of old pain and new strength, of a voice inside my head and a woman in my father's house typing the story of my life, I felt something settle.

Not peace — peace is too passive a word for what this was. Readiness. The calm before the storm that you walk into eyes open, knowing what the storm contains, knowing what it will cost, and choosing to walk anyway.

Because the truth about my mother deserved to be told. And the people who killed her deserved to face it. And I deserved to be the one who stood up and said: this happened. I was there. I saw. I know.

A new day was coming. Not the metaphorical kind — the literal kind. February turning to March. Exams approaching. The story nearing publication. The world about to change.

I climbed down from the terrace and walked home through Pune at dusk, through streets that smelled of evening chai and temple flowers and the first warmth of approaching spring.

Ready.


  
    Chapter 18: Sham (Evening)

    
    
  
  The evening before I proposed to Kavya, I drove to the Mumbai-Pune Expressway.

Not the full drive — just the first forty kilometres, to the Lonavala exit. I parked at the food court where, ten years ago, a twelve-year-old boy had wanted McDonald's while his mother sang Asha Bhosle with the windows down. The food court was different now — renovated, the McDonald's replaced by a Starbucks, the parking lot expanded — but the ghats were the same. The same green curves. The same tunnels. The same road that didn't care who you were or what you'd lost.

March. The heat was building — not yet the full furnace of April but the preview, the trailer, the sky turning white at the edges as if the sun was slowly bleaching the atmosphere. I sat in Baba's Hyundai Creta — the same car I'd driven in November rain a year and a half ago, shaking, grieving, barely alive — and looked at the Khandala section from the food court elevation.

Somewhere down there, my mother's Swift had gone off the road. Somewhere in the ravine below the guardrail — which had been replaced, I could see, with a newer, sturdier barrier — the car had come to rest, and Asha Bhosle had played on in the footwell, and a woman who smelled of chalk and jasmine and who had chosen family over power had stopped being.

I didn't cry. I'd expected to — had even, in a small, self-conscious way, come here for the catharsis. But what I felt was not grief. It was something more complex: the particular ache of a wound that has healed but left scar tissue, tissue that pulls when the weather changes or when you turn too quickly or when you park at a food court and look at a ghat section where the guardrail is new.

"Aai," I said aloud. The word went into the car's interior and sat there, insufficient, a single syllable for a universe of absence.

I had brought the ring.

Not in my pocket — that felt too casual for what the ring was. I'd put it in the glove compartment, in the small velvet box from the jeweller in Tulsi Baug, the old market in Pune where gold and silver are sold by weight and the shopkeepers have been running the same stalls since their grandfathers' time. The ring was simple — a thin gold band with a single small diamond, because Kavya was not a woman who wanted a large diamond; she was a woman who wanted a real one, and in Tulsi Baug the diamonds are real and small and sold by men who can tell you the clarity grade before you ask.

I opened the glove compartment. The box sat there, navy velvet, quiet. I opened it. The diamond caught the March light and threw a tiny rainbow onto the dashboard.

"I'm going to ask her tomorrow," I told the car. Told Aai. Told whoever was listening, which was probably no one, which was probably only the ghats and the traffic and the two-hundred-and-twelve-trip expressway that had been counting my passages the way I'd been counting its kilometres.

"She's — she's everything, Aai. You would have liked her. You would have argued with her, probably — she has opinions about everything, and she doesn't back down, and she reads Premchand and Manto and she thinks journalism is the most important profession in the world, which you would have debated because you thought teaching was, and you would have argued over chai and Baba would have watched you both with that expression he used to have, that 'I'm surrounded by strong women and I'm the luckiest man alive' expression."

The highway hummed below. A truck passed, then a bus, then the particular procession of SUVs and sedans that constitutes the expressway's daily traffic. In one of those cars, a year and seven months ago, someone had followed my mother. In another car, six months later, I had driven this same road in the rain, shaking.

Now I sat in a food court parking lot, talking to a dead woman about a living one, holding a ring that represented not the end of grief but the beginning of something grief had made possible: the knowledge that love, when it survives what we survived, is not fragile. It is the toughest thing there is.

"The story is publishing next week," I continued. "Kavya wrote it. It's — Aai, it's brilliant. She took everything — the Mandal, the financial corruption, Jagannath, the surveillance, even the siddhis — and she made it a story that anyone can read and understand. Not sensational. Not exploitative. Just true. The way you would have wanted it."

A pigeon landed on the Creta's roof. I heard its feet — tick tick tick — the small percussion of a bird that doesn't know it's interrupting a conversation between a son and his dead mother.

"I'm going to ask her at Fireflies. The rooftop place in Koregaon Park. She's been wanting to go for months — she read a review in the Mirror and she's been hinting, the way Kavya hints, which is basically just telling me directly because she doesn't believe in subtlety."

I closed the ring box. Put it back in the glove compartment. Sat for a while, watching the ghats, watching the road, watching the new guardrail that stood where the old one had failed.

"I'll take care of her, Aai. And she'll take care of me. And Baba — Baba's okay. He cooks. He's learning. He made puran poli last Saturday and it was actually good. You would have pretended it wasn't and then eaten three."

I started the car. Drove back to Pune. The expressway unwound in the opposite direction — the tunnels that Aai had described as having two mouths, fear and faith. I entered through something that was neither. Acceptance, maybe. The specific acceptance that comes when you've lost someone forever and found someone else not as a replacement but as a continuation — a new chapter in a book that you thought had ended.

Back in Pune, I went to Mihir.

He was at his flat — a small place near COEP that he shared with two engineering classmates and approximately forty thousand textbooks. The flat smelled of instant noodles and the particular brand of desperation that engineering students exude during project season. Mihir was at his desk, surrounded by circuit boards.

"I need your help tomorrow night," I said.

"With what?"

"I'm proposing to Kavya."

Mihir looked up from his circuit board. His face went through a sequence that I'd learned to read even without siddhi assistance: surprise, delight, concern, and then the particular Mihir expression that meant he was running calculations.

"Ring?"

"Yes."

"Speech?"

"No speech. I'll just — ask."

"Location?"

"Fireflies. Koregaon Park. Rooftop."

"Time?"

"8 PM reservation."

"What do you need me for?"

"I need you to make sure I don't lose my nerve. And I need you to have Baba at the flat when we get back, because I want him to be the first person we tell."

Mihir nodded. The engineer's nod — efficient, committed, devoid of unnecessary sentiment. "Done. I'll handle Baba. You handle the ring."

"And Mihir?"

"Hmm?"

"Thank you. For — everything. The vada pav. The chess. The Tuesday-Friday thing. The spreadsheet. Showing up when I'd stopped showing up."

He looked at me for a long moment. The Mihir look that contains an entire friendship compressed into a gaze.

"Tu mera bhai hai," he said. You're my brother. "Main aur kya karta?"

What else would I do?

The simplest declaration. The most Mihir thing he'd ever said. And it was enough.

I went home. Baba was in the kitchen, attempting gobi Manchurian — an ambitious choice that suggested he'd been watching Indo-Chinese YouTube tutorials. The kitchen smelled of deep-frying and ginger-garlic paste and the particular optimism of a man who believes that if you follow the recipe precisely enough, the universe is obligated to produce an edible result.

"Baba."

"Hmm?" He didn't turn from the kadhai, where cauliflower florets were sizzling in batter.

"I'm going to ask Kavya to marry me. Tomorrow."

The sizzling continued for exactly two seconds before Baba turned around. His face — behind the oil-spattered spectacles, behind the expression of a man concentrating on not burning his gobi — performed the same sequence Mihir's had, but slower, deeper, with a layer underneath that only fathers have: the realisation that their child has crossed a line into an adulthood they can no longer supervise.

"Kavya," he said.

"Haan."

"Accha ladki hai."

Good girl. The highest praise in the Prashant Bharadwaj dictionary. Not eloquent. Not poetic. But weighted with everything he meant: she saved my son. She sat in my dead wife's sewing room and built a case for justice. She throws towels at his head when he comes home wet. She eats my bharli vangi and tells me it's good even when it's not. Accha ladki hai.

"Teri Aai ko bata?" he asked. Have you told your Aai?

"I went to the expressway today. To the food court. I told her."

Baba's eyes went bright. Not tears — Prashant Bharadwaj does not cry in the kitchen while making gobi Manchurian — but the brightness of emotion held behind the dam of composure, pressing against the wall, making the wall tremble.

"Woh khush hoti," he said. She would have been happy.

"I know."

He turned back to the kadhai. The gobi was ready — golden, crispy, the batter perfectly even. He lifted the pieces with a slotted spoon and placed them on paper towels with the precision of an engineer performing quality control.

"Gobi try kar," he said. Try the gobi.

I tried it. It was good. Actually good — not the qualifying "good-for-Baba" but objectively, genuinely good. Crispy outside, tender inside, the ginger-garlic paste giving it warmth, the green chilli adding a bite that lingered on the back of the tongue.

"Baba. This is really good."

His face broke into a smile. Not the restrained smile of a man maintaining composure — a full, unguarded, spreading smile that used muscles I hadn't seen him use since before Aai died. The smile of a man who has made gobi Manchurian that his son approves of, which in the emotional mathematics of an Indian household is the equivalent of winning a national award.

"Kal bhi banaunga," he said. I'll make it tomorrow too.

"Kal Kavya ke liye banao. When we come home."

"Haan." He turned back to the kitchen. "Haan, banaunga."

I went to my room. Sat on the bed. The ring was in the glove compartment of the car. The car was in the parking lot. The parking lot was below the balcony — the same balcony where, five months ago, I had gripped the railing and calculated the distance to the ground.

I looked at the railing through the window. New welding. Secure. Baba's doing. The railing that had almost been my last contact with the physical world was now reinforced, repaired, made strong — the way everything in this house had been reinforced and repaired and made strong, not by magic or siddhis or three-hundred-year-old circles of light but by a father who cooked gobi Manchurian and a friend who brought vada pav and a woman who typed truth in a dead woman's sewing room.

Tomorrow I would ask her. Tomorrow the ring would leave the velvet box and find Kavya's finger. Tomorrow a new chapter would begin — not the Mandal's chapter, not Rahu's chapter, mine.

I slept deeply. No voices. No visions. No emotional weather from adjacent rooms. Just sleep — the gift of a body that has been tired for a very long time and has finally, tentatively, learned to rest.

The evening was ending. A new one was about to begin.


  
    Chapter 19: Sawaal (The Question)

    
    
  
  Fireflies was everything Kavya had described and nothing I'd imagined.

The rooftop restaurant sat atop a converted bungalow in Koregaon Park — one of those Pune neighbourhoods that has been gentrified so thoroughly that the original Marathi families who lived there now coexist with art galleries, organic cafés, and yoga studios run by Europeans who discovered spirituality in Osho's ashram and decided to stay. The rooftop was open to the sky, strung with fairy lights that gave it its name, and the tables were spaced far enough apart that you could pretend you were the only people in the world.

March 8th. A Thursday. I chose Thursday because Kavya's favourite day was Thursday — she'd told me once, during a cutting chai session in the early days, that Thursday was the day the week finally admitted it was heading somewhere, and Friday was just the destination. She liked the journey more than the arrival. That was Kavya.

I wore the blue shirt she'd once said made my eyes look "like someone who's read too many books and it shows in the best way." She wore a green kurta — the one with the small mirrors sewn into the neckline, the one she'd bought from a Kutch woman at the Pune Festival last January. Her hair was down, which was rare — Kavya usually tied it back, the practical choice of a woman who doesn't want hair interfering with her work. Tonight it fell past her shoulders, and she'd put jasmine in it.

"Jasmine?" I said.

"Mrs. Kulkarni gave me gajra from her garden. It seemed like a waste not to wear it." She sat down at the table. Looked around. The fairy lights. The sky. The Koregaon Park skyline twinkling beyond. "This is nice. Why didn't we come here before?"

"We were busy."

"We were always busy. That's not a reason."

She was right. We'd been busy surviving — the Mandal, the investigation, the balcony, the recovery. We hadn't been busy living. There's a difference, and it's the difference between holding your breath and breathing.

The menu was fusion — Maharashtrian ingredients in international formats. Solkadhi shots as aperitifs. Misal tacos. Vada pav sliders. The chef was a Punekar who'd trained in Paris and returned to do what every Pune person secretly believes is the truth: that Marathi food is the best food in the world and the rest of the world just hasn't caught up yet.

Kavya ordered the misal tacos and a mango lassi. I ordered the vada pav sliders and a kokum soda. The waiter — a young man with an earring and the particular Koregaon Park energy of someone who considers customer service a form of performance art — took our order with a flourish and disappeared.

"The story goes to print Monday," Kavya said.

"I know."

"Ashwini approved the final draft. Front page, below the fold. Continuation on page three and four. Online version goes live simultaneously."

"Are you nervous?"

"Terrified." She said it the way Kavya says everything — directly, without decoration. "Not of the publication. Of the aftermath. Jagannath has connections. Arjun has money. The Mandal has three hundred years of knowing how to protect itself."

"We have the truth."

"The truth is necessary but not sufficient. We also need lawyers, which Ashwini has arranged, and a contingency plan, which I've prepared, and a very good friend at the Pune police commissioner's office, which Ashwini's editor has cultivated for exactly situations like this." She sipped her mango lassi, which had arrived with the speed of a restaurant trying to impress. "But tonight is not about the story."

"No?"

"No. Tonight is about us. About being two people at a nice restaurant with fairy lights and a menu that charges three hundred rupees for a vada pav and calls it a 'slider.'" She smiled. "Tell me something that isn't about the Mandal or the investigation or the siddhis or your mother."

"Like what?"

"Like — what do you want to do after graduation? Not what do you need to do. What do you want to do?"

The question surprised me. I'd been so consumed by the investigation, the recovery, the repeat year, the exams that were three weeks away, that I hadn't thought about after. After was a country I hadn't visited. After was the other side of the tunnel, and I'd been so focused on the mouth I was entering through that I'd forgotten there was an exit.

"I want to write," I said.

"Write what?"

"This. All of this. Not the journalism version — your version, the factual one, is better for that. But the other version. The internal one. What it feels like to lose someone and then lose yourself and then find yourself again. What it feels like to hear a voice in your head that knows your name. What it feels like to stand on a balcony and calculate the distance and then step back." I paused. "What it feels like to fall in love with a woman who reads Premchand and investigates cults and throws towels at your head."

"A memoir."

"A story. Not a memoir. A story where the facts are true but the telling is mine."

"That's a memoir."

"Fine. A memoir."

She looked at me with the particular Kavya look that means she's not just listening but seeing — looking past the words to the intention behind them, the way she looked past sources to the truth they contained.

"You should," she said. "You're a good writer. You always were — the essays you wrote in Political Science, before you stopped attending, were the best in the class. Professor Deshpande told me."

"He told you?"

"I asked. I ask about you. I've always asked about you. It's what I do."

The food arrived. The misal tacos were absurd and delicious — the familiar fiery tang of misal contained in a crispy shell, the farsan sprinkled on top like confetti. The vada pav sliders were smaller than a real vada pav and three times the price but served with a garlic aioli that had no business being as good as it was.

We ate. We talked. Not about the Mandal or the investigation or the siddhis. About movies — she loved Drishyam, I loved Andhadhun, we both loved Masaan and agreed it was the most underrated Hindi film of the decade. About music — she was obsessed with Prateek Kuhad, I was obsessed with Indian Ocean, we both secretly liked the old Bollywood that our parents played in the car. About the future — her future, not just mine. She wanted to work at a national paper. She wanted to investigate systemic corruption. She wanted to write a book someday about the intersection of faith and fraud in modern India.

"Faith and fraud," I said. "Sounds like a memoir."

"Sounds like research." She grinned. "But maybe a memoir too."

The fairy lights sparkled. The March night was warm enough to be comfortable and cool enough to be pleasant — that narrow temperature band that Pune offers for approximately six weeks a year, between the winter chill and the summer assault. The other diners murmured. A couple at a nearby table laughed. The sound of other people's happiness, heard from a distance, without the siddhi, without reading their emotions, just hearing — just the human version, the ordinary version — was surprisingly beautiful.

I excused myself. Went to the bathroom. Locked the door. Took three breaths. Looked at myself in the mirror.

The boy in the mirror was not the same boy who had walked into the Fergusson library eighteen months ago. He was thinner. Older in the eyes. There was a scar on his left palm that told a story nobody would believe. There were abilities in his mind that science couldn't explain and that he'd learned to control not through training but through love and chess and cold water on his face and a father's gobi Manchurian.

"Okay," I told the mirror. "Let's do this."

I went back to the table. Kavya was eating the last misal taco, chasing a piece of farsan that had escaped the shell. She looked up as I sat down.

"You were gone a while."

"Nervous stomach."

"The sliders?"

"The question I'm about to ask you."

Something shifted in her face. Not surprise — Kavya was not a woman who was easily surprised. More like the alignment of something she'd suspected with something she'd hoped for, the puzzle piece finding its space.

I reached into my pocket. The ring box — I'd transferred it from the glove compartment to my shirt pocket at the car, and it had been pressing against my chest all evening, that small, flat heartbeat. I placed it on the table between us, between the kokum soda and the mango lassi, between the empty taco plate and the slider remains.

"Kavya."

"Moksh."

"You told me once that you're not my anchor. That you're a person. That you want to be beside me, not behind me or ahead of me. I heard you. I hear you now." I opened the box. The diamond caught the fairy lights and multiplied them, throwing tiny rainbows across the table, across her hands, across the mirrors on her green kurta. "Will you be beside me? Not as my anchor or my compass or my lifeboat. As my partner. My equal. My wife."

The word "wife" came out different from the rest — heavier, more real, carrying the specific gravity of a word that means: I am choosing this, and I am choosing it knowing everything it costs, and I am choosing it knowing that the world is full of expressways and guardrails and phone calls at 3 AM and dark sedans and occult circles, and in all of that, the only thing I am sure of is you.

Kavya looked at the ring. At me. At the ring again.

She laughed.

Not the laugh I expected — not tears of joy or a gasp of surprise. A real laugh. The Kavya laugh — full, unreserved, with a snort at the end that she hated and I loved because it was the most honest sound a human face could make.

"You're proposing to me over vada pav sliders," she said.

"They're very good sliders."

"They're three-hundred-rupee vada pav." She picked up the ring box. Examined the diamond with the scrutiny of a journalist verifying evidence. "Tulsi Baug?"

"Tulsi Baug."

"Real diamond?"

"Real diamond."

"Small."

"Like our budget."

She laughed again. The snort. The beautiful, undignified snort.

"Moksh Bharadwaj," she said, placing the ring on her own finger with the practical efficiency of a woman who doesn't wait for someone else to complete her gestures. "Yes. Obviously yes. Yes in every language including the ones I don't speak. Yes like Premchand's prose — straightforward, honest, no unnecessary decoration. Yes."

I reached across the table. Took her hand — the one with the ring, the gold band thin and perfect on her finger, the diamond small and real. Her fingers closed around mine. The scar on my palm pressed against the ring's band, and for one moment — just one — I allowed the siddhi to open, to read her emotional landscape, not as surveillance but as communion.

What I found: joy. Pure, uncomplicated, unqualified joy. Not layered, not nuanced, not filtered through concern or suspicion or journalist-mode analysis. Just joy. The kind I'd felt in the rain on the Fergusson terrace. The kind that doesn't need a reason because it IS the reason.

And beneath it — so deep it was almost geological — love. The love of a woman who has seen a man at his worst and chosen him anyway. Who has investigated him, confronted him, grounded him, read to him in the dark, thrown towels at his head, driven across Pune at midnight on an Activa, stood in monsoon rain, and decided, every single day, to stay.

"I love you," I said.

"I know. I said yes." She squeezed my hand. "Now order dessert. If you're going to propose at a three-hundred-rupee vada pav place, the least you can do is spring for the gulab jamun."

The waiter brought gulab jamun. They were perfect — golden, soaked in syrup, warm enough to be comforting and sweet enough to be excessive. We shared them. The syrup ran over our fingers. The fairy lights sparkled. The night was warm.

Kavya held up her hand, examining the ring in the fairy light. The diamond threw its tiny rainbow across the table.

"Your mother would have liked this," she said.

"She would have cried."

"Your father?"

"He knows. He's making gobi Manchurian for when we get back."

Kavya's eyes went bright. "He knows?"

"I told him yesterday. He said 'accha ladki hai.'"

"Accha ladki hai." She repeated it the way you repeat a compliment that matters more than compliments usually do. "That's the nicest thing anyone's ever said about me."

"I can think of nicer things."

"Save them. We have a lifetime."

A lifetime. The word stretched between us like the expressway — long, uncertain, full of tunnels and curves and guardrails that may or may not hold. But also full of food courts and cutting chai and libraries and chess games and fathers who learn to cook and friends who bring vada pav and the irreducible, unexplainable, undeserved gift of another person choosing to walk the road beside you.

We finished the gulab jamun. Paid the bill — which was, indeed, outrageous. Left Fireflies. Drove home through Koregaon Park in the March night, Kavya's ring catching streetlights through the windshield, throwing tiny rainbows across the dashboard and her face and the road ahead.

At home, Baba was waiting. Gobi Manchurian. Cutting chai. The table set for three. He saw Kavya's hand. Saw the ring. And Prashant Bharadwaj, the man of "Hmm," the man of contained emotion, the man who had stood in a hallway at 3 AM and said "I am here" — this man put down the chai cup and said:

"Welcome to the family, beta."

And then he cried. And Kavya cried. And I cried. And the gobi Manchurian went cold on the table while three people in a kitchen in Kothrud held each other and wept and laughed and passed the tissue box back and forth and said nothing and said everything.


  
    Chapter 20: Giraftaari (Arrest)

    
    
  
  The ring was still warm on her finger when they came for me.

I remember the exact second — not because of the police, not because of the handcuffs, but because Kavya had just said yes. Three days ago, at Fireflies, over vada pav sliders and fairy lights. And now we were back — same rooftop, same table, because she'd wanted to return, because she said the gulab jamun deserved a second visit and the ring deserved to be seen in the same fairy lights where it was first worn.

The story had published that morning.

Front page, below the fold, exactly as Ashwini had planned. The headline: "Pune's Circle of Light: Inside a Three-Century Occult Network with Political and Financial Ties." Kavya's byline. Four thousand words of investigation, evidence, named sources. Dhananjay's on-record statement. The financial trail from Jyoti Vikas Foundation through Sanatan Prakash Trust to Arjun Sane's accounts. The property records. The private investigator's testimony. And at the centre of it all, the allegation — supported by documentary evidence and Dhananjay's statement — that Jagannath Gokhale had ordered the murder of a former Mandal member named Chitra Bharadwaj, who had threatened to expose his breakaway circle.

My mother's name in print. In the Pune Mirror. On newsstands and breakfast tables and phone screens across the city. Her story, finally told — not by the Mandal, not by Rahu, not by the man who had used her death as recruitment material, but by a twenty-one-year-old journalist who had investigated the truth the way truth deserves to be investigated: with patience, rigour, and the stubborn refusal to accept any version that hadn't been verified.

The morning had been chaos. Kavya's phone hadn't stopped ringing — journalists from other papers, TV channels requesting interviews, a lawyer from the Maharashtra Human Rights Commission asking for a meeting. Ashwini had called at 7 AM: "The online version has forty thousand views. We're trending on Twitter Pune. The police commissioner's office has acknowledged receiving the article and is 'reviewing the allegations.'"

Baba had read the article in silence. He'd sat at the kitchen table with the newspaper spread out, his reading glasses on, his chai untouched and cooling, and he'd read every word. When he finished, he folded the paper carefully — the way he'd folded Aai's saris after she died, with precision and tenderness — and said: "Chitra ko insaaf milega."

Justice for Chitra.

Not "she would have wanted this." Not "I'm proud of you." Justice. The word that Indian fathers use when they have exhausted every other language for love.

The day had passed in a blur of phone calls and logistics. Kavya briefed the lawyer Ashwini had arranged. I gave a preliminary statement to a police officer who came to the flat — Inspector Kadam, a man with a moustache that suggested he took his job seriously and a notebook that suggested he took his notes more seriously. Mihir arrived in the afternoon with his spreadsheet — the one he'd been building for months — and handed it to Inspector Kadam with the explanation: "This is every financial connection, every property record, every corporate filing, organised chronologically. I'm an engineer. It's what I do."

Inspector Kadam looked at the spreadsheet, looked at Mihir, and said: "Beta, have you considered a career in forensic accounting?"

By evening, the initial frenzy had subsided. The story was out. The police were engaged. The lawyers were briefed. And Kavya, who had been running on adrenaline and cold chai since 5 AM, looked at me across the kitchen table and said: "Let's go to Fireflies."

"Now?"

"Now. Before the next wave. Before the interviews and the follow-up stories and whatever Jagannath does in response. I want one evening. One normal evening. You and me and overpriced vada pav and the fairy lights."

So we went.

The restaurant was quieter on a Monday — fewer couples, more scattered groups, the fairy lights slightly less magical on a weeknight but still pretty enough to make the rooftop feel like a different world. We ordered the same things — misal tacos, vada pav sliders, mango lassi, kokum soda. The waiter from Thursday recognised us and raised an eyebrow at the ring.

"Congratulations," he said, with the particular warmth of a restaurant employee who has witnessed enough proposals to know that the return visit means it worked.

"Thank you," Kavya said. She was wearing the green kurta again — the same one, the mirrors, the jasmine gajra from Mrs. Kulkarni. She looked beautiful and tired and alive.

We ate. We talked about things that didn't matter — the misal tacos were better this time, or maybe we were less nervous; the kokum soda had a new batch, slightly less sweet; the fairy lights had one broken string on the south side that hadn't been fixed since Thursday. The small observations of people who are practising ordinary happiness in a world that has been, until recently, extraordinary and terrible.

"I finished the book outline," I said.

"The memoir?"

"The memoir. Twenty chapters. Plus a prologue and an epilogue. First person. Starting with the arrest."

"The arrest? What arrest?"

"Mine."

She looked at me. The journalist eyes — alert, questioning, calculating.

"That hasn't happened yet," she said.

"I know. But it will."

I felt it — not through the siddhi, not through Rahu's channel, but through the ordinary human intuition that comes from understanding the structure of a story. Jagannath's response was coming. Not a legal challenge — something more direct. And in the aftermath, the police would need a suspect, and the easiest suspect is the one who has motive, means, and proximity.

"You think they'll arrest you for something?"

"I think Jagannath is going to make sure someone takes the fall for whatever happens next. And I'm the most convenient target — the grieving son with a connection to the Mandal, with documented abilities that could be reframed as delusional behaviour, with a history of mental instability including a near-suicide. On paper, I'm the perfect suspect for anything they want to pin."

"Then we prepare. We document everything. Alibis, timelines, evidence of —"

The sound came from below. Not a sound that belongs in a rooftop restaurant on a Monday evening — the sound of boots on stairs. Multiple boots. The heavy, deliberate tread of men who are not coming to eat misal tacos.

Kavya's hand found mine across the table. Her fingers closed around my scarred palm. The ring pressed against my skin — warm from her body, small and real and permanent.

"Moksh Bharadwaj?"

Three men. Two in uniform — Pune Police, the khaki that is simultaneously mundane and terrifying depending on which side of the law you're standing on. One in plain clothes — Inspector Kadam, the man who'd been at our flat that afternoon. The man with the moustache and the notebook. He didn't have the notebook now. He had handcuffs.

"Inspector Kadam," I said. "What's going on?"

"Moksh Bharadwaj, you are being placed under arrest for the murder of Dhananjay Kulkarni."

The words entered my brain and rearranged everything. Not the arrest — I'd predicted the arrest, I'd just told Kavya it was coming. The name. Dhananjay. Murder. MURDER.

"Dhananjay is dead?"

"Professor Dhananjay Kulkarni was found dead in his study at the Shaniwar Peth wada approximately two hours ago. The preliminary cause of death is blunt force trauma to the head." Kadam's voice was professional, measured, the voice of a man performing a duty he may or may not believe in. "You have been named by a witness as having motive and prior conflict with the deceased."

"Named by whom?"

"I'm not at liberty to disclose that at this time."

Arjun. It had to be Arjun. Or Jagannath. Or both — the conspiracy I'd overheard months ago, finally executed. Take over the Mandal. Remove Dhananjay. Pin it on the troublesome boy who had already made himself conspicuous by publishing a newspaper article accusing the organisation of murder.

I looked at Kavya. She was standing now, her phone already in her hand — calling Ashwini, calling the lawyer, doing what Kavya does when the world breaks: she fixes. She investigates. She fights.

"Don't say anything," she said. "Not a word until the lawyer arrives. Moksh — look at me. Not a word."

I looked at her. The green kurta. The mirrors catching fairy lights. The jasmine in her hair. The ring — my ring, Tulsi Baug gold, real diamond, small and permanent — on her finger.

"I didn't do this," I said. Not to the police. To her.

"I know." Her voice was iron. "I know, and I'll prove it. Just — not a word."

The handcuffs were cold. That's what I remember most — not the shock or the fear or the absurdity of being arrested at a rooftop restaurant where the vada pav sliders were still on the table. The cold. Metal on skin. The cuffs closing with a click that sounded like every door I'd ever opened slamming shut at once.

They led me through the restaurant. The other diners watched — some with the voyeuristic fascination that bad things happening to strangers produce, some with the averted eyes of people who don't want to be witnesses. The waiter who'd congratulated us stood by the kitchen entrance, his mouth open, the tray in his hand trembling.

Down the stairs. Through the restaurant's ground floor, past the host stand and the decorative plants and the framed reviews. Out into the Koregaon Park night. March air — warm, heavy, carrying the scent of neem trees and petrol and the first hint of summer.

The police car was parked outside. White, with the red stripe. The door was open. The back seat was clean and impersonal and designed for people who had no choice about sitting in it.

As they guided me into the car — hand on my head, the universal gesture of law enforcement that means "don't hit the door frame" — I looked back at Fireflies. The fairy lights were still on. The rooftop was still beautiful. And somewhere up there, at our table, a mango lassi and a kokum soda sat half-finished, and a woman in a green kurta with jasmine in her hair was making phone calls that would save my life.

Rahu spoke. Not loudly — a whisper. Almost tender.

The story isn't over, Moksh.

"I know," I whispered back. "It's just beginning."

The car door closed. The engine started. We pulled away from Koregaon Park, past the ashram and the art galleries and the organic cafés, toward the Vishrambaug police station, toward a cell, toward the next chapter that I would have to live before I could write it.

In my pocket — they hadn't searched me yet — was a piece of paper. The ring receipt from Tulsi Baug. Small, crumpled, with the jeweller's stamp and the weight of the gold and the grade of the diamond written in a hand that had been writing receipts for forty years.

It was the most valuable thing I owned. Not because of the gold or the diamond. Because it was proof that I had loved, and been loved, and that in a world of wadas and manipulations and voices in basements and dark sedans on expressways — in all of that darkness — the brightest thing I'd found was a woman who said yes, obviously yes, yes in every language.

And they could arrest me. They could charge me. They could put me in a cell and close the door and throw every accusation their conspiracy could manufacture.

But they couldn't take the yes.


  
    Epilogue: Subah (Morning)

    
    
  
  The jail visiting room smelled of phenyl and patience.

Phenyl because Yerawada Central Prison cleaned its floors three times a day with the industrial-strength disinfectant that is the olfactory signature of every Indian government building — hospitals, courts, police stations, prisons, all united by the shared belief that phenyl is the answer to every problem that isn't structural. And patience because the room had been designed for waiting. Hard wooden benches. A counter with a glass partition. Fluorescent lights that buzzed at a frequency calibrated to make every human underneath them look guilty regardless of their actual status.

I had been here for eleven days.

Eleven days of institutional time, which moves differently from real time — slower, thicker, like honey poured from a jar that someone forgot to warm. Eleven days of a cell that was seven feet by nine, with a thin mattress on a concrete platform, a steel toilet that didn't flush properly, and a window that was too high to see out of but low enough to let in the particular grey light of Pune mornings. Eleven days of dal-rice twice a day, served on steel plates by men who didn't make eye contact, the food tasting of nothing except the flattened, institutionalised version of sustenance — not nourishment but survival.

I had not been mistreated. Inspector Kadam, to his credit, had ensured that. Whatever his role in the arrest — and Kavya's emerging theory was that Kadam had been given bad intelligence by a source connected to Arjun — he was not a cruel man. The cell was clean. The food was regular. The other inmates, when I encountered them in the common areas, left me alone — not out of respect but out of the particular disinterest that prisoners have for each other's stories, because everyone in Yerawada has a story and none of them are as unique as you think.

But eleven days is eleven days. Eleven mornings of waking to that buzzing fluorescent light instead of Baba's chai sounds. Eleven evenings of lying on a mattress that smelled of every person who'd slept on it before me. Eleven nights of Rahu's voice, quieter than ever, barely a whisper, saying: patience, patience, patience — the mantra of a consciousness that had lived across centuries and understood that human justice, like human everything, takes time.

Today was different.

Today, Kavya was coming.

I heard her before I saw her — the particular click of her sandals on the phenyl floor, a sound I would have recognised in a crowd of ten thousand. Then her voice, talking to the guard — the confident, journalist's voice that opened doors not through authority but through the sheer conviction that they should be open.

She appeared behind the glass partition. Green kurta — a different one, not the mirror kurta from Fireflies. This one was plain, practical, the kurta of a woman who has been spending her days in courtrooms and police stations and editorial offices and has no time for decorative mirrors. Her hair was tied back. Her face was tired. And on her left hand, catching the fluorescent light, the ring.

"Hey," she said.

"Hey."

We looked at each other through the glass. The partition was not thick — maybe an inch — but it contained the full weight of institutional separation, the state's assertion that this person and that person should not touch. It was the cruellest inch in the world.

"Eleven days," I said.

"Twelve, technically. You were arrested at 9 PM. It's 10 AM."

"Journalist. Always precise."

"Always." She placed her hands flat on the counter. The ring pressed against the wood. "Listen. I have news."

"Good news?"

"Moksh. Look at my face. Do I look like a person delivering bad news?"

I looked. And underneath the tiredness, underneath the dark circles and the pulled-back hair and the fluorescent-light pallor — there was something else. A light. Not the siddhi kind. The Kavya kind. The light that she carried when a story broke open, when the last piece fell into place, when the investigation that had consumed her for months finally yielded the truth she'd been chasing.

"Tell me."

"Dhananjay's murder. The police have arrested Arjun Sane."

The words landed like stones in water — each one creating a ripple that spread outward and changed the surface of everything.

"Arjun."

"Arjun. He was arrested last night at his flat in Koregaon Park. The flat that's registered to Prakash Consulting. The flat that's owned by the shell company linked to the trust linked to Jagannath Gokhale." Kavya's voice was controlled, but beneath the control was the particular thrill of a journalist who has watched the truth she published become the truth the world acknowledges. "The evidence was — Moksh, it was damning. The murder weapon was a brass lota from the wada. It had Arjun's fingerprints. Not wiped, not cleaned. As if he didn't think anyone would look. As if he thought naming you as the suspect would be enough."

"Arjun killed Dhananjay?"

"The police believe so. The working theory is that Arjun confronted Dhananjay after the article published — the article exposed the financial connections between Arjun and Jagannath, and Arjun blamed Dhananjay for cooperating with us. The confrontation escalated. Arjun struck him."

"With a brass lota."

"With a brass lota. The one from his study. The one that was always on his desk."

I closed my eyes. The brass lota — I'd moved it with my mind once, in the early days, when the telekinesis was new and Dhananjay had watched with the expression of a man seeing his investment pay off. The same lota that had held water for pujas and cleaning rituals for decades, maybe centuries. Now it was a murder weapon, and the man it had killed was the man who had used my mother's death to recruit me and then, in the end, given Kavya the evidence that brought the truth to light.

"And Jagannath?"

"Still at large. But the police have issued a lookout notice. His properties are under surveillance. His bank accounts are frozen." Kavya leaned forward. "Moksh, the case against you is collapsing. Kadam filed a report this morning acknowledging that the initial witness — who named you — was Arjun himself. A suspect who names someone else to deflect suspicion. The magistrate has scheduled a hearing for tomorrow. Ashwini's lawyer — the good one, the one who argued the Bombay High Court case on wrongful confinement — he says bail is virtually certain. You could be out tomorrow."

Tomorrow. The word had a shape I'd forgotten — bright, forward-leaning, containing the possibility of morning chai and Baba's cooking and the Fergusson library and a balcony with a reinforced railing that looked out over a city that was learning, slowly, to tell its own truth.

"And Aai?" I asked. "The case. Her case."

Kavya's face softened. Not the journalist face — the other one. The one she reserved for moments when the professional and the personal overlapped and the personal won.

"Inspector Kadam opened a new file yesterday. Case Number 847 of 2024. Homicide investigation into the death of Chitra Bharadwaj, née Deshpande, on the Mumbai-Pune Expressway. Based on the evidence in the published article, Dhananjay's statement, the financial trail, and — this is important — a new witness. Vaidehi Sindhia."

"Vaidehi?"

"She came forward after Dhananjay's murder. Walked into the Vishrambaug police station and gave a statement. Three hours. Everything she knew — the Mandal's practices, Jagannath's breakaway, the order to eliminate your mother. She said she'd been silent for fifteen years because she was afraid. She said Dhananjay's death made her realise that silence doesn't protect you — it just makes you complicit."

Vaidehi. The cold-eyed woman with the kohl and the quiet authority. The woman who had trained me in emotional discipline and projection and the precise, dangerous architecture of the siddhis. The woman who had called my abilities "unprecedented" and meant it as a warning, not a compliment. She had walked into a police station and told the truth.

"Moksh." Kavya's voice brought me back. "There's something else. From Vaidehi's statement."

"What?"

"Your mother. The channelling ability. The gift that Dhananjay said was unmatched in three hundred years." Kavya paused. The fluorescent light buzzed. A guard shifted his weight somewhere behind me. "Vaidehi said it wasn't the channelling that made your mother extraordinary. It was the opposite. Your mother had the ability to shut it down. To close the channels — not just in herself but in others. She could walk into a room full of active practitioners and silence every siddhi. Like a circuit breaker. Like an off switch."

I stared at her through the glass.

"That's why Jagannath feared her," Kavya continued. "Not because she could channel — anyone in the Mandal could channel. Because she could stop it. She could undo the thing that gave him power. And when she left and started asking questions, the threat wasn't exposure — it was that she might come back. That she might walk into his circle and turn off the lights."

My mother. Chitra Bharadwaj. Teacher of Class 5 English and Social Studies. Singer of off-key Asha Bhosle. Eater of mangoes. The woman who chose family over power, not because she was weak but because she was the most powerful person in the room and she knew what power cost.

The woman who could turn off the lights.

"I have that ability," I said. Not a question. A realisation. The siddhi I'd been developing — the selective attention, the controlled engagement, the choosing what to sense and what to let pass. It wasn't just control. It was the beginning of what Aai had mastered: the ability not just to use the channels but to close them. Not just for myself. For others.

"I thought you might," Kavya said. "Vaidehi thought so too. She said: 'The son has his mother's gift. The Mandal always knew. It's why they wanted him.'"

I put my hand on the glass. Kavya put hers on the other side. An inch between us. The width of the state. The width of injustice. The narrowest and widest distance in the world.

"Come home," she said. Not a request — a statement of intent. The voice of a woman who has spent eleven days building the case, filing the motions, arguing with magistrates, and will spend eleven more if necessary, and eleven more after that, until the doors open and the man she loves walks through them.

"Tomorrow," I said.

"Tomorrow."

The guard signalled. Time was up. Visiting hours at Yerawada run on a schedule that doesn't care about revelations or ring fingers or the distance between a glass partition and everything it prevents.

Kavya stood. She pressed her hand harder against the glass — one last contact, the closest we could get. Then she smiled. Not the journalist smile or the brave smile or the "I'm fine" smile. The real one. The one that used the eyes. The one that said: we survived a Mandal and a balcony and a monsoon and a murder charge. We can survive an inch of glass and twelve more hours.

"I love you," she said.

"I know. You said yes."

She laughed. The snort. Even in a prison visiting room, under fluorescent lights, with a guard watching and an inch of glass between us — the snort. The most honest sound in the world.

She left. The sandals clicked on the phenyl floor. The sound diminished, turned a corner, disappeared.

I sat in the visiting room for the permitted thirty additional seconds, alone, hands on the counter, looking at the spot on the glass where her palm had pressed. A faint print remained — the oils of her skin, the outline of her fingers, the ghost of contact.

Then I stood. Walked back to the cell. Lay on the thin mattress. Stared at the too-high window where Pune's morning light — March light, bright and building toward the summer it was becoming — came through in a rectangle on the opposite wall.

Rahu spoke. For the last time, in that voice, in that way.

Your mother closed channels. You will open them. Not for power — for truth. The siddhis were never meant to be weapons or tools or party tricks. They were meant to be a language. A way of speaking between the parts of reality that the ordinary senses can't reach. Your mother understood this. She walked away not because she rejected the gift but because she knew the gift needed to grow in soil that the Mandal couldn't provide.

You are that soil, Moksh. Planted in grief. Watered by love. Grown in the ordinary, human, messy ground of a flat in Kothrud where a father cooks gobi Manchurian and a friend brings vada pav and a woman types truth on a dead woman's sewing machine.

I have been many things to you. A guide. A temptation. A voice in the dark. But what I've always been, underneath it all, is a mirror. Not a spirit from another plane — a reflection. The part of you that knows more than you admit. The consciousness that sees past the veil because it IS the veil, and the veil is you, and you are everything you've been afraid of and everything you've been reaching for.

The channels are yours now. Use them. Close them. Open them. The choice was always yours. It always will be.

"Goodbye, Rahu," I said.

Not goodbye. Just — quieter. I'll be here. Behind the door. Waiting, as I've always waited, for you to choose when to listen.

The morning light shifted on the wall. The rectangle moved an inch. Outside, Pune was waking up — the autorickshaws starting their routes, the chai-wallahs lighting their stoves, the temples ringing their first bells, the five million ordinary mornings beginning their ordinary days.

Tomorrow I would walk out of this cell. Tomorrow I would hold Kavya without a glass partition between us. Tomorrow I would eat Baba's chai and Mihir's vada pav and sit in the Fergusson library and start writing the story that you are now reading — the story of a boy who lost his mother and found a voice and nearly lost himself and was saved, not by supernatural power but by the stubborn, imperfect, irreplaceable love of the people who refused to let him go.

But that is tomorrow.

Today is the morning. Today is the light on the wall. Today is the knowledge that somewhere in Pune, a woman with jasmine in her hair is building the truth, one fact at a time, and a father is learning a new recipe, and a friend is setting up a chessboard, and a city is reading a story that matters.

Today is enough.

Today is subah.

Morning.
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